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“The maintenance of cohesion should never be taken for granted... The 

responsibility for fostering cohesion is one shared by us all.” 
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Abstract 

This thesis investigates the intricate dynamics of community cohesion in Wales and 

the role played by digital technologies in shaping it. Community cohesion is essential 

to any functioning modern society, providing the social fabric that binds individuals 

and groups together. Various emerging challenges have threatened community 

cohesion in recent years, encompassing cultural polarisation, migration, economic 

inequality, and numerous others. These factors have created an environment where 

tensions between groups can escalate, leading to decreased tolerance and 

subsequent intergroup conflicts and social unrest (Legewie, 2013). While 

fundamental causal factors and spatial dimensions have traditionally received the 

most attention, evidence suggests that trigger events can also amplify tensions, 

resulting in temporal shocks. Social media has surfaced as an additional catalyst for 

heightening these tensions, enabling the escalation of intergroup conflicts. However, 

social media also offers the potential for positive outcomes, such as fostering 

community building and social support. Given the constantly evolving landscape of 

cohesion in both digital and offline contexts, this PhD research aims to investigate 

how cohesion is accomplished in Wales. Specifically, the study examines the current 

mechanisms to prevent tensions and the potential role of new technologies in these 

processes. This thesis focuses on the relationship between social media and 

community cohesion, utilising a multi-disciplinary outlook that includes digital 

communications, tension studies, and computational criminology.  

The findings shed light on the multi-agency partnerships in Wales designed to 

mitigate community tensions and promote community cohesion. First, the Cohesion 

Delivery Network (CDN) in Wales was explored. It is important to note that given the 

absence of a pre-established formal multi-agency network, the researcher relied on 

their positionality within the Hate Crime Criminal Justice Board to define and 

establish working relationships that existed within the network. The researcher’s 

unique vantage point provided insight into existing collaborative efforts. 

Consequently, while no formal cohesion delivery network (CDN) exists the 

researcher's role shed light on the informal network's composition and dynamics. 
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The cooperation patterns were analysed in a network analysis to identify gaps and 

challenges in the network and how digital technologies have influenced and will 

continue to influence how the network operates. Next, a specific case study example 

of a trigger event for community tensions was explored: the announcement, duration, 

and closure of the Penally Asylum accommodation in Wales. This helped identify 

associative factors behind the manifestation and spread of intergroup tensions and 

the role that positive counter-speech can play in diffusing them following a local 

trigger event in both offline and digital contexts. In doing so, the study identified the 

extent to which particular social actors are endorsed or rejected and fundamental 

temporal and social patterns associated with the creation, propagation, and 

existence of tensoins during trigger events. The concluding section of the thesis 

explored the third sector's potential to employ social media in fostering digital 

environments marked by tolerance and cohesion to promote inclusive content and 

community building. Using Twitter as a public space application, the study found that 

such organisations harness social media to promote cohesion and collective efficacy 

using various strategies that ultimately interlink to address threats to community 

cohesion. Various research methods and tools were used to collect quantitative and 

qualitative data from offline and digital sources, including survey data and extensive 

social media data scraped from Twitter. 
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Chapter 1  

Introduction 

1.1. Introduction 

The turn of the millennium brought a surge in community tensions worldwide 

encompassing factors such as globalisation, migration, socio-political polarisation, 

economic inequalities, and the emergence of a digital society (Fiske, 2002; Thomas, 

2011; Edwards et al., 2013). These tensions have threatened cohesion and resulted 

in heightened demands for formal and informal responses. Formal responses 

encompass policies and programs implemented by governments and non-

governmental organisations to promote cohesion. In contrast, informal responses 

include community-based initiatives that foster social interaction and understanding. 

This thesis explores both dynamics in Wales and the role of digital technologies in 

shaping them. Wales is a compelling case study due to its significant political and 

economic transformation in recent decades. Its population comprises visibibly 

diverse ethnicities, cultures, languages, gender identities, sexual orientations, and 

disabilities. However, this diversity has been subject to community tensions, 

exacerbated by rapid social polarisation, often spearheaded by antecedent trigger 

events (King and Sutton, 2013).  It is crucial to define 'community' within the context 

of this thesis as encompassing all members of society, whether they coexist with 

cohesion or not. Additionally, the thesis acknowledges sub-communities, particularly 

those that are marginalised, which are often recognised as community groups, when 

organised in more formal capacities. 

Between 2019 and 2022, a pivotal period marked by post-Brexit adjustments and the 

onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, Wales found itself navigating a complex 

landscape of cultural tensions and digital transformations. In this era of uncertainty, 

the dynamics of community cohesion emerged as a critical focal point, revealing the 

intricate interplay between temporal, geographical, political, and community factors. 

During this timeframe, Wales experienced a unique convergence of socio-political 
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transitions and global crises. The aftermath of Brexit, coupled with the challenges 

posed by the COVID-19 pandemic, heightened societal anxieties and underscored 

the importance of cohesive community responses in the face of adversity. These 

developments shaped the context within which community cohesion initiatives 

unfolded, influencing both policy priorities and public discourse. The Welsh 

Government's framework for action, established in 2017, provided a roadmap for 

community cohesion governance in Wales. Emphasising prevention, victim support, 

and detection/monitoring, this framework laid the groundwork for multi-agency 

collaborations aimed at fostering inclusive and resilient communities. Additionally, 

the allocation of European Transition Fund resources post-Brexit catalysed the 

formation of cohesion teams tasked with specifically addressing tensions and 

promoting social cohesion across the nation in the eight police regions. 

Geographically, Wales presents a diverse tapestry of landscapes, each with its own 

socio-cultural dynamics. Urban centres, characterised by increasing ethnic diversity 

and digital interconnectedness, stood juxtaposed against culturally homogenous 

rural enclaves. Central to this study's geographical context was the placement of 

temporary asylum accommodations, in the Penally former barracks. The Penally 

asylum accommodation, situated in Pembrokeshire, Wales, served as temporary 

housing for asylum seekers awaiting the outcome of their immigration claims. 

Primarily composed of former military barracks, the facility housed individuals and 

families from various countries who had fled persecution or conflict in their home 

countries. The majority of residents were asylum seekers, including refugees and 

migrants seeking protection under international law.  

Situated in Pembrokeshire, near Tenby, a region known for its cultural homogeneity, 

the decision to host asylum seekers in this locale ignited local tensions and 

galvanised community responses. The Penally case served as a microcosm of 

broader debates surrounding immigration, identity, and community cohesion, 

highlighting the need for nuanced approaches grounded in local realities, along with 

the increasing influence that wider social media can have on more local tensions. 

Amidst these temporal, geographical, and political dynamics, communities in Wales 

grappled with varying perceptions and experiences of cohesion. From urban centres 
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teeming with diversity to rural hamlets steeped in tradition, each community 

navigated its unique socio-cultural landscape adjacently to the growing influence of 

digital society. The Penally asylum accommodation saga epitomised the intersection 

of these dynamics, serving as a poignant reminder of the challenges and 

opportunities inherent in building cohesive communities in contemporary Wales. 

The impact of social media on community dynamics has also been a subject of 

debate. On the one hand, some scholars view social media as a polarisation 

amplifier, enabling like-minded individuals to reinforce each other's intolerant views 

more efficiently and organised (Sunstein, 2017).  On the other hand, digital 

technologies can enhance community cohesion by enabling communication and 

interaction across diverse groups, leading to better cross-group understanding and 

tolerance (Vance et al., 2009). Moreover, these technologies can provide a platform 

for marginalised communities to express their perspectives, promoting inclusivity and 

mitigating the risk of social exclusion. 

This thesis investigates the intricate dynamics of community cohesion in Wales and 

the role played by digital technologies in shaping it. The study is guided by 

conceptual concepts of digital society, collective efficacy, denizenship, nodal 

governance, the justification–suppression model of the expression and experience of 

prejudice (JSM) and integrated threat theory (ITT), which serve as lenses for the 

empirical investigations that constitute the core of this work. By analysing the 

interplay among these concepts, alongside elements such as digital communication 

strategies and trigger events, within the specific context of Wales, this thesis 

endeavours to provide valuable insights into how digital technologies can contribute 

to fostering community cohesion and promoting social justice in a rapidly changing 

world. 

In the following chapter, the central concepts of this thesis are outlined. The research 

objectives and questions are also presented, along with a detailed explanation of the 

overall structure. A mixed methods approach combines survey and social media 

data to address the research problems and objectives. The pragmatic position 

adopted acknowledges the complexity of the phenomena under investigation and 

seeks to generate nuanced and context-specific insights. To provide a 
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comprehensive understanding of the research, Chapters Two and Three explicate 

the related literature, core conceptual frameworks, and methodological details that 

guided the empirical investigations. 

The findings of this research contribute to the existing literature in several ways, first, 

by shedding light on the multifaceted nature of cohesion delivery in a digital society, 

highlighting the roles played by various social actors, including citizens and non-

government organisations (NGOs), in maintaining and promoting community 

cohesion. Second, it illuminates the impact of digital technologies on cohesion 

delivery, both positive and negative, and the need to develop nuanced approaches 

to harness the potential of these technologies while mitigating their negative effects. 

Finally, this study contributes to the literature on nodal governance and trigger 

events, providing insights into how collective efficacy can be leveraged to counter 

divisive forces and promote community resilience in both day-to-day life and the face 

of crisis. Beyond the academic realm, this thesis holds practical significance as the 

Welsh Government and Police generously funded it. Consequently, the research 

findings have been regularly disseminated to these stakeholders and members of 

the Hate Crime Criminal Justice Board, on which I am a participant. The outcomes of 

this study have been integrated into a comprehensive network involving a wide array 

of stakeholders. 

1.2. Research Objectives and Questions 

This thesis consists of three distinct research chapters that each investigates varying 

aspects of community cohesion in Wales through the lens of a digital society. The 

individual research inquiries address different but cognate areas, and the central 

primary research question drives all three: 

“How is community cohesion maintained and promoted in contemporary Wales?” 

While the data analysed in each chapter is specific to Wales, the research findings 

hold significance beyond its boundaries, as practitioners in other parts of the UK can 

apply the measures and successes in addressing community tensions. Specifically, 
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the findings about digital spaces, typically not restricted by spatial and temporal 

dimensions (Castells, 2009), may have a broader application. The following section 

provides a detailed overview of each research chapter and the associated secondary 

research questions before presenting a statement about the interconnectedness of 

the research and its contributions to the primary research question. The secondary 

research questions are underpinned by a series of hypotheses, expounded upon in 

their respective chapters. These hypotheses draw on pertinent literature and 

conceptual frameworks, which are investigated in the next chapter. 

1.2.1. Empirical Chapter 1 

What patterns exist in contemporary Wales's multi-agency network responsible for 

cohesion delivery? 

The first empirical chapter investigates the cooperation patterns within the Welsh 

CDN and how these patterns relate to the stakeholders' focus on protected 

characteristics. The chapter provides an in-depth understanding of how social actors 

collaborate to maintain community cohesion in Wales. Specifically, the chapter 

emphasises the significance of a nodal governance multi-agency partnership that 

includes citizen participation or denizenship in achieving community cohesion.  

Furthermore, the chapter examines the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the 

day-to-day operations and cooperation patterns of the CDN and how stakeholders 

responded to these challenges. Additionally, the chapter analyses the role of social 

media in community tensions and identifies the requirements for any potential 

tension monitoring tool that could be implemented to mitigate such tensions. By 

examining these factors, the chapter aims to contribute to the body of knowledge on 

community cohesion in Wales and inform policy and practice for achieving effective 

community cohesion in the age of digital society. 



Introduction 

Cardiff University | 6  

1.2.2. Empirical Chapter 2 

What factors influence public discourse and attitudes towards refugees in response 

to a localised trigger event, using the example of the Penally asylum accommodation 

in Wales, and how can collective efficacy from public bodies and citizens be 

leveraged to and promote inclusive attitudes? 

The second empirical chapter of this thesis investigates the dynamics of community 

tensions and responses in the aftermath of a localised trigger event - the 

establishment of Penally asylum accommodation in Wales. The chapter examines 

how various social actors, including politicians, the media, civil society organisations, 

and individual citizens, engage in the maintenance of community cohesion in times 

of crisis. The chapter uses a multi-level framework to explore the interplay of 

individual attitudes, group norms, and structural factors that shape collective actions 

and reactions. In particular, the chapter examines how emerging digital technologies, 

particularly social media, shape the spread of anti-refugee attitudes and facilitate 

collective responses. By analysing the responses of different social actors; the 

chapter offers insights into the conditions under which communities can uphold 

cohesion in the face of trigger events.  

1.2.3. Empirical Chapter 3 

How do different communication strategies interlink and contribute to the 

effectiveness of minority rights NGOs in addressing social injustices, and promoting 

community cohesion on social media? 

The final empirical chapter investigates how NGOs, dedicated to counteracting 

tensions and promoting community cohesion leverage social media platforms to 

address social tensions. Specifically, it delves into these organisations' 

communication strategies on social media and how they interconnect to form a 

comprehensive approach to promote cohesion. This study not only investigates the 

prevalence and utilisation of various approaches but also includes an analysis of 

engagement metrics on platforms to assess their relative effectiveness, and through 
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specific case studies, it demonstrates the efficacy of utilising social media to combat 

tensions and foster day-to-day community cohesion. As such, the secondary 

research question in this chapter is:  

How do different communication strategies interlink and contribute to the 

effectiveness of minority rights NGOs in curtailing tensions, addressing social 

injustices, and promoting community cohesion on social media? 

1.2.4. Research interconnectedness  

This thesis focuses on community cohesion in Wales and investigates the impact of 

emerging technologies on cohesion and its delivery. Despite the diversity of the 

research chapters, they share several common themes that link the analysis. 

Primarily, each chapter focuses on maintaining or promoting cohesion through a 

nodal governance multi-agency partnership that includes citizen participation or 

denizenship. This approach is essential to address the complexity and diversity of 

issues that affect community cohesion in Wales. For example, the first research 

chapter emphasises the significance of this partnership in maintaining community 

cohesion, with a specific emphasis on community integration into the network. The 

second empirical chapter explores various social actors’ roles in the aftermath of a 

community tension-trigger event. The third chapter examines how NGOs employ 

social media to counter tensions. The chapters are informed by cognate literature 

and conceptual frameworks and aim to contribute to understanding community 

cohesion and emerging technologies in Wales. 

The second common theme that interlinks the analysis is the digital society lens 

through which community cohesion and tensions are explored, particularly focusing 

on how emerging technologies have impacted cohesion and cohesion delivery. The 

first empirical chapter, which takes a more general exploration of CDN in offline 

contexts, considers the potential for future tension monitoring and the impact that 

COVID-19 had on further digital technology integration into day-to-day operations. 
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The second chapter investigates how social media1 can impact public discourse and 

attitudes towards refugees and influence community cohesion after trigger events. In 

contrast, the third research chapter examines how minority rights NGOs leverage 

social media to address social injustices and promote community cohesion. 

Finally, each research chapter applies the conceptual framework of collective 

efficacy to understand better how community cohesion is upheld or promoted. This 

concept is further elaborated upon in the subsequent chapter, but in broad terms, 

collective efficacy reflects the extent to which community cohesion exists. Achieving 

and maintaining collective efficacy involves considering both informal factors that 

pertain to communities and interpersonal relations, as well as external factors that 

relate to the multi-agency influences on cohesion and responses to tensions. 

Specifically, collective efficacy is a complex concept that reflects the ability of 

communities to come together and work collaboratively to address common 

challenges and threats. It can be influenced by a wide range of factors, including the 

quality of social ties, the level of social capital, and the effectiveness of governance 

mechanisms, among other things. Using this framework to examine community 

cohesion in Wales, this thesis sheds light on the various factors contributing to 

promoting or eroding community cohesion and how emerging technologies and 

social actors can impact these processes.  

In summary, the diverse research chapters in the thesis ultimately interlink through 

the common themes of collective efficacy facilitated by the importance of a nodal 

governance multi-agency partnership that includes citizen participation or 

denizenship, the exploration of cohesion and tensions through a digital society lens, 

and the specific examples of how social actors leverage emerging technologies to 

maintain community cohesion in Wales. 

 

1 For social media analyses, 'Twitter' is commonly referenced throughout this thesis, 
reflecting the platform's identity during the research, and writing phases. Subsequent to the 
study's conclusion the platform underwent a name change and is now denoted as 'X’. 
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1.3. Thesis structure 

This thesis is organised into eight distinct chapters, each with its unique focus and 

contribution. Chapter Two provides an overview of the related literature and core 

conceptual frameworks that informed the research. To facilitate a nuanced and 

context-specific analysis, the literature review and conceptual framework are 

blended in this thesis, with specific case studies employed to examine broader 

concepts. Chapter Three provides a detailed account of the research methodology 

employed, beginning with a discussion of the epistemological approach adopted in 

the thesis. Core ethical considerations are also addressed, along with the designs, 

data collection, pre-processing, and analysis methods for the three empirical 

chapters. Chapters Four, Five, and Six focus on the three empirical investigations. 

Each chapter provides a detailed analysis of the research findings, with Chapter 

Seven reintegrating the empirical chapters and discussing the broader implications 

for cohesion delivery. In particular, this chapter places the findings within the context 

of the related literature and core conceptual frameworks. Chapter eight summarises 

the thesis, concluding with an overview of knowledge and methodological 

contributions to the surrounding work, highlighting identified limitations and providing 

suggestions for future research.  
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Chapter 2  

Related Literacy and Conceptual Frameworks 

2.1. Introduction 

The chapter is divided into four parts, each focusing on distinct concepts of this 

thesis. Part one begins by exploring the conceptual frameworks of information, 

networks, and digital society to provide an understanding of the digitisation of 

modern society. This section delves into how these frameworks shape and influence 

contemporary life. In part two, the notion of community cohesion is examined 

through the lens of the collective efficacy conceptual framework. The chapter sheds 

light on the multifaceted nature of cohesion, encompassing both formal and informal 

capacities within communities. The third part of the chapter investigates current 

understandings of digital communication strategies. This is achieved by applying 

Mergel's communication framework, which offers preliminary insights into how 

organisations utilise digital technologies, such as social media, to accomplish various 

ends. This exploration enhances our understanding of the role and impact of digital 

communication strategies in fostering cohesion. Lastly, part four focuses on 

exploring the temporal associations with community tensions, charatcerised as 

trigger events. This section examines real-world case studies and integrates them 

with the core conceptual framework and other relevant causal underlying theories 

(i.e. JSM and ITT). Doing so sheds light on how community tensions can be initiated 

in digital and offline spaces. 

2.2. A New Dawn: The Emergence of Digital Society 

In the late 20th century, Giddens (1990) coined the term "late modernity" to describe 

the notable societal and cultural changes. These changes are characterised by 

globalisation, deindustrialisation, and technological advancements.  This thesis 

focuses specifically on the impact of technological advancements that led to the 
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digitalisation of social life. In particular, it focuses on two conceptual frameworks, 

namely, information society (Bell, 1976) and network society (Castells, 1997) and 

their eventual integration into one framework referred to as ‘digital society’ (Powell et 

al., 2018).  

As we move into the late modern era, technology serves a more significant role in 

shaping our social lives. According to Giddens (1990), technological advancements 

have significantly changed how we interact and gather information. This trend began 

in the 1980s and has had a global impact, regardless of a country's size, economic 

development, or political ideology (Moore, 1997). Webster (2001) noted the 

proliferation of computer technologies and media services characterised the 

transition from industrialism to informalism. This post-industrial period is commonly 

referred to as the emergence of the information society, "a society that organises 

itself around knowledge in the interest of social control and the management of 

innovation and change" (Bell, 1976b: 576). This shift in the societal organisation is 

driven by the increasing importance of information and knowledge in the functioning 

of society. From an economic perspective, this shift can be understood as a move 

away from an economy based on materials and towards one based on knowledge.  

With the advent of information and communication technologies, the production and 

distribution of knowledge have become more important than physical goods. As a 

result, there is less emphasis on manufacturing and more on services, particularly in 

knowledge-based areas. This shift towards an economy based on knowledge is also 

reflected in the changing nature of work. Bell (1973) highlights that in post-

industrialism, "information trumps 'raw muscle, power or energy'" (p. 576). The 

increasing importance of information and knowledge in the functioning of society has 

led to a shift in the types of jobs that are in demand. There is a greater need for jobs 

that involve creating, manipulating, and disseminating information, such as data 

analysis, information management, and digital marketing. The 1980s witnessed 

these post-industrial shifts manifest in technological advancements, such as the 

increasing popularity of computers. The rise of personal computers and the internet 

has greatly facilitated the creation, manipulation, and dissemination of information, 

further driving the shift towards an information-based economy. 
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Moore (1997) identified several key features of the emerging information society, 

which include how information is used as an economic resource and the changing 

nature of individual learning, with information serving a more significant role in 

decision-making at the individual level, including in areas such as consumer 

decisions, state entitlements, and personal responsibilities. This increased access to 

information further blurs the boundaries between formal and informal learning 

(Teresevičienė et al., 2018). Moreover, Bell (1973) identified the rise of the 

information sector in the economy, including technological infrastructure such as 

telecommunications and computers, and the emergence of new industries alongside 

the expansion of existing ones.  

Castells (1997) labelled the economic impacts of the shift towards informalism as the 

emergence of a global informational economy. However, this is not the only 

implication of digitalisation. Another significant change was the transformation of 

social structures, a phenomenon first identified by Stein Braten (1981) as the 

emergence of a "network society." Braten (1981) defined a network society as one 

powered and organised by networked information and communications technology. 

While Braten (1981) was early to identify changes in social structures and networks, 

it was not until the 1990s that sociologists began to take a more comprehensive look 

at the phenomenon. Castells (1996) built on Braten's work, arguing that networks 

have become entirely structured around the importance of information and 

developments in communication technologies.  

Today, networks are more efficient than their hierarchal counterparts and are 

malleable to complex social change. The ease of access to such content and the 

speed at which it can be shared resulted in an abrupt shift from hierarchal 

bureaucracies to network structures.  As such, communication within network society 

became decentralised because anyone can access networks autonomously with a 

powerful minority's consent. Castells (1997) gave an example of this in practice, 

arguing that indigenous groups such as the Zapatistas in Mexico use networks to 

interfere with and disrupt traditional power sources (for other examples, see 

Garnham, 1998; Webster, 2004)  
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In its broadest sense, digitalisation refers to integrating information communication 

technology into work, service, and production (Shahidullah, 2018). The restructuring 

of social life has facilitated this integration according to digital communications and 

social media technologies (Wildemeersch & Jütte, 2017). The impact of digitalisation 

is thus evident in all aspects of human life, including the media, economy, social 

structures, and culture (Orton-Johnson & Prior, 2013; Teresevičienė et al., 2018). 

Thus, scholars have begun to argue that the relationship between technology and 

society should be understood as a unified concept rather than as distinct entities. 

This perspective is supported by the idea that technology has become deeply 

ingrained in all aspects of contemporary society, shaping, and being shaped by the 

social, cultural, and economic contexts in which it is used (Lindgren, 2017). As a 

result, sociological and criminological research has shifted away from more narrow 

concepts such as network and information society and towards a broader concept 

encompassing all dimensions of digitalisation, which has been labelled as the "digital 

society" (Powell et al., 2018).  

2.3. A Collective Approach to Community Cohesion, Towards 

Collective Efficacy 

2.3.1. Defining Cohesion and Tensions and Related Concepts 

Examining the concept's meaning is important before delving into the theoretical and 

practical aspects of maintaining community cohesion. Generally, cohesion refers to a 

dynamic process whereby “group members (have an) inclination to forge social 

bonds, resulting in members sticking together and remaining united” (Carron, 1982, 

p. 124). This builds on Festinger's (1950, p 7) definition - "forces acting on members 

to enter and remain in the group". Many have critiqued Festinger's (1950) definition 

for explaining how cohesion is established or diminished rather than what it truly 

encompasses (McLeod & Von Treuer, 2013). As a result, Carron's (1982) definition 

has gained prominence. Two common divisions- ‘social’ and ‘community’ cohesion, 

are often used interchangeably (Lynch, 2001). Despite this, scholars have argued 

that it is essential to maintain distinctions between each term. For example, Cantle 

(2018, p. 50) explains that social cohesion pertains to broader socio-economic 
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factors. In contrast, community cohesion relates to societal fractures along the lines 

of identifiable communities, such as those defined by faith or ethnicity, as opposed to 

social class. Given that this thesis centres on concepts of community tensions 

predicated on group identities (i.e., protected characteristics, see Home Office, 

2010), explaining and maintaining these distinctions is important. Moreover, this 

thesis employs a broader definition of community tensions that considers tensions at 

a more general level rather than just event-specific ones.  

The definition of community tensions, as articulated by a public body, the Welsh 

Government (2016), is used: "a state of insecurity, uncertainty and disharmony, 

which has the potential to threaten peace and stability, and which may lead to 

disorder". The Welsh Government (2016) expand on this, explaining that tensions 

can extend to “threats, prejudices, experienced or reported events and actions”. 

Tensions, therefore, encompass hate incidents that fall below the threshold of 

criminal behaviour, such as microaggressions, bullying, implicit bias, and 

stereotyping (Schweppe and Perry, 2022). Furthermore, numerous cases, both 

above and below the threshold, go unreported (Nolan & Akiyama, 1999), indicating 

unknown "dark figures," in victimisation (Ozalp et al., 2020:3). This thesis examines 

all aspects of hate rather than solely within the confines of legislative frameworks. 

Therefore, definitions of tensions encompassing all hate forms are deemed most 

suitable. Scholars have established a correlation between community tensions and a 

deficiency of community cohesion. As described in the definitions, the deterioration 

of order and communal harmony is evidence of this relationship. It is posited that a 

lack of cohesion within a community can result in increased tensions among its 

members (Williams et al., 2013).  

In the context of community cohesion, various attitudes, and behaviors, based on 

concepts of hate, prejudice, and discrimination, can manifest such as hate crimes, 

hate incidents, hate speech, and cyberhate. While this thesis primarily focuses on 

community cohesion and tensions at a broader level, these associated terms hold 

significant importance and are referenced intermittently throughout. Therefore, it is 

essential to comprehensively define and delineate each term, providing an 

opportunity to understand their nuances and implications.  
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Perhaps the obvious place to start is by understanding the more foundational 

concepts such as hate and prejudice and how they are interpreted in this thesis. 

Hate, in a broad sense, refers to hostility and aversion usually deriving from fear, 

anger, or a sense that injury has occurred (Brudholm, 2016). It can be exhibited in an 

emotional response against individuals or groups often identified as “different” or a 

“threat.” This response usually comes from longstanding biases, leading to verbal 

abuse and physical attacks. The term "hate" lacks a single, clear definition in law or 

psychology and is often replaced with alternatives like "bias," "prejudice," and 

"hostility" in legislative and academic discourse (Schweppe, 2021). Thereafter, 

prejudice is a prejudgment or preconceived opinion, often negative, about a group of 

people or a cultural practice based on stereotypes. It represents a baseless and 

often negative attitude toward a particular group of people based on race, ethnicity, 

or religion. Prejudice is a strong and harmful feeling that leads to unkind actions. 

This system of attitudes and beliefs fosters stereotypes and is deeply integrated into 

social attitudes, often affecting behaviors and decisions subconsciously (Schweppe, 

2021). Discrimination is the unfair treatment of people or groups resulting from 

prejudice (Wolfe & Copeland, 1994). It is an action that stems from prejudice and 

disadvantages people based on their membership in a specific group. Discrimination 

can occur in many settings, such as employment, education, or public service, 

perpetuating social inequalities and resulting in tangible consequences for those 

negatively affected (Schweppe, 2021). 

One notable distinction is between hate crimes and hate incidents. Hate incidents 

are subjective acts of bias and hate towards individuals based on their perceived or 

actual group membership, which may not rise to the level of a criminal act (Glet, 

2009). These behaviors include actions perceived as motivated by hostility or 

prejudice, such as microaggressions—everyday, often unintended but still harmful 

actions that carry prejudice against minorities. Conversely, hate crimes are criminal 

offenses against a person or property driven by the offender’s bias against a specific 

group (Perry, 2015). These crimes are targeted offenses that send an act of 

aggression and threat to the victim and the group the victim represents. According to 

Schweppe, a hate crime is a criminal offense with a hate element driven by bias 

against the victim’s characteristics, which should be an inherent part of the victim’s 

identity, such as race, religion, or sexual orientation. In this respect, a hate crime can 
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be classified as a message crime, maintaining certain social and political statuses or 

hierarchies (Schweppe, 2021). Finally, cyberhate refers to the use of digital platforms 

to post threatening, harassing, or grossly offensive language targeting individuals or 

groups based on characteristics like race, religion, or sexual orientation. Defining 

cyberhate is complex due to cultural and linguistic variations (Burnap & Williams, 

2016). Legal scholars, such as Greenawalt (1989), focus on the expressive value of 

language in classifying hateful speech, considering criteria like provoking violence, 

deeply wounding targets, causing offense, and degrading social relationships. While 

UK legislation addresses many aspects of cyberhate, such as the Public Order Act of 

1986 and the Protection from Harassment Act 1997, enforcement has historically 

been inconsistent. The rise of social media has significantly increased the 

prevalence of cyberhate, particularly affecting young people (Oksanen et al., 2014; 

Williams & Wall, 2013). 

2.3.2. Introduction to Collective Efficacy 

Collective efficacy is "the process of activating or converting social ties among 

communities to achieve collective goals, such as public order or control of crime" 

(Sampson, 2010, p. 802). Collective efficacy is an attribute of communities rather 

than of individuals. As such, collective efficacy depends on the “conditions of mutual 

trust and solidarity among neighbours” Sampson (2001, p. 95). Social networks, 

norms, and trust play a significant role in "suppressing norm-deviant behaviour and 

maintaining social order" (Burton-Smith et al., 2017, p. 608) within a community. It is 

found that areas with high levels of collective efficacy tend to experience less crime 

than those with low levels; this extends to many different crime strands, such as 

adolescent deviance and burglary, violence, and vandalism (Sampson et al., 1997; 

Sampson, 2012; Higgins and & Hunt, 2016).  

Given that the thesis's interest is to explore tensions that manifest socially rather 

than individually the concept of collective efficacy is pertinent. Evidence suggests 

that divisive attitudes become an increasingly prevalent and visible problem which 

threatens cohesion and... collective efficacy" (Ozalp et al., 2020, p. 1). Sampson et 

al. (1997) argue that collective efficacy is achieved through communities' ability to 
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"realise common values" by establishing and maintaining social controls. Social 

controls, defined as "the ability of social groups or institutions to make norms or rules 

effective" (Reiss, 1951, p. 196), have been a well-studied topic in the social sciences 

since their inception (Janowitz, 1975). Kornhouser (1978) elaborates on this concept 

by stating that social controls are based on actual or perceived rewards and 

penalties, which derive from either conforming to or rejecting societal norms" (Groff, 

2015).  

In community tension contexts, rewards and penalties can be conceptualised using 

Crandall and Eshleman's (2003) JSM.  The JSM, along with the Integrated Threat 

Theory (ITT) Stephan (2008), plays a crucial role in determining whether prejudiced 

feelings that manifest into community tensions are expressed or experienced based 

on a psycho-social conflict (Williams et al., 2022) between "a desire to express an 

emotion and, at the same time, maintain values and self-concepts that conflict with 

prejudice" (Crandal & Eshleman, 2003, p. 414). Suppression forces constitute a 

complex tapestry of influences, spanning societal norms, personal values, principles, 

and deeply held beliefs. These subtle forces function as concealed constraints, 

effectively curbing the public display of antagonistic behaviours that can lead to 

tensions. Conversely, justification processes act as enablers, providing a conduit for 

genuine prejudice to find expression. Situational factors, intricate interactions of 

individual and community experiences, exposure to prevailing ideological currents, 

and encounters with those with specific attitudes collectively unlock the gates of 

prejudice, paving the way for its unrestrained public manifestation. Consequently, 

when justification forces surge while suppression forces recede, the alignment 

between harbouring prejudiced beliefs and openly exhibiting them intensifies. 

Some justification forces revolve around the perception of an outgroup posing a 

threat to the ingroup, as identified by Crandal and Eshleman (2003). When an 

outgroup is perceived as a potential threat, it furnishes a rationale for the emergence 

of prejudice. Two distinct categories of perceived threats exist: tangible threats, 

encompassing economic concerns, and symbolic threats, derived from cultural 

differences. These threats influence multiple fronts, affecting both the collective and 

individual psyche. Members of the ingroup may perceive their vulnerability, their 

group's susceptibility, or a combination of both in the face of this outgroup threat. 
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When such a threat is attributed to an outgroup member, it can evoke fear and 

frustration among ingroup members. These emotional responses, erode the 

suppression mechanisms while amplifying the justification for expressing prejudice. 

Importantly, threats need not manifest in overt, observable forms; even the mere 

perception of a threat, skilfully crafted by public figures or the media, can fan the 

flames of hatred between groups. It is conceivable, for instance, that the focus on 

immigration during Trump's election exacerbated the perception of threats, 

subsequently intensifying the justification for expressing prejudice, which manifested 

in the further community tensions (Crandal and Eshleman 2003). 

While prejudice behaviours can be reduced by limiting internal justifications, scholars 

note that they are primarily restricted by increasing suppression forces (Crandal & 

Eshleman, 2003). This conceptual framework will be revisited later in this chapter 

when exploring trigger events.  This section focuses more specifically on 

suppression forces rather than justification processes. One of the most widely 

discussed suppression forces is "the public denial of prejudice, through social 

controls of the expression of prejudice" (Crandal & Eshleman, 2005, p. 245). As 

such, social control-induced collective efficacy can act as a significant suppressor of 

divisive behaviours. In this vein, the presence of collective efficacy mirrors the 

existence of community cohesion. Sampson et al. (1997) suggest that social controls 

exist in two entities: ‘informal mechanisms’ and ‘formally or externally induced 

actions’ (Sampson et al., 1997, p. 918). 

2.3.3. Informal Mechanisms of Collective Efficacy 

Informal mechanisms are divided into two categories: "cohesion and trust" and 

"informal social control" (Sampson et al., 1997, p. 918). Previous studies have 

demonstrated that these two control mechanisms are not mutually exclusive 

(Sampson et al., 1997). Beginning with the former, cohesion and mutual trust were 
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initially measured by assessing community perceptions of neighbourhoods2. A 

notable addition to these measures is the consideration of "people from different 

backgrounds getting on well together" (Laurence & Heath, 2008). In this context, 

scholars have pointed to strong social capital within and between communities as 

essential to achieving cohesion or collective efficacy (Hawdon and Ryan, 2009). As 

previously discussed, social cohesion is closely linked to socioeconomic factors such 

as social class, while community cohesion pertains to the diversity of residents in 

communities (Cantle, 2018, p. 50). The ability of individuals from diverse 

backgrounds to coexist harmoniously within a community is vital to promoting 

collective efficacy from a community cohesion perspective. Much debate has been 

surrounding the impact of cultural heterogeneity and diversity increases on 

expressions of prejudice and community cohesion. Scholars later built upon these 

conflict theories to provide a pessimistic outlook on cultural heterogeneity, arguing 

that it can negatively impact "attitudes and behaviours, bridging and bonding social 

capital, public and private connections" (Putnam, 2007, p. 151).  Scholars note that 

these effects can be more profound in rural settings with strong local identity and 

cultural homogeneity (Garland & Chakraborti, 2006). Heterogeneity encompasses 

the increasing diversity of other groups. For example, although there is limited 

research on changes in the proportions of LGBT+ individuals living in the UK, there 

is ample evidence that visibility increased over the turn of the millennium (Walter, 

2003; Burston et al., 2005; Raggins., 2007; Aydin & Ozeren, 2020). As a result, 

perceived heterogeneity in communities has also increased.   

While heterogeneity may negatively impact community cohesion, some studies 

indicate that these effects can dissipate over time (Twigg et al., 2010). Even the 

most pessimistic outlooks on cultural heterogeneity acknowledge that negative 

effects on cohesion are typically most severe in the short term (Putman, 2007). As 

such, academic interest in the reasons for intergroup conflicts diminishing over time 

has grown substantially. Scholars now note that areas of high cultural heterogeneity 

have allowed more investigations (Hewstone, 2015). A growing body of evidence 

 
2 These perceptions were gathered by asking respondents to indicate their agreement with 
statements such as "the neighbourhood is close-knit," "people in this neighbourhood can be 
trusted," "people in this neighbourhood generally do not get along with each other," and 
"people in this neighbourhood share the same values" (Sampson et al., 1997, p. 920). 
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suggests that regular intergroup contact can help to increase outgroup trust and 

reduce feelings of perceived threat (McLaren, 2003; Tausch et al., 2007; Pettigrew & 

Tropp; Dovidio et al., 2017). These findings align with Allport's (1954) intergroup 

contact theory, which predates conceptualisations of collective efficacy. Allport 

(1954) proposed that positive interactions between different social groups can 

promote social change, which he referred to as "positive contact". Such contact can 

increase knowledge and awareness of other cultures (Dovidio et al., 2017), thereby 

alleviating perceptions of threats based on inaccurate information (Sternberg & 

Sternberg, 2008). Chakraborti (2018) points out that social media and digital content 

can accelerate knowledge campaigns in the digital society. This will be explored 

further. Cohesion and trust are also established by residents gaining a more 

accurate understanding of other groups living in their community, allowing them to 

develop stronger bonds of cohesion and trust that transcend previous feelings of 

threat and strain (Sampson et al., 1997). These bonds are hinged on integrating sub-

communities with ‘common norms and values’ and ‘shared interests’ (Ferlander & 

Timms, 1999; Lynch, 2001; Cantle, 2018). Cohesion and trust can, therefore, be 

viewed as preventative means of upholding collective efficacy. 

In contrast to the proactive process of cohesion and trust, informal control can be 

perceived as a primarily reactive mechanism for achieving collective efficacy 

(Warner, 2014). Modern interpretations of informal social control explain that it 

"consists of the spectrum of actions taken by citizens to signal unacceptable 

behaviour" (Groff, 2015, p. 90). In terms of collective efficacy, these actions refer to 

citizen interventions that seek to uphold the common good of their surrounding 

community (Sampson, 2012). This involves members regulating others to adhere to 

desired principles. Therefore, informal social controls promote the organic attainment 

of collective objectives instead of being artificially imposed (Sampson et al., 1997). 

Moreover, informal social controls can only flourish in environments of mutual trust. 

When informal social control was first identified as a proponent of collective efficacy, 

it was applied to a broader range of issues related to neighbourhood well-being. For 

example, citizen willingness to intervene was measured by considering five 

hypothetical scenarios: "children skipping school and hanging out on a street corner, 

(ii) children spray-painting graffiti on a local building, (iii) children showing disrespect 
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to an adult, (iv) a fight broke out in front of their house, and (v) the fire station closest 

to their home was threatened with budget cuts" (Sampson et al., 1997, p. 919).  

Examination of these initial indicators for informal social control reveals that it 

pertains to a wide range of threats to neighbourhood well-being, including anti-social 

behaviour, violence, and socio-economic decline. Moreover, greater evidence 

supports claims that community interventions (informal social controls) help alleviate 

the risks of these factors. Evidence shows that it reduces crime and anti-social 

behaviours (Bursik & Grasmick, 1993; Sampson et al., 1997; Clear, 2009; Rose & 

Clea et al., 1998; Petrosino & Pace, 2015; Hoagwood et al., 2018). However, as this 

thesis specifically explores collective efficacy about community cohesion, i.e., 

tensions between different sub-demographic groups, the threats to neighbourhood 

well-being relate more closely to antagonistic expressions. These include cases 

above a criminal threshold and those below, such as microaggressions, bullying, 

implicit bias, and stereotyping (Hunt, 2007; Sue et al., 2007; Kopytowska & Baider, 

2017; Lehman, 2019). 

Informal social controls are divided into two categories: "Direct informal social 

control," which refers to direct intervention, and "Indirect informal social control," 

which refers to the mobilisation of formal authorities (Warner, 2007, p. 99). Areas 

with high cohesion are likely to exhibit both direct and indirect forms of intervention. 

However, the reasons for choosing one form over the other can vary and may be 

influenced by factors such as trust in the police, social ties, and individual 

preferences (Warner, 2007; Tyler & Fagan, 2008). When it comes to addressing 

discriminatory behaviours, direct informal social controls often involve counter-

speech - "citizen-generated counter-speech” is a promising way to promote peaceful, 

non-polarised discourse (Garland et al., 2022: 1). Levin and McDevitt (2002) argue 

that informal social responses to community tensions can be beneficial by opposing 

the specific incident and promoting tolerance within the community. This establishes 

networks and methods for response, resulting in more efficient and refined future 

responses. Therefore, informal social controls that address community tensions can 

serve as preventative and reactive measures, as they signal potential offenders that 

the community will not tolerate this antagonistic behaviour (Levin & Rabrenovic, 

2004). These controls help establish communal norms and values that indicate 
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intolerant behaviours are unacceptable (Ferlander & Timms, 1999). Ultimately, this 

strengthens cohesion among community members. Recent research has further 

explored community responses. Evidence suggests that grassroots, "bottom-up" 

responses to can most effectively mobilise community changes in perceptions of 

antagonistic behaviours. Reny and Newman (2021) refer to this as the "opinion 

mobilising effect." The effectiveness of community-driven responses has been well-

documented, with communal condemnations having the ability to shape behaviours, 

values, and norms across various settings, including micro (e.g., libraries), local 

(e.g., neighbourhoods), regional (e.g., counties and states), national, and even 

international contexts (Defeis, 1992; Walters, 2014; Chae, 2022).  

2.3.4. Externally Actions of Collective Efficacy 

Traditionally, external influences (see Sampson, 2010) were centralised to public 

sector nodes (Kickert et al., 1997). However, the turn of the millennium has shifted 

towards a more pluralised approach involving a wider range of social actors 

(Crawford, 2002). The origins of this shift can be traced back to the 1980s, during the 

new public management reforms, which aimed to increase efficiency via 

implementing management models similar to those used in the private sector (Hood, 

1991). A key aspect of these reforms was the creation of “single purpose” public 

sector agencies (Christensen & Lægreid, 2006, p. 4), with specialised roles to 

enhance the efficiency of public sector operations and emulate the benefits of 

division of labour in private contexts (Powell, 2000). This led to many new sub-

agencies and program offices in Western public sector systems, such as Australia 

and the UK (Christensen & Lægreid, 2006).  

This diversification of public sector actors was referred to as “multi-lateralisation” by 

Bayley (2001). While the diversification of public sector actors was generally viewed 

positively, scholars criticised the new public sector reforms for being state-centric 

and failing to consider broader social implications (Shearing & Wood, 2003). For 

example, in criminal justice contexts, state-centric approaches were found to 

prioritise the state’s ability to use coercion to ensure compliance rather than 

addressing the underlying causes of social issues (Shearing & Wood, 2003, p. 402).  
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In response to these criticisms, a “preventative turn” emerged, which built upon 

multi-lateralization and shifted towards a system of nodal governance (Crawford, 

1997; Garland, 2001; Shearing, 2001; Levi & Williams, 2013). Nodal governance 

refers to a system in which various actors, including those from the voluntary, 

private, and community sectors, work in coordination to address issues in social 

systems (Burris, 2004). This approach encourages a “diffusion of responsibilities” 

among multi-agency networks of social actors who previously did not have 

“regulatory mandates” (Levi & Williams, 2013, p. 422). This pluralisation of systems 

and inclusion of non-governmental actors was often an organic process but was 

formalised in UK law through the Crime and Disorder Act in 1998 (Shearing & Wood, 

2003). 

Despite some critiques of nodal governance (Sedgwick et al., 2020), academics and 

practitioners have a widely accepted consensus that a more pluralistic approach 

leads to improved outcomes. For instance, multi-agency networks in crime 

prevention have demonstrated a reduction in crime rates (Choi & Choi, 2012). To 

optimise multi-agency partnerships, it is essential to enhance the frequency and 

effectiveness of cooperation among all stakeholders involved, including those at the 

policy, community, and enforcement levels (Sedgwick et al., 2020). Pluralistic 

approaches allow for a more comprehensive understanding of issues within social 

systems (Burris, 2004), surpassing the limited perspectives gained by relying solely 

on the public sector's traditional reach (Crawford, 2002, p. 31). Nodal governance 

systems build upon the benefits first realised during the new public management 

reforms of multi-lateralisation, in which a diverse network of partners can specialise 

in different areas and bring unique knowledge and capacities to the table (Johnston 

& Shearing, 2003). Specialised knowledge between different nodes reflects the 

concept of cultural capital (Dupont, 2004).  

In addition to cultural capital, Dupont (2004) identified four other forms of capital 

essential in any nodal network. He argued that although specialist knowledge is 

crucial, it loses value if not shared among other nodes. Dupont (2004) argued that 

social capital must also be achieved to ensure knowledge is shared. In multi-agency 

contexts, social capital refers to how nodes communicate and cooperate (Halpern, 

2005). Nodes with high social capital can foster and sustain mutually beneficial 



Related Literacy and Conceptual Frameworks 

Cardiff University | 24  

relations with other nodes (Levi & Williams, 2013, p. 422). In this way, social capital 

can be seen as a means for cultural capital to take effect. Communicating and 

sharing specialist information allows for a network-wide critical awareness of the 

social issue (Kagan & Duggan, 2011). However, the willingness of different nodes to 

share information can be hindered in several ways. 

For example, regarding hierarchical issues, social capital can be hindered when 

organisations at the state level do not share information or cooperate with those at 

lower levels. One key example is when communities are not effectively engaged or 

consulted by public sector nodes. In some cases, communities may be entirely 

neglected; in others, their involvement may take on a more tokenistic form. 

Hierarchical faults in information-sharing do not only occur in the case of community 

groups. Evidence also suggests that a lack of clarity from program coordinators, 

such as government bodies, can disconnect between intended projects and their 

ultimate outcomes (Cheminais, 2009; Edwards & Hughes, 2009). Horizontal 

information-sharing faults can occur between nodes operating in the same sectors, 

such as between the police and government (Cheminais, 2009; Thomas, 2010; Levi 

& Williams, 2013). In this context, non-reciprocal communication refers to instances 

where one party shares information while the other fails to reciprocate. This can lead 

to several collaboration-related issues (see Cheminais, 2009; Levi & Williams, 2013). 

The idea of 'collective efficacy' is complex, encompassing social and economic 

issues such as social order and crime control (Weisburd et al., 2015; Sampson, 

2017). The level of nodal governance or external involvement required varies 

depending on the issue. For instance, tackling neighbourhood graffiti may only 

require the involvement of partners such as police and policymakers (Higgins & 

Hunt, 2016). However, addressing the multifaceted issue of community tensions, 

which is the focus of this thesis, may require a more comprehensive range of 

partners. Many advocate for a multi-agency approach involving "developing 

partnerships across different spheres of work" to detect, respond to, and prevent, 

attitudes that may exacerbate community tensions (Chakraborti, 2018: 400). 

Community cohesion is achieved when these tensions are minimised and subsided. 

At the time of writing, academic literature that directly explores multi-agency 



Related Literacy and Conceptual Frameworks 

Cardiff University | 25  

networks responsible for cohesion delivery at a national level is scarce. In light of 

this, the work of Blake et al. (2008) provides an overview of key partners by 

considering regional case studies. These partners include the public and voluntary 

sectors (charities and faith groups) and communities. Public agents were further 

categorised into local councils, the police, and cohesion teams (Blake et al., 2008). 

These are later employed to analyse the Welsh CDN in Chapter Four. While the 

literature on how these partners uphold collective efficacy through a cohesion lens is 

scarce, more has been discussed on how they interact with collective efficacy at a 

more general level. All of these partners, except community groups, operate by 

carrying out "externally induced actions" (Sampson et al., 1997, p. 918) that 

influence collective efficacy. As previously mentioned, externally induced actions 

manifest in "direct control interventions" and "informal mechanism facilitations”. 

Direct control interventions refer to actions that directly address threats to social 

order. These tend to take place amongst public sector nodes. Perhaps most notable 

is by policy practitioners, who contribute to creating laws that actively restrict 

undesirable behaviours.  

Policy practitioners considered in this thesis are the Welsh Government. Although 

they may not devise many hate legislations, as the UK's central government enacts 

many, they contribute to cohesion delivery using political capital in many other ways. 

Political capital enables nodes to influence and create policy, determine public 

expenditure, or strategise multi-agency responses (Levi & Williams, 2013). The 

Welsh Government's framework for action, entitled "Tackling Hate Crimes and 

Incidents" (2017), serves as a prime example of the processes involved in nodal 

governance and the integration of pre-existing agents into multi-agency networks. 

The framework outlines four central objectives, each with various sub-delivery areas, 

demonstrating the government's support of a nodal governance system to improve 

the multi-agency response to tensions and associated hate crimes and incidents. 
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Figure 1: Summary of Welsh Government 

‘Framework for Action’ objectives and delivery areas 

Government actors are integral for coordinating and integrating agents into 

networks- “one of the keys to generating social goods, and collective efficacy, is 

institutions that are viewed as legitimate and supported by strong government” 

(Sampson, 2002, p. 221). According to Posner (2009), one significant agent 

governments often integrate into these networks is academics, as they possess a 

significant degree of cultural capital or specialist knowledge, which the government 

can diffuse to the network through their role as intermediate bodies. This is beneficial 

because their evidence-based inputs can hold value to the network, yet they do not 

need to interact with all partners to diffuse them (Kagan & Dugan, 2011). That being 

said, many academics dispute the current extent of academic integration into such 

partnerships, describing them as "tick box" and "tokenistic", resulting in a lack of 

empiricism guiding the wider network's actions (Chakraborti, 2016: 1) 
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Moreover, the government holds power to create new specialist roles, as exemplified 

by the use of the EU transition fund, allocated to support cohesion-related operations 

in response to the challenges presented by Brexit. This funding has been utilised to 

establish new roles, such as coordinators and officers, in the pursuit of promoting 

cohesion on a national level. The framework for action centres around four main 

objectives: prevention, detection, victim support, and a multi-agency approach. This 

highlights Wales's multi-lateralisation system of cohesion delivery, creating single-

purpose public sector actors (Bayley, 2001; Christensen & Lægreid, 2006).  

This approach has temporal and sectoral implications and leads to a more 

widespread presence of the state across various coordinated frameworks and 

partners (Zedner, 2007). However, as Kean and Hamilton (2004) noted, there is a 

potential risk in adopting this approach, as the objectives of different agencies may 

conflict with the overarching objectives set by the state. This risk has been observed 

in other British multi-agency partnerships, such as the Preventing Violent Extremism 

(PVE) network (Thomas, 2010). The network expansion has led to power conflicts 

driven by competing objectives and turf expansion between local authorities and the 

police. In conclusion, while multi-agency networks can bring greater cultural capital 

to the network, they lose any value if social capital, or the ability to share information 

effectively, is not upheld. In light of this, Chapter Four's main focus of analysis is to 

understand cooperation trends between key partners, ascertain what kinds of 

cultural capital are held, and determine whether they are effectively diffused into the 

network through good social capital. 

Government bodies play a crucial role in enacting direct control interventions, such 

as policies and coordinating networks tasked with specific agendas. They can also 

engage in informal mechanism facilitations when external agents facilitate mutual 

trust development and informal social control. These actions are designed to 

influence community cohesion rather than enforce it. Regarding cohesion, governing 

bodies achieve this through programs and initiatives to promote diversity, tolerance, 

and inclusion. These programs serve as "myth-busting exercises" (Blake et al., 2008, 

p. 74) that expose people to more realistic information about outgroup cultures and 

ways of life. This increased knowledge and awareness of outgroups (Dovidio et al., 

2017) can help reduce falsely predicated feelings of threat previously felt by the 
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ingroup (Sternberg & Sternberg, 2008). By promoting understanding and acceptance 

of diversity, governing bodies can foster a sense of cohesion within communities 

(Gronholm et al., 2017).  

The literature on the role of the police in maintaining collective efficacy is extensive, 

with a significant body of research exploring the actions taken by the police as an 

external agent to uphold collective efficacy (Hart & Colavito, 2011; Sargeant et al., 

2013; Nix et al., 2015; Wiesburd et al., 2015). In the context of community cohesion, 

this refers to the police enforcing hate crime laws and diffusing tensions. Initially, 

discussions of the police's ability to build collective efficacy focused on legitimacy as 

a pivotal factor in their success (LcFree, 1998). Legitimacy in this context is based 

on the idea that agencies such as the police have an obligation to intervene beyond 

their self-interest (Kochel, 2012). The police play an extremely important role in 

maintaining collective efficacy, and high degrees of social capital within communities 

are integral to their success (Dupont, 2004). The literature suggests that the tactics 

utilised by law enforcement significantly impact community perceptions of their 

legitimacy, trustworthiness, and effectiveness and can ultimately either foster or 

hinder collective efficacy (Scott, 2002). 

Notions of trustworthiness in policing have evolved from prior conceptualisations of 

legitimacy to encompass not only the sense of obligation to obey due to factors such 

as government endorsement but also the degree to which the police can be trusted 

(Tyler, 2006). A crucial aspect of police legitimacy is the perceived level of 

procedural justice in police operations (Sunshine & Tyler, 2003). When trust and 

legitimacy are established within the police force, they can uphold symbolic capital 

and improve community relationships (Dupont, 2004). However, traditional policing 

strategies such as police raids, crackdowns, and minority targeting or profiling can 

decrease trust and lead to conflict between the police and communities (Gau & 

Brunson, 2010; Weitzer, 2003; Slocum et al., 2010; Sargeant et al., 2013). Notably, 

breakdowns of minority group trust in the police has been observed in rural 

communities (Chakraborti & Garland, 2003), which reflects a large portion of Wales 

(Scott, 2020).  While some scholars argue that the inherent nature of policing will 

always involve a level of threat and, therefore, limit the relationship between the 
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police and communities to some extent (DeLeon-Granados, 1999), there is a 

consensus that certain strategies can be employed to mitigate these.  

Police strategies to enhance trust include community policing (Fielding, 1995), 

problem-oriented policing (Spelman, 1987), intelligence-led policing (Ratcliffe, 2003), 

and police image work (Mawby, 2002). The former three strategies are directly 

related to policing practices and have been proposed to increase levels of collective 

efficacy by promoting self-help and facilitating access to police resources (Velez, 

2001). Police image work does not refer to actual processes carried out by the police 

but rather how they present their operations to the public. These include “activities in 

which police forces engage and which construct and project images and meanings of 

policing” (Mawby, 2002, p. 5).  Evidence suggests that when relationships are 

improved between minority groups and the police, hate crimes and incidents are 

more likely to be reported (Sullaway, 2004). Therefore, it is crucial to establish trust 

between the police and communities to improve social capital (Kochel, 2012). 

Moreover, multi-agency partnerships have investigated alternative methods to 

enhance reporting. One promising approach involves incorporating third-party 

organisations, such as NGOs, to collect hate crime data (Schweppe et al., 2020). 

The final determining factor of the police's influence on collective efficacy is the 

perceived effectiveness of their actions by the communities they serve (Sargeant et 

al., 2013). Research suggests that when the police are perceived as effective3,  

communities begin to feel that they can depend on the police more (Silver & Miller, 

2004; Warner, 2007; Sargeant et al., 2013). Increased perceptions of police 

effectiveness can increase engagement in informal social controls, as residents are 

more likely to intervene or call the police directly (Drakulich et al., 2012; Warner, 

2007, p. 99). However, it is important to note that actual effectiveness can differ from 

perceived effectiveness. In some cases, communities may perceive the police as 

less effective than they are, a phenomenon called the "reassurance gap" (Millie and 

Herrington, 2005). But overall, upholding an image of police effectiveness is likewise 

a means of achieving symbolic capital (Dupont, 2004).  

 

3 i.e., controlling crime and providing timely responses to service calls. 



Related Literacy and Conceptual Frameworks 

Cardiff University | 30  

As previously stated, nodal networks comprise diverse stakeholders from various 

sectors, widely acknowledged as a positive development as it enhances knowledge 

and capacities, or cultural capital, among the multi-agency response (Dupont, 2004). 

In the context of collective efficacy, many stakeholders are labelled "external" forces 

(Bunar, 2007). Crawford (2002) notes that while the network primarily comprises 

external actors, it also includes informal community groups. The role and 

significance of communities within networks can vary depending on the network and 

the social issue being addressed.  

In this thesis, which specifically explores cohesion delivery networks, scholars 

highlight the importance of communities and civil actors playing a significant role 

(Lepineux, 2005). While the benefits of external actions on community cohesion are 

evident, scholars have warned that harmful outcomes can result if communities 

become overly reliant on them (Wells et al., 2006, p. 544). Therefore, a careful 

balance of formal and informal contributions is advocated in cohesion delivery 

networks. A strong emphasis should be placed on building vertical relationships 

between communities and external agents (Blake et al., 2008, p. 12), as the desired 

outcome of community cohesion and collective efficacy occurs primarily in informal 

civil society spaces (Bayley & French, 2008). It is therefore deemed crucial to 

meaningfully engage communities within the network by establishing connections 

between formal public institutions and informal communities and individuals 

(Sargeant et al., 2013). This ultimately supports citizens and private actors to govern 

their spaces, promoting community cohesion and achieving collective efficacy 

(Garland, 2001).  

2.3.5. Community Participation with External Forces 

A useful way of understanding this space is through Arnstein’s ‘Ladder of 

Engagement’' (1969), which helps locate the level of citizen participation, or 

denizenship, within multi-agency networks. Arnstein (1969) critiques the tendency of 

governmental bodies to use vague terms such as "community partnership" that give 

the appearance of collaboration without actual citizen involvement. He posits that 

participation exists on a spectrum, with many forms operating well below meaningful 
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implementation. The ladder comprises eight distinct rungs, which can be grouped 

into three broader categories of citizen participation: non-participation, degree of 

tokenism, and degree of citizen power. The lowest category of participation is non-

participation, which includes the rungs of "manipulation" and "therapy" (Arnstein, 

1969, p. 217). These rungs involve no citizen influence and limited participation. 

They are regarded as one-way and lack genuine two-way dialogue with communities 

(Bayley & French, 2008, p. 199). Manipulation refers to the manipulation of citizens 

by government officials, where citizens are used for the benefit of officials without 

their input or consent (Arnstein, 1969).  

Conversely, therapy refers to providing psychological or social services to citizens to 

improve their well-being without their participation or input (Arnstein, 1969). The 

second category is the degree of tokenism, which includes the rungs of "informing," 

"consultation," and "placation" (Arnstein, 1969, p. 217). Informing refers to providing 

citizens with information about decisions and plans without allowing them to provide 

input or feedback (Arnstein, 1969). Consultation refers to seeking citizens' input and 

feedback on decisions and plans without giving them any real decision-making 

power (Arnstein, 1969). Placation refers to providing citizens with a sense of 

involvement or participation without any real impact on the final decision or outcome 

(Arnstein, 1969). As such, it is the “highest level tokenism because the ground rules 

allow (citizens) to advise but retain for the powerholders the continued right to 

decide” (Arnstein, 1969, p. 217). Finally, these rungs are tokenistic because they do 

not hold any meaningful influence or power. The literature suggests that tokenistic 

participation, characterised by minimal influence and power, can lead to 

disillusionment among citizens, resulting in significant reductions in symbolic capital 

(Brodie et al., 2009). This, in turn, can lead to a cyclical effect of diminishing citizen 

participation over time.  
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Figure 2: Arnstein’s (1969) Ladder of Citizen Participation 

The final category is the degree of citizen power, which includes the rungs of 

"partnership," "delegated power," and "citizen control” (Arnstein, 1969, p. 217). 

These rungs represent increasing levels of citizenship (Shearing & Wood, 2003). 

Partnership refers to collaboration and shared decision-making between government 

officials and citizens. Delegated Power refers to giving citizens decision-making 

power in specific areas or issues. Citizen Control refers to giving citizens full control 

over decision-making and governance.  

Arnstein (1969) acknowledges that complete citizen control may present its issues 

but argues that meaningful engagement above a tokenistic threshold is beneficial, 

especially those focusing on community-based issues. Scholars note that community 

participation in multi-agency networks can occur at various levels, with certain 

partners being more suitable depending on the specific network. Legg (2021) 

conceptualises areas of access to multi-agency networks as "pressure points". 

These can be understood as network nodes with strong social and symbolic capital 

in communities (Dupont, 2004). This is characterised by trustworthiness, legitimacy, 

and a willingness to interact with communities (Scott, 2002). Therefore, the analysis 
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in Chapter Four examines communities' diverse relationships with external 

stakeholders within the Welsh CDN to identify potential "pressure points" for future 

consideration to facilitate community access to the network and promoting more 

meaningful participation in cohesion practices. According to scholars, meaningful 

community participation is essential for multi-agency partnerships that focus on 

cohesion. This is because such participation helps to foster empathy for victims and 

creates a sense of tolerance and cohesion within the community. Therefore, it is 

important to encourage active involvement from community members to better 

understand the issues and work towards a more inclusive and just society 

(Chakraborti, 2018; Garland et al., 2022). 

As noted, many external partners within multi-agency networks are within the public 

sector. They can contribute significantly to overall delivery in various ways. For 

instance, many public sector partners possess significant capabilities to influence or 

even determine policy, which Dupont (2004) calls "political capital." Moreover, 

creating single-purpose agencies in the public sector has led to greater 

specialisation of knowledge concerning specific facets of social issues, a concept 

Dupont (2004) calls "cultural capital." In terms of collective efficacy, it has been 

emphasised that engaging communities is of paramount importance in promoting 

community cohesion (Lepineux, 2005). Therefore, fostering social capital between 

external partners and communities is crucial.  

However, many public sector partners have been limited in their ability to achieve 

high levels of social capital with community groups. This is partly due to cases of 

public agents unwilling to include communities in operations (Arnstein, 1969) and low 

levels of symbolic capital (how effective and trustworthy they appear to community 

groups). One potential "pressure point" (Legg, 2021) for community groups to enter 

cohesion delivery networks may exist outside of the public sector within the third 

sector. Scholars have observed that NGOs possess many of the same 

characteristics and organisational structures as those in the public sector (Salamon 

& Anheier, 1997; Kendall & Knapp, 1997). This enhances their symbolic capital as 

professional appearances allow them to establish an image of legitimacy. 

Furthermore, the third sector also allows for the specialisation of roles or "interest 

groups" within different agencies (Kelly, 2007), which leads to an accumulation of 
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cultural capital similar to that found in single-purpose agencies within the public 

sector (Dupont, 2004).  

Although many similarities have been identified with the public sector, scholars have 

argued that NGOs are more flexible and, therefore, more adaptable to change due to 

their "structural and ambiguous organisational characteristics" (Kelly, 2007, p. 1010). 

As a result, third sector partners may possess a "comparative advantage" over other 

partners within multi-agency networks to effectively engage community groups in 

meaningful ways (Billis & Glennester, 1998, p. 79). By adopting a more pragmatic 

approach, the third sector can strengthen social capital with community groups as 

they present more relatable and normative environments with "communitarian" 

undertones that are more appealing for community groups to interact with (Percy-

Smith, 2003). Furthermore, it has been argued that the degree of flexibility, coupled 

with collectivist approaches, leaves the third sector "uniquely placed to manufacture 

and sustain self-supporting network ties" with communities (Kelly, 2007, p. 1010).  

Scholars argue that the role of the third sector in fostering collective efficacy extends 

beyond its ability to bridge communities and external partners. The third sector is 

uniquely positioned as a hybrid of external institutions and communities (Kelly, 2007, 

p. 1010). In this vein, they are presented with an unprecedented opportunity to 

promote networking “with and between communities” (Blake et al., 2008, p. 74). As 

such, they not only act as a pressure point (Legg, 2021) for communities to engage 

with formal actors but can also directly contribute to collective efficacy. Given the 

close alignment of the third sector with communities, they can utilise informal 

mechanisms of collective efficacy, similar to those employed by citizens, but with the 

added support of organisational resources.  

Examining the mission statements and guidance practitioners provide is useful to 

gain insight into how this can be achieved. The "Charities Against Hate" (2020) 

campaign4 is a notable example in the UK. Although their initiative was primarily 

developed to address online hate, the recommendations outlined in the guidance 

 
4 The "Charities Against Hate" campaign is a collective of over 40 UK-based charities 
working together to mitigate tensions. 



Related Literacy and Conceptual Frameworks 

Cardiff University | 35  

apply to both online and offline contexts and to tensions more broadly. As such, 

many of their key objectives align with mechanisms for achieving collective efficacy 

(Sampson et al., 1997). Broadly, their guidelines can be divided into three main 

objectives: (i) engaging partners and widening the network to other agencies, (ii) 

challenging hate, and (iii) promoting positive, diverse, and inclusive content. The first 

objective is enhancing social capital within communities and among external 

partners through building multi-agent networks and providing support systems. 

NGOs understand the importance of “collective work and the creation… of new ways 

for people to come together and meet in different and relational spaces” (Kagan & 

Duggan, 2011, p. 401).  

Conversely, the latter two objectives align with informal mechanisms for collective 

efficacy, such as promoting cohesion and trust and informal social controls. The 

recommendations of the campaign expand upon the objective of challenging 

tensions by stating that third sector groups should "visibly" address antagonistic 

behaviours in a "respectful, authentic, unapologetic" manner (Charities Against Hate, 

2020). This objective aligns with informal social controls, which refer to intervening 

when something threatens a community (Sampson et al., 1997).  

Furthermore, the guidance specifies that such challenges should be visible and 

made public, which also aligns with the concept of informal social controls, as it 

signals to others that the behaviour is unacceptable (Groff, 2015, p. 90). This 

approach establishes norms and values that reject divisive behaviour, ultimately 

promoting collective efficacy within communities. Condemning them, rather than 

responding to it with force, can be more effective in promoting collective efficacy, as 

it allows for changes in perceptions to occur organically rather than artificially 

suppressing them (Levin & McDevitt, 2002).  

These processes closely align with the concept of "direct informal social control," 

which refers to direct intervention by citizens, or in this case, NGOs. Alongside 

"direct informal social control," Warner (2007, p. 99) also identified the concept of 

"indirect informal social control," which refers to when citizens summon formal 

authorities, such as the police. The Charities Against Hate (2020, p. 8) guidance also 

reflects this by advocating for networking with public agencies and reporting hate, 
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when possible, which can be seen as a form of "indirect informal social control". The 

final recommendation of the Charities Against Hate report, "promoting positive, 

diverse, and inclusive content," aligns closely with the concept of "developing mutual 

trust" and promoting "cohesion", as proposed by Sampson et al. (1997).  

This strategy of promoting positive and inclusive content is based on the idea that 

exposure to diverse cultures and perspectives can increase understanding and 

reduce tensions among different groups. This aligns with the traditional concept of 

contact theory, as Allport (1954) outlined, which posits that positive interactions with 

outgroup members can lead to decreased tensions and improved intergroup 

relations. This idea was later expanded on, suggesting that positive contact through 

knowledge-based campaigns can raise awareness and reduce negative perceptions 

of outgroups (Dovidio et al., 2017). Mergel (2013) asserts that a continuous supply of 

relevant new information should guide the operations of organisations. In this 

context, communities can be considered a sensor, where their active engagement 

and participation can enhance third sector operations.5 

2.3.6. Collective Efficacy in Digital Society 

The advent of digital society has profoundly impacted collective efficacy (Costello et 

al., 2017). In digital societies, the nature of community is transformed. Castells 

(1997) argues that communities are no longer organised based on spatial or 

temporal dimensions in the digital age. They now exist in digital spaces and differ 

from their offline counterparts in size and composition (Dutton, 1996). Scholars 

agree, however, that communities also need to restrict online transgressions (Oskuie 

et al., 2021), where transgressions entail “(un)conscious overstepping of moral or 

legal boundaries that confronts (un)written rules” (Hermes & Hill, 2021, p. 4).   

 
5 NGOs have been known to employ these strategies regularly, but little academic research 
has been conducted to examine the specific strategies and tactics used in these campaigns. 
This lack of research is addressed in Chapter Six, which aims to explore how positive and 
inclusive content is promoted, particularly in digital spaces.  
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Returning to Sampson et al.'s (1997) distinction between informal mechanisms and 

formally (externally) induced actions, it's crucial to emphasise that the latter often 

apply restrictions to online behaviours derived from offline contexts, which can result 

in errors, primarily because online environments possess their unique dynamics and 

challenges (Costello et al., 2017). In particular, formal stakeholders such as social 

media companies have faced criticism for their inadequacies in effectively restricting 

cyberhate and antagonistic speech, attributed to insufficient monitoring, inconsistent 

enforcement of policies, and prioritisation of free speech concerns over curbing 

online transgressions (Hawdon et al., 2015). Consequently, scholars have shifted 

their research focus towards informal mechanisms as a means of fostering collective 

efficacy on social media platforms, (Kim, 2015; Ireland et al., 2020; Glassman et al., 

2021), recognising the limitations of external, formal controls in mitigating the 

complexities of tensions and its impact on digital communities. 

Most studies on the impact of informal controls on collective efficacy have focused 

on measuring informal social controls (Costello et al., 2017; Hall, 2018; Hawdon et 

al., 2018; Ozalp et al., 2020). As previously stated, informal social control can 

manifest as direct or indirect interventions (Warner, 2007). This applies to digital 

contexts also, where indirect interventions occur when individuals report cases of 

cyberhate to external authorities (Ireland et al., 2020), such as the police or social 

media moderators, while direct interventions occur when individuals directly 

challenge antagonistic speech or cyberhate in digital spaces (Bastiaensens et al., 

2014). Although most research has focused on examining direct interventions in 

digital spaces (Ozalp et al., 2020), the questionnaires and Likert-scale methods used 

to collect the data have failed to show a significant association between increased 

collective efficacy and reduced victimisation (Costello et al., 2017).  

These limitations have led researchers to shift from traditional methods (e.g., 

interviews and surveys) to adopting social media data to comprehend information 

dissemination and flow (Williams & Burnap, 2016; Ozalp et al., 2020). Public 

endorsement on social media is evaluated by utilising platform-generated numerical 

metrics such as likes or retweets of a post (Boyd et al., 2010). These techniques 

were initially used in digital tensions contexts to investigate which public actors 

received the most endorsement after trigger events. However, they have recently 
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been employed to specifically examine how counter-speech contributes to upholding 

collective efficacy (Ozalp et al., 2020). Retweet rates were used to compare public 

endorsement between those spreading antagonistic sentiments, those offering 

counter-speech, and digital bystanders. The results provided the first empirical 

evidence that direct forms of informal social control can lead to increased collective 

efficacy in digital spaces (Ozalp et al., 2020).  

This approach is limited by only assessing direct interventions, such as counter-

speech, and cannot detect indirect interventions. Thus, the analysis in this thesis 

builds upon these recent approaches (Ozalp et al., 2020) by applying information 

diffusion analysis of engagement metrics to direct informal social controls in two 

ways. Firstly, NGO engagement rates are analysed when they participate in counter-

speech, compared to their general day-to-day tweets. Secondly, the study aligns 

more closely with the work of Ozalp et al. (2020), where counter-speech is evaluated 

after a trigger event to determine how much collective efficacy influences local micro-

events, which have not been explored in prior literature. Prior research has mainly 

focused on evaluating the presence or effectiveness of informal social controls 

(Sampson et al., 1997; Wells et al., 2006; Zhang et al., 2007; Twigg et al., 2010; 

Costello et al., 2017; Ozalp et al., 2020). However, there is limited research (with the 

exceptions of Pennant, 2005 Putnam, 2007 Livingston et al., 2008; Twigg et al., 

2010) on how mutual trust and cohesion are strengthened in daily contexts. 

Understanding the formation of environments characterised by mutual trust and 

cohesion is critical, as they are significant factors in determining the involvement of 

individuals in informal social controls (Sampson et al., 1997; Simmons et al., 2005).  

As previously noted, communities with high levels of cohesion are typically 

associated with traits such as "close-knitness," "mutual trust," and "shared values" 

(Sampson et al., 1997: 920). It is generally acknowledged that high cultural 

heterogeneity can make it challenging to achieve community cohesion. Established 

ingroup members may be less likely to participate in communal activities due to the 

perceived increase in outgroup populations and threats (Goodhart, 2004). Blalock 

(1956) first characterised these processes as inter-group conflict, highlighting the 

detrimental impact that increases in heterogeneity can have on community cohesion. 

Nevertheless, building on Allport's intergroup contact theory, scholars argue positive 
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exposure to different cultures can enhance feelings of trust, tolerance, and cohesion 

and contribute to a unified community with shared norms and values (Ferlander & 

Timms, 1999). NGOs are well positioned in this regard, as they are closely tied to 

community groups (Kelly, 2007) and have the opportunity to engage in informal 

mechanisms of collective efficacy using their resources. This thesis contributes to 

the literature by further exploring the role played by NGOs as knowledge 

campaigners (Perry et al., 2016) in promoting knowledge and awareness, thereby 

fostering cohesion and trust, and achieving collective efficacy within digital 

communities.  

2.4. Digital Communication Strategies 

2.4.1. Introduction to Communication Strategies 

As noted earlier, the rise of a worldwide digital society is marked by the marrying of 

digital technology and culture (Lindgren, 2017). Wildemeersch and Jütte (2017) 

suggest that social life has been reorganised around digital communication and 

media infrastructure. Such technologies have enabled individuals and organisations 

to transcend spatial and temporal confines when interacting (Castells, 1997). This 

shift has given unprecedented access to instantaneous high-quality content and 

opportunities for networking globally (Betrot et al., 2012). This hasn't always been 

seen positively, with scholars noting new social threats in the digital society (Hawdon 

et al., 2015). As the digital society continues to reshape various aspects of social life, 

the subsequent discussion in this section concentrates specifically on the adoption of 

communications. The ultimate objective is to explore how these communication 

strategies can address emerging and pre-existing threats. Although most academics 

focus on how communication developments have altered social structures and 

individuals (Niedzwiecka & Pan, 2017), sociologists have also explored how they 

impact organisations. 

Since individuals and social structures now operate and interact in digital spaces 

(Van Dijk, 2012), many organisations have seen the need to follow suit. Integrating 

social media into day-to-day operations can prove advantageous to organisations 
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because it helps, diversifies, and improves social connections with the general public 

and other stakeholders (Jue et al., 2010). As such, social media presents 

organisations with an opportunity to expand their audience reach, a process Castells 

(2009) called mass self-communication. This has enabled access to instant, high-

quality content, and global networking opportunities (Betrot et al., 2012). Currently, 

most research on collective efficacy in digital society has centred around informal 

social controls and has focused on responses to specific incidents (Earl et al., 2013; 

Costello et al., 1997). As previously discussed, NGOs hold a unique position as a 

blend of public institutions and communities (Kelly, 2007: 1010). As such, they can 

advocate for policy changes while contributing to informal collective efficacy (Guo 

and Saxton, 2010). Accordingly, NGOs endeavour to foster community cohesion 

through several means such as (i) actively engaging partners and communities, (ii) 

counteracting hate by proactively challenging it, (iii) promoting positive, diverse, and 

inclusive content, and (iv) by continuously gathering information to help inform their 

efforts. 

The initial objective prioritises enhancing social capital with community members, 

digital audiences, and external partners, including law enforcement agencies and 

governing entities. This is deemed crucial in digital realms, as these environments 

facilitate an increase in both the quantity and quality of connections. As a result, 

organisations in the third sector strive to augment collaborative efforts within these 

"relational spaces" to reinforce social capital among communities and stakeholders 

(Kagan & Duggan, 2011, p. 401). Studies have established that social media is a 

competent tool for organisations to engage current and potential stakeholders within 

multi-agency settings, strengthening collective actions and information-sharing 

(Greenberg & MacAulay, 2009; Guo and Saxton, 2010) and that the enhancement of 

social ties has a positive impact on advocacy efforts and is essential for informal 

mechanisms aimed at achieving collective efficacy by improving social capital within 

communities. The final two objectives pertain more specifically to the informal 

mechanisms of collective efficacy based on digital "netiquette" (Shea, 1994). 

Although interconnected, they differ in their specificities. The second objective 

emphasises the role of NGOs in engaging in informal social control practices, such 

as utilising counter-speech. The third objective is the central theme of Chapter Six's 

analysis. It aims to promote knowledge and awareness to foster cohesion and trust, 
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ultimately achieving collective efficacy. Scholars have identified social media and 

digital content as a useful tool for organisations to address issues associated with 

community tensions (Chakraborti, 2018: 400).  As such, the day-to-day third sector 

promotion of inclusion and tolerance is the object of study rather than responses to 

specific tensions and events. A further understanding of gradual cohesion building is 

especially relevant in the digital era, given the expansive potential for information 

diffusion (Van De Velde et al., 2015) and NGOs' strong connections with community 

groups (Kelly, 2007).  

This section situated this research within the broader framework of collective efficacy 

accomplished through formal and informal actors in different spaces. Building on this 

foundation, the current section focuses on NGOs' communication strategies and 

tactics to promote greater tolerance, inclusiveness, and positivity in digital spaces. 

This section provides a comprehensive overview of organisations' communication 

strategies and tactics, guided by Mergel's (2010) digital communication typology. 

More specifically, initial evidence suggests that the overall strategies employed in 

digital spaces can differ significantly depending on the key objectives set by 

organisations. Broadly, objectives reflect what sector (i.e., private, public and third) 

organisations operate in. However, they can be further stratified within these. This 

thesis considers two organisational uses of social media—first, the multi-agency use 

of instant messenger RTC platforms in the Welsh cohesion delivery network. Second 

is how NGOs employ public-space application communications to try to curtail 

tensions and uphold collective efficacy. This section focuses on the latter. Given the 

specificity of this topic and the limited surrounding literature, an understanding of 

digital communication strategies at a more general level is needed. 

2.4.2. Digital Communications in the Third sector 

Scholars have paid less attention to how the third sector has utilised social media 

platforms than the public or private sector (Guo & Saxton, 2010).  This could be 

attributed to NGOs having more recently adopted digital technologies than their 

counterparts (Betrot et al., 2012). Despite this, the turn of the millennium saw 

significant upticks in NGOS social media usage (Briones et al., 2011). This has aided 
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NGOs to bolster how they serve clients, engage donors, and communicate with staff 

and volunteers (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2009). Despite this, no single strategy has been 

found that is unanimously employed amongst NGOs, with many failing to incorporate 

its use in their operations (Deschamps & McNutt, 2014). Perhaps no cohesive 

communication strategy is expected to be evident amongst all NGOs, given that 

many have starkly different objectives (Curtis et al., 2010). This is akin to the wide 

array of public sector organisations discussed earlier in this chapter.  

Initial studies have drawn on fundamental differences by categorising NGOs into 

three groups: education, environment, and disaster relief (Deschamps & McNutt, 

2014). Although analysis of such categories has provided crucial insights into how 

NGOs have incorporated digital communications, they fail to recognise other 

organisation types. A notable category omitted is pro-minority rights organisations as 

a means and promote collective efficacy. This thesis, therefore, fills a gap in the 

literature by focusing specifically on these, with data analysis in Chapter Six 

exploring how pro-rights organisations in Wales use social media communications. 

Understanding this is important, given social media’s apparent transformative 

potential to foster social inclusion and build community participation (Vance et al., 

2009).  

2.4.3. Strategy Frameworks 

Communication strategies broadly refer to content and presentation of social media 

activity and are often driven by a desired set of outcomes (Mergel, 2010). Although 

the benefits of using online communications are apparent, surrounding literature has 

shown that harnessing and implementing an effective strategy has proved 

challenging for private (Castronovo & Huang, 2012), public (Meijer et al., 2012) and 

third (Purdy, 2011) sector organisations. This has often been attributed to a need for 

more expertise in digital communications among social media administrators in such 

organisations (Water et al., 2009). Another reason for organisations failing to 

optimise social media usage is the lack of standardised smart practices and success 

criteria in the surrounding literature (Walting, 2011). Traditionally, organisational 

strategies are regarded as specified methods and tools to achieve predetermined 
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goals (Porter, 1980). However, this perspective has been challenged, with many 

arguing that strategies can develop when partially or entirely unplanned (Chaffee, 

1985). Mintzberg (1978) advocated for strategy definitions to focus on patterns in 

streams of decisions instead. Strategies are only sometimes formally codified in 

documents but can instead develop due to organisation members' choices (Mergel, 

2012). Unplanned strategies were later coined as emerging strategies, with planned 

ones labelled deliberate ones (Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). 

Given that no standardised approaches have yet been made in the literature 

consensus (Walting, 2011), a closer consideration of emerging strategies is pivotal. 

Moreover, many digital communication strategies emerge organically through 

decisions made by individuals working in the organisations (Mergel, 2012, p. 290). 

Despite this, organic strategies can still be categorised and identified, regardless of 

the degree to which they were consciously designed. Mergel (2010) proposed four 

broad digital communications strategies: push, pull, networking and transactional. 

Mergel (2013:327) explains that organisations can ‘trace their online interactions’ to 

define their ‘mission support’ and overall social media tactics using this framework. 

In other words, it helps to categorise different content types published online. 

Mergel’s (2010) typology offers an appropriate framework for analysis for this thesis 

because it provides a standardised base point for analysis that can be applied to 

minority rights NGOs. Given that Mergel’s (2010) strategies are so broad, it is no 

surprise that they differ significantly. 

2.4.3.1. Push Strategy 

Push strategies utilise social media platforms as broadcasting channels, where 

organisations communicate with audiences using one-way content (Mergel, 2012). 

These approaches are more closely aligned with those exclusive to Web 1.0 and 

operate in a broadcast paradigm where organisations do not seek to interact directly 

with audiences (Greenberg & MacAulay, 2009). In this context, push strategy 

approaches post content on social media pages to enhance content diffusion by 

bolstering information reach (Van De Velde et al., 2015). Push strategy 

communications reflect those made by thel media, such as television, newspapers, 
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and radio outlets (Mergel, 2012). Push strategy communications have proved 

advantageous for organisations because they can similarly broadcast information to  

media sources without relying on them. As such, organisations provide information to 

the public that may not be deemed ‘newsworthy’ but is still essential. This is arguably 

more relevant from a third sector perspective than the public sector (Mawby, 1998).  

Conversely, the day-to-day operations of NGOs, mainly those not involved in 

disaster relief, are less frequently covered by the media. Push strategy 

communications provide NGOs with unprecedented opportunities to broadcast 

unique content whenever they want in digital society’s round-the-clock media culture 

(Goldsmith, 2015). In doing so, organisations can build an online presence with 

greater reach using information dissemination (Van De Velde et al., 2015). This 

helps them communicate with pre-existing stakeholders while also helping them 

access broader audiences, leading to greater exposure and awareness (Mergel 

2013). Digital communications, therefore, enable organisations to push informational 

and educational content to a much wider audience (Van De Velde et al., 2015).  

Push strategy communications are also employed to promote transparency, 

accountability, and trust (Mergel, 2010). This is a major priority in public sector 

organisations, particularly those under frequent scrutiny. For example, police digital 

communications research found that a prevalent motivation for using push strategy 

tweets is ‘image building’ (Mawby, 2010; O’Connor, 2015; Kappeler & Gaines, 2020). 

In the public sector, most image building is accomplished by outlining organisational 

successes (Kappeler & Gaines, 2020) and providing transparency about day-to-day 

operations (Mawby, 2010). However, image-building activities have proved 

challenging in the public sector because they open organisations to greater scrutiny 

than before (Goldsmith, 2010). Organisations must address frequent criticisms in the 

public sphere from anonymous sources (Schneider, 2014). Although some merit has 

been found in image-building techniques, many public organisations have suffered 

from the overly professional tones they use while communicating. Professional tones 

can make organisations seem less relatable in digital environments and disfranchise 

audiences (Brainard & McNutt, 2010). 
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On the one hand, they want to promote engagement with their audiences to promote 

transparency and build good public images. However, on the other, they need to 

maintain a degree of formality in their work, particularly when addressing serious 

matters such as murders, fires, and kidnappings. Although formal tones are evident 

in public sector push strategy communications (Brainard & McNutt, 2010), little is 

known about what tones are used for NGOs.  Despite this, some studies have shown 

that NGOs likewise use push strategies to promote transparency (Deschamps & 

McNutt, 2014). However, less evidence exists to show these are designed to curtail 

negative feelings towards them but instead to include and update other external 

stakeholders (Deschamps & McNutt, 2014).  

Initially, Web 1.0 functions only enabled organisations to use one-way push 

strategies within a broadcast paradigm (Greenberg & MacAulay, 2009). The 

emergence of Web 2.0, and more specifically, social media, has given way to further 

methods of communication. Perhaps most notable is the greater opportunity for 

audience and stakeholder engagement. This has been characterised as the 

emergence of the dialogical paradigm (Greenberg & MacAulay, 2009). It is important 

to note that the dialogical paradigm has not replaced the broadcasting paradigm but 

exists alongside it. Many organisations still employ one-way push strategies for 

reasons detailed earlier in this section. In contrast, others employ two-way 

communication strategies to develop strong ties. The degree to which organisations 

want to waken or bolster their ties to stakeholders and audiences often reflects their 

key objectives and missions (Mergel, 2013). Despite this, scholars note that all 

organisations seek, to some extent, to widen and strengthen social capital in their 

networks (Kagan & Duggan, 2011) 

Different NGO types have been found to employ a range of communication 

strategies. Disaster relief organisations utilise dialogical strategies that offer two-way 

communications to build intense or strong relationships with audiences and 

associated stakeholders (Deschamps & McNutt, 2014). Conversely, educational 

organisations employ one-way broadcasting techniques associated with Mergel’s 

(2010) push strategy. These provide an informational-driven means to build weak 

ties based on common interests (Deschamps & McNutt, 2014). Environmental 

organisations were found to employ a mixed approach, with many examples of 
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information broadcasting alongside dialogical two-way communications. Differences 

between NGO approaches are expected, particularly when considering their starkly 

different objectives. 

Interestingly, organisations with similar purposes may employ vastly different 

communication strategies. For example, a study that explored police communication 

strategies amongst Canadian police forces found that an array of conflicting 

strategies were used from force to force (O’Connor, 2015). This included push-

dominated broadcasting approaches, dialogical-driven pull and networking strategies 

and merged approaches using Mergel’s key strategies (O’Connor, 2015). As 

mentioned, surrounding literature has failed to include minority rights NGOs in such 

comparisons. The approaches made by such organisations are currently, therefore, 

unknown. Analysis in Chapter Six sheds light on how minority rights organisations 

compare strategies to their disaster relief, educational and environmental 

counterparts. Dialogical communications that bolster audience and stakeholder ties 

(Granovetter, 1973) relate to two of Mergel’s (2010) communication strategies- pull 

and networking. Indeed, dialogical approaches bolster pre-existing ties with 

stakeholders and help expand and diversify the organisation’s networks to include a 

wider range of internal and external inputs (Jue et al., 2010; Kavanaugh et al., 2012; 

Ma, 2013).  

2.4.3.2. Pull Strategy 

Although pull and networking communication strategies are dialogical, they differ in 

how they actively engage audiences and stakeholders. Pull strategy communications 

employ a two-way approach in which organisation audiences are actively 

encouraged to participate (Mergel, 2013). These participations, however, are not 

encouraged directly on social media platforms but rather to other forms of 

engagement. Examples of pull strategy techniques include participation in surveys, 

focus groups, links to organisation-run web pages, appeals for information and 

recruiting new staff or volunteers (Mergel, 2012; O’Connor, 2015).  
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Moreover, pull strategy approaches are more closely aligned with the dialogical 

paradigm than the broadcasting paradigm (Greenberg & MacAulay, 2009). However, 

Mergel (2012) notes that organisations rarely respond to comments made on these 

posts. In other words, they seek to pull audiences to other forms of engagement, not 

on social media. These still lead to strong social ties between audiences and 

organisations but do not occur exclusively in digital spaces (Granovetter, 1973). Pull 

strategy tweets promote engagement and participation in which organisations use 

followers and stakeholders as sensors for information or general input (Mergel, 

2012). By increasing information depth, pull strategies can promote content diffusion 

(Van De Velde et al., 2015). Some platforms, such as Twitter, have restrictions on 

text length (Han et al., 2019), which can limit the depth of content. To overcome this, 

organisations may use pull strategies to allow their audience to engage with more 

extensive content published by the organisation on external websites (Mergel, 2010). 

Conversely, initial evidence from the third sector indicates that pull strategies are 

predominately used to elicit volunteers, engage civil society, and consult public 

opinions on issues using surveys and focus groups (Deschamps & McNutt, 2014). 

Dialogical pull strategies, therefore, are advantageous in integrating a wider 

spectrum of internal and external stakeholders into the day-to-day operations of 

NGOs (Jue et al., 2010; Kavanaugh et al., 2012; Ma, 2013).  

2.4.3.3. Networking Strategy 

Networking communication strategies are similar to those detailed in the two-way 

pull approaches. They also seek to strengthen social ties with audiences and key 

stakeholders by providing wider opportunities for engagement and expanding 

networks to a wider range of internal and external stakeholders (Granovetter, 1973; 

Jue et al., 2010; Bertot et al., 2010; Hrdinová et al., 2010; Kavanaugh et al., 2012; 

Ma, 2013).  However, networking interactions are more specifically confined to social 

media platforms (Meijer & Thaens, 2013). When theorising communication 

strategies, Mergel (2010, p. 10) realised social media's potential for bridging 

organisations and public audiences: ‘the use of social media tools is highly 

interactive with much back and forth between the agency and its diverse 

constituencies’. Instead of implementing a two-way pull approach, in which public 
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audiences and external stakeholders are used as information sensors, the 

networking strategy promotes a two-way cross-boundary interactive framework 

(Mergel, 2013). Organisations network with public audiences, resulting in an 

interactive co-design of services in which community building and the establishment 

of ‘issue networks’ are made possible (Mergel, 2013). Networking communications 

are, therefore, more direct, and interactive than pull and push strategies, as such 

organisations employ networking strategies to engage in direct dialogue with 

audiences on social media platforms.  

This helps bolster social capital with community members and external partners by 

building relationships (Bortree and Seltzer, 2009; Lovejoy and Saxton, 2012). 

Although pull communications are still located in the dialogical paradigm, networking 

strategies surpass these and can be realised as the purest form of dialogical 

interaction (Greenberg & MacAulay, 2009). Broadly, networking communications are 

achieved by asking questions or polls, replying or commenting to external posts and 

directly messaging individuals (Mergel, 2013). The latter interaction has, however, 

rarely been included in studies that employ Mergel’s framework because of privacy 

regulations associated with collecting social media messaging data (Meijer & 

Thaens, 2013; O’Connor, 2015). Considering this, it is reasonable to assume that 

many cases of networking communications are not reported in strategy prevalence 

data. This presents real issues to researchers because some of the most meaningful 

interactions between organisations and their constituents are likely to occur in private 

messages.  

Another way in which networking strategies depart from push and pull is in their 

tasks and key objectives. Push and pull communications are strategies with 

centralised tasks (Meijer & Thaens, 2013). Both approaches have broad objectives 

that are consistent throughout most cases. In push, these relate to providing 

information and education while also promoting transparency to help build a positive 

image (Mergel, 2013). For pull strategy communications, central tasks include using 

the public as information, resources, and sensors through non-social media 

consultations and interactions (Mergel, 2013). In both cases, the broad objectives 

are easily identifiable and have been found to manifest in easily distinguishable sub-

categories (O’Connor, 2015). Networking communications, however, have been 
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identified as decentralised (Meijer & Thaens, 2013). This means that the services 

and tasks completed in networking communications relate to a much wider variety of 

objectives that are often unique each time and reflect the co-design of services 

promoted in the approach, in which organisation constituents have an equal say in 

the interactions (Mergel, 2013).  

2.4.3.4. Transactional Strategy 

The final communication strategy outlined by Mergel (2010) is transactional. This 

involves organisations utilising online communications to transact with external 

stakeholders or audiences regarding physical goods or services (Mergel, 2012). 

Transactional strategies are prevalent among private sector organisations using 

online communications as a marketing tool to sell products and services (Thomas, 

2007). In contrast, transactional approaches are less common in the public sector, 

where push, pull, and networking strategies are more widespread (Mergel, 2012; 

Meijer & Thaens, 2013; O’Connor, 2015). In the public sector, transactions reflect 

public services provided to communities or constituents, with organisations using 

transactional strategies to enhance these services (Mergel, 2012). Scholars have 

consistently emphasised the significance of organisations providing support services 

to marginalised groups.  

Nevertheless, concerns persist about the limited accessibility of these services, 

indicating that only a privileged few, often those in more economically or socially 

stable circumstances, are aware of such resources. Notably, even among these 

individuals, a significant portion remains uninformed about these services (Hardy 

and Chakraborti, 2020:144). There is a paucity of literature on social media's impact 

on providing support services to constituents. Therefore, this presents an opportunity 

for analysis in Chapter Six to examine the potential impact of social media on 

providing support services to marginalised groups. Social media is described by 

Mergel (2012) as a transactional environment where constituents are viewed as 

business partners of public agencies.  
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NGOs commonly use social media to solicit donations (Deschamps & McNutt, 2014). 

Donations were traditionally made through general appeals, but non-profits also use 

transactional incentives such as prize giveaways, trivia contests, and product sales 

(Castillo et al., 2014). NGOs use transactional communications more frequently than 

the public sector (Deschamps & McNutt, 2014), likely due to the longstanding 

tradition of donations to non-profits and the emergence of transactional approaches 

in public sector services (Mergel, 2012). However, third sector transactional 

approaches are less common than market-driven communications in the private 

sector (Thomas, 2007). Donation appeals also vary between NGOs, with some, such 

as disaster relief non-profits, appealing at a higher rate than others, like educational 

organisations, that broadcast informational content on policy (Deschamps & McNutt, 

2014). The extent of transactional approaches used by minority rights non-profits is 

unclear. Chapter Six provides insights into the prevalence of transactional 

approaches among minority rights organisations compared to other strategies. 

2.4.4. Content Tools and Modalities 

Other than communication strategies, organisations use content tools or modalities 

when posting on social media platforms. Content tools do not only refer to literal text, 

such as language tones or word counts, but also URLs, hashtags, mentions and 

emojis (Han et al., 2019). Much like communication strategies, patterns of use for 

content factors can develop partially or entirely unplanned. These reflect individual 

decisions made by members of organisations that organically develop rather than 

being strategically pre-determined (Chaffee, 1985). A major drawback of organically 

implementing content tools is that organisations have no standardised smart practice 

or success criteria (Walting, 2011). Despite this, a standardised model is perhaps 

unattainable, given the vastly different objectives between organisations and 

organisational sectors.  Mentions on social media platforms can be broadly 

categorised into two forms: user mentions and replies (Ahmed, 2018). User mentions 

refer to when a tweet mentions another user without any prompt using the @ 

symbol. 
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In contrast, replies are when a user is mentioned using the @ symbol in response to 

a tweet in a thread. Despite the distinction between these two mentioned forms, it 

can be challenging to differentiate them in raw data, leading to most studies merging 

the two categories (Anger & Kittl, 2011). Mentions and replies are primarily used to 

instigate open dialogues with external organisations or the general public (O'Connor, 

2015). This dialogue-oriented approach aims to build cybercommunities by 

strengthening ties and expanding networks. As such, mentions are most closely 

aligned with networking strategies (Mergel, 2010). Non-reciprocal friendship 

structure platforms such as Twitter facilitate this process by allowing users to 

mention others they do not follow (Davenport et al., 2014). Interested users can 

access these mentions and subsequent replies by viewing threads (Mergel, 2012). 

As such, mentions serve as networking tools that prioritise strengthening existing ties 

and creating new ones over disseminating information (O'Connor, 2015).  

As previously noted, other content tools, such as hyperlinks and hashtags, focus 

more on information propagation and diffusion than strengthening ties (Van De Velde 

et al., 2015). Although both tools enhance information dissemination, how they 

achieve this differs significantly. Hyperlinks serve as a tool for providing greater 

detail on information to audiences by linking to content from other organisations (Van 

De Velde et al., 2015). This can include "longer blog updates or links to other media, 

such as press releases on official government websites" (Mossberger et al., 2013, p. 

355), which allow for more in-depth discussions on topics and bypasses the textual 

limitations of platforms like Twitter (Han et al., 2019). These links often represent pull 

strategies that aim to further engage social media audiences with organisation-

published content (Mergel, 2010), thus providing more information than is possible 

on Twitter and integrating audiences more deeply into the organisation's work 

(Berman et al., 2007; Walters et al., 2009). This can also contribute to developing 

ties with audiences, particularly when the content provides transparent accounts of 

the organisation's operations (Park et al., 2002; Segerberg & Bennett, 2011). 

Hyperlinks can also redirect audiences to external sources of information, which, to 

some extent, aid in developing networks using the public endorsement of other 

organisations.  
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Using hashtags on social media platforms strengthens information diffusion by 

expanding the reach of information. Hashtags are a form of metadata tags and are 

characterised by the use of the "#" symbol. According to Mergel (2012), hashtags 

are widely used on social media platforms to enable users to search for specific 

topics. The primary function of hashtags is to increase the reach of tweets by 

increasing their searchability, as Zappavigna (2011) noted. This, in turn, can 

significantly increase audience reach, exposing many individuals to new content, 

especially if it is related to a trending topic (Mergel, 2012).  

Yet, despite their uniform appearance, hashtags can serve various purposes 

depending on their intended audience and usage. The utilisation of hashtags has 

been extensively studied in both the public and private sectors, with research 

highlighting how they are employed to achieve various evolving objectives 

(Kleinberg, 2013; Ayanso & Moyers, 2015; De Widt & Panagiotopoulos, 2018; Han et 

al., 2019). In private contexts, hashtags are commonly utilised by companies as a 

means of "supplementing their brand images" by fostering a sense of community 

among customers, which in turn leads to increased engagement (Kleinberg, 2013: 

3). On the other hand, public actors have been observed to use hashtags as a 

means of disseminating government information more widely and building 

relationships with the public (De Widt and Panagiotopoulos, 2018: 2). Despite the 

distinct goals of these sectors, both utilise hashtags as a means of building social 

capital with their audience and expanding their reach. Using hashtags to broaden 

information channels is an example of "mass self-communication” (Castells, 2009). 

NGOs' use of hashtags on social media has received limited scholarly attention. 

According to Bruns and Burgess (2011), hashtags have the potential to effectively 

nurture long-term communities of tolerance through the promotion of knowledge, 

awareness, and social capital. Therefore, understanding the usage of hashtags by 

NGOs is crucial to community cohesion.  Saxton et al. (2015) categorised hashtags 

used by NGOs. This typology, consisting of eight self-explanatory forms, is a 

valuable framework for research in this field. These include "public education," 

"events," "call-to-action," "values and goals,” “branding," "dialogic," "time and place," 

and finally, “business hashtags". (Saxton et al., 2015) 
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Aside from hashtags, emojis have been utilised as content tools on social media 

platforms. They are "small icons depicting objects or emotions often used in personal 

instant messaging and social media contexts" (Zhang et al., 2022, p. 618). Despite 

the growing popularity of emojis, their usage in organisational contexts on social 

media is not yet common (Waters and Jamal, 2011; Casado-Molina et al., 2019; 

Zhang et al., 2022), with academic consensus suggesting that NGOs may be more 

likely to implement their use due to their close alignment with citizen use of social 

media (Chen, 2019). Despite this recognition, there is limited knowledge about how 

NGOs use emojis. In light of this, Chapter Six provides an exploratory analysis that 

fills this gap by examining the types and contexts of emojis utilised.  

Current evidence suggests that emojis are often utilised in dialogical forms, such as 

in replies rather than original tweets or retweets (Kwon & Sung, 2011). Emojis have 

also been found to increase an organisation's relatable nature among community 

groups (Hayes et al., 2020), aligning with dialogical strategies to strengthen and 

broaden organisation networks through positive image building (Mergel, 2010). In 

this sense, emojis have helped overcome the lack of non-verbal cues on social 

media, allowing organisations to communicate specific emotions to audiences (Bai et 

al., 2019). The use of emojis to promote diversity, inclusivity, and solidarity has been 

explored in a growing body of literature. These efforts have taken the form of 

informal social controls in response to specific events, such as the BLM protests 

following George Floyd's death (Santhanam et al., 2021), and promoting inclusivity 

on a day-to-day basis. The Diversity Language Model (Swartz et al., 2020, p. 95) 

offers a useful typology in this regard, positing that emojis can represent minority 

groups and can be categorised into four main categories: race, religion, gender, and 

sexual orientation (Swartz et al., 2020, p. 95).  

In the previous section, it was highlighted that the digital society has brought about a 

transformation in the way collective efficacy is measured, moving away from the use 

of survey data, such as Likert-scales (Sampson et al., 1997), and toward the use of 

social media engagement data (Ozalp et al., 2020). This approach offers a more 

precise method of evaluating the endorsement of specific sentiments compared to 

others. It is based on public endorsements measured by platform-generated 

engagement metrics, such as likes, retweets, and replies on Twitter (Boyd et al., 
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2010). Using these metrics instead of Likert-scales is valuable in obtaining real-time 

or near-real-time information (Edwards et al., 2013). However, prior research has 

limited its application to instances of informal social controls, where users intervene 

for the common good (Ozalp et al., 2020). In this light, the analysis in Chapter Six 

extends the existing literature by investigating the use of engagement metrics in day-

to-day contexts of inclusivity promotion. The aim is to use engagement metrics on 

Twitter to compare various communication strategies and content tools to determine 

which are most effective in supporting central organisational goals, such as engaging 

partners, broadening networks with other agencies, counter speech, and promoting 

positive, diverse, and inclusive content. 

2.5. Trigger Events for Community Tensions 

Community tension research has traditionally focused on the spatial distribution of 

incidents, examining factors such as spatial clustering, demographic characteristics, 

and economic causes (Braga et al., 2012). While zonal analyses can provide 

valuable insights into underlying patterns, many scholars argue that the temporal 

dimension of these tensions has been disproportionately overlooked in the literature, 

with an increasing number of studies advocating for further examination of the 

temporal dynamics (King & Sutton, 2013; Legewie, 2013; Hanes & Machin, 2014; 

Williams and Burnap, 2016; Devine, 2018; Ozalp et al., 2020). Increases in 

academic attention to temporal analyses can be attributed to changes in available 

data. Namely, the emergence of big data was brought about by digitalising social life 

(Shahidullah, 2018). Work that focused more on spatial explanations of utilised data 

sources such as interviews, police-recorded data and surveys. While these 

punctiform methodological tools prove effective in outlining tensions and locations, 

they could be more effective in pinpointing when and how they develop.  

When examining community tensions through a temporal rather than a spatial 

paradigm, scholars first used offline data sources to pinpoint when spikes occurred. 

Initial offline data sources included police-recorded statistics (King & Sutton, 2013; 

Hanes & Machin, 2014), interviews and survey data (Legewie, 2013). Using such 

data sources enabled researchers to identify temporal patterns of community 
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tensions for the first time. Subsequent temporal inspections revealed frequent yet 

non-periodic spikes (for example, see Williams, 2021, p. 125).  

Since each spike occurred non-periodically, initial interpretations could allude to 

them being random. However, a reoccurring theme was present in every example- 

they were all preceded by an identified ‘trigger event’ Williams (2021: 215). While the 

term trigger event is widely used in related work (King & Sutton, 2013; Legewie, 

2013; Hanes & Machin, 2014; Williams & Burnap, 2016; Devine, 2018; Ozalp et al., 

2020), no single definition is provided in a community tension context. This thesis 

interprets trigger events as occurrences that galvanise and motivate negative 

attitudes or actions towards a minority group. This definition is purposely left broad 

because many studies only examine events exclusively relating to recorded hate 

crimes (e.g., King and Sutton, 2013).  

2.5.1. Underlying theories 

The understanding of the temporal clustering of community tensions in the wake of 

trigger events can be illuminated by examining various sociological and 

criminological theories. Such theories include strain theory (Cohen, 1955; Merton, 

1957), social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), intergroup theory (Stephan & 

Stephan, 2002), the justification-suppression model of prejudice (Crandal & 

Eshleman, 2003), stages of deviant events (Cohen, 1972), and intergroup crime and 

social control (Piatkowska & Lantz, 2021).  

The relationship between intergroups was first explored by Blalcok (1977), who 

posited that prejudice, and subsequent community tensions stem from a sense of 

threat perceived by the majority group towards a minority group in society. These 

notions of threat are an extension of what Cohen (1955) and Merton (1957) referred 

to as strain, which refers to the process in which crimes are committed as a 

response to a perception of instability or threat that is attributed to a designated 

group (Burch, 2022). In this context, prejudice-driven tensions are seen as reactive 

and driven by fears of socioeconomic security and encroachments upon the 

dominant group's identity (Hall, 2015). 
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Tajfel and Turner's (1979) social identity theory categorises individuals into two 

primary groups: ingroups (typically the "majority" group) and outgroups (often 

considered the "minority" or "designated other" group). This categorisation can lead 

to biases, stereotypes, and in-group favouritism, shaping attitudes and behaviours. 

Stephan et al.'s (2008) intergroup theory builds on this by identifying two ways in 

which the ingroup may perceive a threat from the outgroup: tangible threat, in which 

the ingroup feels threatened by potential harm or resource depletion from the 

outgroup, and symbolic threat, in which the outgroup's presence challenges the 

ingroup's self-image. This concept of tangible threat builds on Cohen's (2002) theory 

of predictive symbols of violence, which proposes that certain demographic traits 

may be perceived as indicative of the potential for violence. As a result, outgroup 

members are perceived as more threatening in such events due to the perceived risk 

of violence to the ingroup. Cohen (2002, p. xxiii) notes that such feelings can be 

bolstered by the traditional media, including newspapers, magazines (including 

tabloids and broadsheets), radio broadcasts, and television programming as forms of 

mass communication, ‘setting the agenda’ and ‘transmitting the images. Tangible 

resources do not only include concepts such as land but also welfare spending made 

by Governments and access to public services (e.g., length of hospital waiting times 

attributed to migrants during the 2016 Brexit referendum). The second factor relates 

to a perceived threat to culture and views.  

In this context, ingroups regard outgroups as a threat, drain or deterrent to their 

culture and way of life (Stephan & Stephan, 2002). It is important to note that threats 

and strains can be real or simply just perceived (Walters, 2011). As such, many 

threats and strains can be predicated on false information driven by derogatory 

ideologies (Sternberg & Sternberg, 2008). Threat and strain can, therefore, be 

identified as the first dimension of Crandal and Eshleman’s (2003) JSM. JSM is 

hinged on the idea that perpetrators of bigoted attitudes or activities do so as a result 

of an ongoing psycho-social conflict (Williams et al., 2022) between “a desire to 

express an emotion and at the same time, maintain values and self-concepts that 

conflict with prejudice” (Crandal & Eshleman, 2003, p. 414). In this case, feelings of 

perceived threat and strain attributed to the outgroup serve as initial justifications for 

ingroup members to exhibit prejudiced behaviours.  
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Tensions arising from tangible and culturally perceived threats to the outgroup can 

be enhanced as the population size increases. As the ingroup's relative majority 

reduces, they feel an increased risk in their ability to sustain economic, political, and 

cultural dominance in society (Piatkowska & Lantz, 2021). As a result of this 

increased threat, Blalcok (1977) suggests that the ingroup elicits prejudice. While 

Blalcok and Stephan provide foundational insights into how inter-group tensions 

develop in the first place, they say less about how they form into temporal clusters. 

Scholars have since proposed that tensions, follow suit when a perceived threat is 

drastically enhanced by galvanising events (Williams, 2021). This is hinged on the 

outgroup's perceived threat to social order (Piatkowska & Lantz, 2021). The events 

that lead to enhanced perceived threat levels are also known as “trigger events”. As 

trigger events can galvanise these perceived threats, prejudiced behaviours can be 

justified more easily in the aftermath of these occasions. Scholars have observed 

that incidents fuelled by bias not only serve as precursors but also function as 

indicators of broader underlying community tensions (Schweppe and Perry, 2022). 

Trigger events can intensify these underlying tensions between ingroups and 

outgroups, such as social threats (e.g., terror attacks) or economic strain (Hopkins, 

2010; Legewie, 2013). Moreover, temporal surges in tensions following trigger 

events stem from a sudden escalation in perceived ingroup threat from the outgroup, 

leading to the justification of prejudice (Crandal & Eshleman, 2003). 

Black’s (1983) theory of crime as social control is also helpful in understanding how 

trigger events cause temporal clustering of prejudice and community tensions. Black 

(1983) argued that sometimes prejudice reflects a self-help standpoint in which 

perpetrators (usually from the ingroup) rationalise committing a crime in pursuit of a 

perceived justice from their perceived grievance. These criminal pursuits for justice 

can often be bolstered when a feeling of no legal alternative is present. Pursuing 

what is perceived as justice plays a significant role in shaping JSM, tilting it more 

towards the endorsement of prejudice rather than its mitigation (Crandal & 

Eshleman, 2003). 

When exploring trigger events, it is helpful to consider notions of moral outrage and 

moral cleansing (Tetlock et al., 2000; Skitka et al., 2001). Following trigger events, 

these dynamics materialise as ingroup members unfairly target innocent individuals 
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from the outgroup solely based on their affiliation with the same demographic as 

those connected to the initial trigger event. Black (1983) aptly termed this 

phenomenon "collective liability." Had ingroup members exclusively sought justice 

from those directly implicated in the initial trigger, it might have prevented the 

emergence of widespread community tensions. However, collective liability 

engenders unwarranted and pervasive tensions between two groups not directly 

involved in the triggering incident. This concept aligns closely with moral outrage 

(Tetlock et al., 2000), wherein individuals experience intense negative emotions, 

such as anger and resentment, in response to perceived injustices or threats from 

outgroups. This emotional reaction can often lead to the rationalisation and even 

escalation of biases and hostile attitudes towards the targeted outgroup, a 

phenomenon known as prejudice justification. 

The notion of collective liability finds support in the research of Lickel et al. (2006), 

who observed that members of victimised groups (linked to the trigger event) would 

engage in acts of aggression and violence against innocent outgroup members, 

driven by a sense of collective blame on behalf of their fellow in-group members 

(Piatkowska & Lantz, 2021). Lickel et al. (2006) coined this process "vicarious 

retribution." The theories of collective liability by Black (1983) and vicarious 

retribution by Lickel et al. (2006) have subsequently been embraced by scholars 

studying trigger events. Consequently, these two factors operate in concert to 

reinforce justifications for prejudice, particularly in the immediate aftermath of trigger 

events (Crandal & Eshleman, 2003). 

Conversely, an opposing psychological process, moral cleansing (Skitka et al., 

2001), can counterbalance this phenomenon. Moral cleansing is the process by 

which individuals, after witnessing or being involved in events that trigger bias or 

hatred, strive to alleviate feelings of guilt or moral impurity. They achieve this by 

taking actions consistent with their moral values or distancing themselves from the 

negative events or behaviours associated with bias and hatred. These actions can 

effectively counteract prejudice and foster an atmosphere of tolerance and inclusion. 

In situations where individuals perceive injustices or threats, moral outrage can ignite 

intense negative emotions and lead to the justification of prejudice. However, it's 

important to note that some individuals may also engage in moral cleansing to 
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assuage their guilt and restore their moral integrity. This can lead to actions that 

actively counter bias and promote tolerance among diverse groups. The intricate 

interplay between these psychological processes plays a pivotal role in shaping 

responses to trigger events and significantly influences their impact on intergroup 

relations. 

2.5.2. Trigger event stages. 

When considering the list of sudden peaks in tensions and possible subsequent hate 

crimes and incidents at the beginning of this section, Williams (2021, p. 215) 

assessed the existing literature to thematically identify four trigger events categories: 

(1) political votes, (2) policy changes, (3) court cases and (4) terror attacks. Although 

the categories are seemingly very different, short and intense spikes of community 

tensions have been identified in their immediate aftermath. Hanes and Machin 

(2014) outline this phase as a shock period whereby the public’s attitude towards the 

suspected perpetrators (in the case of terror attacks) or associated groups or 

communities are significantly affected. Despite seeming most salient, the shock 

period following trigger events is not the only stage in their overall process. 

Understanding other stages before and after the shock period is important to 

understand how temporal clusterings of community tensions eventually subsides 

(Ozalp et al., 2020). By considering Cohen’s (1972) moral panics, we can identify 

four stages that are innate to deviant events (or series of events): (1) the warning 

stage, (2) the impact stage, (3) the inventory stage and (4) the reaction stage.  

The warning stage occurs before the trigger event. Usually, pre-existing levels of 

perceived threat exist amongst the outgroup towards the ingroup. In the case of 

Woolwich, attack factors such as high terror threat levels coupled with previous 

attacks contributed to the heightened levels of perceived outgroup threat (Williams & 

Burnap, 2016). At this stage, justifications for prejudiced expressions exist but mostly 

do not outweigh suppressions (Crandal & Eshleman, 2003). The impact stage 

consists of the actual trigger (e.g., the stabbing of Lee Rigby in Woolwich). Social 

responses were highly disorganised during this period, with many social actors yet to 

internalise the trigger. 
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Figure 3: Cohen’s (1972) stages of deviant events based on 

Williams and Burnap's (2016) trigger event case study (Woolwich terror attack) 

Following the trigger comes the inventory stage, whereby social actors try to make 

sense of the event. Williams and Burnap (2016) note that during this stage, various 

social actors (i.e., the media and politicians) can play a role in shaping opinions by 

narrative building. Glaeser (2005, p. 3) described these influential social actors as 

‘entrepreneurs of hate’ and argued that they usually benefit politically or 

economically from propagating inflammatory perspectives. Many deem these agents' 

impact as justification factors (or catalysts) for prejudice (Crandal & Eshleman, 

2003). As such, a body of evidence and theoretical explanations have emerged, i.e., 

dangerous rhetoric theory, political legitimisation, and agenda-setting (Perry, 2001; 

Cohen, 2002; Koopmans & Olzak, 2004; Edwards & Rushin, 2018). The inventory 

stage is usually also when outgroup members become demonised, with additional 

notions of strain and threat being attributed to them. As stated earlier, these can be 

bolstered by pursuits of justice and collective liability (Black, 1983; Lickel et al., 

2006).  

Moreover, these stages apply to extremist triggers, e.g., terror attacks and the 

remaining trigger event types. Despite this, differences remain between the three 

commonly discussed trigger event types (political, extremist and court cases) and 

should be considered separately. The following section examines various trigger 

event case studies.   
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2.5.3. Extremist Trigger Events 

The most commonly explored trigger relates to extremist events (i.e., terror attacks) 

(Byers & Jones, 2007; King & Sutton: 2013; Hanes & Machin, 2015; Williams & 

Burnap, 2016; Müller & Schwarz, 2021; Czymara et al., 2022). Lending further 

evidence to Black’s (1983) theory of collective liability and Lickel et al.’s (2006) 

theory of vicarious retribution, initial evidence suggested that terror attacks can result 

in increased levels of animosity towards members of the same racial or religious 

groups as perpetrators, resulting in increased tensions (Treadwell & Garland, 2011). 

As such, they become ‘predictive symbols’ of violence (Cohen 2002: xxiii). Since the 

1990s, there has been an increase in global terrorist attacks, including the 9/11 

attack on the World Trade Centre in 2001 and the 7/7 attacks on London's bus 

transport system in 2005. These events prompted academic inquiries into the 

relationship between terrorism and community tensions (King & Sutton, 2013). 

These studies found that after the 9/11 attack, 481 anti-Muslim hate crimes were 

recorded, with over half occurring at least two weeks after the event, indicating that 

temporal shocks in hate crimes can occur after large-scale terrorist attacks. 

Alarmingly, evidence from the Global Terrorism Index (2020) suggests that the rate 

of terror incidents is accelerating and creating clusters (see Sadique et al., 2018). 

Importantly, this clustered period allowed scholars to explore the relationship 

between terrorism and hate crimes (Piatkowska & Lantz, 2021).  

Time-series data of such events provided initial evidence of temporal clusterings in 

community tensions. Later, regression models were devised to help explain whether 

these sudden increases can entirely be associated with the triggers (Piatkowska & 

Lantz, 2021) and which are built on King and Sutton’s (2013) work by controlling for 

other factors, such as time lags, which denote the effect of Brexit. The first model 

revealed significant positive associations between the triggers and racially motivated 

hate crimes for all three events (London Bridge, Finsbury Park and Manchester 

Arena). The regression coefficients were strongest for the former two triggers (about 

racially motivated hate crimes). This reflected the initial findings made in the time-

series analysis. The second model examined religiously motivated hate crimes and 

reflected findings made in the first. Once again, all three terrorist events were 

positively associated with religiously motivated hate crimes. One criticism of using 
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police recorded data is that it can fail to capture all aspects of hate in the wake of a 

trigger due to factors such as nonreporting and temporal granularity (Williams & 

Burnap, 2015; Schweppe et al., 2020). As such, this thesis builds on past studies by 

exploring community tensions more broadly moving beyond specifically just hate 

crimes and incidents. 

2.5.4. Political Trigger Events 

The literature suggests that political factors can serve as catalysts for escalating 

community tensions. This has been observed to occur through two mechanisms: (1) 

political elections/votes and (2) policy changes (Williams, 2021). In light of the 

growing polarisation of Western politics, scholars have increasingly focused on the 

impact of political elections or votes on community tensions. King and Sutton (2013) 

posit that the mere occurrence of political elections or votes can lead to spikes in 

community tensions. Building on Blalock's (1956) theory of intergroup threat, Olzak 

(1990) found evidence that sudden changes in the political landscape can result in 

increased intergroup conflict due to a heightened sense of threat. This can occur 

through the perceived threat to the ingroup from the outgroup following shifts in 

political or cultural power (Piatkowska and Lantz, 2021) or through the legitimisation 

of discriminatory attitudes towards the outgroup by mainstream politicians, 

movements, or political parties (Perry, 2001; Koopmans & Olzak, 2004; Edwards & 

Rushin, 2018; Piatkowska & Lantz, 2021).  

In the 2008 USA presidential campaign, the phenomenon of ingroup feeling 

threatened by a perceived increase in outgroup political power was demonstrated. 

As Barack Obama emerged as President, several visible tensions and subsequent 

incidents emerged (Williams, 2021). One notable case was the murder of Marcelo 

Lucero in Suffolk County (Williams, 2021). Subsequent analysis indicated a 

nationwide increase in racial tensions following Obama's victory in 2008 (Bigg, 

2008). Some research has linked these spikes with the amplification of racial threat 

effects among the white ingroup of Americans (Wetts & Willer, 2018). The perceived 

shift of power from the ingroup to the outgroup is believed to have triggered 

perceived threats, which, for many individuals, justified their discriminatory behaviour 
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(Crandal & Eshleman, 2003). These observations are reflected in the sudden 

increase in racial tensions after the election with several key indicators (e.g., the 

KKK and Council of Conservative Citizens reported a significant rise in interest and 

membership in 2008; see Williams, 2021).  

The links between racial tensions and Obama's election victory were also evident in 

the digital world, as there was a noticeable surge in hostile discourse and activity 

(Sela et al., 2012; Hankes & Zhang, 2017; Scrivens et al., 2021). When considering 

police-recorded hate crime data along with other indicators, such as increases in 

interest for far-right groups and spikes in online tensions, it is evident that Obama's 

election was associated with spikes in community tensions in the USA. Furthermore, 

many scholars view his administration as a turning point for the far-right movement 

(Simi, 2010), driven by the perceived threat of political and cultural change among 

the ingroup (Scrivens et al., 2021; Wetts & Willer, 2018). This thesis refers to casual 

factors associated with these upticks as "outgroup threat causes" in this thesis. 

The few years after the 2008 election saw several instances of far-right-supported 

election wins, campaigning over issues of national identities, such as the election of 

Donald Trump and the Brexit referendum (Lubbers, 2019). Although some 

expectations that tensions would decline due to reduced perceived threats (Stephan 

& Stephan, 2002; Bigg, 2008), the opposite occurred. Scholars acknowledge that 

election victories and defeats can trigger tensions (Scrivens et al., 2021). Another 

marked increase followed Trump's 2016 election win (Perry et al., 2017; Edwards & 

Rushin, 2018; Müller & Schwarz, 2020; Bernatzky et al., 2022), with spikes larger 

than any point during Obama's eight-year administration (Edwards & Rushin, 2018).  

Past studies have explored the concept of political legitimisation as a key 

explanation for the temporal causes of heightened community tensions (Perry, 2001; 

Koopmans & Olzak, 2004). Political legitimisation refers to validating bias attitudes 

by the state, party, or individual when elected, creating a hostile political environment 

(Perry, 2001). In light of this, Edwards and Rushin (2018) attributed the sudden 

increase in tensions after Trump's election to political legitimisation. They used the 

dangerous rhetoric theory to explain the origin and the validation theory to describe 

how political legitimisation enabled the acting of these attitudes (Edwards & Rushin, 
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2018). Thus, validation theory can be seen as an extension and facilitator of 

dangerous rhetoric theory. For example, although Trump made several inflammatory 

statements before winning the election, spikes in markers such as hate crimes were 

only visible after he was inaugurated, suggesting that once he was a successful 

candidate, many Americans perceived his rhetoric as legitimised and normalised 

(Okeowo, 2016; Reilly, 2016). This thesis refers to the political causes of tensions 

associated with legitimisation and validation theory as the "ingroup validation cause." 

Bursztyn et al. (2017) tested validation theory's impact on divisive attitudes with a 

real-world example. In a study of 450 participants from states where Trump's win 

likelihood was 100%, two cohorts were formed: one informed of Trump's guaranteed 

win and a control group not informed. Results revealed higher anti-immigration 

attitudes in the informed group, aligning with Edwards and Rushin's (2018) validation 

theory. This theory posits that the perceived threat to the ingroup, accentuated by 

Trump's rhetoric, contributed to increased racial tensions, as he portrayed his 

supporters as economically strained and marginalised due to immigration (Edwards 

& Rushin, 2018. Both outgroup threat (e.g., Obama's election) and ingroup validation 

(e.g., Trump's election) are driven by the perceived threat from a marginalised 

outgroup and can be viewed as different means to the same end. They heighten 

threat and strain, which outweigh suppressions and justify prejudice (Crandal & 

Eshleman, 2003). Figure 4 illustrates these two politically driven causes of tensions 

that manifest into subsequent hate crimes and incidents, with the blue arrow 

symbolising outgroup threat and the red arrow symbolising ingroup validation. It's 

crucial to emphasise that the third stage (heightened sense of threat within the 

ingroup towards the outgroup) may manifest solely as increased threat and tensions 

often without progressing to hate crimes or incidents, as illustrated by the black 

arrow. 
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Figure 4: Political causes of tensions 

Ingroup validation causes were not unique to Trump’s presidential election; another 

important example was evident in the UK during the Brexit referendum campaign 

and voted in 2016. A strong academic consensus shows clear correlations between 

the Brexit referendum and temporal shocks in tensions, that in many cases also 

boiled over into hate crimes and incidents (Moore & Ramsey, 2017; Piatkowska & 

Lantz, 2021; Devine; 2021; Williams et al., 2022). For example, there was a reported 

23% of hate crimes in the direct aftermath concerning the previous average of 125 

per day (Devine, 2018). These rises also controlled for other factors, such as terror 

attacks and the salience of immigration (Devine, 2018).  Other evidence suggested 

that the overall prevalence of hate incidents was far greater than crimes recorded by 

the police. For example, initial evidence from Tell MAMA (2017) suggested a 

significant increase (+475%) in anti-Muslim street incidents was recorded over the 

weeks following the referendum in June 2016. These findings support previous 

notions that police-recorded data fails to consider the full extent of upticks in hate 

and community tensions (Nolan & Akiyama, 1999).  
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Moore and Ramsey (2017) investigated which central issues existed at the heart of 

the leave and remain campaigns. Findings suggested that the primary issue was 

immigration, closely followed by the economy (Moore & Ramsey, 2017). Although 

the economy was more widely discussed than immigration, subsequent analysis 

revealed that just under half (47%) of economic articles mentioned immigration, 

indicating that the two issues were frequently intertwined. Moore and Ramsey (2017) 

concluded that throughout the leave campaign, immigration was predominately 

covered negatively, with migrants painted as the source of economic and social 

problems by various social actors, including the media, activists, and politicians. 

These findings are consistent with Stephan et al.'s (2008) typology that perceived 

ingroup threat is caused by tangible (economic) or cultural (social) factors. After that, 

many economic arguments during the campaign were even regarded as a 

smokescreen for the underlying immigration issue and took overall precedence 

(Curtice, 2016). This negative coverage, predominately pushed by political parties, 

activists, and the media, fostered a divisive climate where immigration was perceived 

as threatening economic stability and cultural integrity (Burnett, 2017; Devine, 2018; 

Piatkowska & Lantz, 2016). This mirrors notions of dangerous rhetoric theory, 

exhibited in Trump’s election Edwards and Rushin (2018). The upticks in community 

tensions associated with policy changes such as the Brexit referendum align with the 

dangerous rhetoric theory (King & Sutton, 2013) and similarly lend evidence to 

Edwards and Rushin’s (2018) validation theory of political legitimisation. A notable 

distinction between the Brexit referendum and Trump's election is that significant 

upticks in markers such as hate crimes were observed during the campaign period 

before the actual vote (Devine, 2018). Although the increases were evident following 

the election, suggesting that the referendum result served as a political legitimiser of 

discriminatory attitudes, the uptick during the campaign can also be understood 

through the lens of validation theory.  

Dangerous rhetoric during the campaign was heavily promoted by movements such 

as the Leave campaign and far-right political parties such as UKIP or BNP (Stewart 

& Mason, 2016; Modi, 2018), which lacked significant political legitimacy at the time. 

However, support for the Leave campaign and its associated rhetoric (i.e., 

immigration and the economy- (Moore & Ramsey, 2017) was not limited to unelected 

and extreme political entities. Many mainstream party members, across both left and 
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right affiliations, publicly supported Brexit (Hobolt, 2016; Vasilopoulou, 2016). 

Related literature often points to cases of extremism, such as terrorist attacks, as the 

trigger events most likely to cause upticks in community tensions (Legewie, 2013; 

Hanes & Machin, 2014; Williams & Burnap, 2016; Devine, 2018; Ozalp et al., 2020). 

While this has commonly been the case, with political events such as Obama’s 

election being dwarfed by extremist (terrorist) events, some findings have indicated 

that political legitimisation during elections and votes can serve as a galvanising 

catalyst to enhance tensions. The political validation catalyst effect can be so 

significant that some examples have indicated that when present, they can outweigh 

those seen in extremist events (see Devine, 2018; Hopkins & Washington, 2020). 

 

Figure 5: Literature consensus of trigger event typologies 

 
Temporal clustering of 
community tensions 
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2.5.5. Triggers and the Media 

Edwards and Rushin (2018) have made significant contributions to dangerous 

rhetoric by helpfully identifying political figures as key propagators of dangerous 

rhetoric. However, it is important to note that media sources have also been 

identified as influential in disseminating this type of rhetoric. Cohen (1972) developed 

a typology of deviant behaviour that comprises four stages: the warning stage, the 

impact stage, the inventory stage, and the reaction stage.  This typology is 

commonly employed to explain the entire cycle of deviant behaviour and has been 

used to understand how the media can influence such events. Pre-existing 

prejudices and tensions characterise the warning stage before a trigger event. Media 

narratives and portrayals uphold and reinforce these prejudices (Knott et al., 2013). 

During the impact stage, the media takes on a more subdued role as they and the 

general public make sense of the event. However, it is towards the end of the impact 

stage and throughout most of the inventory stage that a pivotal time occurs when 

overall opinions relating to the trigger and broader social implications are formulated 

(Williams & Burnap, 2016). Cohen (2002) argues that this is a time when social 

actors shape the general public's opinions through agenda-driven narratives.  

Moreover, empirical evidence has demonstrated the media's heavy involvement 

across all three typologies of trigger events (political events, extremist, and 

contentious court cases) (Hanes & Machin, 2014; King & Sutton, 2014; Moore & 

Ramsey, 2017; Sadique et al., 2018). For instance, studies have found that the 

USA’s portrayal of Muslims in the media when discussing terrorist attacks has led to 

a spike in community tensions (King & Sutton, 2014). Other studies have shown that 

such media narratives exacerbate tesnions during the aftermath of terror events and 

cause resurgences by keeping stories in the headlines (Sadique et al., 2018). Hanes 

and Manchin (2014) refer to these as attitudinal shocks reinforcing and intensifying 

intolerance and prejudice towards outgroups (another similar example relates to the 

Brexit referendum; see Moore and Ramsey, 2017).   
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2.5.6. Micro-Triggers 

Given the considerable attention extreme triggers receive, the examination of micro-

level triggers, which operate at local and regional levels, has understandably been 

overlooked owing to the nascent nature of this study area. Many note that 

discriminatory attitudes tend to manifest as a product of group behaviour rather than 

isolated occasions (Craig, 2002). While it is acknowledged that large-scale events 

significantly impact the prevalence of community tensions, this thesis posits that the 

group dynamic remains a crucial factor in localised trigger events and may even 

potentially lead to the emergence of more extreme behaviours. It is important to note 

that micro-triggers, as defined in this thesis, pertain to events that primarily involve 

local issues but can still have exogenous effects and attract national attention and 

news coverage. This is exemplified in Chapter Five, where the case of the Penally 

asylum accommodation illustrates the impact of such micro-triggers.  Research on 

micro triggers is limited, and it remains uncertain if they have the same impact on 

individuals and communities as large-scale events. Most trigger event research 

delves into the effects on local and regional communities and relies on examining 

large-scale events for analysis (Craig, 2002; Legwie, 2013; Iwama, 2018; Albornoz 

et al., 2020; Awan & Zempi, 2020). There is a considerable need for further study of 

micro-level triggers, including those specific to local and regional contexts. 

As noted earlier, most research has primarily focused on studying the spatial 

clustering of community tensions rather than temporal clustering (King & Sutton, 

2013). This emphasis on spatial clustering provided important insights into the 

geographical distribution of community tensions. Still, it did not fully capture the 

dynamic nature of they unfold over time. That being said, considering spatial 

analyses helps indicate how trigger events may occur in local contexts. For example, 

one study examined how shifting demographics affect tensions in local 

neighbourhoods (Green et al., 2001). The study primarily aimed to investigate the 

spatial variations in community tensions, emphasising identifying the factors that 

may contribute to such variations. Factors such as the demographic composition, 

particularly the proportion of non-white individuals, and the perception of an area as 

a "white stronghold" are discussed as potentially influential determinants (Green et 

al., 2001). Garland & Chakraborti (2006) expanded on this by exploring rural 
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communities more generally, finding that negative discriminatory attitudes can 

emerge when such communities face events that disrupt their cultural homogeneity. 

While these findings may not pertain to trigger events, as the demographic changes 

occurred relatively gradually (compared to other trigger events), they nonetheless 

suggest that the pace of causative factors of tensions can significantly impact 

localised areas. This highlights the importance of considering the temporal 

dimension in understanding the dynamics of community tensions in local contexts. 

The analysis presented in Chapter Five offers a unique opportunity to examine the 

effects of demographic change as a trigger event. The sudden influx of refugees in a 

short period due to a new policy announcing the establishment of asylum 

accommodation in Penally constitutes a micro-trigger event within a localised 

environment. Therefore, the analysis in Chapter Five contributes to the existing 

literature by providing the first examination of micro-trigger events where the event 

originates within the local area. 

2.5.7. Trigger Events and Digital Tensions 

The emergence of digital society has resulted in most facets of social life 

reorganising around online communications (Orton-Johnson & Prior, 2013; 

Shahidullah, 2018; Teresevičienė et al., 2018). Many initially praised this transition, 

arguing it would welcome a more connected, diverse, and accepting global society 

(Castells, 1996). Since then, this perspective has been challenged; although digital 

society has led to a more connected world, it has not become more tolerant 

(Bauman, 2013). Many point to the emergence of phenomena such as cyberhate as 

a key marker in heightened tensions, noting it has existed since the beginning of the 

public internet (Wall & Williams, 2007; Williams, 2006). Ample evidence has 

suggested that trigger events do not only lead to offline tensions but also spikes in 

digital ones, specifically antagonistic speech more generally that contribute to 

community tensions (Williams & Burnap, 2016; Ozalp et al., 2020; Czymara et al., 

2022). In this thesis, 'antagonistic speech' is used to refer to speech detected online 

that is hostile, confrontational, or aimed at inciting conflict. Specifically, in the case of 

Chapter Five, this term is used to describe speech based on anti-refugee 
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sentiments. Moreover, considering this in the wake of trigger events is important 

from both a knowledge and methodological perspective for understanding digital 

tensions.  

From a knowledge perspective, social communications migrating to digital spaces 

has presented several new issues when considering trigger events. First is the 

potential for increased ease of community tensions. Jaishankar’s (2007) space 

transition theory suggests that the migration from offline to digital spaces can 

increase the likelihood of individuals expressing prejudiced feelings. This is 

facilitated by three main factors: identity flexibility, dissociative anonymity, and lack of 

deterrence (Jaishankar, 2007). The first two factors build on Festinger’s (1952) 

deindividuation theory. Deindividuation refers to the process when individuals are 

more likely to engage in deviant activities or behaviours because they believe they 

cannot be personally identified (Festinger, 1952). As such, they undergo a process 

of disinhibition when they feel empowered to either offend or commit more serious 

offences than they may have otherwise (Joinson, 1998). As Jaishankar (2007) 

pointed out, social media and digital communications allow individuals to feel 

cloaked by anonymity, giving way to deindividuation and disinhibition. It is important 

to note that this process can take effect even when individuals are not anonymous. 

All this is required is perceived anonymity (Brown, 2018).  

The final factor Jaishankar (2007) outlined is the lack of deterrence. Scholars note 

that phenomena such as cyberhate is heterogeneous and dynamic; ‘it takes many 

different forms, and those forms can shift and expand over relatively short spaces of 

time’ (Brown, 2018, p. 308). Combating it through policing or legislative frameworks 

is difficult (Bakalis, 2018).  This means that deterrence is minimal in digital spaces 

compared to offline ones, especially when considering antagonistic speech more 

generally. Suppressive forces associated with being caught and identified are 

likewise very minimal. This is perhaps exacerbated in trigger events when more 

internet traffic is applied to an already stretched response system. Given that 

prejudice justifications are seemingly heightened during trigger events, the absence 

of significant suppressors can give away extreme upticks of digital tensions.  The 

improvement of communications through technological advancements has enabled 

like-minded people to affirm and propagate each other’s opinions (Earl & 
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Schussman, 2002). This builds on group socialisation theories before the emergence 

of digital society (Moreland and Levine, 1982: Levine and Moreland, 1994). Group 

socialisation refers to sentiments normalising in specific environments (Gallacher & 

Bright, 2021). When normalised, these sentiments and ideologies are subject to a 

sort of contagion effect in which they (i) spread to new people and (ii) radicalise 

those to whom they are exposed (Sunstein, 2017). This is hinged on the 

development of ‘shared expectations and belief system about how to behave’ 

(Gallacher & Bright, 2021, p. 3). 

In a digital cohesion context, this has had many negative implications, with 

significant increases in digital tensions and so called “hate groups” on the internet 

(Perry & Olson, 2009). Therefore, technologies such as social media have been 

labelled as polarisation amplifiers that enable negative narratives directed at 

outgroups to be galvanised and propagated (Ellis, 2002; Daniels, 2008; Sunstein, 

2017).  Group socialisation and contagion theories are evident in online contexts, 

with a growing body of evidence showing that they contribute to the development 

and propagation of divisive content (Hirvonen, 2013; Oboler, 2016; Lima et al., 2018 

Cinelli, 2021; Ziems et al., 2021). While contagions initially thrived on ‘underground’ 

platforms such as 8chan, 4chan, Gab and Voat (Lima et al., 2018; Williams, 2019), 

recent evidence has shown they occur on mainstream applications as well (Ziems et 

al., 2021)  

The extent to which antagonistic sentiment online is socialised and spreads during 

shorter temporal bursts, such as trigger events, has also been examined (Williams & 

Burnap, 2016; Ozalp et al., 2020). These studies built on existing work by directly 

measuring the extent to which information or sentiment is “propagated by users, and 

which users have the most or least influence in the spread of such messages” 

(Williams & Burnap, 2016). Exploring information propagation of such factors is 

possible by including social media engagement metrics in subsequent analyses. The 

most frequently used metric for information dissemination on Twitter tends to be 

retweeted (Boyd et al., 2010; Williams & Burnap, 2016; Ozalp et al., 2020). During 

the analyses, information propagation (retweet count) and antagonistic speech were 

measured in two separate models. Predictors can be categorised into factor groups: 

content factors (i.e., hyperlinks, hashtags, sentiment), social factors (i.e., social actor 
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types) and external factors (i.e., Google searchers and news headlines) (Williams & 

Burnap, 2016; Ozalp et al., 2020). In addition, both studies control for the day of the 

week. In both studies, antagonistic speech was negatively correlated with 

information propagation (retweets). This indicates that although extremely high levels 

of online discriminatory attitudes were detected in the aftermath of trigger events, 

they received little public endorsement online. These suggest that it emanates from a 

small minority, “a core group who seek out each other’s messages…  an ‘echo 

chamber’ of like-minded individuals who encourage and amplify each other” (Ozalp 

et al., 2020, p. 15).  

Although neither study applied network analysis procedures, evidence of` 

propagators operating in condensed groups resonates with the notion of core-

periphery structures. Core-periphery structures were first identified by Friedmann 

(1967) and applied across a wide spectrum of academic disciplines (i.e., economics, 

biology, geography). Since then, they have been applied to social networks and 

structures in the social sciences (Borgatti & Everett, 2000). In this context, 

academics have debated what constitutes a core-periphery structure because many 

variations have emerged. To curtail such issues, Gallagher (2021, p. 1) provided an 

umbrella definition- “core-periphery structure is a fundamental network pattern, 

referring to the presence of two... distinct components: a dense ‘core’ of tightly 

connected nodes and a sparse ‘periphery’ of nodes loosely connected to the core 

and among each other”. Evidence in related work suggests that a core group publish 

antagonostic content, with most others not endorsing such beliefs (Williams & 

Burnap, 2016; Ozalp et al., 2020). As such, these findings are akin to core-periphery 

structures, with lead propagators existing in a condensed core and the non-

endorsing public operating on the periphery. Analysis in Chapter Five expands on 

existing work by including network visualisations to demonstrate whether core-

periphery structures of anti-refugee attitudes genuinely exist in cyber networks 

during trigger events.  

The internet enables users to cluster according to shared interests rather than where 

they live (Castells, 1997). Individuals may interact and discuss particular events 

when and from where is most convenient. As such, wider audiences can interact with 

trigger events. This means the importance of spatial factors (i.e., the country where a 
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trigger event occurs) increasingly diminishes in digital spaces as such exogenous 

shocks can become more likely and are facilitated by the migration of social 

discourse to digital spaces. Exogenous processes predominately relate to 

information dissemination. Unfortunately, exogenous effects have also extended to 

antagonistic attitudes and even hate, labelled the ‘globalisation of hate’ (Schweppe 

and Walters, 2016:1). This has been corroborated in research in different contexts. 

For example, Williams and Burnap (2016) geo-tagged tweets after a terror attack in 

London, showing the shocks were reflected outside of both London and the UK6. 

Another example of digitally induced exogenous shocks is Trump’s election in 2016, 

where analysis found that significant upticks of digital tensions and public interest 

occurred in areas outside the USA, including the UK and Canada (Perry et al., 2017; 

Giani & Méon, 2021). This thesis examines an extremely localised trigger event in a 

town in Wales. It builds on the surrounding literature by exploring whether local 

events can take on similar exogenous effects on information dissemination and 

tensions.  

2.6. Summary 

This chapter was divided into four sections, each dedicated to exploring distinct 

aspects of this thesis. Including a literature review and incorporating conceptual 

frameworks are integral components of rigorous and impactful research as they 

situate the research within the broader academic context and provide the necessary 

structure and theoretical underpinning for meaningful inquiry. The first section 

explored the emergence of digital society. This examination elucidated the 

digitisation of contemporary society and its profound impact on various facets of 

modern life. Next, the concept of community cohesion was scrutinised through the 

lens of the collective efficacy framework. Within these pages, a comprehensive 

understanding of cohesion was achieved, encompassing formal and informal 

community capacities. The third section investigated digital communication 

 
6 These results should, however, be interpreted with a degree of caution because 
approximately 1 per cent of Twitter users enable their tweets to be geo-tagged (Sloan et al., 
2013). This presents a methodological dilemma for ascertaining truly reflective data of how 
online discussions spread according to user location in the aftermath. 
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strategies, employing Mergel's communication framework as the guiding framework. 

Preliminary insights were derived regarding how organisations harness digital 

technologies like social media to attain diverse objectives. Finally, the fourth section 

focused on the temporal aspects of community tensions, particularly about trigger 

events. Examining real-world case studies integrated with core conceptual 

frameworks and pertinent underlying theories (e.g., JSM and ITT) revealed how 

prejudice and community tensions could be initiated within digital and offline spaces. 

Concluding this chapter's comprehensive review, the following chapter will delve into 

the methodology underpinning this thesis, paving the way for a more profound 

investigation into the research's intricacies. 
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Chapter 3  

Methodology  

3.1. Introduction 

This chapter provides an overview of the research methods and data used to 

investigate how stakeholders in Wales accomplish community cohesion. The 

approach is rooted in a mixed-methods pragmatic epistemology, emphasising the 

importance of using multiple methods to better understand complex social 

phenomena. The chapter is divided into five sections, each providing a detailed 

examination of the various methods employed. The start and end of this chapter 

provide a comprehensive overview of the mixed methods approach and ethical 

considerations. The remaining sections focus on specific study designs for three 

empirical chapters. The first uses primary survey data from Wales's "Cohesion 

Delivery Network" (CDN) to understand how stakeholders approach cohesion and 

tension issues. The second analyses the communication strategies of minority rights 

NGOs through social media data. The third explores digital tensions through social 

media data after a case study trigger event. These studies reveal how stakeholders 

in Wales address community tensions and the role of communication in shaping 

these dynamics. 

3.2. Mixed Methods Approach 

This research employed a mixed methods approach to provide a more 

comprehensive understanding of community cohesion in Wales. Given the 

multifaceted nature of community cohesion, various conceptual frameworks were 

considered, and corresponding methodological approaches were selected to provide 

a more comprehensive perspective. Mixed methods approaches have been widely 

used to examine multi-agency partnerships, with quantitative data often used to 

identify trends in collaboration within networks and qualitative data providing an 
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explanatory dimension as to why such trends exist (Gil-García,2006; Olivet et al., 

2010; Levi and Williams, 2013; Sedgwick et al., 2021). Scholars suggest that social 

media data lends itself to incorporating mixed methods approaches, as it provides 

rich textual and numerical data (Froehlich et al., 2020). Researchers have employed 

quantitative and qualitative practices in studying digital communication strategies. 

Qualitative analysis is often essential when conducting a content analysis of various 

communication strategies, as it helps identify and categorise these approaches 

thematically. Subsequently, quantitative methods are used to identify the overall 

prevalence of different strategies and determine the most predictive factors (Meijer & 

Thaaens, 2013; O’Connor, 2015). Recent studies have advocated using mixed 

methods research to comprehensively understand how and why organisations use 

different online communication strategies (Cullen, 2022).  

Trigger event research has undergone significant methodological changes over the 

years. Initially, offline data sources were used, which combined quantitative inputs 

like police recorded data with qualitative inputs like interview data. However, in 

recent times, the trend has shifted towards emerging online data sources, such as 

social media data, which are more accessible and provide richer information. Despite 

this shift, mixed-method approaches have not declined. Instead, qualitative 

dimensions have become more nested in quantitative dimensions in trigger event 

research, primarily due to the advanced analytical procedures available to 

researchers from big social data (Edwards et al., 2013).  

Furthermore, incorporating qualitative data in the analysis of communication 

strategies used by organizations is challenging, as individual actors are involved in 

trigger event communications. Hence, researchers often aggregate qualitative data 

and present it through word clouds alongside quantitative findings to 

comprehensively understand general themes (Williams et al., 2013). Such mixed-

method approaches are commonly used in related research, and this thesis follows a 

similar methodology by utilizing social media sources and cross-sectional surveys 

Defining "mixed methods" is a subject debated within the academic community. 

Generally speaking, it refers to the integration of quantitative and qualitative methods 

in a single study to gain a more comprehensive and profound understanding of a 
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phenomenon (Chen, 2006:75). Quantitative research is the collection of numerical 

data, which is analysed using mathematically based methods, such as statistics 

(Creswell, 1994:2). Qualitative research produces "findings not arrived at by 

exercising statistical procedures or other means of quantification" (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990: 17), while quantitative research is objective and provides descriptive and 

inferential values (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). Integrating methods yields a more 

comprehensive understanding of the research topic due to the complementary 

strengths of each method (Morgan, 2013). In addition, qualitative research is 

inductive, and quantitative research is deductive (Morgan, 2013: 48). While scholars 

agree on these principles, the definition of mixed methods research remains 

contested. Patton (2002) defines mixed methods research as using different data 

sources and design elements to explore a question and bring different perspectives 

(p. 587). This approach involves collecting and analysing data separately to 

triangulate findings for an integrated final interpretation. However, some research 

has moved away from this notion. According to Schoonenboom and Johnson (2017), 

mixed methods research occurs whenever quantitative and qualitative components 

are combined at any point (p. 116).  

The methodological literature suggests four potential points of integration (Morse, 

2016): (i) the conceptualisation stage, where research questions and aims are 

formulated; (ii) the methodological experimental stage, covering the data collection 

period; (iii) the analytical stage, involving data analysis, and (iv) the inferential stage, 

concerning the interpretation of findings (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003; Morse, 2016; 

Schoonenboom and Johnson, 2017). Previous definitions of mixed methods 

research, like that of Patton (2002), have been restrictive by rejecting studies that 

integrate before the inferential stage. For instance, cross-sectional studies that 

collect both closed and open data were not considered mixed methods research 

since both forms of data were gathered concurrently. However, more recent 

definitions, such as those of Schoonenboom and Johnson (2017), support the view 

that both methods can and should be integrated well before the inferential stage, 

particularly when dealing with social media data, which is becoming increasingly 

integrated (Lomborg and Bechmann, 2014). Scholars note that social media content, 

comprises both quantitative and qualitative data, including the textual content of the 

post and its engagement levels (e.g., likes or views). Thus, researchers can take 
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advantage of the unique opportunities provided by social media data to collect both 

strands of data concurrently (Snelson, 2016).  

Mixed methods approaches can vary, usually influenced by when and how the 

integration points occur (Schoonenboom & Johnson, 2017). Integration can occur 

concurrently or sequentially, depending on the order in which the methods are 

employed (Guest, 2013). If quantitative methods are used before qualitative methods 

in the analytical stage, this is known as explanatory sequential design, where the 

qualitative data is used to explain the initial quantitative findings (Creswell & Plano 

Clarks, 2011). Conversely, qualitative methods are used first in the exploratory 

sequential design, and quantitative data is subsequently employed to generalise the 

initial qualitative findings (Creswell & Plano Clarks, 2011). Multiphase designs 

involve two or more phases of either sequential or concurrent methods addressing a 

single research question (Creswell & Plano Clarks, 2011). Fully integrated mixed 

designs employ methods at every integration point, while multilevel mixed designs 

use concurrent methods at two or more integration points (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 

2009). Convergent parallel mixed designs involve independent execution of both 

methods, and the results are brought together in the overall interpretation (Patton, 

2002). In addition to the timing of methods, integrating mixed methods in research 

depends on the weighting given to each method. Both methods are sometimes given 

equal status, resulting in neither method dominating the final output (Doyle et al., 

2009). However, when one method is dominant, the design is classified as either 

qualitative or quantitative dominant (Johnson et al., 2007: 124). These embedded 

designs have one dominant method, with the other data providing a secondary or 

supportive role (Caracelli & Greene, 1997).  

3.2.1. Epistemology/ Ontology 

Researchers are committed to their perceived version of the world, which shapes 

their approach to research questions in pursuit of legitimate knowledge (Hughes and 

Sharrock, 2016). These perspectives are known as the researcher epistemologies. It 

is crucial for researchers to be mindful of the framework that best aligns with their 

research question to produce cohesive research aims and design approaches 
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(Slevitch, 2011). The research paradigm debate centres around quantitative 

objectivism and qualitative subjectivism, each grounded in distinct philosophical 

approaches of positivism and interpretivism. However, this research adopts the 

pragmatic position, acknowledging the value of ontological and epistemological 

assumptions (Bryman, 2012). Pragmatism emphasises experience and its outcomes, 

rejecting traditional notions of reality (Morgan, 2013). This study deems the 

separation between objective and subjective epistemology unsuitable, and mixed 

methods present a third way that provides a comprehensive understanding of a 

single phenomenon. Pragmatism focuses on "what works" as the truth regarding 

research questions (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003: 713). It goes beyond integrating 

quantitative and qualitative methods in research and can be applied in all study 

phases. Scholars note that pragmatism is crucial in project design, data collection, 

data analysis, conclusions, and dissemination (Kelly and Cordeiro, 2020). For 

instance, data collection tool selection is an example of how pragmatism can be 

applied in a specific phase of the research process. Researchers can select data 

collection tools based on the required data components, not limited to quantitative or 

qualitative data but also the size of datasets and the variables they can produce. 

This is particularly significant when collecting social media data because some tools 

restrict collecting historical data and limit the amount of content that can be 

extracted. Therefore, researchers must adopt a pragmatist approach that focuses on 

"what works" to obtain the most appropriate data for the research question.   

Pragmatist approaches are not simply the most convenient, as some academics 

argue. They offer flexibility and malleability, enabling researchers to capture the most 

useful data and analyse it tailored to meet the research question's requirements 

(Feilzer, 2010; Morgan, 2013; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2003). Although pragmatism is 

often associated with mixed methods research, it has broader implications for 

research methodology. By incorporating a pragmatist approach in every stage of the 

research process, researchers can ensure that their methods align with their 

research questions and that their findings accurately reflect the reality they are 

studying. Throughout this chapter, specific examples illustrate how a pragmatic 

outlook interacts with each of the three empirical chapters.  
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3.3. Empirical Chapter 1 

3.3.1. Context 

The first empirical chapter (Chapter Four) involved a network analysis of multi-

agency partnerships responsible for delivering cohesion in Wales. In line with a 

pragmatist approach, a survey method was chosen to quantify different stakeholder 

groups and identify trends in communication patterns to answer the research 

question. The survey was distributed to seven key stakeholder groups, including the 

Welsh Government, police, cohesion coordinators, cohesion officers, community 

groups, and charities. 

Unlike similar studies, the survey aimed to understand inter-agency partnerships 

between broad stakeholder groups rather than personal relationships. The study 

used multi-dimensional scaling (MDS) to visualise communication patterns between 

cluster groups, building on approaches previously used by Levi and Williams (2013). 

Analytical procedures, including MDS, principal component analysis (PCA), ordinary 

least squares regression, and qualitative data solicited from the survey, were used to 

achieve this. These methods provided comprehensive insights into a previously 

unexplored network. This section overviews Chapter Four's data collection 

procedures, pre-processing, and analysis methods.  

3.3.2. Data Collection 

The data in this chapter was generated from an online survey that included open and 

closed questions, allowing for the collection of quantitative and qualitative data (see 

Appendix 1 for the full survey). This was the first methodological integration point, as 

both data forms were collected concurrently (Bishop, 2014; Morse, 2016). Although 

collected concurrently, the methods were later analysed sequentially. With the 

advent of the digital age, online survey tools have become increasingly popular due 

to their cost-effectiveness, time efficiency, and potential to minimise biases that may 

exist in interview-administered surveys (Nayak & Narayan, 2019: 31). Despite the 

evident benefits of digital survey tools, scholars have criticised their use. According 
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to Nayak and Narayan (2019: 31), using self-completed digital surveys may result in 

poor sampling and incomplete or inaccurate responses.  

In this study, there was no pre-established "cohesion delivery network" to draw on, 

as it does not exist in a formal capacity. Therefore, a randomised probability sample 

was not used as there was no defined population to target. Although non-probability 

samples have negative implications, Dorofeev and Grant (2006) suggest that these 

are minimised in studies that prioritise interrelationships between variables and use 

"soft measures" (Levi and Williams, 2013: 425). The survey data only indicates the 

nature of inter-relationships between stakeholder groups rather than overall 

prevalence. Using a non-probability approach ensured an equal balance of 

representation for node groups through selective targeting (Tabachnick and Fidell 

2013). 

According to Backor et al. (2007: 1), survey fatigue often results in participants 

abandoning the survey or submitting hurried and imprecise responses. Scholars 

have identified various factors that contribute to survey fatigue, such as an excessive 

number of questions, overuse of open-ended and demographic questions, and 

surveys that are too complex or appear unprofessional (Schonlau et al., 2002; Evans 

& Mathur, 2005; Sinickas, 2007). The pragmatic epistemological stance adopted 

influenced the survey design to minimise the risks of collecting inaccurate or invalid 

data. As a result, various guidelines were devised to ensure an effective survey 

design. In terms of survey length, the initial number of questions was reduced by 

Sinickas' (2007) suggestion of no more than 33 questions.  

In addition, the survey design was informed through extensive consultations with 

board members and my supervisor. These discussions were crucial in identifying key 

themes, refining questions, and ensuring alignment with organisational goals. The 

board members' strategic insights and my supervisor's methodological expertise 

provided a robust foundation, addressing potential issues through iterative review 

and refinement. Given the delays caused by the pandemic, this comprehensive 

consultation process ensured the survey’s clarity, relevance, and methodological 

soundness, obviating the need for a pilot study and enabling its timely 

implementation. 



Methodology 

Cardiff University | 83  

The final survey had 26 questions, including open-ended questions to capture 

qualitative data for explanatory insights into cooperation trends. Precautions were 

taken to prevent survey fatigue by including open-ended questions, primarily related 

to inputs relevant to the research question. All open-ended questions were optional 

with no minimum word count, and only essential demographic data such as 

stakeholder group and region were collected. The survey included three question 

types: unordered response categories, Likert-scales, and open-ended questions. To 

ensure clarity and accuracy, the survey focused solely on research-related 

questions, avoided technical or vague language, and refrained from asking multiple 

questions in one. Additionally, the survey's appearance and direction were made 

clear, and efforts were made to avoid long and leading questions. These criteria 

selected digital surveys as the most flexible and practical method for obtaining data 

to answer the research questions. 

The survey had three dimensions. The first dimension (Q1-Q10) gathered 

participant-related information, including organisational details and perceptions 

regarding community cohesion. Questions were designed to elicit unordered 

response categories such as stakeholder group, region of operation, and the length 

of tenure in their current position. Additionally, two dichotomous questions were 

posed to determine funding sources. Likert-scales were used to measure self-

perceived focus on tension detection, prevention, and response, as well as focus 

levels on the nine protected characteristics outlined in the Equality Act (Home Office, 

2010). Finally, respondents were asked to predict the trajectory of tensions over the 

next five years using a two-question format.  

The survey's second dimension (Q11-Q18) explored how respondents perceived 

cooperation within the cohesion delivery network. The initial questions focused on 

the importance of cooperation and opportunities for improvement. Using a five-point 

Likert-scale, respondents were asked to rate the current frequency of cooperation 

between their stakeholder group and each of the cluster groups. They were also 

asked whether their group should cooperate more, less, or to the same extent with 

each cluster group. Additionally, an open-ended question allowed respondents to 

elaborate on their current level of cooperation frequency and reasons for wanting to 

alter it.  
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A Likert-scale matrix with five points was used to measure stakeholder group 

cooperation quality, and an open-ended question was added for responders to 

explain their scores. The survey also included questions (Q19-Q23) about the effects 

of COVID-19 on the network and social media use in operations. Two five-point 

Likert-scales were used to gather responses on the impact of COVID-19 on work 

and cooperation with other agencies, followed by open-ended inquiries. Finally, 

respondents were asked to rate their belief in implementing more social media 

monitoring and their organisation's use of social media for inclusive content on a 

five-point Likert-scale.  

3.3.3. Survey Dissemination and Ethical Considerations 

Qualtrics proved an effective and cost-efficient tool for collecting data from CDN 

stakeholders, yielding n=59 complete responses without any partial or incomplete 

submissions. Respondents were targeted through professional channels to prevent 

the survey from being overlooked in junk mail, and the design and communication 

were professional.  The survey flow was guided using Qualtrics' help materials to 

minimise issues.  

The survey questionnaire included an information sheet and a consent sheet. The 

information sheet provided a comprehensive overview of the study and the kind of 

data being collected, while the consent sheet allowed participants to opt in or out of 

the study after reading the information sheet (refer to Appendices 2 and 3). To 

address ethical concerns associated with obtaining consent from digital survey 

participants, an e-signature function was integrated at the beginning of the survey. 

This approach aligns with the ethical practices outlined by scholars who have 

identified potential issues with obtaining signed or vocal consent from participants 

using digital surveys (Regmi et al., 2016).  
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3.3.4. Preprocessing 

NVivo and SPSS were used to process the data for analysis. NVivo facilitated 

thematic analysis of textual data, while SPSS allowed for quantitative analyses, 

including MDS, PCA, and regression models. In SPSS, the data was cleaned, and 

variable names were changed to enhance navigability and exploration.  The initial 

step was to identify potential missing values. Diagnostics revealed that none of the 

closed items were partially or entirely incomplete. As the survey included ordinal and 

categorical data instead of scale variables, additional steps were taken to prepare 

the data for analysis. Categorical variables were recoded into numerical values or 

dummy variables, enabling an appropriate data format for analysis.  

During data preprocessing, open-ended survey responses were prepared for 

analysis in NVivo. The data was organised into nodes to categorise and group 

relevant themes or topics related to the research question (Basit, 2003). Themes and 

topics were manually identified and assigned to relevant segments discussing each 

of the seven stakeholder groups. The coding framework consisted of two core 

elements: identifying stakeholder groups and categorising thematic motifs. The 

coding process for the former adhered to a systematic protocol that thoroughly 

examined each response. This process encompassed the allocation of authorship 

and subject stakeholder group codes, supplemented by cross-referencing 

techniques when deemed necessary. The iterative nature of this approach facilitated 

a comprehensive and nuanced analysis, thus establishing the foundational 

framework for subsequent analysis. The latter codes were utilised to stratify 

responses into overarching themes, such as "social media impact on the network," 

"cooperation patterns (quantity) and (quality)", and Covid impact aiming to discern 

recurrent patterns. This methodically structured coding paradigm unveiled 

stakeholder perspectives within community cohesion initiatives. Finally, the data was 

cleaned to remove irrelevant information and errors, ensuring it was ready for 

analysis.  
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3.3.5. Methods of Analysis 

As previously mentioned, quantitative and qualitative data integration commenced 

during the data collection phase, where both data forms were gathered through open 

and closed fields within an online survey (Morse, 2016). Although collected 

concurrently, the data sets were later separated and analysed in specialised 

software programs according to their respective data types during the preprocessing 

stage, resulting in a more comprehensive understanding of both data forms.  

Data separation persisted into the analytical phase, with quantitative analysis 

preceding qualitative analysis. An explanatory sequential design was used (Bowen 

et al., 2017), where quantitative analysis revealed patterns in the cohesion delivery 

network among stakeholders, and qualitative data provided insights into underlying 

reasons. Four forms of quantitative analysis were used: initial univariate and 

bivariate descriptive analyses, MDS, PCA, and ordinary least square regression 

models. Thematic analysis explored the qualitative analysis, examining open data 

extracts (Braun et al., 2021). The following section will elaborate on the 

methodological procedures for each approach.  

3.3.6. Multi-Dimensional Scaling (MDS) 

During the analysis phase, survey data was input into a series of MDS models. MDS, 

a widely adopted methodological approach, serves to discern patterns and 

relationships within data. This method operates by utilising sets of quantitative 

proximity data, which may comprise distances or similarities between objects or 

nodes and represent them visually as space points. By doing so, complex numerical 

data such as quantitative matrixes can be more readily interpreted intuitively 

(Coxton, 1982). In this vein, geometric distances between nodes in visualisations 

can indicate empirical relationships in the data, offering a comprehensive 

understanding of its underlying structure. Originally, MDS was used to visualise 

geographic proximities based on metric measurements, such as city distances in 

miles, plotted on two axes - North-South and East-West - to represent coordinates 

(Kruskal and Wish, 1978). MDS has since been used in non-geographic fields like 
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marketing, mapping similarities and dissimilarities between chocolate bar brands 

using Likert-scale ratings (Janssens & Wijnen, 2012).  

MDS has been gaining popularity in social sciences, particularly in criminology, for 

offender profiling (Salfati, 2000) and is now being used in network analyses (Naurin 

& Lindahl, 2007; Levi and Williams, 2013) to map cooperation patterns between 

stakeholders. Unlike geographical proximities, MDS in social sciences uses non-

metric measurements based on perceptions of similarities or dissimilarities between 

objects, often gathered through ordinal data (Van der Maaten & Hinton, 2012). This 

provides a unique opportunity for researchers to uncover underlying themes in 

cooperation patterns and networks. Despite validity issues, collecting non-metric 

data can be useful, particularly when individual perspectives are central to the study 

because they are inherently subjective and relate to human perceptions (Levi and 

Williams, 2013: 425).  

MDS was implemented three times, with the first two measuring cooperation patterns 

among key stakeholders (Naurin and Lindahl, 2007; Levi and Williams, 2013), 

following procedures from previous studies. The first application used Likert-scale 

items to gather information on cooperation frequency. Time indicators corresponding 

to response options, such as "several times a week" or "weekly", were introduced to 

reduce potential data validity issues due to subjectivity. The second item was more 

subjective, asking respondents to rate the quality of their cooperation with other 

stakeholders, so a basic direction of scale was used (e.g., 1 poor quality and 6 

excellent quality). These two items were applied to seven nodes representing 

stakeholder groups, and the PROXSCAL process in SPSS mapped cooperation 

frequency and quality into an MDS space. The final MDS application focused on the 

protected characteristics identified by the Home Office (2010) using a directional 

scale and the PROXSCAL procedure, with proximity indicating clustering of focus 

between nodes.  
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3.3.6.1. Factor Analysis 

Factor analyses were conducted to reduce the number of variables into related 

meta-clusters with fundamental similarities based on measuring the inter-correlations 

between stakeholder groups. The factor analysis was performed using the same 

survey items included in each stakeholder group's MDS procedure, with PCA and 

varimax orthogonal rotation. In this context, the MDS findings reflect the PCA factor 

loadings and offer a visualisation and additional dimensions. This process aimed to 

identify a smaller number of meta-clusters that capture the inter-correlations of 

stakeholder groups, thereby reducing the data for later analysis. The resulting 

components produced by the PCA are labelled as meta-clusters, resembling 

stakeholder group clusterings7.  

3.3.6.2. Ordinary Least Square Regression 

Whilst MDS procedures offer valuable quantitatively derived visualisations of the 

CDN cooperation space, their effectiveness in determining other factors influencing 

cooperation is limited. As a result, researchers have turned to regression models to 

gain additional insights into the factors that underlie cooperation in action networks, 

as Levi and Williams (2013) have demonstrated. By employing this methodological 

approach, scholars have gained a more comprehensive understanding of the various 

factors contributing to effective cooperation in such networks. After the PCA, three 

Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) models were developed, each corresponding to the 

identified meta clusters. However, due to limited sample size and violation of the 

normality assumption, the BCa bootstrapping method was used to estimate the 

statistics' sampling distribution8. Certain predictors were removed due to 

multicollinearity issues, but correlation and tolerance statistics showed a robust fit for 

all models after removal.  

 
7 Further information is detailed in the results (Chapter Four)  
8 This method adjusts the confidence interval to account for inherent biases and 
asymmetries (Haukoos and Lewis, 2005). 
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The three component meta-clusters produced in the cooperation frequency factor 

reduction were transformed into separate scale variables (Table 9). These scales 

were used as dependent variables in three separate models. The models, therefore, 

related to the cooperation frequency observed with each of the three discovered 

meta-clusters. The three models had ten predictors categorised into two sub-factors: 

(1) cluster characteristics and (2) cluster perceptions. The former had six predictors: 

high-level detection, prevention, response, multi-focus and region, EU transition 

funding, and government-based. Multi-focus was a dummy variable created by 

coding respondents with a high-level focus on two or more meta-cluster groups. The 

latter sub-factor aimed to understand the perceived cooperation quality for each of 

the three meta-clusters. The three meta-clusters were reduced using PCA in relation 

to the quality of cooperation Likert-scale items considered in the MDS procedure. 

Sub-model analysis showed which predictor set explained the most variance in 

cooperation frequencies for each model.  

3.4. Empirical Chapter 2 

In recent years, scholars have increasingly investigated the temporal aspects of 

community tensions rather than just its spatial dimensions (Williams, 2021). The 

concept of "trigger events" has been used to describe the causes of temporal shocks 

in tensions and associated behaviours. In the nascent field of trigger event research, 

new analysis methods have progressed through multiple iterations. Initial studies 

relied on offline data sources, such as interviews, police records, and surveys 

(Legewie, 2013; Hanes & Machin, 2014; King & Sutton, 2013). While offline sources 

were considered robust and the "gold standard" for vigorous sampling procedures, 

they were also criticised. Williams and Burnap (2015: 214) highlight three limitations 

of using offline data: 1) low temporal granularity, 2) retrospective reporting and recall 

biases among witnesses and victims, and 3) underreporting in official police data, 

particularly in the context of hate crimes. Consequently, scholars believe that many 

offline data sources fail to capture the full extent of community tensions and their 

impact (Ozalp et al., 2020: 3).  
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Social scientists and criminologists now suggest using big data to overcome the 

limitations of offline data. Social media data is utilised to obtain real or near-real-time 

insights into the expression of genuine emotions due to its timestamp features 

(Edwards et al., 2013; Manjubashini et al., 2022). This method marks a significant 

shift in trigger event literature and expands the interdisciplinary approach to 

computational criminology by covertly recording and analysing post-trigger event 

information flows (Drouhot et al., 2023). Because online trigger event research is an 

emerging and evolving focus area, it has led to a fragmented approach within the 

academic community. Researchers often develop in-house classifiers, resulting in 

variations among these methods. This chapter proposes a more standardised and 

accessible alternative to using in-house machine learning classifiers, as proposed by 

most digital tension trigger event studies except for Czymara et al. (2022). The 

proposed method uses the Google Perspective API to measure antagonistic speech 

during trigger events. This method is quick, easy, free to use, and replicable in future 

studies, making it suitable for researchers who lack access to computer scientists. 

However, using "one shoe fits all" classifiers is not without criticism, as will be 

explored later in this section (Kumar et al., 2021: 299). This section will delineate the 

five distinct methodological phases utilised to examine the trigger event case study 

concerning the announcement of asylum accommodation in Penally, including the 

use of the Google Perspective API.  
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Figure 6: Methodological steps taken in Chapter Six 

3.4.1. Research Design 

Scholars propose four research strategies for analysing interactions through social 

media data: locomotive intensive, locomotive extensive, punctiform intensive, and 

punctiform extensive (see Table 1). These strategies reflect conventional research 

designs used before the emergence of digital society and are now applied in 

relatively new domains such as digital tension research (Edwards et al., 2013; 

Williams & Sloan, 2015). Locomotive studies observe social relations as a dynamic 

process, while punctiform studies examine snapshots of these relations (Sayer, 

1992). Traditional punctiform methods that focus on the location of tensions rather 

than the time of occurrence have significant design flaws when attempting to apply 

these methods within a temporal framework. Williams and Burnap (2015) argue that 

low temporal resolution, retrospective reporting, recall biases among witnesses and 

victims, and underreporting in official police data can lead to findings that lack 

validity, particularly in the context of community tensions. As the academic focus has 

gravitated towards digital tensions and temporal dimensions, an increasing number 

of studies have adopted locomotive approaches (Burnap et al., 2015; Williams & 

Burnap, 2015; Williams et al., 2019; Ozalp et al., 2020; Czymara et al., 2022). The 
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methodological decisions are based on a pragmatic approach that considers the 

demonstrated success of locomotive approaches in contrast to the limitations of 

previous punctiform methods (Williams & Burnap, 2015).   

Table 1: Design strategies for analysing social relations with examples (Edwards et al., 2013) 

 

Big data available on social media allows researchers to conduct extensive 

locomotive assessments of real-time trigger events (Manjubashini et al., 2022). This 

approach provides insights from a wider range of social actors than traditional survey 

and interview methods, allowing for a fine-grained analysis of phenomena that can 

be examined to the second (Edwards et al., 2013). For example, perpetrator are 

unlikely to participate in punctiform exercises like interviews or surveys, making 

extensive locomotive approaches more reliable for establishing realistic perceptions 

and attitudes in real or near-real time (Williams & Sloan, 2015). Covert approaches 

can mitigate the risk of bias (Drouhot et al., 2023). Data extraction methods were 

subsequently considered in light of the preferred use of extensive locomotive 

approaches.  

3.4.2. Method of Extraction 

An eight-month data collection period from August 2020 to March 2021 aimed to 

measure the announcement, duration, and closure of the Penally asylum 

accommodation and associated online activities. Triangulating extensive locomotive 

social media data with curated and administrative data can enhance the richness 

and scope of data and result in more comprehensive analyses (Edwards et al., 2013; 

Sloan et al., 2013). A triangulated approach was adopted using data from four 
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sources, reflecting a preference for data augmentation over big data surrogacy 

(Edwards et al., 2013). However, the relative importance of the different data 

sources used varied, with some dominating the final output and others contributing 

only marginally to specific findings, as explored later in this section.  

The primary data source was derived from Twitter. Social networking platforms were 

considered the most suitable option for gaining insights into online opinions and 

discussions involving diverse social actors, and the selection process saw Twitter 

chosen over other platforms due to factors such as the ease of its API data 

extraction process, balanced modalities, and non-reciprocal structures in public 

spaces (see Appendix 4). In trigger event studies, open-networking structures are 

essential. Open friendship networks allow all tweets to be publicly viewed without 

requiring followers to follow the author. They create a digital version of a public 

square or agora (Williams & Burnap, 2016: 218), enabling citizens to discuss trigger 

events openly. This is further facilitated by platform functions like trending topics and 

hashtags, which centralise discourse around any given event. Twitter was chosen as 

the primary platform for data extraction based on a pragmatic approach, where the 

"public square" nature of the platform was deemed most effective in addressing the 

research questions.  

After selecting Academic Twitter9, the extraction diagnostics considered the 

collection period and keyword. For the Penally asylum accommodation study, data 

was collected between August 1st, 2020, and March 31st, 2021, using a keyword 

search for a reliable and non-trivial sample (Yang & Counts, 2010). Keyword search 

terms are particularly useful in information diffusion and trigger event research. 

Williams and Burnap (2015) used the highest trending word, "Woolwich", in a two-

week window following Drummer Lee Rigby's murder, finding that the collected 

tweets using the "Woolwich" search term were mainly related to the trigger event.  

After manually inspecting the highest trending keywords, 'Penally' was identified as 

the most prominent term, generating significant online activity related to the asylum 

accommodation, as expected for smaller-scale triggers with limited pre-trigger online 

 
9 A more detailed explanation for Academic Twitter’s selection is provided in Appendix 11. 
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traffic. Therefore, a census of all Twitter activity (N=6,661) related to the 'trigger 

event' was collected using the 'Penally' keyword between 1st August 2020 and 31st 

March 2021 through Academic Twitter, allowing concurrent quantitative and 

qualitative data collection. Big data was the primary source among the four used in 

this study, supplementing traditional data sources and expanding research designs 

not typically applied in extensive locomotive contexts (Williams & Sloan, 2015; 

Morse, 2016).  

3.4.3. External Factor Data Sources 

This study's second and third data sources are external factors included in the 

regression models, which aim to assess how other forms of open data interact with 

online activity, building on previous research (Williams and Sloan, 2015). The first 

external data source measures the impact of media coverage by analysing news 

headlines published daily over eight months. This metric aims to determine the 

influence of parts of the media on overall online discourse regarding the asylum 

accommodation. News contributions from social media platforms were excluded, as 

other predictors account for them (see social factors section).  

Various tools may be used to extract headline data, such as LexisNexis, NewsBank, 

and ProQuest, as identified by Weaver and Bimber (2008). Free tools like Slashdot, 

Google News, and AOL News are also available, which are more accessible. 

Weaver and Bimber (2008) found that Google News captured more news stories 

than LexisNexis. However, an exploratory analysis revealed that many headlines 

included blog entries, which do not qualify as "traditional news" in this study. While 

some studies may find blog entries noteworthy, they were of less concern to this 

research. Each of the three traditional news data collection tools can exclude non-

traditional news sources and collect local, national, and international news.   

The study's focus on a local trigger event necessitated prioritising local news outlets. 

Weaver and Bimber (2008) suggest LexisNexis is the most efficient news archive, 

and its accessibility and capacity for localised collections further motivated its 

selection. LexisNexis permits researchers to customise searches using criteria such 
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as keywords, time spans, and outlets. The pragmatic selection of LexisNexis10 as the 

optimal tool to address the research questions was guided by factors such as 

traditional news filters and researcher accessibility. To collect news articles about the 

Penally asylum accommodation, the search term "Penally" was entered into 

LexisNexis, omitting new media sources (i.e., blog posts). However, many collected 

articles were off-topic, discussing tourism in Pembrokeshire instead of the asylum 

accommodation. Therefore, the search terms were refined to "Penally" and "Camps" 

to eliminate irrelevant cases. Although this refinement carried the risk of excluding 

relevant articles lacking the keyword "camps," an inspection of the updated dataset 

found no remaining off-topic cases. The resulting news dataset from media outlets 

displayed the daily frequency of headlines containing the keywords "Penally" and 

"Camps," comprising 550 headlines with an average of 2.26 per day (range 0-20) 

during the study period.  

The Google Trends service was used as a third open data source in the study to 

examine how online interest in a trigger event can impact digital activity. Google was 

preferred over other search engines due to its widespread usage in Western 

countries (Purcell et al., 2012). Search terms entered into search engines can be 

correlated with offline and online phenomena, as demonstrated by previous research 

linking flu-related search terms on Google to visits to local doctors (Ginsberg et al., 

2009). Digital trigger event studies have also shown a relationship between Google 

searches and the volume of information propagated on social media (Williams and 

Burnap, 2016). However, no significant associations were found with antagonistic 

speech, indicating that news headlines may have a greater role in exacerbating 

online tensions than search engines. Nevertheless, non-social media information 

flows can still impact events in digital spaces and should be included in the analysis. 

However, confirming that search engine data was related to the asylum 

accommodation trigger and non-trivial was challenging. Using a pragmatist 

approach, the keyword selection that yielded more accurate results in the news 

headline collection ("Penally" and "Camps") was preferred. The resulting dataset 

 
10 LexisNexis is the only “traditional” news database tool freely available at Cardiff 
University. 
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indicated levels of the specified search terms per day as a percentage of the highest-

ranking day and was saved as an Excel file for the preprocessing phase. 

3.4.4. Police Recorded Hate Incident Data 

The last data source concerns the controls utilised in regression models. Previous 

research suggests that time factors are crucial influences on information propagation 

flows on social media (Zarrella, 2009; Williams & Burnap, 2016). However, most past 

studies focus on large-scale, short-term trigger events, limiting the time factors to 

time of day and day of the week. Williams and Burnap (2016) used Google search 

engine data to derive an issue attention cycle in the aftermath of the Woolwich terror 

attack, lasting 15 days. This cycle was mapped out over a condensed period, 

indicating the escalation, duration, diffusion, and de-escalation of online tensions and 

information flows. Following this approach, and in line with the pragmatic approach 

taken in this study, Google search engine data was used to establish an issue 

attention cycle:  

 

Figure 7: Issue attention cycle, based on Google search data 
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Following this approach, Google search engine data was used to establish an issue 

attention cycle for Penally, which lasted 90 days. Police recorded hate crimes, and 

incident data were also collected using an FOI request. They were used to establish 

the months with the highest hate crimes and incidents, helping to create a reference 

category which can be found in Table 2.   

Table 2: FOI figures for hate crime and incident (Dyfed-Powys Police) 

 

With September exhibiting the highest levels of hate encounters (both incidents and 

crimes), it was selected as the reference category in the regression models (see 

methods of analysis section). With the FOI request data saved in an Excel file, the 

four separate data sources were all collected -(1) Academic Twitter data, (2) 

LexisNexis news headline data, (3) Google search engine data and (4) FOI Dyfed-

Powys Police hate encounter data. 

3.4.5. Anti-refugee Content Classifier 

3.4.5.1. Classifiers in Research 

Social media data has gained popularity in studying public sentiment trends following 

trigger events, offering advantages over traditional offline data sources (Bernatzky et 

al., 2020). However, since studying trigger events in relation to digital tensions is a 

new research area, scholars have had to use interdisciplinary methodologies to 

develop in-house machine classifiers for identifying antagonistic, and sometimes 

even hate speech on social media platforms (Burnap et al., 2015; Alorainy et al., 

2019; Williams et al., 2019; Ozalp et al., 2020; Manjubashini et al., 2022). Though 

these classifiers show promise, their use is limited. In-house classifiers are not 
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widely available, which leads to unnecessary intellectual duplications or barriers to 

entry for researchers without the necessary skills or access to computer scientists 

(Salminen et al., 2020).  

3.4.5.2. Perspective API 

Developing bespoke machine classifiers to analyse toxic or antagonistic speech on 

social media platforms is challenging, resulting in a growing need for accessible, 

general classifiers. Collaborations between disciplines are necessary, but the 

availability of public classifiers can prevent needless duplication of effort and remove 

barriers to entry for researchers. There is growing interest in standardised classifier 

tools, such as Bag of Words and Word2Vec to address this need. Preliminary 

studies have evaluated these tools' effectiveness in detecting antagonistic speech 

from textual data, with Google’s Perspective API11 reportedly being the most 

accurate among them (Mansourifar et al., 2022: 13). Thus, the Perspective API was 

chosen as the anti-refugee classifier in this thesis. 

Computational social science tools like Communalytic have allowed scholars to use 

Perspective API classifiers on social media data sets with multiple text string cases 

(Gruzd & Mai, 2021). Scholars now use perspective API to measure bias, 

antagnositic and even hateful content on social media (Sahi et al., 2018; Czymara et 

al., 2022; Mansourifar et al., 2022; Salehabadi et al., 2022). It uses machine learning 

algorithms to analyse various emotional concepts and provides scores from 0 to 1, 

reflecting the probability that a reader would perceive the comment as containing a 

given attribute (Google 2021b). The six attributes12 include identity attack, toxicity, 

severe toxicity, profanity, insult, and threat, with definitions provided by Google 

(2021a) and summarised in Table 3. Google recommends using a threshold of 0.7 to 

indicate the presence of an attribute.  

 
11 Perspective API was created in February 2017 by Jigsaw and Google to help web 
publishers identify and moderate comments that undermine civil discourse (Google, 2022). 
12 Since this writing, Google has expanded the list of attributes to include sexually explicit, 
obscene, and flirtation (Abburi et al., 2021; 406). 
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Table 3: Perspective API classifiers cases Google (2021a) 

 

Researchers use identity attack to measure antagonistic speech related to factors 

such as religion, race, sexuality, and gender, while toxicity is used to measure other 

social tensions like general trolling and ideological conflicts (Alorainy et al., 2019; 

Czymara et al., 2022; Mansourifar et al., 2022; Strathern & Pfeffer, 2022). 

Perspective API has been increasingly used to study digital tensions and cyberhate; 

however, its application has primarily been applied more generally rather than 

soecifcally temporal shocks like trigger events. Czymara et al. (2022) used 

Perspective API to measure temporal shocks in hate following terror events in 

Europe. This was limited to contentious videos with anti-immigrant tones and did not 

explore wider trends in online discourse or generalisable shifts in perceptions 

resulting from trigger events. This thesis presents a methodological innovation in 

applying Perspective API to trigger events or temporal shocks in anti-refugee content 

towards generalised discourse online, offering a more comprehensive understanding 

of how such events can influence the flow of information and the occurrence of 

digital tensions. This allows for the first application of Perspective API to the analysis 
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of a wider range of social actors, including politicians, activists, the media13, and 

police, as well as general citizens, rather than just those who comment on 

contentious YouTube videos. 

Publicly available classifiers like Perspective API reduce the need for researchers to 

repeatedly develop similar tools, making digital tension research more accessible 

(Salminen et al., 2020: 2). However, Perspective API has limitations. Scholars 

criticise it for being too general and failing to identify offensive terms towards specific 

minority groups, making it less reliable than hand-coded approaches (Kumar et al., 

2021: 299). The Perspective API faces challenges in comprehending language 

within particular contexts, leading to notably lower offensive scores. Introducing a full 

stop or including the word "not" can alter the context of statements and impact the 

scores (Hosseini et al., 2017). These double negatives contribute to false alarms. 

For this study, a census of all tweets in the dataset was processed using perspective 

API on the Communalytic tool (see Appendix 5 for overview of process). The final 

output included all six available attribute scores (toxicity, severe toxicity, insult, 

threat, profanity, and identity attack) and one sentiment score. When assessing 

which Perspective API attribute to use as a measure for anti-refugee attitudes, the 

API definitions were considered, with ‘identity attack’ being deemed the most 

appropriate because it specifically detects language that negatively targets minority 

groups relating to the protected characteristics (Home Office, 2010). Before 

confirming whether or not to use identity attack, several measures were taken to 

ensure it would generate results with adequate validity. First, the researcher 

evaluated the accuracy of the identity attack in relation to the data. For classifiers 

such as Perspective API scholars often employ confusion matrices to calculate 

precision, recall, and F1 coefficients14 by employing true positive, true negative, false 

positive, and false negative cases (Mansourifar et al., 2022).  

 
13 The media was predominately measured by exploring written news headlines and readers 
should note other media forms could exhibit notable differences. 
14 Recall = TP/ (TP+ FN), Precision = TP/ (TP+ FP), F1 = (2* Recall * Precision) / (Recall+ 
Precision) (Note: T = true, F = false, P= positive and N = negative) 
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The API scale was converted to binary data, with values above 0.7 categorised as 

an 'identity attack' based on Perspective's guidelines (Google, 2021b). To assess 

classifier accuracy, 500 tweets were hand-coded by two researchers (Dhaoui et al., 

2017). The F1 coefficient, which combines precision and recall values, is 

recommended for overall performance, with a value of >0.70 considered adequate 

(van Rijsbergen, 1979). The Perspective API for identity attack narrowly surpassed 

(0.74) the threshold, making it an appropriate dependent variable for anti-refugee 

attitudes.  

Table 4: Pearson correlation matrix for Penally Perspective API scores 

 

Second, a Pearson correlation test was conducted15 to determine the 

interrelatedness among the attributes. As shown in Table 4, most of the attributes 

exhibited moderate to strong correlations (above 0.6) with identity attack, except for 

threat. Gruzd and Mai (2021) recommend that when correlation scores among 

perspective API attributes are strong, researchers should focus on analysing only 

one attribute, especially if it is most relevant to their research question. Therefore, 

identity attack was chosen as the dependent variable to measure anti-refugee tweets 

related to the Penally asylum accommodation. Because of its low correlation scores 

with all other attributes, threat was included in the regression models as an 

independent variable.  

 
15 All correlation values are significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 
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3.4.6. Preprocessing 

After collecting four data sources, the preprocessing phase was initiated and 

involved two stages: (1) data cleaning and (2) manual preprocessing. In the first 

stage, the fragmented data sources were combined, and daily counts from news 

headlines and Google searches were added to each tweet based on date 

timestamps. For the FOI police recorded data, month categories were created from 

timestamps. September, with the highest count of reported hate incidents, was 

chosen as the reference category for regression models. The second stage focused 

on cleaning data and correctly identifying variables such as hashtags. Due to the 

more accessible and research-friendly dataset format of Academic Twitter compared 

to NCapture, this stage was faster than the next chapter.  

In the second stage of preprocessing, social factor predictors such as hashtag and 

agent types were established. Agent types were informed by the work of Williams 

and Burnap (2016) and Ozalp et al. (2020). Agent types including political, news, 

police, and activists, and lists were used to identify police and political agents while 

pattern matching was used for media agents. Pro and anti-refugee activists were 

identified by manual inspection of Twitter bio metadata, with inter-coder reliability 

(ICR) tests (α= 0.98) between the primary researcher and secondary coder, 

suggesting strong validity. Hashtag types were manually coded and included those 

that appeared five or more times in the dataset; as such, these referred to highly 

propagated hashtags in the dataset, reflecting wider social sentiment and avoiding 

multicollinearity with the hashtag number predictor. Pro-refugee hashtags with high 

prevalence included #LovePenallyHateRacism, #RefugeesWelcome, and 

#MigrantInvasion, while anti-refugee hashtags included #RefugeesNotWelcome. 

Tweets without a coded prevalent hashtag were coded as 'non-hashtag' and served 

as the reference category in the regression models. The ICR tests showed good 

levels of coder agreement (α= 0.92) for hashtag types, but some notable 

disagreements were observed, such as with the hashtag #CloseTheBarracks, which 

was initially interpreted as anti-refugee but was actually being used by pro-refugee 

actors who deemed the barracks to have unacceptable living conditions.  
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3.4.7. Methods of Analysis 

3.4.7.1. Data Visualisation 

The analysis involves two phases: data visualisation and regression models. It is a 

predominantly quantitative study that incorporates qualitative components in the form 

of data visualisation. This is an embedded design approach, as Zhang and Creswell 

(2013) recommended. Big social data is recognised as a useful tool for extensive 

temporal research; however, it is often “noisy” and “unstructured”, which can impact 

interpretation (Williams and Burnap, 2016: 214). Therefore, data visualisation 

processes are employed to enhance interpretation and identify points of interest that 

may not be immediately apparent in raw datasets (Burnap et al., 2015: 82). 

Visualisations allow for data aggregation, highlighting key themes while preserving 

the anonymity of individual social media users (Williams et al., 2013). Anonymity was 

particularly important, as individuals rather than organisations published most 

content16. Subsequently, the visualisation processes effectively identify key factors in 

the dataset, which can be further explored using regression models. During this 

phase, four forms of data visualisation are produced.  

First, aggregated time-series line graphs are used to illustrate overall tweet 

frequency and anti-refugee content17. This approach helps to identify significant 

moments in the trigger event case, study information flow trends about the 

production of anti-refugee content, and confirm the Google search term determined 

issue attention cycle period, as previously mentioned. The second phase of analysis 

involved the use of data visualisation tools for a more in-depth exploration of the 

dataset. The online research tool Communalytic was used to generate network 

visualisations demonstrating the dataset's reply networks (Gruzd & Mai, 2021). By 

filtering the reply network by anti-refugee content, initial interpretations of the role 

that online reply networks played in the spread and diffusion of anti-refugee content 

were made before further inspections in the regression models.  

 
16 For more information see ethical considerations 
17 Above the 0.7 identity attack threshold 
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The third visualisation in this study incorporated Google search terms as a 

supplementary dataset. Researchers encountered a methodological hurdle related to 

acquiring precise geo-tagged data from online discussions. This challenge arises 

because only 1% of users permit geo-tagging (Sloan et al., 2013). While some 

researchers have attempted to locate users through tweet and bio metadata (Ozalp 

et al., 2020), this study opted to use Google search data to identify online 

discussions related to the search term: "Penally Camps." Leveraging Google search 

data offered a larger sample size of online searchers compared to Twitter, thereby 

providing a richer source of data for analysis. An aggregated word cloud was used 

for qualitative insights into the main topics discussed, both in the exploratory phase 

and the discussion section after the regression models, to identify themes in anti-

refugee tweets and between different agents.  

3.4.8. Regression Models 

3.4.8.1. Independent Variables 

The study used the same independent variables in both tweet engagement and anti-

refugee content models, grouped into four-factor categories. Content factors 

included five scale variables (mentions, hashtags, word count, threat, and sentiment) 

and the use of URLs, with identity attack also included as an independent variable 

for the engagement models using the Perspective API. Social factors were split into 

two categories: prevalent hashtags (pro- and anti-refugee hashtags) and social 

actors, including activists, media, police, and political agents. External factors 

included news headlines and Google searches. Control factors consisted of the eight 

months during which data collection occurred, all dummy coded. September was 

used as the reference category due to the highest recorded levels of hate crimes and 

incidents. 
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3.4.8.2. Dependent Variables 

Engagement models 

Three distinct models were developed in this study, each utilising a different 

dependent variable to evaluate tweet engagement to measure online engagement. 

Due to the exclusion of retweets during the initial data collection phase, only original 

tweets were included, which prevented the measurement of tweet survival18, unlike in 

other studies employing a similar framework. While this represents a limitation, it 

also provided an opportunity to include other metrics for engagement, such as likes 

and replies, which have not been extensively studied in previous research. Data from 

three models were examined to assess differences in size engagement. Tweet 

engagement-dependent variables (retweets, likes, and replies) were skewed and 

over-dispersed, meaning a negative binomial model was fitted.  

Anti-refugee content model 

The perspective API classifiers are unique because they employ scales rather than 

ordinal data for antagonistic speech (Ozalp et al., 2020; Gallacher, 2021). As a 

result, an OLS regression model was selected as the best fit for the data, and 

correlation analyses were conducted along with tolerance statistics to ensure there 

were no multicollinearity issues among the model's predictor variables.  

3.5. Empirical Chapter 3 

While social media use by public sector organisations has been extensively studied 

(Denef et al., 2013; Ferguson & Soave, 2020; Lieberman et al., 2013; Meijer & 

Thaaens, 2013; O’Connor, 2015; Panagiotopoulos et al., 2014; Cullen, 2022), there 

has been relatively less attention paid to the use of social media by NGOs (Guo and 

Saxton, 2010). This section furthers understandings of how non-profits use social 

media to combat antagonistic speech online and foster online cohesion and 

 
18 Tweet survival refers to the duration between a tweet’s first and last retweet within a given 
time. 
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collective efficacy (Sampson et al., 1997), given their similarities in goals and 

objectives with public sector organisations, such as the police, particularly regarding 

community tensions.  

In Chapter Six, communication strategies of minority rights NGOs in Wales is 

examined using content analysis. Stemler's (2000) definition of content analysis as a 

systematic and replicable technique for categorising text into fewer content 

categories is used. The study evaluates social media use by these organisations in 

promoting community cohesion and provides a framework for future studies. The 

study is based on Mergel's (2010) digital communication typology, informing the day-

to-day practices of NGOs in promoting cohesion and collective efficacy (Sampson et 

al., 1997). Figure 8 depicts the five key steps of the research methodology, which 

are described in detail in this section.  

 

Figure 8: Methodological steps taken in Chapter Five 

1) Platfrom selection • Web 2.0 function slection
• Social media platform selection

2) Method of 
extraction

• Selection of digital data 
scraping tool

3) Data selection • Process of selecting 
NGOs accounts

4) Preprocessing
• File conversion
• Manual preperation
• Automatic preperation

5) Methods of 
analysis

• Qualitative approach
• Quantitative approach
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3.5.1. Platform Selection 

Given the documented objectives of NGOs, such as expanding networks and 

increasing information reach (Van De Velde et al., 2015), non-reciprocal structures 

were deemed most appropriate for this study. Non-predetermined communications 

are essential to understanding networking strategies (Mergel, 2013) on social media. 

In addition, public space platforms offer research-friendly APIs for data collection, 

unlike many semi-public platforms (Dixon, 2022). For instance, Twitter provides API 

tools for data collection, enabling easier access to data at a meaningful scale 

(Burnap et al., 2015).  

The selection process identified three public space, non-reciprocal platforms with 

significant user prevalence in the UK (Dixon, 2022): Twitter, Instagram, and 

YouTube. In choosing between them, modalities were considered.  Modalities refer 

to the forms in which content is presented, such as images, videos, audio, and text 

(Waterloo et al., 2018). Research indicates that some social media platforms 

promote a balanced use of modalities, while others favour specific modalities 

(Kietzmann et al. 2011; Gligorić et al., 2018).  

While Instagram and YouTube favour visual and audio-visual modalities, Twitter 

supports a more diverse range of content strategies (Waterloo et al., 2018). Since 

this study aims to examine a broad range of strategies and tools used by NGOs, 

Twitter was chosen. The selection of Twitter was based on the overarching 

pragmatist approach adopted throughout this thesis, which considered factors such 

as ease of data extraction, non-reciprocal networking structures, and the balanced 

provision of modalities. Therefore, Twitter was deemed the most practical option for 

data analysis19. 

 
19 For a more compressive overview of why Twitter was selected, see Appendix 4. 
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3.5.2. Method of Extraction 

An evaluation of the four extraction methods against the established criteria 

indicated that only N-Capture and Search API are suitable. As previously noted, 

these two methods are comparable in functionality, with the primary distinction being 

the accessibility of Search API, which necessitates a rigorous application procedure. 

In contrast, N-Capture is freely available and can be easily installed as a web 

browser extension. Given the modest sample size of tweets required for collection 

(n=5000), the additional capacity offered by Search API was deemed unnecessary. 

Consequently, the NCapture plugin for NVivo was selected for data extraction 

purposes. 

3.5.3. Data Selection 

With the social media platform and data extraction method determined, the next step 

was to identify the relevant third sector accounts. As there is no pre-existing list of 

third sector minority rights organisations in Wales, organisations were chosen based 

on their affiliations with the Hate Crime Criminal Justice Board and Charities Against 

Hate (2020). After compiling a comprehensive list of NGOs, a selection criterion was 

established: (1) the Twitter account must be active, with frequent tweets posted on a 

daily or weekly basis, (2) the Twitter accounts must exclusively operate within Wales, 

(3) the Twitter accounts must exist to represent marginalised communities relating to 

protected characteristics, and (4) the Twitter accounts must belong to NGO, rather 

than individuals.  

Finally, ten accounts were randomly selected, with an equal representation of focus20 

and organisational size. The final selection consisted of ten separate Twitter 

accounts belonging to NGOs (summarised in Table 5). The collection encompassed 

both tweets and replies made by the accounts. Replies were crucial for evaluating 

the organisations' networking strategies through interaction with other accounts 

(Mergel, 2012), while retweets were excluded due to their problematic nature for 

 
20 Focus relates to each of the nine protected characteristics (Home Office, 2010) 
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content analysis (O'Connor, 2015; Cullen, 2020). Retweets by external stakeholders 

may compromise data validity, as this study focuses on communication strategies 

employed by NGOs.  

Table 5. Twitter account summary  

 

Tweets included cover 10th November 2018-10th February 2021. Total n=5000. As of 
download date (10th February 2021). 

Data for this study was collected from Nov 10th, 2018, to Feb 10th, 2021, with a 

sample of 5,000 tweets. Previous research on public-sector digital communication 

used smaller samples (Denef et al., 2013; Lieberman; O’Connor, 2015), whereas 

some research on third sector digital communication had larger samples but focused 

on content factors rather than specific strategies (Guo & Saxton, 2018; Haplin et al., 

2021). Among limited research on third sector digital communication strategies, most 

studies used samples of less than 1,000 tweets (Deschamps and McNutt, 2014; Guo 

and Saxton, 2014). Given the limited literature on third sector online communication 

strategies and the need for manual coding, this study selected a practical sample 

size of 5,000 tweets instead of larger sample sizes (e.g., 4,340,891 in Haplin et al., 

2021), which could be impractical for a PhD candidate with limited resources.  
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3.5.4. Preprocessing 

During the preprocessing phase, an effort was made to convert certain qualitative 

data into numerical format for analytical purposes. The preparation of data was 

carried out in three distinct steps: file conversion, manual preparation, and automatic 

preparation. The categorisation of hashtags and emojis was achieved through a 

combination of both manual and automatic procedures.  

3.5.4.1. Manual preparation 

In the first preprocessing phase, manual coding was conducted to categorise tweets 

into both broad and sub-strategies, along with coding other tweet-related factors. 

This manual processing involved two distinct phases. The initial phase adhered to 

Mergel's (2010) communication strategy framework and created a " strategy " 

variable to classify tweets into push, pull, networking, or transactional strategies. 

Dummy variables were generated for each strategy category. Categorising each 

tweet into a specific strategy category was essential for conducting content analysis 

and evaluating engagement levels, including metrics such as likes, retweets, and 

replies (Boyd et al., 2010). Additionally, it enabled the assessment of discrepancies 

in content modalities employed between the strategies. Please refer to Figure 9 for a 

summarised overview of the coded strategies in this study. 

 

Figure 9: Coding indicators for broad strategies 

Any tweet that: broadcasts information on the platform with no direct aim of 
instigating conversation

Push

Any tweet that: attempts to redirect audiences to other organisation affiliated
content that is not on Twitter 

Pull

Any tweet that: attempts to elicit donations or promote organisation-run services

Transactional

Any tweet that: attempts to engage followers in on-platform discussion

Networking
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Each tweet was categorised using Mergel's framework, and three dummy variables 

were manually coded to capture other focus, intervention, and celebration. The "other 

focus" dummy variable indicates tweets that support a protected characteristic other 

than the organisation's primary focus.  

The "intervention" dummy variable identifies informal social controls for discriminatory 

attitudes in digital contexts as defined by Sampson et al. (1997) and Groff (2015). 

Therefore, Intervention tweets publicly condemned specific attitudes, whether online 

or offline. They must pertain to one particular case rather than general discussions of 

discrimination or inequality. The "celebration" dummy variable includes days, weeks, 

or months of celebration, mostly related to minority groups, but also includes national 

holidays such as St David's Day for consistency during coding. The broad 

communication strategies were tested for inter-coding reliability (ICR) before 

proceeding to the second phase of manual coding. Details on this test will be provided 

later in the section.  

Communication strategies were categorised using Mergel's framework, but the coding 

phase also used an open approach (Corbin & Strauss, 2015) to gain a deeper 

understanding of the implementation of each strategy. Findings were consistent with 

previous studies (Meijer and Thaens, 2013; O'Connor, 2015), revealing that sub-

strategies could be distinguished within Mergel's broad push, pull, and transactional 

strategies. Networking communication lacked distinct sub-strategies due to its 

decentralised and pluralistic nature (Meijer and Thaens, 2013; Mergel, 2013). Nine 

sub-strategies were inductively categorised within the same broad strategies, 

including four for push, three for pull, and two for transactional (see Figure 10). 
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Figure 10. Digital communication sub-strategies 

The second manual coding phase excluded tweets with the networking strategy 

(n=650) because no discernible sub-strategies were identified. Using the notes made 

during the first coding phase, the coding manual was expanded, outlining the criteria 

for each sub-strategy (see Appendix 6). The sub-strategies for the push strategy 

include organisation information, non-organisation information, link to other content 

(non-social media), and link to other content (social media).  

Organisation information sub-strategy refers to tweets mentioning the organisation's 

work or operations, while non-organisation information sub-strategy pertains to 

tweets discussing concepts unrelated to the organisation's operations. The link to 

other content (social media) sub-strategy incorporates a more dialogical approach, 

mentioning other nodes while broadcasting information. It still operates as a push 

strategy but acknowledges other entities while disseminating information. The link to 

other content (non-social media) sub-strategy disseminates information by providing 

links to non-organisation webpages, such as news articles. The sub-strategies for 

the pull strategy are interactive, work recruitment, and observational. The interactive 

sub-strategy encourages audience participation in organisation activities via tweets. 

•1) Organisation information
•2) Link to other content (non-social media)
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The work recruitment sub-strategy aims to recruit new staff or volunteers through 

tweets. The observational sub-strategy involves prompting followers to visit the 

organisation's website by following a hyperlink in the tweet, rather than engaging in 

activities. Finally, the transactional sub-strategies included efforts to elicit donations 

or promote organisation-run services.  

3.5.5. ICR Coding Procedure 

Content analyses identify common themes in textual data (Stemler, 2000). ICR tests 

assess the validity of manual coding procedures in content analysis (Lombard et al., 

2002). Krippendorff's alpha coefficient, ranging from 0 to 1, tests multiple coding 

categories (Gwet, 2011). A statistic above 0.67 indicates sufficient agreement, while 

above 0.8 is considered high intercoder agreement (Antoine et al., 2014; Carletta, 

1996). To validate manual coding (Bryman, 2012), a second researcher performed 

inter-coding on 2,500 tweets, evaluated using Krippendorff's alpha statistic, 

demonstrating high intercoder reliability21. The study found high consistency in 

manual coding between the two coders, as shown by Krippendorff's alpha values 

(Lombard et al., 2002), with a score of 1.00 for the other focus variable indicating 

complete agreement. Despite minor disagreements, Krippendorff's alpha scores 

remained above acceptable thresholds, demonstrating coding reliability. Common 

coding disagreements involved Mergel's (2010) communication strategies, 

particularly confusion between "push" and "pull," due to misunderstandings about the 

nature of URLs as external pages versus affiliated pages. 

Additionally, disagreements in the celebration category were due to secondary 

coders not identifying references to celebrations in hashtags (e.g., #IWD2020). 

Differences in perspective regarding the relationship of interventions to specific 

events or tensions in a general sense were the main cause of disagreements in the 

intervention category. Sub-strategy coding revealed disagreements between link to 

other content (non-social media) and observational pull, as well as between link to 

 
21 The Krippendorff’s alpha coefficient for each item was as follows: broad communication 
strategies (α= 0.95), celebration (α= 0.91), intervention (α= 0.81), other focus (α= 1.00), and 
sub-strategies (α= 0.83) 
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other content (social media) and networking due to coders misinterpreting links and 

mentions of other Twitter accounts. Nevertheless, high Krippendorff's alpha scores 

(0.81 to 1.00) demonstrate the inter-coding process was reliable, suggesting that 

human communication's subjective nature influenced the differences observed 

(O'Connor & Joffe, 2020). 

3.5.6. Automatic Preprocessing 

The automatic phase involved data cleaning and generating new variables using 

available information. The disorganised data required thorough cleaning to make it 

accessible for analysis. Automatic processes produced variables not provided by 

NCapture. First, the account factors (tweet frequency and account size) were 

devised automatically using SPSS. This was achieved by utilising the account 

variable for each of the ten accounts. Accounts with 0-3,000 followers were classified 

as ‘small’ (1), 3,000-6,000 followers as ‘medium’ (2), 6,000-10,000 followers as 

‘large’ (3), and 10,000+ as ‘x-large’ (4). The same process was used to classify tweet 

frequency, with accounts that had a tweet per day ratio of 0-1.5 classified as ‘low’ 

(1), 1.5-2.5 as ‘mid’ (2), and 2.5+ as ‘high’ (3).  

After establishing account factors, the SPSS file was converted to excel for further 

automatic preprocessing. Excel functions were used to establish variables needed to 

address research questions. Hashtags, word count and mentions were converted 

from string variables to scales22. The ‘URL’ variable was generated23 and recoded 

into a numeric dummy variable with ‘1’ representing ‘TRUE’ (hyperlink present) and 

‘0’ for ‘FALSE’ (hyperlink absent). The same process was applied for the mention 

covid variable to the following terms: ‘covid’, ‘corona’, ‘covid19’, ‘lockdown’, ‘corona 

virus’, ‘c19’ and ‘vaccine’. The resulting variables were then merged into a dummy 

 
22 These were converted to numeric data using a word count formula employing 'LEN', 
'TRIM', and 'SUBSTITUTE' commands (Parkes et al., 2013). 
23 The =ISNUMBER function in excel (Holding & Martin, 1998) was used to identify 
hyperlinks (URL) in tweets, generating outcomes of 'TRUE' or 'FALSE' 
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variable24. This provided an objective measure, meaning that ICR tests were not 

necessary. Time of the day was automatically coded, with the morning representing 

6:00 am – 11:00 am, daytime 11:00 am – 5:00 pm, night 5:00 pm – 10:00 pm and 

evening 10:00 pm – 6:00 am.  A dummy ‘weekend’ variable was created with 

weekdays (0) and weekends (1).  

3.5.7. Hashtags and Emojis 

The final coding stage combined manual and automated techniques to classify 

hashtags and emojis. Emojis and hashtags were coded once due to their repetition. 

Emoji categories were established inductively, except for group-specific emojis 

guided by the "Diversity Language Model" (Swartz et al., 2020). All emojis were 

listed using a character frequency tool and filtered by letters and symbols. Four main 

uses of emojis were identified: (1) emotive, (2) group-specific, (3) activity/weather, 

and (4) symbolic. ICR procedures achieved complete coder agreement, likely due to 

the small number of emojis in the dataset (n=50) and their easy interpretability. 

Correlation tests showed no overlap between emoji types, allowing for inputting of 

emoji types in regression models about a "no emoji" reference category. Table 6 

presents detailed definitions, frequent examples, and usage in context for each of 

the four emoji types.  

 

24 The dummy coding was ‘1’ if it included one or more terms and ‘0’ if none were 
mentioned. 
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Table 6: Emoji typology 

 

The "=ISNUMBER" function generated dummy variables for the identified emoji 

types. A reference category of "no emoji type" was included for cases without an 

emoji, and cases with multiple instances of the same emoji were coded as "1." The 

hashtag types were coded using a framework from previous studies (Saxton et al., 

2015: 161), with some exceptions discussed later in the section. 

The word frequency analysis revealed the existence of 1464 unique hashtags in the 

study, and hashtags used four or more times were coded for analysis. The ICR test 

showed a reasonable level of agreement (0.78), with most disagreements arising 

between organisation and external branding, where coders disagreed on the 

affiliation of the hashtag. A correlation analysis revealed many instances of 

overlapping hashtag types in single tweets. Rather than determining the most salient 

hashtag type in each tweet, cases with two or more hashtag types were all coded. 

The reference category of "no hashtag" was therefore not included in the models. 

Once again, the "=ISNUMBER" function produced dummy variables for each 

hashtag type. Table 7 presents the definitions established by Saxton et al. (2015: 

161) and examples from this study's dataset. 
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Table 7: Hashtag typology based on Saxton et al. (2015: 161) 

 

3.5.8. Methods of Analysis 

The analysis adopted a mixed-method approach following the pragmatist 

epistemological perspective of the thesis. While a concurrent approach was utilised 

during the data collection stage, as is standard with social media data (Snelson, 

2016), the analysis employed a multiphase sequential approach, (Creswell & Plano 

Clarks, 2011), with three distinct analytical phases: 
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Figure 11. Analytical phases for Chapter Six 

The first phase of the analysis utilised methods commonly employed in previous 

research, with Mergel's (2010) framework as the foundation for identifying specific 

sub-strategies via exploratory content analysis (Meijer and Thaens, 2013; O'Connor, 

2015). Four broad categories, reflecting Mergel's typology, were predetermined, and 

an additional nine sub-strategies were inductively derived during the qualitative 

exploratory phase. This phase involved a meticulous examination of tweet extracts 

from the dataset to discern the presentation and functions employed in different 

strategies. Examples were provided to illustrate key differences in communication 

strategies and how they vary. This approach facilitated a deeper understanding of 

NGOs' strategise to promote inclusive content and diffuse on social media. This 

study diverges from similar works, such as O'Connor (2015), by focusing on the 

general usage of approaches rather than differences between specific organisations. 

While qualitative insights into communication strategies offer important insights, 

some academics argue that a singular approach could be limiting in obtaining 

comprehensive understandings. They advocate for incorporating quantitative 

analysis, which provides a more holistic, exploratory, and explanatory examination of 

the various strategies employed in content analyses (Williams & Shepheard, 2017; 

Cullen, 2022). 

Previous studies have used quantitative methods, such as regression models, to link 

organisational factors to strategy use (Cullen, 2022). While acknowledging the 

importance of a mixed methods approach, this study deviates from previous 

quantitative methods by examining two dynamics: (i) differences in content factor 

prevalence amongst strategies using Kruskal Wallis tests, and (ii) which 

communication strategies predict audience engagement measured with regression 

models. This study is the first to examine audience engagement in relation to 

Mergel's (2010) online communication strategy typology. However, the findings are 

limited to NGOs and are not generalisable to other organisation types. Regression 

1) Concurrent data 
collection phase

2) Exploratory 
qualitative phase 

3) Quantitative 
phase 

4) Explanatory 
qualitative phase 
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models were selected with careful consideration of the implications of using count 

data. Once again, negative binomial models were applied to the over-dispersed 

engagement data (Wulu et al., 2002). 

This study examined additional forms of engagement, such as likes and replies, to 

identify any significant differences in their outcomes. Independent variables were 

categorised into five-factor groups: content, strategy, account, emoji/hashtag types, 

and controls. Tweet survival was deemed less applicable to this study due to non-

event-specific content (Williams and Burnap, 2016; Ozalp et al., 2020). The three 

models (likes, retweets, and replies) explain different forms of audience 

engagement, and predictor coefficients were cross-examined to identify their key 

differences. Previous studies on audience engagement have primarily focused on 

retweets as the sole dependent variable (Boyd et al., 2010), but this study adds to 

the literature by examining additional forms of engagement.  

The quantitative phase of the study identified discrepancies between strategies in 

terms of content factors and audience engagement. This phase contributes to the 

identification of how sub-strategies contribute to core aims, as indicated in the 

literature review. The outcomes of the quantitative phase were used to categorise 

sub-strategies and identify how they contribute to the five broad aims of promoting 

inclusive content and achieving collective efficacy. These broad aims include (i) 

forging partnerships and establishing broad networks with other organisations, (ii) 

actively combating antagonistic speech and promoting inclusiveness, (iii) 

disseminating positive, diverse, and inclusive content, (iv) enhancing their digital 

transactional environment, and (v) continuously gathering information to inform their 

initiatives. The final qualitative phase of the study provides a deeper understanding 

of the relationships between the sub-strategies and the fundamental aims, 

considering the context in which content factors are used and why they lead to 

higher engagement levels. 
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3.6. Ethical Considerations 

Ethical practices are increasingly emphasised across various disciplines (Farrimond, 

2012), particularly in the social sciences, which investigate human behaviour and 

social systems. Ethical considerations in research involving human subjects are 

crucial for safeguarding participants' rights and well-being (Birnbacher, 1999). In this 

thesis, strict ethical standards were adhered to minimise harm to all involved, 

including the researcher, participants, and others. This included obtaining ethical 

approval from the Cardiff School of Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee 

(see Appendix 7), following the guidelines of the Economic and Social Research 

Council framework (ESRC, 2019), and completing Cardiff University's module-based 

training procedure before conducting any research.  

Feedback from the ethics committee prompted significant enhancements to the 

research design. This was most notable in the consent and information sheets used 

in Chapter Four. Participants received information sheets outlining the survey 

content, data handling procedures, and study purpose (see Appendix 2). Consent 

forms were also used to reinforce the provided information and allow participants to 

opt-out at any time (see Appendix 3); for the second empirical chapter, which 

employed social media data from organisations, information sheets and consent 

forms were unnecessary. Differences in social media user consent are explored later 

in this section. 

To address concerns raised during the review about consent confirmation in digital 

surveys, the researcher implemented a dual approach involving both traditional 

physical signatures on scanned forms and electronic signatures. This decision was 

reached following consultations with the review panel and my supervisor, who 

expressed concerns that relying solely on survey completion as an indicator of 

consent might not sufficiently mitigate anxieties about robust consent processes. 

Participants were offered the flexibility to either electronically complete surveys and 

submit scanned signed forms or utilise Qualtrics' e-signature feature directly. This 

approach not only ensures compliance with digital data collection standards but also 

helps reduce the likelihood of non-responses due to potential deterrents such as the 

inconvenience of scanning signatures. After the ethics review, adjustments were also 
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implemented to enhance clarity regarding the opt-out process. This involved 

providing explicit instructions and information about how participants could withdraw 

from the study if they chose to do so. This clarity ensures that participants 

understand their right to withdraw at any time without repercussions, thereby 

promoting transparency and respecting their autonomy in the research process. To 

assist in doing so, contact details for not only the researcher but also the supervisor 

were included to facilitate continuous communication and address participant 

concerns promptly. These revisions aimed to improve transparency and participant 

engagement throughout the study. 

Despite the differences among the empirical chapters, ethical considerations were 

consistently maintained, including the need to maintain confidentiality following the 

General Data Protection Regulation. Methods to maintain confidentiality varied, with 

the first empirical chapter involving a survey analysing the cohesion delivery network 

in Wales and the extent of cooperation among network nodes. Maintaining 

confidentiality in research can pose challenges (Wiles et al., 2008). The first 

empirical chapter analysed the cohesion delivery network in Wales, where 

preserving anonymity was crucial due to the central role of participant identity in the 

network analysis. In Chapter Four, adjustments were likewise made to the survey 

methodology following the review advice to remove regional analysis. This 

modification aimed to safeguard participant anonymity after it was advised that 

regional data could potentially identify specific respondents due to the low coverage 

of certain roles in some areas. The researcher balanced the need for data with 

anonymity by comparing general themes among cluster groups instead of attributing 

information to individual participants. For smaller groups like academics and 

cohesion coordinators, where only one coordinator and two officers existed per 

region, data was not presented by region. To ensure anonymity, individual 

statements were identified with cluster group codes instead of participant names 

(Braun & Clarke, 2013). Extracts were redacted if they could reveal identifying 

information, such as location.  

The ethical considerations for the first empirical chapter were easier to address due 

to the availability of a rich body of literature on ethical issues related to traditional 

(Oldendick, 2012) and online survey methods (Evans and Mathur, 2018). However, 
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research using big data faces a significant ethical dilemma, as existing frameworks 

tend to reflect the practices established in the 20th century and fail to consider 

emerging factors associated with digital society (Pastor-Escuredo & Vinuesa, 2020). 

This posed potential challenges for the analysis carried out in the second and third 

empirical chapters.  

To address ethical challenges related to the handling and analysis of social media 

data, the researcher followed guidelines provided by the Cardiff University Social 

Data Science Lab, which is based on the Economic and Social Research Council 

framework (ESRC, 2019) (Figure 12). The six guidelines included compliance with 

the ESRC framework, obtaining ethical approval from the University, and 

implementing secure storage measures for datasets. These principles aligned with 

measures taken for non-social media data and formed the basis for ethical 

considerations in the second and third empirical chapters (Social Data Science Lab, 

2021).  

To adhere to ethical standards in social media research for publishing the content of 

posts, two approaches for obtaining consent, opt-in and opt-out, were used (Social 

Data Science Lab, 2021). Opt-in was implemented for sensitive tweets or vulnerable 

users, while opt-out was used for all other posts and users. Consent was obtained 

through on-platform instant messenger services and consent procedures, mainly for 

counter agents, as obtaining consent from anti-refugee propagators was challenging.  

In addition, regular check-ins with my supervisor, who possesses expertise in social 

media data analysis extending beyond traditional ethical considerations, served as 

critical audits to ensure meticulous adherence to ethical guidelines and best 

practices in data handling and analysis. These periodic reviews not only bolstered 

methodological rigor but also ensured that data security measures were robust and 

aligned with evolving ethical standards throughout the research process. 

My supervisor's deep understanding of social media dynamics and ethical 

implications was invaluable in navigating complex ethical landscapes associated with 

digital data. These discussions and audits enabled proactive adjustments to 
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methodologies, ensuring ethical integrity was maintained while maximising the depth 

of insights derived from social media sources.  

For example, one of the significant challenges encountered was effectively balancing 

the extraction of insightful individual data from social media with stringent ethical 

constraints concerning participant privacy. To address this challenge, rigorous data 

aggregation techniques were implemented based on my supervisor's 

recommendation during a review when we discussed how to interpret and include 

specific data. These techniques were designed to identify and highlight broad 

thematic patterns and trends without compromising the anonymity or confidentiality 

of individual participants. This methodological approach not only safeguarded 

participant privacy rights but also facilitated the generation of meaningful insights 

from aggregated data. This was showcased in the qualitative themes among anti-

refugee nodes in Chapter Five while maintaining anonymity when word clouds and 

anonymised network visualisations were employed (Williams et al., 2017: 1158). 

These formats provided insights into anti-refugee sentiments without compromising 

anonymity (Social Data Science Lab, 2021; Williams et al., 2017). 
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Figure 12: Decision flow chart for publication of Twitter communications 

(Williams et al., 2017: 1163) 
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The final principle follows Williams et al.'s (2017) flowchart for citing online accounts 

belonging to public organisations. This is relevant to the second empirical chapter, 

which analyses how NGOs use social media to promote inclusive content. According 

to the guidance, consent is not required for tweets from public organisations like 

government departments, law enforcement, local authorities, companies, and public 

figures like politicians (Social Data Science Lab, 2021). Thus, specific posts from 

these organisations were included frequently throughout the chapter in line with the 

lab guidance. This facilitated a greater emphasis on qualitative extracts, resulting in 

a more comprehensive examination of the communication strategies used.  

3.7. Summary 

This chapter has provided a comprehensive overview of the research methods and 

datasets employed to investigate the strategies employed by stakeholders in Wales 

to achieve community cohesion. The research approach was firmly grounded in 

mixed methods pragmatic epistemology, emphasising the need to utilise various 

methods to comprehensively understand complex social phenomena. 

It commenced with an overarching introduction to the mixed methods approach, 

establishing the methodological framework. Subsequent sections focused on specific 

study designs for three empirical chapters. The first chapter utilised primary survey 

data from the Welsh CDN to examine how stakeholders addressed tension-related 

issues. The second chapter analysed the communication strategies employed by 

third sector minority rights organisations using social media data.  Chapter Five 

delves into the propagation of antagonistic attitudes and behaviours that stir up 

tensions through social media data, particularly after a case study-triggered event. 

Finally, this chapter delineated the ethical deliberations underpinning this thesis, 

elucidating the specific guidelines and policies adhered to. The next three chapters 

will delve into the original research carried out in this thesis that relates to the 

methodologies outlined. 
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Chapter 4  

Mapping the Cohesion Delivery Network in Wales 

4.1. Introduction  

Nodal governance has emerged as a potential solution for addressing social threats 

in contemporary society (Crawford, 2002). This multi-agency approach has gained 

recognition in recent academic discussions and has been identified as a prospective 

strategy for addressing community tensions (Chakraborti, 2018). This study builds on 

this momentum by investigating the emerging network of stakeholders involved in 

cohesion delivery in Wales - the cohesion delivery network (CDN). An emphasis is 

placed on cooperation frequency, quality patterns, and discrepancies in stakeholder 

priorities. The analysis draws on survey data collected from seven key stakeholder 

groups identified by the Welsh Government framework for action, including cohesion 

coordinators, cohesion officers, the Welsh government, community groups, 

academics, the police, and charities. Collective efficacy can serve as a conceptual 

framework to investigate community cohesion, as suggested by Sampson et al. 

(1997). When community members come together to tackle a shared issue, they 

develop a sense of collective efficacy. This shared belief in their ability to solve 

problems and effect positive change in their community can help strengthen social 

bonds and trust among community members. Sampson et al. (1997) propose that 

collective efficacy can be achieved through informal mechanisms and formally or 

externally induced actions. 

Informal mechanisms exist at the community level and refer to mutual 

understanding, trust, and community willingness to intervene and support each 

other. As such, informal mechanisms are fundamental to achieving collective efficacy 

(Sampson et al., 1997). However, informal mechanisms are not mutually exclusive 

from external mechanisms, as community attitudes and behaviours can influence 

actions taken in external multi-agency partnerships and vice versa. Scholars have 

emphasised the importance of meaningful community integration in multi-agency 
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partnerships, termed "denizenship," to promote community cohesion and collective 

efficacy (Arnstein, 1969; Shearing and Wood, 2003; Kagan and Duggan, 2011). To 

provide an understanding of the network dynamics, this chapter examines 

cooperation frequency and quality among stakeholders and explores the underlying 

reasons for any patterns. This involves drawing on qualitative inputs from network 

stakeholders to provide explanatory accounts for why certain patterns exist. As such, 

this study offers a more nuanced and context-specific understanding of the dynamics 

of the CDN in Wales. In addition, this chapter examines the impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic on day-to-day operations and cooperation patterns. The pandemic had 

significant implications for social and community life, including the delivery of 

cohesion initiatives. Therefore, this analysis explores the lasting changes the 

pandemic may have had on these stakeholders as a legacy. Finally, initial insights 

into social media's role in community tensions are explored, with stakeholders 

outlining the requirements for any potential tension monitoring tool that could be 

implemented.  

4.2. Hypotheses 

H1. Evidence of a multi-agency (nodal governance) approach will be evident in the 

CDN, with the government taking a central role. 

This assumption is based on theorisations of a nodal governance approach to 

contemporary policing (Shearing, 2001). Although most surrounding literature 

suggests that broad agenda development remains at the state level, such as the 

Welsh government and similar institutions, most modern networks involve a wider 

range of stakeholders across sectors (Crawford, 2002). However, unlike many other 

modern networks, community-based issues tend to involve the private sector less, 

and instead, a greater emphasis is placed on community groups. Community 

engagement is, therefore, pivotal and, to occur, requires a willingness and capacity 

to participate from not only communities but other pre-established partners (Myhill, 

2006).  
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H2. Trends in the network will appear between stakeholder groups: (i) clustering of 

stakeholder groups will be evident (in relation to cooperation frequency), (ii) inter-

cluster cooperation will be uncommon, (iii) non-reciprocal cases of cooperation will 

be found, and the extent will be greater in inter cases than intra. 

These assumptions are based on previous research that uses similar techniques, 

such as PCA and MDS (Levi and Williams, 2013). Levi and Williams (2013) set out 

to examine multi-agency partnerships in cybercrime reduction and included twelve 

stakeholder groups. Although the network of interest differs from the one explored in 

this study, a large amount of overlap exists in stakeholder groups. In relation to it is 

hypothesised that (i) clustering of stakeholder groups will be evident in MDS and 

PCA findings. (ii) relations between non-clustered stakeholder groups25 (inter-meta) 

will be weaker and less frequent than intra-meta relations. This hypothesis is based 

on fundamental assumptions of PCA techniques suggesting that member groups of 

found components share commonalities and are more likely to correlate (Suhr, 

2005). In relation to (iii), non-reciprocal cooperation cases will be found. This 

assumption is based on non-reciprocal relationships being a commonly discussed 

barrier to cooperation in multi-agency networks in surrounding literature (Cheminais, 

2009).  

H3. Cooperation quality will predict cooperation frequency. 

This assumption is based on a study that examined predicting factors of cooperation 

frequency in a cyber-security multi-agency partnership. Node perceptions of other 

stakeholders had an effect on cooperation frequency. More specifically, if 

respondents deemed a particular agency as ineffective, they were more likely to 

cooperate with alternative clusters (Levi and Williams, 2013). Node perceptions of 

other stakeholders accounted for the most variance in cooperation frequency than 

any other identified sub-factor. Therefore, it is hypothesised that cooperation quality 

will have a positive association with cooperation frequency, and the extent of this will 

be greater within PCA-determined meta-clusters.   

 
25 As determined by PCA/MDS procedures 
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H4. Node characteristics will predict cooperation frequency. 

This assumption is based on partnership literature that indicates that cohesive 

agendas are a key factor in improving cooperation (Kean and Hamilton, 2004). 

Specific stakeholder objectives (or characteristics) in this study include EU transition 

fund recipients, government-association, and agency prioritisation on detection, 

prevention, and response. Detection, prevention, and response agendas reflect 

priorities set out in the CDN agenda. It is therefore hypothesised that EU-transition-

fund recipients will be positively associated with high cooperation frequency in 

cluster groups also receiving funding. Conversely, they will be negatively associated 

with non-recipient cluster groups. Likewise, government-based respondents’ 

cooperation frequency will be highly associated with other government node groups, 

with non-government cluster groups being negatively associated. Finally, based on 

Cheminais (2009), it is hypothesised that agency agendas such as prevention, 

detection and response focus will also predict cooperation frequency. 



Mapping the Cohesion Delivery Network in Wales 

Cardiff University | 130  

4.3. Results 

Table 8: Descriptive statistics of CDN respondents (n=59) 

 

Respondents from the charities made up the largest cluster group within the study 

(n=11, 22.0%), while the Welsh Government cluster group was the smallest cluster 
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observed, made up of 6 respondents (13%).26 A fairly even distribution is seen in 

police regions with 34 respondents operating in a single region (57.6%) and 25 

operating in two or more (42.4%).  A majority of respondents are not government-

based (n= 40, 67.8%) and received no funding from the EU transition fund (n= 42, 

71.2%).  Just over half of respondents have been in post for under two years (n=30, 

50.8%). 59.3% (n=35) of respondents identified as ‘multi-focus’ agents. Tension 

detection (23.7%, n=14) was the highest priority action, followed by a response 

(20.3%, n=12) and prevention (11.9%, n=7).  

4.3.1. Cooperation Frequency Clusters 

Seven different items were collected to measure the levels of perceived cooperation 

frequency between stakeholders in the CDN. Each item invited the respondents to 

indicate levels of cooperation frequency for each stakeholder group on a six-point 

Likert-scale27. Factor analysis was carried out using PCA with varimax orthogonal 

rotation. This helps reduce the data for ease of analysis in subsequent regression 

models but also provides initial evidence of stakeholder group clustering. Alongside 

the PCA, a PROXSCAL two-dimensional MDS solution was likewise run to provide 

an accompanying visualisation of clusters (Figure 13). The stress value for the MDS 

(0.03) indicates a robust goodness of fit, giving us confidence in high output validity. 

Table 9 shows the final rotated component output produced by the PCA of all seven 

clusters. An initial inspection of the table reveals seven stakeholder groups loaded 

into a meta-cluster, and therefore, none were excluded in later analysis. The three-

component solution explained 77.48% of the variance, with component one 

contributing 34.29 %, component two 27.87% and component three 15.32%.  

 
26 However, this includes a combined response given by the central Welsh Government that 
represents an entire team that specialises in equality, community tensions and inclusion. 
Other respondents that feature in the Welsh Government respondents include Crown 
Prosecution Service stakeholders and government-based members of the ‘Hate Crime 
Criminal Justice Board’. 
27 Cluster group “self-ratings” during the PCA procedures were excluded from the analyses. 
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Table 9: Factor loadings for cluster group cooperation frequency 

 

Cluster borders that reflect the components found in the PCA are applied to the MDS 

visualisation. The items that loaded into component one included: ‘cohesion 

coordinators’, ‘cohesion officers’ and ‘the police'. All three items loaded into the first 

component have a strong association with the regional implementation of cohesion 

agents. Hence, all three clusters have duplicate roles that operate regionally. The 

cluster proximities seen within the regional agent meta-cluster (component one) on 

the MDS plot provide further evidence of the existence of sub-clusters within meta-

clusters. Although the entire cluster border reflects the high scoring variance loading 

score, a much smaller sub-cluster border shows significantly lower loading variance 

between two meta-cluster member groups (cohesion coordinators and cohesion 

officers). This finding indicates that while the police fall into the same meta-cluster 

(regional agents) as cohesion coordinators and cohesion officers, they can be 

considered an outlier within this cluster. 
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Component two loaded two items; ‘charities’ and ‘community groups”. Both clusters 

can be understood as non-governmental and have weak loadings with components 

one and three. The third sector meta-cluster (component two) shows a very small 

cluster border, meaning that cooperation frequency is high within component two 

stakeholder groups. This reflects the loading variance score that ranked first 

amongst the meta-clusters. The final component also loaded two items: ‘academics’ 

and the ‘Welsh Government’. These clusters have a strong association with policy 

and evidence. However, component three ranked third in loading variance. This is 

evident in the visualisation (Figure 13) that shows a significantly larger cluster border 

between academics and the Welsh Government. Labels were developed for each 

meta cluster.  Component one: cooperation frequency with regionally implemented 

cooperation agents; component two: cooperation frequency with NGOs; and 

component three: cooperation frequency with policy and evidence agents.  

        Multi-region – Single region 
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Figure 13. CDN cooperation frequency space 
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Inter relationships refer to relationships between stakeholders in different meta-

clusters, whereas intra relationships are seen between stakeholder groups in the 

same meta-cluster. These can be further understood by considering a rank order of 

mean stakeholder group cooperation frequency. Clear variability between cluster 

groups is evident on the plot. For example, academics can immediately be identified 

as outliers within the CDN. Figure 14 supports this, which shows an accompanying 

rank order of all node relationships. All of the six lowest ranking cooperation 

frequency relationships involved the academic group. Most of these cases 

(coordinator: 2, officer: 1.56, police: 2.11 charity: 2.46) indicated cooperation 

occurring every few months. The academic- Welsh Government relationship had a 

mean score of 2.75 (monthly cooperation). The relationship case with least frequent 

levels of cooperation throughout all nodes was seen between academics and 

community groups (1.48). Moreover, the academic cluster group has a mean rank of 

18.50. This indicates very low levels of cooperation frequency and was ranked the 

lowest (7th) of any cluster group.  

Conversely, the Welsh Government had the highest mean rank (7.67) amongst the 

cluster groups, ranking first. This was closely followed by the Cohesion Coordinator 

cluster group, the second highest mean rank (8.67). Community groups (mean rank: 

10.5, overall rank: 4th) and charities (mean rank 11.67, overall rank 5th) can likewise 

be identified as cooperation outliers, although both of their mean ranks are 

significantly closer to other nodes than academics.  

Community group and charity cluster groups reported high levels of cooperation with 

other clusters. For example, community groups experience high levels of 

cooperation with the Welsh Government (mean score of 3.6- weekly cooperation, 

rank: 6th) and cohesion officers (mean score of 3.31- monthly cooperation, rank 

10th). This suggests that cohesion officers and Welsh Government are a gateway for 

community groups to enter the CDNs dense cooperation space. Despite the 

community group and charity cluster groups generally being outliers of the CDN, the 

relationship between them is very strong, ranking third in the entire network (mean 

score of 3.93 – weekly cooperation). The charity-community group relationship is 

therefore identified as a ‘high-frequency relationship’, this is expected, because they 

belong to the same meta-cluster (as determined by the PCA). High-frequency 
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relationships are defined in this study as any relationship that averages weekly or 

above.  Another high-frequency relationship is evident on the MDS plot between 

cohesion coordinators and cohesion officers (mean score of 4.62 –daily 

cooperation).  As previously discussed, this is a high cooperation sub-cluster within 

the regional agent meta-cluster.  

4.3.2. Stakeholder relationship cooperation rankings 

 

Figure 14: CDN node relationship rank order 

A more detailed inspection of the rank table28 reveals that an inner circle of 

cooperation exists between cohesion coordinators, cohesion officers, police, and 

Welsh Government. Despite not having the highest mean rank, cohesion 

coordinators experience some of the highest levels of cooperation with other inner 

 
28 Note: ‘daily+’ is several times a day 
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circle members, ranking 1st, 2nd, and 4th on the comparative table. The highest 

levels of cooperation, that do not involve cohesion coordinators, exist between the 

Welsh Government and the police (mean score of 3.72, rank: 5th). This finding, 

alongside the relationship observed between the Welsh Government and cohesion 

coordinators (mean score: 4.27, rank: 2nd), indicate that although the Welsh 

Government did not load onto the regional meta-cluster, it still enjoys high levels of 

cooperation. Conversely, the academic group shows low cooperation frequency with 

regional meta-cluster nodes. This suggests that the Welsh Government is a gateway 

to bridge academic nodes and regional agent (cohesion coordinators, officers, and 

police) nodes. The police saw frequent levels of cooperation with the cohesion 

coordinators (mean score of 3.74, rank: 4th) and cohesion officers (mean score of 

3.57, rank 7th). These results help explain the nature of the regional agent meta-

cluster.  

Cohesion coordinators and cohesion officers have a clear ‘cohesion team’ sub-

cluster, with the coordinators serving as the bridge between the police and cohesion 

officers in the wider meta-cluster. The mean cooperation frequency of all 

relationships surveyed is 3.11 (monthly cooperation). Concerning the PCA 

determined meta-clusters, the mean score for intra-cluster relationships is 3.72 

(weekly cooperation), whereas the mean score for inter-cluster relationships is 2.92 

(monthly cooperation). When breaking down intra-cluster mean scores, we can see 

that intra relationships between the regional agent member stakeholders (cohesion 

coordinators, cohesion officers and the police) have the highest cooperation 

frequency (3.98), followed closely by third sector (charities and community groups) 

intra relationships (3.93). Despite a higher average cooperation frequency for intra-

cluster than inter-cluster relationships, one exception can be seen. The policy/ 

evidence intra mean score is lower than inter relationships between; (1) third sector-

policy/evidence and (2) regional-policy/evidence. The inter meta-cluster relationship 

with highest cooperation frequency is between regional agents and policy/evidence 

(2.87).  
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4.3.3. Cooperation MDS Axes 

Understanding that the MDS output shows a visualisation of cooperation space 

between cluster variables enables us to assume that the dimensions reflect 

particular characteristics about the nodes involved in the survey. A further 

examination of the plots concerning the x and y axes shows clear distinctions 

between cluster variables. On the y-axis, nodes that take on a generalised multi-

focus (academics, cohesion coordinators, cohesion officers, Welsh Government, and 

the police) approach about differing protected characteristics dominate the higher 

end. Conversely nodes that take a one-focus approach (community groups and 

charities) dominate the lower end. The nature of how multi/ non-multi focus is 

defined is discussed later in this section. 

On the x-axis, organisations with a network of different regional teams dominate the 

right side. This includes cohesion officers, cohesion coordinators and the police. 

Cohesion coordinators and officers operate in eight regions: West Gwent, East 

Gwent, Cardiff and the Vale, Cwm Taff, Swansea Bay, Mid and West, Northeast and 

Northwest. The police operate in four main regions: South Wales, North Wales, 

Dyfed Powys, and Gwent. However, there is further local division within each of the 

four regions.  Organisations that involve one centralised team, that can still work 

across two or more regions, occupy the right side. This is supported by descriptive 

statistics from a question asking respondents to state which police regions they 

operate in. The output shows minimal cases of working across ‘two or more’ regions 

for; cohesion coordinators (0%), cohesion officers (12.5%), and the police (11.1%). 

Conversely, the output showed high levels of working across ‘two or more regions’ 

for cluster variables such as the Welsh Government (100%), community groups 

(40%) and academics (75%), on the left side of the axis.  

4.3.4. Regression Models 

The models used two predictor sets: (1) cluster characteristics and (2) cluster 

perceptions. Cluster characteristic predictors relate to node’s self-reported instances 

of high levels of tension detection/response/prevention, working across two or more 
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regions and having a multi-focus (see multi-focus predictor). The cluster perception 

predictors were reflective of the PCA loadings and measured quality of cooperation. 

Both sets of predictors were regressed onto the dependent variables that were 

ascertained from the PCA loading for each model. Model 1 relates to cooperation 

frequency for the third sector meta-cluster (community groups and charities), Model 

2 relates to cooperation frequency for the regional meta-cluster (the police, cohesion 

coordinators and cohesion officers) and Model 3 relates to cooperation frequency for 

the policy and evidence meta-cluster (academics and the Welsh Government). The 

results are presented in Table 10.  

4.3.5. Cluster Characteristics 

Despite being less predictive than cluster perceptions, variables within the cluster 

characteristic set emerged as having significant associations with cooperation 

frequency in all three models, holding all other factors constant.  In the first model, 

relating to the third sector meta-cluster (charities and community groups) three 

characteristics were found to have significant associations with cooperation 

frequency. Respondents who reported high levels of focus on preventative work (β= 

0.48, p < 0.01) in the CDN were likely to have a higher reported cooperation. 

Respondents who took on a multi-focus approach (β= -0.55, p < 0.01) in the CDN 

were less likely to have high cooperation frequency. Finally, in relation to the third 

sector meta-cluster respondents that worked in two or more regions (β= 0.38, p < 

0.01) were more likely to report higher levels of cooperation. For the second model, 

relating to the policy and evidence meta-cluster (academics and Welsh 

Government), only one cluster characteristic factor emerged having a significant 

association to cooperation frequency. Respondents with high levels of tension 

detection (β= -0.24, p < 0.10) in their work associated with having lower reported 

levels of cooperation frequency, although this association narrowly approached 

conventional levels of significance. In the third model, relating to the regional agent 

meta-cluster (cohesion coordinators, cohesion officers and the police), two cluster 

characteristics were found to have significant associations with cooperation 

frequency. Respondents who took on a multi-focus approach (β= 0.13, p < 0.10) 

were more likely to have a higher reported cooperation frequency. However, this 
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association also only just approached conventional levels of significance. 

Respondents who have received funding from the EU transition fund (β= 0.14, p < 

0.05) were found to have a significant positive association with cooperation 

frequency.  

4.3.6. Cluster Perceptions 

Initially, ‘cluster importance’ was included in the regression models in the cluster 

perception set alongside quality of cooperation. However, high levels correlation 

causing issues of multicollinearity indicated that cooperation quality and cooperation 

importance were not independent from one another and therefore could not both be 

included in the analysis. Thereafter, cluster importance was removed from all three 

models, leaving cluster quality (of cooperation). This question was applied to seven 

separate items for each of the cluster groups. The scores given by respondents are 

therefore more subjective than those given for quantity of cooperation, due to no 

metric categories being provided. The respondents instead indicate their perceived 

levels of cooperation quality based on interactions with other nodes in the CDN. 

Reliability analyses were conducted in order to ensure that data reduction for the 

same meta-clusters (third sector, regional agent, and policy/evidence) could be 

applied as three separate continuous predictor variables in the regression models.  

Holding all other factors constant, significant associations were found between 

perceived quality of cooperation and cooperation frequency in all three models. In 

the first model, relating to the third sector meta-cluster (community groups and 

charities), two cluster perception predictors were significantly associated with 

cooperation frequency. A positive association was found between cooperation 

frequency (model 1) and the third sector quality of cooperation scale (β= 0.68, p < 

0.01). On the other hand, a negative association was found between cooperation 

frequency (model 1) and policy/ evidence cooperation quality (β= -0.35, p < 0.01). 

The second model, relating to the policy/ evidence meta-cluster (academics and 

Welsh Government), showed that a positive association exists between cooperation 

frequency and policy/ evidence quality of cooperation (β= 0.61, p < 0.01). Finally, the 

third model, relating to the regional agent meta-cluster, showed two significant 
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associations. A positive association is observed between cooperation frequency and 

regional agent quality of cooperation (β= 0.77, p < 0.01). Conversely, a negative 

association was found between cooperation frequency and cooperation quality for 

the policy/evidence meta-cluster (β= -0.17, p < 0.05). These findings are further 

discussed later in this chapter.  

Table 10: BCa bootstrap OLS regression  predicting CDN network cooperation 

 

4.3.7. Sub-Model Analysis 

Before examining individual variables, a sub-factor analysis can shed light on which 

set of variables (cluster characteristics and cluster perceptions) can best predict 

variance within each model. The adjusted R2 metric was used for sub-model 

analysis. For the third sector meta model (model 1), cluster characteristic predictors 

accounted for 2 percent (R2 .02) of variance, with cluster perceptions accounting for 

46 percent (R2 .46) of variance. In the policy/ evidence meta-cluster (model 2), 

cluster characteristic predictors accounted for 2.5 percent (R2 .025) of variance, with 

cluster perceptions accounting for 30 percent (R2 .30) of variance. Finally, in the 

regional agent meta-cluster (model 3), cluster characteristics accounted for 43 
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percent (R2 .43) with cluster perceptions accounting for 76 percent (R2 .76) of 

variance. To summarise, the sub-model analyses in all three models suggest that 

cluster perceptions are more predictive of cooperation frequency then cluster 

characteristics. Within both sets of predictors, a contrasting range of individual 

variables were significantly associated with cooperation frequency across all models.  

4.4. Discussion 

In support of H1, this chapter has shown clear evidence of nodal governance being 

implemented for cohesion delivery in Wales (Shearing, 2001). Although the MDS 

and PCA procedures are helpful in both confirming all stakeholder groups play a part 

in cohesion delivery and providing insights as to which partners cluster with one 

another, they say little about why this is the case, and how collaboration is not being 

maximised. Thereafter, using open question output to build on the quantitative 

findings is important in defining what kind of nodal governance exists, and what can 

be adapted to improve it. MDS and comparative rankings indicate the Welsh 

Governments are central nodes to the network, exhibiting high levels of cooperation 

frequency. Lending further evidence to H1, other stakeholder groups alluded to the 

idea that the Welsh Government is primarily responsible for ‘agenda-setting’ and 

giving steer to network priorities. Although it is common for policy actors to be 

responsible for strategy direction in multi-agency partnerships (Betts, 2002), the way 

in which actors above, below and beyond the state are incorporated can alter 

significantly. The Welsh Government provided an overview for the CDN ‘Community 

Cohesion Programme’: 

 

“The Welsh Government takes a multi-agency approach to community 
cohesion in Wales. Whilst we fund the delivery of the Community 
Cohesion Programme, our policy is achieved through partnership 
working with many agencies, including the police, local authorities, and 
the third sector. Cooperation and joint delivery is essential in ensuring 
that cohesion is considered and promoted in a strategic way across all 
levels of Wales and directly within communities, as well as monitoring 
and addressing tensions.”-Welsh Government unified response
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The cohesion agenda shows clear intentions to incorporate a plethora of actors, 

forming a multi-agency approach (Burris, 2004). Additionally, the comments made in 

relation to communities resonate with the ‘partnership’ step of Arnstein’s (1969) 

ladder of engagement. The partnership step suggests a degree of citizen power, in 

which community groups can veto or promote meaningful network and agenda 

propositions that significantly affect the overall strategy employed. While this is the 

apparent intention of the programme, the quantitative output indicates that 

community groups are not as central to the network as perhaps intended. One 

respondent suggested that there is currently not enough community participation in 

the network: 

 

The respondent explains that many issues and tensions within communities can be 

understood and visible, if frequent and effective contact is in place. They suggest this 

is ascertained by creating good relationships, with strong rapport. They suggest that 

policymakers perhaps prioritise HQ staff over specific divisions. They indicate that 

taking on a more centralised approach can harm tension monitoring within 

communities due to less direct public consultations. This resonates with findings 

made by Thomas (2010), in which state agencies, such as the police, exhibited ‘turf 

expansion’ that diminished the involvement and achievement of objectives of other 

stakeholders such as local authorities and community groups. This sentiment is 

further reinforced from a community group respondent:  

 

Comments from these respondents, coupled with the output, indicate that some of 

the issues found by Thomas (2010) in the PVE also exist in the CDN. Community 

“I think that there is more we could all be doing (for community 
engagement), partnership working is essential. It is so important that 
we have a good relationship with the public, so cohesion work is vital 
in all communities. We need to be able to know what is going on in 
the community to effectively police it. The Senedd will inevitably link 
in with HQ staff rather than divisions”- Police hate crime officer

"I’m sure other communities have had a lot of joy with the Welsh 
Government and other partners, but sometimes we feel a little left in 
the dark. I haven’t even heard of “cohesion officers”- Community 
group respondent 8
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engagement in the CDN is currently characterised by a 'degree of tokenism' rather 

than a 'degree of citizen power' (Arnstein, 1969: 217) suggesting that denizenship 

(Shearing and Wood, 2003) may be absent in a meaningful way within the CDN. The 

current involvement of community groups reflects the 'placation' step, wherein 

citizens are given limited degrees of influence. This indicates a need for greater 

emphasis on active citizen participation and engagement strategies that foster 

denizenship, enabling marginalised voices to be effectively heard and integrated 

within multi-asingency systems (Blake et al., 2008). As previous research has shown 

(Chakraborti, 2018; Garland et al., 2022), the lack of meaningful integration can pose 

a significant threat to the ability of networks to detect, respond to, and prevent 

incidents, crimes, and underlying tensions. This fragmentation leads to reduced 

reporting of incidents and may worsen such issues.  This lack of integration can 

result in duplication of efforts, miscommunication, and a lack of coordination among 

network members. This can ultimately harm the community, as incidents and 

underlying tensions may go undetected or unaddressed, leaving a significant dark 

figure in police reporting (Schweppe et al., 2020). Although current community 

involvement may not be as significant as intended in the cohesion programme 

outline, this could be attributed to the relatively recent development of the community 

engagement specific roles, such as the cohesion teams. Although the cohesion 

teams and community groups did not load into the same clusters, some evidence 

suggests that they will further integrate communities into the CDN when their roles 

are more developed.  Respondents indicated that cohesion officers were an 

important group to help involve communities within the network: 

 

The extracts indicate that the coordinator acts as a bridge between CDN 

organisations and communities, and the officer’s role is predominately ‘on the 

ground’ working directly with communities. This finding indicates that the CDN differs 

from the PVE. Thomas (2010) found that the police overreach into local authority 

responsibilities and hinder their ability to interact with community groups. However, 

in the case of the CDN, evidence from clustering and the extract above indicate that 

"Cohesion Officers are on the ground within communities and act as 
a bridge between their organisations and communities" - Police 
policy officer
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the police regard local authority departments such as the cohesion teams as a 

valuable part of the network, that can act as a strategic bridge to link the overall key 

agendas, devised by the Welsh Government (Betts, 2002). Therefore, inter meta-

cluster relationships between community groups and regional agents are integral in 

helping to integrate community groups into the CDN ‘inner circle’ thus linking over-

arching policies and agendas with those most effected by them. With this in mind, it 

is clear that as these relationships are strengthened a notable shift from the current 

state of placation to the initially intended degree of citizen power could occur. A 

reason for community groups being more likely to interact with cohesion teams was 

suggested by a charity respondent: 

“Our experience of working with community groups is that they feel 
more comfortable plugging into specialised roles (cohesion teams) than 
other partners" - Charity volunteer 

The extracts offer evidence supporting the effectiveness and engagement of 

specialised roles in addressing specific issues within communities, potentially due to 

their informal nature. This indicates that cohesion-specific roles could possess higher 

levels of symbolic capital than other partners, including the police. Communities 

perceive such roles as more trustworthy and effective in addressing core issues. 

This lends further evidence to the idea of integrating third party organisations into the 

reporting process to enhance overall accuracy (Schweppe et al., 2020). The 

effectiveness of these roles is supported by quantitative findings that demonstrate a 

higher quality of cooperation between communities and cohesion teams than with 

the police. As earlier extracts also suggest, there are reporting issues between the 

police and communities, as admitted by a police stakeholder. The lack of trust and 

social capital between affected communities and police can lead to underreporting of 

incidents in rural communities. This raises concerns about the deficits in symbolic 

capital, which has been observed in similar communities (Chakraborti & Garland, 

2003). Although the involvement of the cohesion team shows clear benefits to the 

network, further extracts show reasons why they are not as central to the 

cooperation space as other nodes like the Welsh Government.  

“I didn't know cohesion coordinators and officers existed unless they are 
in touch through a different title”- Charity director 
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“I am not used to this term 'Cohesion Coordinators' / 'Officers' on an 
equal footing with such established groups as the police and WG”- 
Community group respondent 

 

Evidently, many other stakeholders see the value in both cohesion roles. However, 

many partners do not interact with the cohesion teams or in many cases are 

unaware of their existence. The second extract suggests that the coordinators and 

officers aren’t put onto ‘equal footing’ within the CDN as other cluster groups such as 

the Welsh Government and the police. The cooperation data and feedback relating 

to the cohesion teams indicate a high quality of cooperation with other network 

stakeholders and communities. As such, cohesion teams are well-positioned to build 

strong social capital with communities, resulting from their high levels of symbolic 

capital (Dupont, 2004). 

Consequently, they have the potential to be effective gateways for community 

groups to enter the community development network, which could enable citizens to 

operate with a degree of power in community justice. However, despite this potential, 

many communities that could benefit from the cohesion team's input are unaware of 

their existence. This finding reinforces previous research that suggests poor 

integration of communities into multi-agency networks can lead to limited knowledge 

of certain policies, support services, or agencies that are intended to assist, but are 

instead overlooked due to a lack of awareness (Hardy and Chakraborti, 2020; 

Garland et al., 2022).  

This lack of awareness has prevented the optimisation of strong social capital 

building between communities and cohesion teams. These highlights significant 

gaps in the network. Cases of community groups being unaware of these roles can 

perhaps be attributed to the length of time officers have been in post. Descriptive 

statistics show that none of the cohesion officer respondents have been in post for 

over two years. Most cohesion officer respondents have been in post between 3 and 

12 months (87.5%, n=7), with the remaining respondents having been in post 

between 1 and 2 years (12.5%, n=1). Therefore, carefully considering cohesion roles 

as they are further developed, recognised, and established is advised to bridge the 

gap between traditional agencies and communities. In doing this, the network can 
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ensure a meaningful and non-tokenistic involvement of communities, whom cohesion 

delivery concerns the most. Alongside, current difficulties to fully integrate 

communities into cohesion delivery, issues of overall CDN agendas lacking a 

cohesive framework were suggested in the open output: 

“WG needs to have a greater visibility and transparency over its 
leadership and strategy and coordinate a range of statutory and non-
statutory bodies and community groups- Police policy officer 

Past studies have shown that when utilising a pluralised approach, complications 

arising from differences in organisational cultures and structures mean that 

collaboration, communication, and transparency are key principles required from 

corresponding agencies to facilitate effective working partnerships (Kean and 

Hamilton, 2004). However, many respondents suggest that the network lacks a 

cohesive agenda for all stakeholders to follow due to minimal clarity. This reflects 

Zedner’s (2007) criticisms of an expansive and potentially intrusive state. Although in 

this case state objectives are not actively overshadowing other sector priorities, the 

lack of a clear agenda perhaps hinders how effectively they can be addressed. The 

Welsh government holds significant political capital (Dupont, 2004) in the network, as 

they possess considerable capabilities to influence or even determine policy. As a 

result, the responsibility for defining and coordinating network strategies falls upon 

them. The respondents therefore recommend that the Welsh Government provide a 

clearer ‘vision’ and ‘definition’ of community cohesion within the policy realm to all 

current stakeholders (Betts, 2002). Implementing a more cohesive agenda, could 

likewise aid in improving community participation, as one cohesion coordinator 

suggests: 

“There also needs to be a clearer vision and definition of community 
cohesion. Welsh Government needs to have a greater visibility and 
transparency over its leadership and strategy, they should coordinate a 
range of bodies and community groups. They should be acting as the 
main points of contact for cohesion projects, raising awareness and 
collaboration between all groups”- Cohesion coordinator 5 

Furthermore, other partners suggest that the Welsh Government should implement a 

reimagined agenda, which could ‘improve cooperation’, ‘reduce duplication faults’ 
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and provide an opportunity to better integrate communities into the overall framework 

at a local level. Results from the PCA and MDS analysis gave evidence to support 

that stakeholder clustering exists in the CDN. In total, three main stakeholder 

clusters were found: (1) regional agents, (2) third sector agents and (3) policy/ 

evidence agents. No stakeholder group was entirely alienated from the network, with 

all loading into a meta-cluster. The dimensions provided on the plot gave an insight 

into why some of these clusters formed. Two main attributes associated with the plot 

axes and therefore attributed to stakeholder clustering: (1) agency regionality and (2) 

multi-focus prioritisation. Multi-regionality refers to partners with duplicate roles in 

various regions to provide local coverage. The regional agents cluster involved all 

stakeholder groups that operate under multi-regionality. Open questions supported 

this, with respondents indicating that they find cooperation easier with partners in 

their local area: 

“I personally find the cohesion teams helpful for my work because they 
assist with the day-to-day local issues”- Police hate crime office 

Moreover, using localised teams to address more specific issues is beneficial. That 

being said, some issues were identified between regional partners. The two lowest 

ranking intra meta-cluster quality relationships are seen between the police and 

cohesion coordinators (variance: 0.79, rank: 7th) / officers (variance: 1.13, rank: 9th). 

Potential reasons for this were given in open questions by members of the cohesion 

team: 

 

This indicates a collaboration gap in the network, resulting, in part, from non-

reciprocal communication. This is consistent with ideas put forward by Cheminais 

(2009) that multi-agency partnerships can be weakened by a poor culture of 

information-sharing, resulting in a drop in cooperation frequency. Although regional 

stakeholders such as the police and the cohesion teams suggest the existence of 

localised partners can be highly beneficial, issues such as information-sharing can 

“Often some hate incidents that don’t fall above the hate crime 
threshold aren’t shared with us by the police, we always try and pass 
on as much information as possible to them”- Cohesion coordinator 1
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still arise. This is perhaps a product of a lack of clarity in the overall multi-agency 

agenda the Welsh Government sets. When re-considering the CDN framework, 

indicators for stakeholders of what, how and when to share information with other 

partners could reduce duplication faults common to multi-agency networks 

(Cheminais, 2009) enhancing cooperation and productivity.  

Multi-focus prioritisation can likewise be attributed to stakeholder clustering. Both 

regional-agent and policy/ evidence clusters take on a multi-focus approach. 

Conversely, the third sector cluster (community groups and charities) nodes tend to 

focus on only one protected characteristic cluster. This was reflected in the open 

question output: 

 

Indeed, descriptive statistics, likewise showed that third sector stakeholder groups 

were predominately made up of single-focus nodes. These findings resonate with 

Suhr’s (2005) suggestion that stakeholder groups with agenda commonalties and 

homogenised focus areas are more likely to cluster in multi-agency partnerships and 

build strong social capital (Dupont, 2004). Although, this may be true, it perhaps can 

lead to alienation of particular groups, particularly within communities and may also 

be a source of lower community participation in the CDN. The only stakeholder 

group that exhibits lower cooperation in the CDN is Academics. However, this may 

not necessarily be negative, a closer examination of open output and the 

policy/evidence meta cluster loadings can help further explain their role in community 

justice networks.  

The policy/evidence meta-cluster had the highest PCA variance, indicating low 

overall cooperation. When examining individual cross-node relationships, we can 

see that although both belong to the same meta-cluster, the Welsh Government has 

higher cooperation frequencies with all other non-academic nodes. Therefore, the 

Welsh Government and academics loading into the same component more supports 

the idea that the Welsh Government serve as a gateway for academics to enter the 

“For us unless it’s a major or criminal issue we tend to only really 
interact with charities. because they have a greater focus on issues 
that matter to us”- Community group respondent 2
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CDN. While limited academic collaboration could potentially pose challenges, 

echoing Chakraborti's (2016:1) description of it as "tokenistic" or a mere checkbox 

exercise within multi-agency approaches, respondents suggested that despite 

infrequent cooperation, scholarly contributions to the Welsh CDN might still be 

meaningful: 

“Personally, I don't know if more face time is even needed with 
academics, so long as their research is relevant to us and helps give 
evidence led approaches” - Charity director 

“I only really ever plug in through the Welsh Government who distribute” 
- Academic 

 

The extracts allude that academics don’t need to be a day-to-day feature of the 

CDN, but instead a tool for helping devise evidence led approaches. It shows that 

their input is valuable, with a high degree of informational cultural capital (Dupont, 

2004). However, their input is not dependent on how frequently they cooperate. 

Instead, cooperative efforts need to be integrated at the right time to produce 

valuable outcomes. This idea is further supported by findings in the regression 

model, indicating that greater cooperation quality between Academics and other 

partners was negatively associated with increased cooperation frequency. In other 

words, better input made by policy/ evidence nodes reduces the necessity for 

cooperation with other stakeholders. Open output suggests this could be true for not 

only academics but also the Welsh Government: 

We only get involved with some of these groups (Welsh government 
etc) when things go wrong. So I'm not sure if more is even always 
better. The overall goal for me would be to eradicate hate, so 
approaching them wouldn't even be necessary - Charity executive 
director 

My role doesn't really have much direct contact with the WG. I'm not 
sure increasing it would even help too much- Cohesion officer 3 

 

The relationship between cooperation quality and frequency was further tested 

amongst all stakeholder groups. Findings in the sub-model analyses for all three 
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models supported H3. They were consistent with past research findings showing 

node perceptions are more predictive than any other sub-factor (Levi and Williams, 

2013). However, unlike the policy/ evidence cluster, the association between 

cooperation frequency and quality was positive in every other case, including 

internally between academics and the Welsh Government. This indicates that 

improved communication and information-sharing quality is important in enhancing 

network productivity. 

Less evidence existed to support the fourth hypothesis that stakeholder role 

characteristics would predict cooperation frequency. Cluster characteristics included 

multi-focus, multi-region, government-based, EU transition fund recipient and tension 

agendas (high focus: detection, prevention, and response). First, cluster 

characteristics explained predicted cooperation less than cluster perceptions in all 

three model’s sub-factor analyses. This was particularly true in the findings for both 

the policy/ evidence and regional agent meta-cluster models. The policy/ evidence 

only had one association with tension detection and cooperation frequency that 

approached conventional significance levels (<0.1).  The regional agent cooperation 

frequency meta-cluster had no significant associations with the three tension agenda 

predictors. However, EU transition fund recipients were likelier to have high 

cooperation frequency with regional agents. Interestingly, most funding recipients 

belong to the regional agent meta-cluster, particularly within the cohesion teams. 

This supports previous suggestions that shared agendas from funding can result in 

stakeholder clustering and increase cooperation frequency (Kean and Hamilton, 

2004).  

More significant associations were found in the NGO cluster. Despite this, they still 

accounted for low levels of variance in the sub-model analysis. Only one tension 

agenda (prevention) was positively associated with cooperation frequency about 

third sector cooperation. This finding suggests that prevention-based agendas are 

important amongst third sector partners and can lead to increased cooperation. 

Multi-focus agendas (concerning protected characteristics) were negatively 

associated with cooperation frequency with third sector partners. This reflects 

descriptive statistics that showed that only two stakeholder groups with low levels of 

multi-focus belonged to the third sector meta-cluster. This is consistent with past 
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multi-agency literature that expectedly shows differences in stakeholder agendas 

reduce cooperation frequency (Cheminais, 2009). Moreover, although less evidence 

suggests that node characteristics significantly predict cooperation frequency more 

than cluster perceptions, some factors have high associations. Another consideration 

is that other node characteristics not studied in the models may explain greater 

variance. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has notably impacted the CDN, affecting how 

organisations and communities collaborate. Despite initial fears that the pandemic 

would negatively affect cooperation between agencies and partners, it has led to 

more frequent inter-agency cooperation. Real-time communication (RTC) platforms, 

such as Microsoft Teams, became more prevalent during the pandemic, allowing for 

easier virtual meetings and better coordination between organisations. As a 

respondent pointed out: 

"People have become less insular and more willing to share ideas/best 
practice. Meeting more regularly via Microsoft Teams." – Cohesion 
coordinator 5 

This has resulted in improved engagement and liaison with partners and less travel 

time, allowing for more time to work and interact with other stakeholders. As another 

respondent noted`: 

"More frequent meetings with stakeholders leading to more frequent 
exchanging of information." – Hate crime manager 

However, while virtual meetings have been beneficial in many ways, they have also 

created challenges for some organisations, particularly those involved in areas such 

as victim support, where face-to-face interactions are crucial. As a respondent noted: 

"We were told that Zoom is no longer used because of privacy issues 
and zoom bombing? It’s so hard to keep up.”- Charity officer 

"Poorer in some areas as more vulnerable groups are harder to reach." 
-Cohesion coordinator 3 
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“The Hate Crime Criminal Justice Board meetings were predominately 
in Cardiff; now they are always virtual, it feels less Cardiff-centric”- 
HCCJ Board Member 

This indicates that services that require on-the-ground attention have been 

negatively affected. Additionally, the lack of a standardised RTC platform has 

created additional challenges for some organisations. While the inner circle of the 

CDN, such as the Welsh Government and police, have opted for Microsoft Teams, 

other community groups and charities may use different platforms, such as Zoom, 

making arranging online discussions difficult. Despite these challenges, many 

organisations have found ways to work more closely with each other during the 

pandemic. Virtual meetings have facilitated better communication and information 

exchange, improving partner engagement and liaison. Moreover, the use of virtual 

meetings has led to a more equal footing not only amongst agencies but also 

between regions. Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic has significantly impacted 

the CDN, creating challenges and opportunities for organisations and communities. 

While virtual meetings have facilitated better communication and coordination 

between organisations, the lack of face-to-face interactions has negatively impacted 

citizen engagement, particularly for vulnerable groups. Nonetheless, organisations 

have found ways to adapt to these challenges and work more closely together, which 

will likely have a positive impact in the long term. As one respondent noted: 

"An improvement in engagement and liaison with partners which should 
be an important legacy of the pandemic." – Police liaison unit 

Some survey questions aimed to explore the integration of emerging methods of 

online tension monitoring. In this thesis the term online tension monitoring more 

specifically relates to social media channels and is defined systematic analysis of 

social media data from platforms like Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube to detect 

signs of heightened societal stress or potential conflicts. It enables real-time 

observation of social media streams to identify deviations from normal social 

cohesion, aiding in early detection and response to emerging tensions. This 

approach leverages computational tools to analyse user-generated content, offering 

insights that complement traditional methods of community intelligence gathering 

(Burnap et al., 2015). 
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Specific questions were designed to elicit respondents' opinions on implementing 

online tension monitoring methods and understand ideas being used offline. One 

question, in particular, focused on social media and asked respondents to indicate 

their agreement with the idea that further methods of social media monitoring should 

be implemented by stakeholders to understand underlying tensions29.  Analysis of 

the responses revealed that most respondents, 82.5%, believed that further methods 

of online tension monitoring should be implemented, with 37% and 45.7% agreeing 

"a great deal" and "a lot," respectively. The breakdown of responses by cluster group 

revealed that most respondents across all groups agreed to a high level, with the 

police and community coordinators being the highest at 89.9% and 87.5%, 

respectively. These findings suggest a strong endorsement for online tension 

monitoring methods across the network. To gain a deeper understanding of what 

potential tools should entail, further questions focused on identifying why a 

standardised dashboard tool would be helpful and the requirements needed from 

any potential tools. Stakeholders believe that the current manual processes for 

monitoring tension in communities are time-consuming and inefficient, and have 

expressed a need for an online tension monitoring dashboard that could help capture 

and analyse social media data quickly and effectively: 

"Currently, we are not good at collecting tension, which is online. We 
need to have an automated mechanism to assist us with capturing all 
relevant online tension asap."- Cohesion coordinator 1 

"It would be more cost, time and resource-effective to implement an 
online tension monitoring dashboard" -Academic 

These suggests that an automated tension monitoring dashboard could be 

instrumental in reducing the time and resources currently devoted to manual 

monitoring processes. In this context, stakeholders believe such a tool would provide 

real-time analysis, allowing for quicker responses to emerging tensions, thereby 

freeing up resources and time for other activities. Stakeholders also indicated that 

social media is an effective method of gathering data, of tensions before they 

 
29 This item was measured using a Likert scale with five response options ranging from 
"none at all" to "a great deal. 



Mapping the Cohesion Delivery Network in Wales 

Cardiff University | 154  

escalate. This could aid in taking a preventative approach towards community 

tensions by addressing issues before escalation: 

 

The second excerpt outlines additional reasons why stakeholders support the 

implementation of a tension monitoring dashboard, namely that it would be an 

effective means of identifying hidden tensions that are not presently detected. One 

issue for this, is the current reactionary framework for online tensions in place for 

organisations such as the police: 

 

The framework in place for documenting online tensions is reactionary and has 

proven ineffective in capturing unreported tensions. This inadequacy becomes 

particularly concerning as stakeholders have themselves acknowledged that 

communities are reluctant to report such issues to authorities such as the police. 

This shortcoming reflects a symbolic capital deficit as described by Dupont (2004), 

where communities do not view the police as a reliable or effective institution for 

addressing these matters, leading to a depletion in social capital and the subsequent 

breakdown of communication between the groups. The broader implications of this 

network fault are explored in greater depth in the discussion section. 

 

"You need to monitor well so that you can respond appropriately 
and tackle problems before they grow." - Charity director

“General non-specific hate speech is not captured which would help 
us identify where our Prevent work should be directed."- Cohesion 
coordinator 7

"At present, as a force we are unable to capture online hate speech, 
unless it is reported to us. Usually that happens where there is a 
victim. General non-specific hate speech is not captured which 
would help us identify where our Prevent work should be directed." -
Police policy officer

"Many do not feel comfortable reporting issues to the police, these 
incidents and issues then fail to be recorded which leads to a 
misrepresentation of the situation."- Charity coordinator 
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Respondents advocated for a real-time tension monitoring dashboard to curtail such 

issues, rather than relying solely on reported incidents to capture and analyse all 

online tensions. This "fly on the wall" approach would allow for a more covert 

monitoring of genuine tensions, as perpetrators would not be conscious of being 

monitored. Additionally, the dashboard would enable the aggregation of larger 

trends, facilitating the prevention of widespread tension issues. 

 

To gain insight into the requirements of a successful dashboard for monitoring inter-

group tensions in Wales, follow-up discussions were made with cohesion 

coordinators responsible for monitoring such tensions. They revealed that the 

previous system used for monitoring, CAT-D, was discontinued due to its high cost, 

and the coordinators expressed dissatisfaction with its reliance on Twitter data, seen 

as unrepresentative. Moreover, the coordinators highlighted the importance of a 

replacement system, as the current manual methods of observing tensions on social 

media are resource-intensive and insufficient. The study identified several key 

requirements for a future monitoring tool. Firstly, the system must be cost-effective 

while providing outcomes similar to CAT-D. Secondly, the system must be able to 

geo-tag tensions hotspots, as the coordinators require specific data relating to their 

region to develop a strategy in addressing the tensions. Thirdly, the system must not 

have biases towards certain demographics, and other publicly accessible social 

media platforms can provide more findings that apply to wider social groups. 

Fourthly, the system must monitor online tensions in an easy-to-use and accessible 

way, as the current manual forms of observing tensions on social media are 

ineffective and inefficient. Finally, the system must provide intelligence on resulting 

offline tensions, as offline tensions can often result from online interactions, and 

monitoring both can provide a more comprehensive understanding of the situation.  

One potential tool for monitoring tensions is the Hate Lab dashboard. One 

contributor to the Hate Lab emphasised the Platform's potential as a monitoring tool 

for group tensions. The respondent explained that the Hate Lab dashboard is 

"Many tensions exist online that are not identified. Understanding 
these will help prevent tensions at face value, and also on a macro 
level." – Academic
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developed specifically for monitoring and analysing digital tensions and other forms 

of online abuse across various social media platforms. In particular, it filters 

antagonistic speech related by race, religion, nationality, migrant/refugee status, 

disability, transgender identity, and sexual orientation. Compared to the discontinued 

CAT-D system, the dashboard provides access to additional platforms, such as 

Reddit, 4chan, and Telegram (with more to be added), which provides a wider 

diversity of social media data. It also offers an interactive and user-friendly interface, 

which enables quick and easy aggregation of complex data and its visualisation, 

allowing for an inspection of tensions over time and place30. The respondent also 

highlighted the potential to identify patterns of online inter-group tension that relate to 

offline phenomena and make informed decisions about strategies for combating 

them. For example, it facilitates targeted counter-speech into online networks and 

address issues related to inter-group tensions. Overall, the HateLab Platform31 has 

the potential to provide a cost-effective and useful monitoring tool for inter-group 

tensions in Wales, which addresses the key requirements highlighted by the 

cohesion coordinators.  

4.5. Summary 

This chapter has provided an exploratory account of Wales's multi-agency 

partnership responsible for cohesion delivery. Although overall prevalence is not 

suggested due to a non-probability sampling method, initial evidence is given for 

inter-relationships between key CDN stakeholders. The mapping of the CDN is 

possible using MDS procedures. The visualisations reflect further information shown 

in PCA component loadings, and rank tables. By cross-examining all available 

information, the locations of gaps and bottlenecks in the CDN were identified. 

Further insights into the reasons for these gaps and bottlenecks were obtained 

through qualitative accounts obtained from participating stakeholders. One 

 
30 To address the need for geo-locating content, the respondent stated that limitations 
imposed by geo-tags (GPS) means alternative methods need to be used, including using 
place names, and issues relating to specific regions. 
31 The platform has been successfully piloted by a number of other organisations (see 
Annexes 1 and 2) 
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reoccurring factor is the lack of a coherent and cohesive plan for all partners to 

follow. This was found to weaken coordination, perhaps, causing cooperation faults, 

such as duplication gaps and poor information-sharing. Additionally, evidence shows 

the potential existence of a tokenistic involvement of community groups in the CDN. 

This more reflects Arnstein’s (1969) steps of placation and consultation, rather than 

the apparently desired levels of meaningful engagement set out by policy partners. 

Evidence from the asymmetric quality of cooperation variance scores shows that 

non-reciprocated cooperation has a higher prevalence in inter meta-cluster 

relationships than intra meta cluster relationships.  

However, in some cases intra relationships experience high levels of variance due to 

factors such as poor information-sharing. This results in sub-clusters, as seen in the 

regional agent’s cluster, that can result in alienation of partners such as the cohesion 

coordinators. This however cannot be attributed to notions of turf expansion as seen 

in other networks (Thomas, 2010) but instead a lack of clarity between partners in 

the network. In fact, evidence suggests that turf expansion and empire building are 

far less evident between the police and local authority cohesion teams than in other 

networks such as PVE, with police stakeholders suggesting that cohesion teams are 

integral for bridging communities with the wider network. Community groups that 

have interacted with cohesion teams further supported this in the free-text fields. 

However, this effect has been minimised by many communities being unaware of the 

cohesion teams, thus reducing the extent of citizen engagement. This perhaps 

alludes to the idea that the degree of citizen participation (Arnstein, 1969) could 

naturally be enhanced in time as more community groups become aware of the 

cohesion team’s existence. Gateway dynamics were likewise seen in the relationship 

shared between the outlier group - academics and the most central node in the inner 

circle- the Welsh Government. To summarise, this chapter provides evidence of the 

cooperation space in the CDN and indicate how and why some gaps exist.  

Although many issues, such as stakeholders being unaware of other agencies 

existence, duplication faults and poor information-sharing exist, and can broadly be 

attributed to (1) the absence of a clear universal agenda shared between all partners 

including communities and (2) the relatively short amount of time some roles have 

been in place. This study recommends that partners within the CDN and similar 
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networks should be aware of these and be in open discussion when moving forward 

to curtail and minimise further development. The study also investigated the 

implementation of online tension monitoring methods in Wales. Most respondents 

supported this idea, and stakeholders expressed a need for a cost-effective and 

unbiased dashboard tool that can capture all relevant online tensions. The current 

manual processes are time-consuming and inefficient, and a monitoring dashboard 

can provide real-time analysis and aid in taking a preventative approach towards 

community tensions. 

Additionally, several key requirements were identified for a future monitoring tool, 

including cost-effectiveness, geo-tagging of tension hotspots, absence of 

demographic biases, easy accessibility, and monitoring of resulting offline tensions. 

Finally, the research explored how the COVID-19 pandemic impacted the CDN.  

Virtual meetings and real-time communication platforms like Microsoft Teams 

facilitated better collaboration and coordination between organisations, resulting in 

improved engagement and liaison with partners. However, the lack of face-to-face 

interactions negatively affected citizen engagement, particularly for vulnerable 

groups. Nonetheless, organisations found ways to adapt to these challenges, leading 

to more effective and efficient working in the long term. The legacy of this pandemic 

could be improved collaboration and communication among organisations, which will 

likely have positive impacts on the CDN in the future. 
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Chapter 5  

Exploring the Nexus Online and Offline Tensions:  

A Case Study of the Penally Asylum Accommodation 

5.1. Introduction 

The announcement of the Penally asylum accommodation on September 14th, 2020, 

sparked controversy, and community tensions. The camps were intended to provide 

temporary accommodation for refugees seeking asylum in the UK, primarily from 

war-torn countries such as Syria and Afghanistan, while their asylum claims were 

processed.  However, concerns regarding the suitability of the rural location and 

inadequate infrastructure, compounded by the perceived insufficient involvement of 

the local community in the decision-making process arose after its announcement. 

Concerns surrounding the sudden influx of individuals from diverse cultural 

backgrounds were perhaps propagated by disingenuous claims that resulted in the 

amplification of anti-refugee sentiment by specific actors. This potentially resulted in 

many primary concerns being redirected towards unwarranted fears and 

misconceptions concerning the perceived threat presented by the refugee 

population. The duration of the refugee’s housing, particularly their announcement, is 

regarded as a trigger event. This chapter analyses the online activity related to the 

announcement, existence, and closure of the Penally asylum accommodation, 

focusing on general information flows and anti-refugee attitudes. Data collection 

spanned before during and after the refugees being housed in Penally between 1st 

August 2020 and 31st March 2021.  

Online dynamics associated with trigger events pose novel challenges, especially 

regarding the impact of anonymity and the resulting deindividuation effects, which 

can significantly increase the likelihood of negative dissemination (Joinson, 1998). 

Investigating tensions during trigger events can provide new insights into how they 

manifest online after events and methodological contributions through 

comprehensive and granular approaches enabled by social media data. This 
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approach allows for a more reflective and insightful understanding not only of how 

anti-refugee attitudes manifest and are propagated but also of the precise timing and 

dynamics of these occurrences, ultimately improving the accuracy of reporting and 

enhancing our ability to track when and how such events unfold (Edwards et al., 

2013). The chapter explores community tension patterns related to local issues over 

a gradual timescale, specifically focusing on the Penally asylum accommodation. It 

examines how various social actors, including communities, respond to sudden 

spikes in tensions and how they challenge and curtail further tensions. This analysis 

sheds light on the factors that enhance or further propagate tensions and information 

flows and the factors that contribute to constructive responses and the mitigation of 

them. To provide a comprehensive understanding of these patterns, the data is 

analysed using exploratory data analysis, statistical modelling, and qualitative 

extracts such as tweet string data, images, and aggregated word clouds. 

Additionally, Google perspective API (identity attack) is used to measure digital anti-

refugee attitudes, providing initial evidence that this tool can be used in similar 

studies. Through this research, the chapter aims to contribute to the surrounding 

literature by revealing insights into anti-refugee attitudes and the factors that 

influence them and information dissemination more generally while also exploring 

ways to mitigate and challenge tensions. 

5.2. Hypotheses 

H1: Offline events related to the Penally asylum accommodation will serve as a 

trigger event for increased online discussions, information flows and tensions.  

This study aims to investigate the prevalence of anti-refugee attitudes associated 

with the announcement, duration, and eventual closure of the Penally asylum 

accommodation. The research builds on previous studies that have shown an 

increase in tensions following antecedent trigger events, which galvanize and 

concentrate negative attitudes towards a particular social group. While most prior 

research has focused on such shocks in offline contexts (Legewie, 2013; King and 

Sutton, 2014; Hanes and Machin, 2014), this study extends knowledge of digital 

tensions drawing on recent research that has showed similar patterns in online 
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contexts (Ozalp et al., 2020; Czymara et al., 2022). The research question is 

exploratory, as the Penally asylum accommodation represent a trigger event that is 

less extreme and more localised than those previously examined in the literature. 

While research into trigger events has not been as extensively applied to local, 

culturally homogeneous areas, it is still hypothesised, based on Garland & 

Chakraborti's (2006) research, that these communities may not be immune to the 

emergence of negative discriminatory attitudes when faced with events disrupting 

cultural homogeneity.  

H2: Content, social, and external factors will be predictive of anti-refugee attitudes 

relating to the Penally asylum accommodation. 

The study aims to investigate the effect of six different content factors, namely 

mentions, hashtags, URLs, text sentiment, and text threat, on the production and 

extremality of anti-refugee tweets. Based on previous research, the study 

hypothesizes that URLs will be negatively associated with anti-refugee attitudes, 

whereas hashtags will be positively associated. This hypothesis is supported by 

research that suggests hashtags enable a process of "contagion" effect (Sunstein, 

2017) for anti-refugee posts, while URLs are more likely to provide links to 

conventional news sources that are less likely to corroborate racist outlooks 

(Williams and Burnap, 2016)32. The study also hypothesis that positive sentiment will 

be negatively associated with anti-refugee attitudes, based on past findings (Ozalp et 

al., 2020). In other words, the more positive the tweet, the less likely it should involve 

negative attitudes targeted towards refugees. Finally, the study hypothesizes that 

threatening language will share a positive association with anti-refugee tweets. This 

hypothesis is based on previous research that examines language use during 

community tensions, which suggests that threatening language is, as perhaps 

expected more likely to be antagonistic (Roxell, 2011). Based on the findings of 

Williams and Burnap (2016), it is hypothesised that sentiment will be positively 

associated with information size flows, whereas anti-refugee attitudes will be 

 
32 Results should be interpreted cautiously, as they were obtained in 2016 and may be less 
applicable due to the rapidly evolving nature of digital environments. 



A Case Study of the Penally Asylum accommodation 

Cardiff University | 162  

negatively associated. No assumptions are made about the impact of threatening 

language.  

The study also aims to examine the propagation of anti-refugee attitudes in relation 

to six agent types, including police, news, pro-refugee activists, anti-refugee 

activists, political, and far-right political. Based on previous research (Williams and 

Burnap; Ozalp et al., 2020), the study hypothesizes that all agent types will have a 

significant association with anti-refugee attitudes using the digital public as a 

reference category. Conventional media and political agents are hypothesised to be 

less associated with anti-refugee attitude propagation than the digital public (other 

agents), whereas anti-refugee activists and far-right politicians are hypothesised to 

be positively associated with the propagation of anti-refugee attitudes. The study 

also hypothesizes that the extent of the positive association with anti-refugee attitude 

propagation will be greater for anti-refugee activists, who predominately use aliases, 

due to deindividuation caused by perceived anonymity (Festinger, 1952). Two 

external factors, namely Google searches and news headlines, will be measured in 

relation to anti-refugee attitudes production. Cohen (2002: xxiii) posited that 

conventional channels of media are integral to agenda building in the case of deviant 

events through the use of images to set agendas and build narratives. This theory 

was further examined in digital contexts indicating a positive association between 

news headlines and the intensity of anti-refugee hatred, as well as the information 

dissemination that followed events (Williams & Burnap, 2016). However, no 

significant association was found between Google searches and anti-refugee 

attitudes in the previous study. Thus, the study hypothesises that Google searches 

will not significantly predict anti-refugee attitudes in the model.  

H3: Social media communication networks will be an integral component for anti-

refugee content development.  

It is hypothesised dialogical factors on social media, such as mentions and replies 

will be integral tools for the production of anti-refugee attitudes. This will be explored 

in a number of ways, such as network visualisations of anti-refugee attitudes and 

information (size) propagation models by studying the ‘mention’ independent variable 

and dependent ‘reply’ variable. In terms of visualisations, it is hypothesised that 



A Case Study of the Penally Asylum accommodation 

Cardiff University | 163  

when filtered for just anti-refugee tweets, a core periphery structure will be evident 

(Borgatti and Everett, 2000), hence a small group of social actors will operate in a 

dense networked space, who account for the majority of anti-refugee content 

producers. This will be reflected in regression models; with dialogical metrics such as 

replies and mentions showing clear associations with anti-refugee attitudes. This 

hypothesis is based on surrounding literature that indicates the most negative and 

divisive attitudes manifest predominantly in networked ‘echo-chambers’ following 

trigger events (Müller & Schwarz, 2021).  

H4: Digital engagement metrics, such as likes, retweets, and replies, will associate 

with the degree to which anti-refugee attitudes and positive counter-speech are 

endorsed by specific social actors. 

Previous studies have linked information propagation and endorsement in digital 

spaces to on-platform metrics like retweets (Boyd et al., 2010), particularly in studies 

related to digital trigger events (Williams and Burnap, 2016; Ozalp et al., 2020). 

Collective efficacy, defined as "the process of activating or converting social ties 

among communities to achieve collective goals, such as public order or control of 

crime" (Sampson, 2010: 802), applies not only to various deviant behaviors but also 

to addressing community tensions (Petrosino and Pace, 2015). Sampson (2001) 

proposed that achieving collective efficacy often hinges on prominent information 

providers being perceived as unbiased and using non-inflammatory language. In the 

context of digital tensions, research has shown that conventional information 

providers like the police, news outlets, and MPs tend to have a greater likelihood of 

information propagation in terms of size and survival but are less likely to employ 

antagonistic language (Ozalp et al., 2020). Thus, it is hypothesised that information 

propagation will be more pronounced among political, news, and police agents. 

Community organisations actively chelleniging negative attitudes on social media 

have also been identified as significant contributors to collective efficacy, enjoying 

high endorsement by the digital public (Ozalp et al., 2020). Consequently, it is 

expected that anti-refugee activists will also experience high engagement and 

propagation, signifying their role in digital collective efficacy. However, prior research 

suggests that polarised actors motivated will exhibit a negative correlation with 

information propagation, indicating limited public endorsement. This includes anti-
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refugee activists and far-right political figures (Williams and Burnap, 2016). No 

assumptions are made regarding polarised hashtags, whether pro or anti-refugee. 

Regarding external factors, no assumptions are made about the association between 

information propagation and Google searches. Nevertheless, Cohen's (2002) theory 

posits that the media continue to wield significant influence in setting agendas after 

significant events and shaping narratives. This theory aligns with contemporary 

studies showing that more modern media forms including online articles, maintain 

the ability to influence information flows remains relevant even in emerging digital 

contexts (Williams and Burnap, 2016). 
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5.3. Results 

5.3.1. Descriptive Statistics33 

Table 11. Descriptive Statistics (N= 6,661) 
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5.3.2. Exploratory Data Analysis (EDA) 

5.3.2.1. Data Visualisation 

Prior to examining how content, social, external and control factors influence anti-

refugee content and information diffusion relating to Penally, some of the data was 

visualised. This is useful in providing an exploratory account of how information flows 

and anti-refugee sentiments developed during the announcement of the asylum 

accommodation and how it differed from other trigger-events frequently studied in 

surrounding research. The findings were produced in dashboard format for 

practitioners, with seven visualisations (see Appendix 8). For the purpose of this 

thesis, they have been separated into separate figures. 

Figure 15 provides an aggregated timeseries line graph for tweet frequency (blue 

line) and anti-refugee content (0.7+)34 frequency (red line). The graph indicates that 

the tweet frequency related to the keyword ‘Penally’ began to increase on 

September 14th, when the housing of refugees in the Penally army barracks was 

announced. The tweet volume increased substantially, reaching its highest overall 

peak on September 22nd, nine days after the arrival and subsequent offline protests 

outside the barracks. The twelve-day peak period between September 14th and 

September 25th witnessed a significant rise in online ‘Penally’ tweet traffic, with a 

staggering 5692.12% increase in average tweets per day compared to the previous 

forty-five-day period. This sudden surge provides supporting evidence for the first 

hypothesis (H1) posited in previous research, which suggests that offline trigger 

events can lead to increased online information flows (Williams and Burnap, 2016; 

Ozalp et al., 2020; Czymara et al., 2022). Despite a visibly lower volume of anti-

refugee content the red line shows a similar initial pattern following the overall tweet 

volume.  

 
34 The 0.7 threshold was determined by a combination of Perspective's guidelines (Google, 
2021b) and human code showing a reliable F1 coefficient. 
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Figure 15: Time series for Penally Tweet traffic and anti-refugee posts 

 

Figure 16: Time series for Penally anti-refugee posts 
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Figure 16 presents an enhanced and more comprehensible time series line graph 

depicting the prevalence of just anti-refugee tweets. Upon visual examination, 

discernible temporal correlations emerge between the overall tweet frequency (refer 

to Figure 15) and the occurrences of anti-refugee tweets. Notably, an initial surge is 

observed, wherein the twelve-day 'spike average' registers an 18,525% escalation 

compared to the preceding 45-day average. The zenith of anti-refugee content 

intensity is most pronounced immediately following the announcement, 

substantiating existing evidence that, despite the initial deleterious impact of 

heterogeneity on community cohesion, such effects tend to attenuate over time, with 

heightened acuity in the short term (Putman, 2007; Twigg et al., 2010).  

Anti-refugee tweets consistently mirrored subsequent fluctuations, with a 

conspicuous spike occurring on January 14th during a public demonstration in the 

nearby town of Tenby, led by asylum seekers protesting against the living conditions 

in the camp. During this period, anti-refugee content exhibited synchronous 

escalation with general information flows, indicative of a resurgence phase (Chetty 

and Alathur, 2018), during which a notable segment of individuals resorted to online 

abuse directed at the refugees. This can be attributed, in part, to perceived threats to 

ingroup identity. The public demonstration by asylum seekers likely triggered 

heightened perceptions of threat among certain individuals, prompting them to 

express hostile sentiments online as a defensive response to perceived challenges 

to their ingroup cohesion.  

Conversely, during the final surge in tweets in March, coinciding with the 

announcement and subsequent closure of the camp, instances of anti-refugee 

content did not parallel the overall trajectory of online discussions. This is evident in 

the discernible spikes in the blue line and the absence of corresponding spikes in the 

red line. This deviation may be elucidated by the proposition that individuals 

propagating anti-refugee sentiments may perceive such expressions as superfluous 

as the camps were being dismantled, albeit amid human rights concerns rather than 

as a consequence of anti-refugee protests. 
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Figure 17: Reply node network for Penally (all replies) 

 

Figure 18: Reply node network for Penally (anti-refugee tweet filter) 
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Figures 19 and 20 depict reply network visualisations from all tweets in the dataset 

(n= 6,661). Figure 17 illustrates all nodes in the dataset, with every reply being 

represented as an edge. While many tweets observed in the outer regions of the 

visualisation did not elicit any replies, a dense cooperation space existed in the 

centre, with many edges. This observation suggests that tweets pertaining to the 

Penally asylum accommodation displayed a core-periphery structure (Borgatti and 

Everett, 2000), which is a common phenomenon in specific focus issues in digital 

communities (Yang et al., 2018). While core-periphery structures are more prevalent 

in platforms such as Reddit, where separate pages are devoted to specific topics 

and events, this study provides evidence that such structures can exist on public 

space applications like Twitter following trigger events. Figure 18 likewise shows a 

census of nodes, but a filter was applied to better comprehend interaction patterns 

between propagators of anti-refugee tweets. Edges were shown only to reflect 

replies between tweets with an identity attack score above the study's threshold 

(0.7).  

An initial inspection reveals that far fewer interaction patterns exist among anti-

refugee tweets35. Interestingly, a core-periphery structure can still be identified 

among nodes with anti-refugee attitudes, indicating that a community of social actors 

in the dataset exists in a dense cooperation space who engage with anti-refugee 

attitudes relating to refugees in Penally. This finding offers corroborative evidence in 

line with previous studies, indicating the possibility of the emergence of "echo-

chambers" (Müller and Schwarz, 2021), whereby like-minded individuals engage in 

interactions within a dense core (Ozalp et al., 2020). In this case, a small minority of 

social actors operate within a tightly knit network, which is responsible for the 

majority of anti-refugee content witnessed during the study period. The visualisations 

are further supported by bivariate analysis, which indicates that 2.41% of accounts 

produced all of the most extreme anti-refugee tweets (above 0.7) during the course 

of the study. This outcome provides initial support for the hypothesis that discussion 

networks are a crucial tool for the development and propagation of anti-refugee 

 
35 This outcome is expected, given the significantly lower volumes of identity attack tweets 
depicted in the time-series graphs. 
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attitudes (H6). Later in the study regression models are used to further explore the 

relationship between dialogical tools such as mentions and anti-refugee attitudes. 

 

Figure 19: Google search trend heat map for "Penally Camps" keyword 

Figure 19 displays heat maps of online information flows concerning Penally. 

Previous studies have utilised API geo-tagging features on platforms like COSMOS 

to comprehend the geographic basis of on-platform information flows (Williams and 

Burnap, 2016). However, this approach is limited since only 1% of tweets are geo-

tagged due to user preferences (Sloan et al., 2013). In order to address this 

limitation, this study instead used Google search trend data to geo-tag online 

information flows. While this approach does not directly relate to active discourse 

flows on social media, it provides a more reflective overview of online interest in 

Penally during the study period. The UK heatmap (right side) indicates that online 

interest is mainly concentrated in Wales36, and specifically south Wales. While some 

 
36 Larger markers denote higher accumulative searches, whereas smaller markers indicate 
lower accumulative searches. 
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interest can be seen throughout the UK37, the heatmaps suggest that the case study 

of Penally is more localised than other trigger events, such as terrorist attacks. On 

the left geo-tagged searches for just south Wales is shown. Although some 

clustering is observable in the eastern side of south Wales, the densest search areas 

are apparent in south-west Wales (Dyfed-Powys police region), particularly in 

Penally, Tenby, and Saundersfoot. All these areas are in close proximity to the 

asylum accommodation. Despite being more local in nature, digital interest remained 

in other parts of Wales and UK, implying that even localised issue trigger events can 

still have an “exogenous” effect online (Williams, 2021: 226).  

 

Figure 20: Word cloud for all tweets collected under Penally keyword (top 50) 

Figure 20 shows a word cloud, identifying key themes and prominent social actors in 

the tension surrounding the Penally asylum accommodation. The cloud reveals 

differences in public sentiment, including “protests”, “concerns”, “support”, and 

“welcome” towards the camp. It also highlights key agents such as news, BBC, 

government, patriot active activists, police, and individual politicians, considered in 

 
37 Scotland was removed due to minimal searches. 
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later analysis. Words such as 'community' and 'local' further support previous 

findings from the geo-tag visualisations, emphasising Penally's more localised nature 

compared to other trigger events. Later word cloud aggregations are used to explore 

specific social actors and themes, providing a comprehensive understanding of 

discrepancies in the data. Overall, the visualisations provide an opportunity to 

position the Penally case study in relation to other trigger event examples. Online 

responses to the Penally asylum accommodation differ notably from those observed 

in other trigger events. Unlike the typically short-lived online activity following events 

like terrorist incidents, homicides, and political votes, which generally last for a few 

days to a month, the online activity related to the Penally accommodation persists 

over an extended period. This extended duration aligns with the prolonged nature of 

the event itself. This results in identifiable 'rebirth stages' that are not assumed in 

other trigger events. This study fills a significant gap in the literature by exploring 

how online activity and antagonistic content manifests in the wake of a non-

extremist, localised and longer-spanning trigger event. Overall, the visualisations 

provide valuable insights into public sentiment and key agents in the tension 

surrounding the Penally asylum accommodation, while also highlighting the unique 

nature of this trigger event compared to others. 

5.3.2.2. Agent Comparison 

Prior to conducting regression analyses, a Kruskal Wallis H test was employed to 

compare differences between social agents. Table 12 displays the mean rank 

statistics for each agent type for the three content factors, providing initial insights 

into the discrepancies in content factors used. This analysis sheds light on how 

social actors employ social media communications to disseminate information 

following the Penally trigger event. The initial rankings reveal limited discrepancies 

between agents in their use of hashtags, except for pro-refugee activists who used 

hashtags more frequently than any other agent. Post hoc comparisons tests for 

agent type indicated statistically significant differences between pro-refugee activists 
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and all other agent types38. Regarding mentions, far-right political and anti-refugee 

activists ranked significantly higher in usage than the other agents. Further post hoc 

tests between anti-refugee activists39 and far-right political agents40 indicated 

statistically significant differences in mention use when compared to all other agent 

types except the police (p=1.02/ p= 0.98). However, no statistically significant 

differences were observed in mention use between far-right political and anti-refugee 

activists (p= 1.12). For hyperlinks, more established and traditional institutions such 

as the police, news, and political agents outranked remaining social actors. 

Table 12. Agent comparison of modalities 

 

 
38 Far right political (p= <.01), police (p= <.01), news (p= <.01), anti-refugee activists, political 
(p= <.01), and digital public (p= <.01). 
39 Police (p= <.01), news (p= <.01), political (p= <.01), and digital public (p= <.01). 
40 Police (p= <.01), news (p= <.01), political (p= <.01), and digital public (p= <.01). 
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5.3.2.3. Anti-refugee attitudes model 

Table 13. OLS regression predicting anti-refugee attitudes (Penally) 
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Table 13 shows the results of the anti-refugee content regression mode41. All five 

content predictors returned significant results. Firstly, hyperlinks were found to have 

a negative association with anti-refugee attitudes, while hashtags were found to have 

a positive association. These results are consistent with previous research, which 

has suggested that individuals seeking to propagate antagonistic content online may 

utilise hashtags to increase their content's visibility, potentially leading to a contagion 

effect (Sunstein, 2017).  

Tweets that utilised threatening language (as measured by Perspective API) were 

positively associated with anti-refugee attitudes. This result is not surprising, as 

threatening language is often used in tandem with discriminatory content (Roxell, 

2011). Tweets with more mentions were positively associated with anti-refugee 

attitudes. This finding supports earlier visualisations that indicated that dialogical 

processes play a significant role in forming networked dense echo chambers where 

like-minded people can share and endorse each other's anti-refugee opinions. 

Sentiment was the only other content factor that was negatively associated with anti-

refugee tweets, indicating that tweets with more positive language were less likely to 

involve anti-refugee attitudes. This outcome is somewhat anticipated, as positive 

language is unlikely to be antagonistic42. Prevalent hashtags were categorised into 

pro-refugee and anti-refugee, with "non-hashtags" serving as the reference category. 

The non-hashtags category included tweets with hashtags unrelated to the refugee 

issue, as well as tweets without any hashtags. Surprisingly, both pro-refugee and 

anti-refugee hashtags were positively associated with identity attack content in 

tweets. Reasons for this are explored in the qualitative section later in this chapter.  

Agent type was explored, using the digital public ("non-agent") as the reference 

category, which constituted 91.1% of the dataset. This cohort reflects the concept of 

 
41 The dataset used in this analysis represents a near-census of posts related to the subject 
under investigation. As a result, it is not surprising that a significant majority of coefficients 
exhibit high levels of statistical significance. Therefore, the primary emphasis of this chapter's 
analysis is on elucidating the magnitude and direction of associations rather than dwelling 
solely on the statistical significance of individual coefficients. (applicable to remaining models 
in this chapter) 
42 This finding corroborates the reliability and validity of the identity attack perspective API 
classifier. 
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a digital public agora (Burnap et al., 2015). Significant associations were found 

between identity attack tweets and all alternative agents except for pro-refugee 

activists. The coefficients for the remaining social agents are presented in Figure 21. 

 

Figure 21. Anti-refugee attitudes coefficients by agent43 

A quick inspection of Figure 21 shows anti-refugee activists and far-right political 

agents are the only two agent-types to have positive associations with anti-refugee 

attitudes. Once again, this reaffirms the effectiveness of the perspective API 

classifier in accurately identifying antagonistic speech. Conversely, political, police 

and news agents were found to have negative associations with anti-refugee 

attitudes in relation to the digital public. This plot provides a better understanding of 

the extent to which different agent types associate with anti-refugee attitudes. 

Specifically, anti-refugee activists were significantly more likely to author anti-refugee 

tweets than any other agent, with far-right political agents being more associated 

with anti-refugee attitudes than the general digital public, although to a lesser extent 

 

43 Reference category is “Other agent” (digital public). Red bar = positive association with 
anti-refugee attitudes, blue bar = negative association with anti-refugee attitudes. All 
coefficients significant at the P Value (<0.05) 
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than anti-refugee activists. The negative coefficients for the remaining agents 

indicate that the digital public are more likely to produce anti-refugee content than 

any of the traditional institutions. Neither of the two external factor predictors (google 

searches and press headlines) had significant associations with anti-refugee 

attitudes, lending further evidence to established agencies being less likely to 

contribute to anti-refugee attitudes following trigger events.  

All months, except for December, produced significant negative values. Supporting 

H2, all other months were negatively associated with identity attacks in relation to the 

reference month September. This suggests that, when controlling for all other 

factors, the month with the highest levels of offline hate also saw the highest levels 

of anti-refugee content online. This notion is further supported when examining the 

coefficients for the remaining months in relation to the reference month September. 

Specifically, the coefficients for October and November, which had high amounts of 

police-recorded offline hate had the joint weakest negative associations with anti-

refugee attitudes. Therefore, while October and November were still less likely to 

predict high levels of anti-refugee attitudes than September, the extent of this 

difference was much less than other months (with lower levels of offline hate). 

5.3.2.4. Sub-Factor Analysis 

In addition to examining individual predictors, a sub-factor analysis was conducted to 

determine which set of variables accounted for the most variance in the model. The 

adjusted R2 metric was employed to determine the variance caused by the four sub-

factors. External factors, which did not produce any significant predictors, accounted 

for the least variance in the model (R2 .008). The second least amount of variance 

was explained by controls, namely the months in which tweets were authored (R2 

.023). Social factors accounted for the second most variance in the model (R2 .048), 

while content factors explained the most anti-refugee attitude variance by a 

significant margin (R2 .279). The results of the sub-factor analysis suggest that 

although all factor groups can impact levels of anti-refugee attitudes, it is primarily 

influenced by the tweet's content, with a relatively large amount also attributed to the 

agent who authors it. 
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5.3.2.5. Digital Engagement Models 

The findings from each of the negative binomial models (refer to Table 14, 16, and 

17) reveal numerous statistically significant links between the dependent variable 

(digital engagement metrics) and the predictive factors. These connections exhibit 

varying strengths, as the incidence rate ratio (IRR) indicates. Given the high 

prevalence of statistically significant results, potentially influenced by the dataset's 

near-census coverage of tweets, the analysis primarily focuses on assessing the 

magnitude and directions of these relationships by considering the IRR value44. 

 
44 The IRR is calculated by exponentiating the coefficients obtained from the negative binomial 
regression. This allows for interpretation of engagement incidence rates, rather than dealing 
with logs of expected engagement counts. Consequently, the IRR serves as a valuable tool 
for identifying associations between specific factors and digital engagement, allowing for an 
identification of which factors are more relevant than others. 
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Table 14: Negative binomial regression, predicting like counts (size model) 

  

Table 14 presents the outcomes of the like engagement model, which aimed to 

examine the relationship between various factors and the number of likes received 

by tweets. The results revealed that among the content factors, the use of mentions 

(IRR= 0.87), hashtags (IRR= 0.89), and hyperlinks (IRR= 0.87) had similar negative 

association with likes, while longer tweets (IRR= 1.05) exhibited a slight positive 

association. Interestingly, tweets with threatening language (IRR= 0.74), had a 

negative association with the like count, while both positive sentiment (IRR= 1.76) 

and to a greater extent anti-refugee attitudes (IRR= 2.65), had a positive association. 

This finding suggests that tweets with polarising sentiment, both negative and 

positive, regarding refugees are more likely to receive likes, indicating a highly 
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polarised environment. Concerning social factors, prevalent hashtags related to pro-

refugee and anti-refugee sentiments did not demonstrate significant associations 

with like count. However, except for police, most agent types returned significant 

associations. Political agents (IRR= 5.36) showed an extremely strong positive 

association with likes, while both pro-refugee (IRR= 1.96), and to a slightly lesser 

extent anti-refugee (IRR= 1.09), activists also had positive associations. These 

findings imply that polarised tweets authored by both pro and anti-activists45 are 

associated with likes. Far-right political agents showed an extremely negative 

association with likes (IRR= 0.20). In terms of external factors, google searches did 

not show any significant association with likes, while press headlines had a slightly 

positive association. Finally, considering the months in which tweets were authored, 

tweets posted in August, November, and February were less likely to receive likes 

compared to those posted in September (the reference month with most anti-refugee 

attitudes), whereas those posted in October, December, and January were more 

likely to receive likes. The significant temporal associators with engagement support 

surrounding work46 (Burnap et al., 2014; Zarrella, 2009). 

 
45 Anti-refugee activist predictor only approached conventional levels of statistical significance. 
46 This finding is consistent across all three engagement models. 
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Table 15. Negative binomial regression, predicting retweet counts (size model) 

 

Table 15 presents findings from the size model for retweets. Content factors such as 

mentions (IRR= 0.88), hashtags (IRR= 0.93), and to a greater extent URLs (IRR= 

0.33) were negatively associated with retweets, while longer tweets (IRR= 1.06) 

were positively associated. Additionally, tweets using threatening language (IRR= 

0.67) were also negatively associated with retweets. Interestingly, anti-refugee 

attitudes (IRR= 0.85) had a negative association with retweets, in contrast to its 

positive association with likes. Similar to likes, sentiment (IRR= 1.51) was positively 

associated with retweets. Prevalent hashtag types (pro and anti-refugee) did not 

significantly affect retweet count. Only police agents returned non-significant 

associations with retweet count among agent types. Far-right political agents (IRR= 
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0.16) exhibited the greatest negative association with retweet count followed by 

news agents (IRR= 0.48) and anti-refugee activists (IRR= 0.58). Conversely, pro-

refugee activists (IRR= 1.68) and to a greater extent political agents (IRR= 2.71) 

were positively associated. Regarding external factors, google searches were not 

significantly associated with retweets, while news headlines were minimally 

positively associated. Finally, tweets authored in August and December were more 

likely to be retweets than those posted in September (the reference category). In 

contrast, those authored in October, November, and February were less likely to be 

retweets. 

Table 16. Negative binomial regression, predicting reply counts (size model) 
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Table 16 presents results from the size model for replies, which investigated the 

association between various factors and the number of replies received by tweets. 

Among content factors, mentions (IRR= 0.82), hashtags (IRR= 0.89), and to a 

greater extent hyperlinks (IRR= 0.43) had negative associations with replies, while 

word count (IRR= 1.05) had a slight positive association. Interestingly, tweets with 

threatening (IRR= 0.44) or to a lesser extent positive sentiment (IRR= 0.79) were 

negatively associated with replies. In contrast, anti-refugee attitudes (IRR= 6.53) was 

positively associated with a large magnitude, suggesting that such tweets may 

provoke more discussion. All social factors exhibited significant associations with 

replies. Pro-refugee hashtags had an extremely positive association with replies 

(IRR= 3.96). In contrast, anti-refugee hashtags (IRR= 0.34) had a negative 

association, indicating that hashtags were more effective for propagating discussion 

around pro-refugee information than anti-refugee information. In terms of agents, 

political agents (IRR= 9.43) had an extremely positive association with replies. In 

contrast, the police (IRR= 4.73), pro-refugee activists (IRR= 1.90), and anti-refugee 

activist (IRR= 1.82) also had positive associations (although to a lesser extent). This 

suggests that politicians were effective in instigating online discussion about the 

Penally asylum accommodation, while far-right political agents and news agents had 

negative associations when compared to the digital public. Regarding external 

factors, an increase in press headlines (IRR= 1.06) was positively associated with 

increased replies, although to a minimal extent. Finally, when considering the 

months in which tweets were authored, tweets posted in December and March were 

more likely to receive replies than those published in September (the reference 

month), whereas those posted in November and February were less likely to receive 

replies. No significant associations were found for tweets posted in August, October, 

and January. 

5.3.3. Sub-model Analyses 

Sub-model analyses were carried out between the factor sets for each of the three 

engagement models (likes, retweets, and replies). Much like the sub-model analysis 

for the anti-refugee content model, the factor sets were manually determined rather 

than inferred from PCA factor reduction techniques. Appendix 9 indicate how much 



A Case Study of the Penally Asylum accommodation 

Cardiff University | 185  

variance is determined by each set for each model. For likes47, content factors 

explained the most variance, followed by social factors, external factors and finally, 

controls.  For retweets48, content factors explained the most variance, followed by 

social factors, external factors and finally controls. For the size model relating to 

replies,49 content factors explained the most variance, followed by controls, social 

factors, and finally external factors. 

In summary, the sub-factor analyses of the three user engagement models revealed 

that content factors (mentions, hashtags, URLs, wordcount, threat, sentiment, and 

identity attack) accounted for the most significant variance. Social factors (prevalent 

hashtags and agent type) explained the second most variance in the like and retweet 

models but was third in the reply model. External factors (google searches and press 

headlines) explained the third amount of variance in both the like and retweet 

models, but the least in the reply model. Control factors (month tweet was published) 

explained the least amount of variance for the retweet and like models, but the 

second most for the reply model. Notably, the sub-factor findings for the like and 

retweet models were identical, suggesting a similar effect size of the selected 

regression factors on these metrics. However, the sub-model analysis for replies 

revealed that they interact differently with the variables in this study compared to 

other user engagement metrics. 

 
47 Likes Model: content factors explained the most variance (-2 Log-Likelihood = -18787.98, 
BIC= 37646.34), followed by social factors (-2 Log-Likelihood = -20085.00, BIC= 40258.04), 
external factors (-2 Log-Likelihood = -20479.56, BIC=40985.54) and finally controls (-2 
Log-Likelihood =-20515.15, BIC= 41100.72). 
48 Retweets Model: content factors explained the most variance (-2 Log-Likelihood = -
12888.53, BIC= 25847.44), followed by social factors (-2 Log-Likelihood = -14229.68, BIC= 
28547.40), external factors (-2 Log-Likelihood = -14810.59, BIC=29647.59) and finally 
controls (-2 Log-Likelihood = -14838.31, BIC= 29755.06). 
49 Replies Model: content factors explained the most variance (-2 Log-Likelihood = -10215.39, 
BIC= 20501.15), followed by controls (-2 Log-Likelihood = -11386.93, BIC= 22844.29), social 
factors (-2 Log-Likelihood = -11592.59, BIC= 23273.23) and finally external factors (-2 Log-
Likelihood = -11724.47, BIC=23475.35). 
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5.4. Discussion 

5.4.1. The relationship between online and offline tensions 

Findings in this chapter provide support for H1, which suggests that offline events, 

such as the announcement of the Penally asylum accommodation, can trigger a 

significant increase in both general discourse and anti-refugee attitudes in digital 

spaces. Specifically, during the 12-day spike period following the announcement, 

there was a 5692.12% increase in general online discourse and a 18525% increase 

in anti-refugee attitudes compared to the previous 45 days. This study supports 

Garland & Chakraborti's (2006) findings by demonstrating that negative 

discriminatory attitudes can emerge in culturally homogeneous rural communities 

and further this knowledge by exploring them in the aftermath of antecedent trigger 

events.  

Time-series visualisations further corroborated these findings, revealing additional 

spikes in online discourse and anti-refugee attitudes related to offline protests and 

moments of significance, such as the announcement of the camp's closure. This 

finding is significant because it highlights the potential for such sentiments to 

undergo a rebirth stage (Chetty and Alathur, 2018) that can occur multiple times and 

last longer in cases of localised policy issues compared to more extreme nationwide 

triggers such as one-time elections or extremist attacks. Notwithstanding, the 

timeseries visualisations revealed that the intensity of anti-refugee content was 

highest in the immediate aftermath of the announcement. This finding supports the 

evidence that, despite the initial negative impact of heterogeneity on community 

cohesion, the effects can diminish over time and are most acute in the short-term. 

This is consistent with the observations made by Putman (2007) and Twigg et al. 

(2010).  

Statistical measures were employed to further explore the relationship between 

offline incidents and anti-refugee content. The study included monthly offline police-

recorded hate crime and incident data from the local police region (Dyfed-Powys) in 

the anti-refugee attitudes (identity attack) regression model, with September being 

selected as the reference category due to its highest police-reported levels of hate 
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crimes and incidents. The results lend further support to H1, as all other months 

were less likely to generate anti-refugee attitudes when compared to September, 

which was also the anti-refugee attitudes peak in the time-series graph (the twelve-

day spike). Moreover, this study builds upon previous research suggesting that 

offline trigger events can kickstart and sustain spikes in digital tensions, even in less 

extreme and more localised cases (Hanes and Machin, 2014; King and Sutton, 

2014; Williams and Burnap, 2016). Consistent with previous studies examining 

digital tension trigger events (Williams and Burnap, 2016-1% and Ozalp et al., 2020-

0.7%), severe anti-refugee attitudes on Twitter only accounted for 1.5% of all tweets 

following the event, despite clear instances of anti-refugee content being evident 

online.  

5.4.1.1. Understanding anti and pro-refugee posts 

After confirming the presence of anti-refugee attitudes in relation to camps, the 

analysis aimed to uncover the underlying factors associated with its use. Supporting 

H2, content and social factors were significant predictors of anti-refugee attitudes. 

Through sub-model analyses, preliminary evidence was obtained regarding the most 

causative factor groups of anti-refugee attitudes, ranked in order of importance. The 

models revealed that content factors accounted for the highest variance, followed by 

social, controls and external factors, indicating that factors related to the content of 

the tweets played a crucial role in developing anti-refugee attitudes. These findings 

align with previous research examining trigger events in digital spaces, such as 

Ozalp et al. (2020) studying antisemitic tensions. The nature of individual content 

factor predictors also corroborated earlier work, with hashtags having a positive 

association with anti-refugee attitudes, while hyperlinks had a negative association. 

This latter finding is consistent with similar studies on digital trigger events, as 

Williams and Burnap (2016: 227) suggest that hyperlinks may be less common in 

antagonistic tweets since "linked content (most often a popular media source) is 

unlikely to corroborate racist opinion and biased speculative rumours." A brief 

examination of some of the hyperlinks supported this notion, as many provided links 

to traditional institutions that were less predictive of anti-refugee attitudes in the 

models, such as news outlets like BBC articles or police press statements relating to 



A Case Study of the Penally Asylum accommodation 

Cardiff University | 188  

the camps.  Consistent with recent research, antagonistic content was unsurprisingly 

found to have a negative correlation with positive sentiment (Kyrollos & Green, 

2021).  

 

Figure 22. Positive sentiment tweets (0.7+) (top 40 words, with numbers, 

special characters and stop words removed) 

Upon closer examination of tweets that exhibited high levels of positive sentiment, it 

was determined that they were non-trivial and conveyed a pro-refugee sentiment50. 

Therefore, positive sentiment can serve as an indicator of the pro-refugee 

constituency within the digital public. No assumptions were made about the 

relationship between anti-refugee attitudes and tweet length. Still, results revealed 

that longer tweets tended to contain more anti-refugee attitudes, implying that social 

actors who promote anti-refugee attitudes tend to use longer format tweets.  

A positive association was found between the use of threatening language and anti-

refugee attitudes. This association aligns with previous research that demonstrated 

that threatening language is frequently employed alongside expressions of animosity 

(Roxell, 2011), as indicated by one of the strongest coefficients in the analysis. In 

 
50 The language used in these tweets included terms such as "sharing," "together," "love," 
and "refugeewelcome," which were prevalent throughout. 
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contexts where trigger events occur, this finding is concerning because it suggests 

that many posts containing anti-refugee sentiments may also contain threatening 

language that could potentially escalate to offline tensions and possible hate 

incidents. Examination of tweets with high scores for both anti-refugee attitudes and 

threat provides evidence to support this claim, with some advocating for direct 

violence to refugees or the barracks51.  Results indicate that while a very small 

percentage of the tweet corpus contains direct threats or incitements to violence, 

those posts that do contain such content receive notably high scores. Additionally, a 

concerning trend was identified whereby many posts insinuated that the majority of 

threats and coordinated violent actions are carried out on closed network (Lup et al., 

2015) social media platforms such as Facebook, which offer features such as closed 

groups: 

“Neil Hamilton it's 'appalling' there were calls in far right FB group for 
Asylum seekers at Penally to be shot, gassed & run over. It's 'appalling' 
that you recently made video with Swansea based far right activist who 
manages that FB group. PS. 'essential travel only' in Wales! 
https://t.co/i2BOe5bau4--  @NoToHateInWales 

While open network platforms like Twitter are often used to propagate general 

intolerant views, more extreme and coordinated actions, which have the potential to 

lead to coordinated offline approaches, can frequently occur in closed network 

spaces. This trend has been observed in other social contexts, such as the Arab 

Spring and London riots (Howard et al., 2011; Fuchs, 2012). A significant concern 

arising from this trend is that a hidden underbelly may be operating out of plain sight 

in the wake of trigger events, allowing radical views to be amplified in echo 

chambers of like-minded individuals in the network society who are connected not by 

spatial or temporal dimensions (Castells, 2009), but by shared anti-refugeet 

perceptions. Related literature has suggested that closed networks like Facebook 

groups may amplify polarisation, potentially resulting in real-world coordinated 

incidents (Harel et al., 2020).  

 

51 Due to the Social Data Science Lab’s ethical guidelines, tweets authored by individual 
users with high threat levels could not be published without gaining consent. 
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While the prevailing scholarly view asserts that such phenomena are more frequently 

observed in closed network structures, the findings indicate that open-network 

platforms like Twitter may still provide fertile ground for developing divisive echo 

chambers. H3 was formulated to investigate discussion networks' role in producing 

and propagating anti-refugee attitudes. The study employed two methods to 

measure discussion networks, namely, (i) examining the mention network 

visualisation nodes and edges and (ii) interpreting the influence of mentions in the 

anti-refugee attitudes regression model. The mention network visualisation showed 

that the online activity regarding the Penally asylum accommodation followed a core-

periphery structure, which is typical of closed network or issue-specific platforms like 

Facebook or Reddit when a particular topic is discussed by an active community of 

social actors (Yang et al., 2018).  

Filtering the anti-refugee posts revealed that the most central nodes in the 

discussion networks were the propagators of anti-refugee attitudes, while the 

remaining digital public dominated the less connected areas. Although visual, these 

findings are significant as they demonstrate the existence of extreme cases of core-

periphery among the propagators of anti-refugee attitudes, indicating that discussion 

networks manifesting in a close-knit "echo-chamber" are a crucial component in the 

development and sustenance of anti-refugee sentiments, even on open network 

platforms such as Twitter (supporting Oxalp et al., 2020). The regression model 

further supported the significance of discussion networks, as mentions were 

predictive of anti-refugee attitudes. Additionally, both anti-refugee activists and far-

right political agents had a higher usage of mentions than all remaining agent 

types52, which indicates that mentions are instrumental for anti-refugee content 

producing agents. However, as noted by Ozalp et al. (2020), the development of 

close-knit echo-chambers may radicalise a select few within them but in turn will 

receive limited public endorsement as they become out of touch with public 

perceptions. Public endorsement of such agents will be further discussed later in this 

section. 

 
52 All pairwise comparisons with remaining agents were statistically significant (<.01) in the 
post hoc tests. 
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The relationship between hashtags and anti-refugee attitudes was explored in the 

first subset of social factors, which examined pro and anti-refugee hashtags. In 

relation to the reference category of ‘no-hashtag’, both anti-refugee hashtags and 

pro-refugee hashtags were more likely to involve some form of identity attack. 

Surprisingly, tweets with pro-refugee hashtags were more associated with anti-

refugee attitudes than those with no hashtags. Although some tweets containing pro-

refugee hashtags used negative language against anti-refugee advocates, these 

cases were not frequent enough to justify the coefficient return in the regression 

model. A deeper inspection of these cases revealed that there were two greater 

factors at play for the seemingly high level returned in tweets containing pro-refugee 

hashtags. First, many tweets using pro-refugee hashtags quoted tropes and 

arguments made online that they visibly disagreed with. Second, there were also 

issues of double negatives which were not detected by the classifier. For example, 

the prevalent pro-refugee hashtag “"#notohateinwales" received a higher identity 

attack score due to the use of the word "hate".   

This finding is consistent with previous critiques of the Perspective API classifier. 

The classifier is vulnerable to false alarms and detects words more generally 

associated with attacks on identity, rather than specifically identifying offensive terms 

targeted towards specific minority groups (Hosseini et al., 2017). As a result, the 

Perspective API classifier may be less reliable than hand-coded approaches (Kumar 

et al., 2021). Furthermore, this finding indicates that although Perspective API was 

mostly accurate when classifying anti-refugee content, it still has major limitations 

such as not detecting double negatives that must be explored before making 

empirical-driven claims. Nonetheless, tweets containing anti-refugee hashtags were 

extremely predictive of anti-refugee attitudes. Although the most prevalent hashtag in 

the dataset was pro-refugee "#LovePenallyHateRacism", the next four were all anti-

refugee: "#IllegalImmigrants", "#RefugeesNotWelcome", "#MigrantInvasion", and 

"#Invasion". This, coupled with both the general hashtag and anti-hashtag regression 

output, indicates that hashtags were an important tool used to reinforce and spread 

anti-refugee attitudes, making it more discoverable and allowing for a contagion 

effect (Sunstein, 2017) of divisive sentiments in a more centralised and easy-to-

access way (Yang and Counts 2010).   
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5.4.1.2. Agent comparisons of anti and pro refugee speech 

Prior to exploring different types of social actor, general themes and motivation 

factors for high anti-refugee content are considered. High scoring anti-refugee tweets 

were examined. Many of these were either authored by individuals in the ‘digital 

public’ reference category, or by individuals in the anti-refugee activists. As such, 

exact extracts cannot be included, because of Hate Lab ethical guidelines. Stephan 

et al (2008) states that tangible or cultural factors can cause perceived ingroup threat 

towards the outgroup. In this context the ingroup relates to local citizens in the 

Penally/ Tenby area, with the outgroup referring to the camp refugees. Tangible 

threats can be physical harms or economic threats such as the use of public 

resources, while social factors can be seen as a reduction of cultural values by 

outgroups. Physical threats refer to the perceived risks of physical harm to the 

ingroup due to the presence of the outgroup. In the examined tweets, there were 

various instances where this threat is alluded to. For example, one tweet suggests 

that Penally houses "rapists,", with others referring to them as ‘” terrorists” or 

“criminals” implying perceived a danger to the local population. Another tweet 

questions why there was an ambulance at the camp, suggesting that there may be 

some sort of violence occurring at the camps. These tweets illustrate how the 

perception of physical harm can contribute to feelings of threat and ultimately lead to 

increased negative attitudes towards the outgroup. 

Conversely, economic threats relate to the perceptions of the outgroup straining 

public resources, jobs, or other economic opportunities valued by the ingroup. In the 

tweets, numerous references exist to the strain placed on public resources, such as 

the police force and the NHS. One tweet suggests that the people of Penally cannot 

access the police because the resources are being used to support the refugees. 

Another tweet implies that the refugees are receiving preferential treatment over 

homeless veterans who are also in need of support. These tweets illustrate how the 

perception of economic strain can lead to negative attitudes towards the outgroup, 

as the ingroup may feel that their own economic opportunities access to resources 

are being threatened. Finally, cultural threats refer to the perception that the 

outgroup is diminishing or eroding the cultural values of the ingroup, one tweet 

suggests that the presence of the refugees in the community is an attack on Welsh 
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culture. These tweets illustrate how the perception of cultural threat can contribute to 

feelings of threat, leading to negative attitudes towards the outgroup. These different 

threats and strains can be identified as causal factors for prejudice justification, 

according to the JSM proposed by Crandal and Eshleman (2003). JSM posits that 

perpetrators of bigoted attitudes or activities do so as a result of an ongoing psycho-

social conflict between "a desire to express an emotion and, at the same time, 

maintain values and self-concepts that conflict with prejudice" (Crandal and 

Eshleman, 2003: 414). In the case of the Penally asylum accommodation, the 

feelings of perceived threat and strain attributed to the outgroup serve as initial 

justifications for ingroup members to exhibit negative behaviours. In conclusion, the 

data collected from the tweets illustrates how different threats and strains, such as 

physical, economic, and cultural, can contribute to increased negative attitudes and 

behaviours towards outgroups.  

In the second dimension of social factors, (anti-refugee content) regression model 

included six agent types53. Prior research has indicated that extremist political actors 

have played significant roles in promoting tensions in both online and offline contexts 

following triggering events (Legewie, 2013; Williams & Burnap, 2016; Ozalp et al., 

2020). However, these studies merge multiple extremist political actors into one, 

often grouping official political institutions with general activists and far-right 

organisations. While these findings provided important insights into the primary 

drivers of tensions following trigger events, they failed to offer this key separation. 

This study builds on this by distinguishing between two subcategories: far-right 

political actors and anti-refugee activists. The findings provide new evidence that 

both subgroups are more likely to promote anti-refugee attitudes compared to the 

broader "digital public," but to different degrees. Notably, the results demonstrate 

that anti-refugee activists (+0.11) are significantly more associated with anti-refugee 

attitudes than far-right political actors (+0.03). This can be further explored by 

 
53 The coefficients derived from this model indicate the probability of anti-refugee attitudes 
compared to the general digital population. A positive coefficient implies a higher level of 
anti-refugee attitudes, whereas a negative coefficient suggests a lower level. 
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considering aggregate qualitative output of both groups (Figures 25 and 26), 

showing clear thematic differences between the language used.  

Cohen's (2002) notion of "symbols of trouble" posits that certain social demographics 

can become predictive symbols of violence due to their demographic characteristics 

such as race or religion. Cohen (2002) suggests that such groups can be conflated 

with these symbols by the media or other institutions. Williams and Burnap (2016) 

tested this theory in a trigger event context following the Woolwich terrorist attacks. 

They found that far-right political actors were key contributors to the further conflation 

of religious and racial minorities with terrorist attacks and extremist behaviours. 

While this finding was perhaps expected given the trigger event related to a terrorist 

attack, it is still a concerning demonstration of predictive symbols in action. As 

previously noted, the empirical data reveals that far-right political actors are more 

prone to producing anti-refugee tweets than the general digital public. 

“���� In light of Europe’s recent record of terrorist attacks, the UK 
Government's decision to house 250 illegal migrants in #Penally is 
baffling writes @NeilUKIP https://t.co/WcTjii93hu”: UKIP 

 

Figure 23: Word cloud for anti-refugee attitudes (0.7+) tweets published by far-right political 

agents  (top 40 words, with numbers, special characters and stop words removed) 
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Figure 23 reveals the conflation of refugees with terrorism (i.e. ‘extremist’, ‘terrorism’, 

and ‘terrorist’) is still prevalent, a finding that is particularly troubling given that the 

trigger event did not relate to a specific terrorist attack. In addition, #ISIS was a 

reoccurring hashtag. These results suggest that minority groups continue to be 

portrayed as predictive symbols (Cohen, 2002) of extremism, despite no directly 

related terror incident. Williams and Burnap (2016) concluded that these sentiments 

can be galvanised and spread when propagated online amongst many other groups, 

giving way to contagion effect (Sunstein, 2017). The extent to which such sentiments 

and claims were endorsed or condemned is discussed later in this chapter. As 

previously stated, this study provides novel insights of the involvement of political 

actors, including extremist organisations and activists, not affiliated with established 

political parties, in promoting hatred subsequent to triggering events. The 

aggregated word clouds depicted in Figure 24 visually represent the prevalent 

themes underlying the dissemination of anti-refugee sentiments by anti-refugee 

activists who are not affiliated to political parties. 

 

Figure 24.  Word cloud for anti-refugee attitudes (0.7+) tweets published by anti-refugee 

activists  (top 40 words, with numbers, special characters and stop words removed) 

This further corroborates Cohen's (2002) theory of predictive symbols, which 

suggests that certain terms or images can predictably evoke strong emotional 

responses among specific social groups. Again, the conflation of refugees with 

terrorism is a prevalent theme, with the word "terrorist" featuring prominently. 
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However, the incidence of terrorist-related language is overshadowed by other 

negative symbolic themes that were absent in tweets authored by far-right political 

agents. Anti-refugee activists commonly conflate refugees with paedophilia, utilising 

terms such as "children," "groom," "rape," and "rapist" with high-frequency. In most 

cases, these terms are used to suggest that refugees groom and sexually abuse 

children. An example of these claims made in context by an anti-refugee activist is 

given below: 

“In regards to #penally #tenby. Its done now. The army barracks will be 
used as an aslyum processing centre. IF, in time there is a violent rape, 
sexual assault, assault, robberies, murder, or god forbid a terrorist 
attack. @Simonhartmp and @pritipatel, it will lie at your feet!”: 
@ChangePolitics5 

These more extreme cases of anti-refugee content can be explained by Festinger's 

(1952) theory of deindividuation, where anonymity reduces moral responsibility and 

leads to disinhibition (Joinson, 1998). This empowers offenders like anti-refugee 

activists, who predominately use aliases, to engage in negative behaviour and 

severe offenses. They target refugees as an "outgroup" (Gerstenfeld, 2017), vilifying 

them with unsubstantiated claims like labelling them "terrorists" or "rapists." 

5.4.1.3. Pro Refugee Actors – External Influencers of Collective Efficacy 

None of the remaining agent types were discovered to possess positive associations 

with anti-refugee attitudes compared to the digital public (reference category).  As 

expected, few pro-refugee activist tweets exhibited even moderate levels of anti-

refugee sentiment54. 

 
54 Only one tweet published by pro-refugee activists constituted as moderate levels (<0.6 - 
n=1), and in this case the tweet was quoting another user. No pro-refugee activists’ tweets 
constituted as being severe (<0.7 - n= 0) hate.  
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Figure 25: Word cloud for all tweets published by pro-refugee activists (top 40 words, 

with numbers, special characters and stop words removed) 

Despite this, certain tweets that received high scores were merely quoting other 

users: 

"“Earlier this week, a group of hardcore racists and fascists from across 
the UK tried to generate a vicious campaign of anti-refugee hatred in 
Penally, Tenby. They… called refugees rapists.1/2”: @voice_wales 

Pro-refugee activists quoted racist tropes made by others, such as the labelling of 

refugees as rapists and contested them. However, these were still classified as 

moderate (0.68). This highlights certain limitations in the classifier, as previously 

noted in related research (Hosseini et al., 2017).  Upon examining the most 

prevalent words employed by pro-refugee activists, it becomes evident that the 

majority of their sentiments are positive and actively defend refugees. The use of 

words such as "welcome," "sanctuary," and "solidarity" underscores this point. 

Consequently, the absence of a negative association with anti-refugee attitudes 

production does not imply that pro-refugee activists are not supportive of refugees. 

Instead, they use less formal language than accounts used by conventional 

institutions. The actions of pro-refugee activists were observed to align with 

Sampson et al.'s (1997) concept of collective efficacy. According to Sampson et al. 

(1997: 918), collective efficacy is characterised by mutual trust and shared 
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willingness among capable and reliable actors motivated to intervene for the 

common good. Such interventions involve direct actions social actors take to 

challenge or counteract damaging behaviours in social settings. An examination of 

pro-refugee activist tweets revealed numerous instances of direct challenges to anti-

refugee attitudes.  

As suggested earlier, pro-refugee activists perhaps play a role in promoting 

collective efficacy by challenging and discrediting statements founded on false 

premises and discriminatory generalisations, which were not pertinent to the actual 

camps. By doing so, seek to debunk labels such as "illegal," "terrorists," or "rapists" 

that were often unfairly attributed to refugees, signalling such tropes as unacceptable 

and incorrect to wider digital audiences (Groff, 2015). This perhaps serves as a 

suppressive force among present and prospective offenders (Crandal and 

Eshleman, 2005: 245). Furthermore, they also leveraged external controls (Sampson 

et al., 1997), such as on-platform report functions, to mobilise users in regulating or 

removing far-right activists from digital spaces: 

"#penally please report far right activists @VoiceOfWales 
https://t.co/Tzen72ByDK": @patanna 

In addition to their condemnation of online anti-refugee attitudes, pro-refugee 

activists also confronted incidents that occurred offline. This suggests that 

interventions to maintain collective efficacy can involve actions taken in both online 

and offline contexts, which are not mutually exclusive. This finding reinforces the 

evidence related to H1, which suggests that trigger events impact both the online 

and offline spheres, and that positive counter-speech can likewise be observed in 

tandem in both contexts. This is evidenced in two ways. First is the condemnation of 

offline anti-refugee incidents. 

"Alarming reports tonight that far right activists planning repeat 
tomorrow night of shocking lynch mob video they live streamed from 
Penally on Monday & that leader of neo fascist For Britain party, Anne 
Marie Waters, will be present. See our FB post for more 
https://t.co/5edCPDDeuY https://t.co/d8uCtVEk0Z": 
@NoToHateInWales 



A Case Study of the Penally Asylum accommodation 

Cardiff University | 199  

Notably, a considerable number of condemnations of offline incidents were 

redirected to other platforms, such as Facebook. One possible explanation is 

Facebook does not impose any character limits on text, unlike Twitter (Han et al., 

2019), which allows for more detailed and nuanced discussions and critiques of anti-

refugee incidents. Figure 26 provides visual evidence of this depicting a video 

recording of a particular incident accompanied by a lengthy discussion featuring 

crucial details. 

 

Figure 26. Pro-refugee activist Facebook post 
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Another approach employed by pro-refugee activists to advance collective efficacy in 

both online and offline spheres is the mobilisation of offline actions, including but not 

limited to protests and welcoming activities. These endeavours are not solely 

directed towards addressing specific incidents but are intended to engender support 

for refugees in a more comprehensive manner. Excerpts provided below illustrate 

some of these activities. 

“This morning in Penally crowds of anti-racist protesters have gathered 
again at the gates of an army base housing asylum seekers. They are 
trying to stop far right and fascist groups attacking the base. Read our 
full report here: https://t.co/gX59aGoCCS https://t.co/JO7ySHe7cU”: 
@voice_wales 

“PENALLY WELCOME PACKS. Please donate! 
https://t.co/yV8jqhpb9D”: @sutrvale 

Police, political and news agents were all less associated with anti-refugee speech 

than the digital public. Extracts reflecting the tweets produced for each agent type 

are given below55: 

“Superintendent Anthony Evans, Divisional Commander for 
Pembrokeshire, said: “A peaceful protest was held last night with 
around 20 people in attendance and minimal disruption. We will 
maintain a presence in Penally to facilitate peaceful protests and 
continue to engage with the public”: Heddlu Dyfed-Powys Police 
(ArAS: 0.03) 

“Police were called to the Penally Asylum Accommodation centre on 
Tuesday afternoon: https://t.co/6GAGCbzAUf”: BBC News (ArAS: 
0.07) 

“We welcomed today’s four nations meeting to discuss how to help 
asylum seekers and wider communities to integrate more effectively in 
Wales and the UK” Welsh Government (ArAS: 0.11) 

 
55 ArAS= Anti-refugee attitude scale score from perspective API classifier 
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This underscores the expectation that language used by police, news outlets, and 

political figures is characterised by its brevity, precision, impartiality, and, above all, 

the absence of anti-refugee language. Using objective and unbiased language 

creates an impression of reliability, a crucial prerequisite for fostering collective 

efficacy while mitigating tensions (Sampson et al., 1997). Although various entities 

may use social media to counteract negative attitudes directed at refugees, 

Sampson (1997, p. 918) posits that the collective efficacy effect can only be 

achieved if the public harbours a degree of tolerance and trust. This trust is often 

built upon by established and trusted institutions adopting impartial and objective 

stances following such incidents so to not fan any flames (Ozalp et al., 2020). These 

findings, as anticipated, suggest that influential and trustworthy social actors were 

more inclined to discuss the asylum accommodation incident using neutral and 

factual language, thus avoiding adding to the tensions observed in the general public 

discourse. Consequently, these institutions did not contribute to the proliferation of 

anti-refugee sentiments, a contrast to instances where certain institutions, like the 

media, have at times exacerbated negative perceptions (Williams and Burnap, 

2016). However, these findings are limited in their ability to determine the effect such 

sentiments may have had on the general public. This aspect will be further discussed 

in the subsequent sections. 

In addition to news agents not propagating anti-refugee sentiments, neither of the 

two external factor predictors, google searchers and press headlines, returned any 

significant associations. This is particularly surprising, given previous evidence 

supporting Cohen’s (2002) proposition that traditional news sources are instrumental 

in agenda-setting and constructing narratives that perpetuate tensions (Williams and 

Burnap, 2016). Although Google searchers and media outlets may play a pivotal role 

in the construction of divisive narratives in large-scale violence-oriented trigger 

events, evidence in this study suggests a diminished role in localised and non-violent 

policy-driven events, such as the establishment of the Penally asylum 

accommodation. The trigger event in question, not being linked to acts of violence 

such as terrorist attacks, may have prevented the media (headlines) from labelling 

refugees as "predictive symbols of violence" (Cohen, 2002), as has been observed 

in prior studies (Legewie 2013; Hanes and Machin 2014; King and Sutton 2014; 

Williams and Burnap, 2016) to instigate anti-refugee attitudes. In response, far-right 
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political agents and anti-refugee activists adopted a more direct approach (on 

Twitter), labelling refugees as symbols of violence, despite no recorded incidence of 

violence by them. Previous research has shown that the media can "fan the flames" 

of tensions after extremist events (Williams and Burnap, 2016). However, in the 

absence of established institutions playing this role, far-right agents seem to have 

assumed the entire responsibility, propagating such sentiments through more direct 

channels such as social media. 

5.4.2. Public Response to Online Discourse: Endorsements and 

Counters 

In H4, the extent to which online discourse relating to Penally is endorsed, 

propagated, or challenged was examined. This was measured by exploring how and 

the extent to which tweets are interacted with online. In line with related work, anti-

refugee attitudes was not propagated by retweets (Williams and Burnap, 2016; 

Ozalp et al., 2020). This suggests limited endorsement among the general public 

and serves as an important initial indicator of the existence of a digital collective 

efficacy (Sampson et al., 1997). Far-right political agents were negatively associated 

with all three-engagement metrics, indicating that they receive extremely limited 

public endorsement across the board. However, a novel finding made possible by 

including additional engagement metrics was that anti-refugeel content was 

positively associated with likes and replies. This was likewise the case with anti-

refugee activists, who were negatively associated with retweets, indicating that the 

digital public were unlikely to propagate the content, but conversely may still like or 

reply to it. The positive association between anti-refugee  content (and anti-refugee 

activists) with likes presents some concern. Perhaps many may endorse some of the 

anti-refugee sentiments but do not wish to appear to be actively supporting them by 

retweeting.  

As mentioned earlier, a close-knit echo chamber was discovered of a small number 

of social actors being responsible for the majority of anti-refugee content. The 

positive association with likes suggests that a silent group of supporters may exist 

who share the same sentiments towards refugees as the dense core o fanti-refugee 
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content but are less vocal in making or supporting them. These findings were 

undetected by previous studies, such as Williams and Burnap (2016), which only 

measured endorsement by more active propagation measures such as retweeting, 

indicating that many views may still be supported but in more passive ways such as 

likes. In this particular context, the prevalence of collective efficacy is assumed to be 

higher when evaluating what Warner (2014) classified as active forms. This involves 

the public's abstention from actively endorsing anti-refugee content by disseminating 

it through retweets. However, passive forms of endorsement, such as likes may be 

more substantial than previously anticipated. A positive finding was that threatening 

content was negatively associated with all three-engagement metrics, indicating 

extremely low levels of endorsement for any content that used threatening language. 

Initially, the associations between anti-refugee attitudes and anti-refugee activists 

with replies are of concern, as they were strongest associations with replies in the 

model. However, a closer examination shows replies to anti-refugeel tweets, shows 

that these correlations may not necessarily indicate public endorsement, but instead, 

pro-refugee counter-speech. This underscores the pivotal role of community 

members themselves in utilising counterspeech as an effective means of "combating 

hate" and "fostering peaceful, non-polarised discussions," (as indicated by Garland 

et al., 2022:1). 

“They are migrants, please reveal your source that they are here 
‘illegally’”:  Tom 

“We don’t need UKIP in Pembrokeshire.  We don’t want UKIP in Wales.  
In fact, we don’t want UKIP at all @YesCymru @Plaid_Cymru": Susan  

“If only you could turn your attention to something vastly more important 
than stirring hatred against your fellow human beings”: Jack 

The extracts56 demonstrate that most replies to anti-refugee content came from 

members of the digital public who actively challenged the views expressed. For 

 
56 Permission was obtained for all three extracts to be included, albeit aliases were employed 
to maintain anonymity. 
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example, one user challenged the notion that refugees are "illegal." These findings 

support the idea that collective efficacy is more effective and common in active forms 

of engagement, such as challenging or intervening with antagonistic speech and 

agents (Simons et al., 2005). This is perhaps not surprising, as Sampson (2001) 

suggests that collective efficacy is primarily driven by capable and willing actors who 

actively intervene in negative social behaviours. In the JSM Crandal and Eshleman 

(2003) assert that interventions aimed at curbing antagonistic speech serve as 

potent suppression forces by publicly denouncing these views and reinforcing social 

norms that prohibit it. These interventions are significant as they effectively 

counterbalance the justifications previously outlined. While responding to this content 

is vital, such efforts are often situational. It is thus imperative to consider the 

endorsement of such messages by proactive social actors such as pro-refugee 

activists, who intervene in a more sustained and pre-emptive manner. Consistent 

with prior research, this study found a positive association between pro-refugee 

activists and information propagation in the retweets model (Ozalp et al., 2020). 

Additionally, pro-refugee activists were positively associated with likes, (a stronger 

association compared to anti-refugee activists). These results suggest that while 

passive support for anti-refugee sentiment may exist, it remains lower than the 

passive support of counter-movements. In analysing the positive association 

between pro refugee activists and replies, caution was exercised in attributing the 

positive association to general endorsement, as it may reflect counter-speech, as 

seen with anti-refugee content. However, after examining numerous replies, no 

counter-speech was detected, and almost all comments expressed support and 

solidarity. These findings underscore the importance of organisations dedicated to 

safeguarding communities and enhancing collective efficacy on social media (Ozalp 

et al., 2020). Furthermore, tweets that employed positive sentiment language 

supportive of refugees were positively associated with likes and retweets, indicating 

widespread endorsement of the general notion of supporting refugees. This further 

supports the notion that positive counter-movements are more widely endorsed by 

the digital public.  

Other agent types exhibited negative relationships with anti-refugee content, 

including media, news, and political agents. These established institutions reflect 
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what Sampson (2001) described as external forces to collective efficacy. While he 

acknowledged that informal controls are most salient, he maintained that external 

forces still play a significant role in upholding collective efficacy, particularly in times 

of great strain, such as trigger events. Their role can be better understood by 

considering validation theory (Edwards and Rushin, 2018), that posits that 

established institutions that are perceived as trustworthy and legitimate can play a 

significant role in influencing information flows (Sampson, 2001). The extent to which 

they are perceived as legitimate and trustworthy is described as symbolic capital 

(Dupont, 2004) and can vary significantly. Previous work has outlined validation 

theory as an amplifier for dangerous rhetoric, when a perceived legitimate force, 

such as the media57 or political agents uses their symbolic capital to disseminate 

negative information that can be discriminatory towards minority groups (Williams 

and Burnap, 2016). Despite this, results in this chapter show that none of the police, 

political nor media were associated with producing anti-refugee content. This 

presents an opportunity for these agents to use symbolic capital to contribute to 

collective efficacy by propagating unbiased content.  

The study found a positive association between political agents and all three-

engagement metrics, which aligns with previous research that has highlighted the 

role of political legitimisation in driving support for policies or issues (Edwards and 

Rushin, 2018). This indicates that political agents' symbolic capital and authority 

make them effective communicators and influencers in shaping public opinion. A 

notable finding in this study is that political agents were negatively associated with 

antagonistic content, implying that they did not use their symbolic capital to legitimise 

or validate these views. This contrasts with other cases in which political agents with 

the legitimacy to propagate radical views have legitimised dangerous rhetoric (Perry, 

2001). The neutral language used by political agents in this study indicates that they 

were not using their platform to promote negative attitudes towards refugees. The 

digital public's widespread endorsement of predominantly positive content 

propagated by political agents provides additional evidence of the importance of 

community protection agencies in curtailing anti-refugee attitudes (Ozalp, 2020). The 

 

57 The media was predominately measured by exploring written news headlines and readers 
should note other media forms could exhibit notable differences. 
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study's findings highlight the crucial role that political agents play as key players in 

shaping public opinion and attitudes towards refugees. Their ability to generate 

engagement through positive messaging underscores their potential impact in 

promoting inclusive and welcoming attitudes towards refugees. These findings 

contrast sharply with the results for far-right political agents, who were positively 

associated with anti-refugee content but negatively associated with all three-

engagement metrics. This highlights that although both political and far-right political 

agents possess symbolic capital derived from political legitimisation, anti-refugee 

sentiments are not endorsed, lending additional support to the presence collective 

efficacy (Sampson et al., 1997). 

Based on the analysis of police Twitter accounts, there is a high association between 

the police and the number of replies to their tweets, but no significant association 

with the number of likes or retweets received. This suggests that the police are 

actively engaging in discussions with their Twitter followers, but they are not 

garnering as much attention in terms of likes or retweets. Upon closer inspection of 

the replies to police tweets, it became evident that social media is used as a platform 

to maintain open discussion networks between the police and the public. This 

enables the public to receive transparent updates on the asylum accommodation 

while also allowing for information collection from the public. Such open 

communication networks between the police and the public on social media can 

facilitate information-sharing, leading to improved outcomes for all involved (Mawby, 

2002). As such, social media platforms like Twitter can play a valuable role in 

developing and maintaining transparent communication networks between the police 

and the public. 

Press headlines were positively associated with all three metrics. This finding 

supports the classic criminological notion that the media continues to have a 

significant role in shaping public discourse following significant events by "setting the 

agenda" and "transmitting the images" (Cohen, 2002), even In a more localised 

case, through traditional approaches such as publishing stories in papers. Media 

outlets were not associated with anti-refugee attitudes, suggesting that they were not 

fuelling such sentiments as seen in other wider-scale events related to extremist 

events or political votes (Hanes and Machin, 2014; King and Sutton, 2014; Moore 
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and Ramsey, 2017). These results are encouraging as they demonstrate that the 

media could play a more neutral role in local policy events while still retaining 

influence over information flows. Therefore, when reporting accurately and 

unbiasedly, they can serve to debunk misinformation. They may contribute to 

collective efficacy by using their symbolic capital to challenge negative attitudes, 

reinforce intergroup trust, promote mutual understanding, and denormalise radical 

opinions that drive community tensions (Sampson et al., 1997). 

5.5. Summary 

This chapter presented further evidence supporting computational criminology 

methods such as data aggregation, machine classifiers and statistical modelling for 

detecting, measuring, and understanding information flows and the production of 

anti-refugee content following a trigger event. Additionally, this chapter makes a 

methodological contribution by demonstrating that the Google Perspective API, 

which detects identity attacks, can serve as a viable alternative to in-house machine 

classifiers employed by public bodies and academic institutions like Burnap et al. 

(2015) and Ozalp et al. (2020) for analysing trigger events. This approach offers 

advantages such as greater accessibility to researchers with limited access to 

computer scientists, faster and more cost-effective analysis, and the potential for a 

standardised methodology that can be replicated and compared across various 

trigger event case studies.  While the methodology reports good accuracy of the 

Perspective API, some misclassifications were also observed, indicating that the 

Perspective API is not entirely reliable. This issue will be further explored in 

subsequent sections.  

From a knowledge perspective, this chapter analyses the factors influencing public 

discourse and attitudes towards refugees in response to a localised trigger event in 

Wales. The case study examines the Penally asylum accommodation, where an 

influx of refugees disrupted a previously culturally homogenous area, primarily 

inhabited by a white population. This investigation deepens our understanding of 

trigger events, particularly within these types of communities, and provides valuable 

insights. This observation aligns with Garland & Chakraborti's (2006) research, 
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which suggests that within close-knit communities characterised by a strong 

collective identity, certain members may contribute to rejecting minority groups 

based on racial distinctions, leading to heightened tensions. It underscores that 

hidden biases can exist even in seemingly harmonious communities, emphasising 

the need for a nuanced discussion on these dynamics. The study examines the 

announcement of the asylum accommodation as the trigger event and their duration 

and eventual closure to shed light on the factors that shaped public perceptions of 

the refugee population in this specific context. Notably, this investigation leverages 

emerging digital techniques that offer fine-grained temporal analysis of locomotive 

social media data, supported by computational criminological methods. These 

methods build upon similar studies that have explored the relationship between 

antecedent trigger events and observable public social media reactions (Williams 

and Burnap, 2016; Ozalp et al., 2020). 

The findings highlight the crucial role of collective efficacy in countering antagonistic 

attitudes and promoting inclusive attitudes towards refugees (Sampson et al., 1997). 

Political and community protection agencies played a crucial role in shaping public 

opinion and promoting welcoming attitudes towards refugees, receiving high levels of 

endorsement from the public as measured by engagement metrics (likes, retweets, 

and replies), underscoring their potential impact in promoting inclusive attitudes. 

Conversely, the study found anti-refugee agents, such as far-right political and anti-

refugee activists, were significant contributors to anti-refugee attitudes. Anti-refugee 

activists were significantly more likely to author antagonistic tweets, which could be 

explained by their feeling of anonymity when using aliases, linking to Festinger's 

(1952) theory of deindividuation. These anti-refugee tweets were more severe and 

detached from reality, such as calling refugees rapists and terrorists. Fortunately, 

anti-refugee tweets and associated authors received limited levels of public 

endorsement across most engagement models. Some anti-refugee attitudes was 

positively associated with replies, but qualitative extracts showed that these replies 

were predominantly counter-speech challenging the anti-refugee content published 

by pro-refugee actors. Furthermore, the study found a core-periphery structure 

(Borgatti and Everett, 2000), whereby a small minority of users contributed the most 

anti-refugee content. This means that although at first glance a significant amount of 

anti-refugee content existed, it was predominantly contained to a small echo 
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chamber (Ozalp et al., 2020), indicating that a targeted approach could be effective 

in reducing this sort of content in similar events. The most severe cases of anti-

refugee attitudes were observed in the initial stages of the policy change trigger 

event, supporting the idea that racial tensions are most extreme directly after sudden 

shifts in heterogeneity (Putnam, 2007; Twigg et al., 2010). 

Furthermore, this chapter highlights that digital platforms can be valuable tools for 

maintaining transparent communication networks between the police and the public, 

ultimately leading to improved outcomes for all involved with greater clarity and 

information provided. The study found that the media58 still plays a significant role in 

agenda-setting and transmitting information (Cohen, 2002). However, it is important 

to note that in this localised event in Wales, the media did not contribute to anti-

refugee sentiment, meaning they did not fan the flames but were still influential in 

information flows (Williams and Burnap, 2016). As such, partners should work with 

the media to ensure accurate information that debunks false claims propagated by 

other agents. Overall, this study highlights the crucial role of collective efficacy in 

countering antagonistic speech and promoting inclusive attitudes towards refugees 

(Sampson et al., 1997). The findings also emphasise the importance of prompt 

action and effective communication strategies to counter antagonistic speech and 

promote collective efficacy in such situations. 

 

 

58 The media was measured by exploring written news headlines and readers should note 
other media forms could exhibit notable differences. 
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Chapter 6  

Promoting Cohesion Through Digital Spaces: Strategies and 

Approaches of the Third sector in Mitigating Tensions 

6.1. Introduction 

Scholars have highlighted the unique position of the third sector in fostering 

collective efficacy by bridging external institutions with communities (Kelly, 2007). As 

hybrids of public and community institutions, NGOs can be critical in networking with 

and between communities (Blake et al., 2008). NGOs not only act as a pressure 

point for communities to engage with formal actors but can also directly contribute to 

collective efficacy using informal mechanisms themselves. This is generally divided 

into two approaches: "cohesion and trust" and "informal social control" (Sampson et 

al., 1997). Scholars have argued that cohesion extends to various domains, 

including "common values and a civic culture" (Forrest and Kearns, 2001). Social 

controls are based on rewards and penalties, which derive from either adhering or 

deviating from societal norms (Groff, 2015).  

Despite the critical role of NGOs in promoting collective efficacy, little academic 

research has been conducted to examine the specific strategies and tactics used in 

these campaigns. This chapter bridges this gap by investigating how NGOs promote 

positive and inclusive content, particularly within digital spaces, and it seeks to 

measure the effectiveness of various strategies employed. Building on existing 

literature, which highlights social media and digital content as potent tools for 

fostering mutual understanding and addressing issues related to community tensions 

(Chakrabarti, 2018:400), it specifically identifies and explores content strategies used 

in this context. To accomplish this, this study utilises Mergel's (2013) framework, 

primarily used in the context of public sector organisations. By applying this 

framework to civil society this study contributes to the existing literature on the role of 

the third sector in promoting collective efficacy. This study also employs regression 
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models to assess which approaches are most effective in achieving collective 

efficacy through social media, providing evidence-based recommendations to NGOs. 

The chapter analyses the communication strategies and sub-strategies employed by 

minority rights organisations through a content analysis. Four broad strategies (push, 

pull, networking, and transactional) are identified that reflect Mergel’s (2010) 

communication typology, and eight sub-strategies are inductively derived within 

these. To do this, analysis considered content by ten prominent non-profit 

organisations in Wales, by analysing a sample of 5,000 tweets collected over 27 

months, specifically from November 10, 2018, to February 10, 2021. Given the 

relatively recent adoption of social media platforms by NGOs in Wales, the study 

was constrained by the limited availability of a larger dataset. A concurrent mixed 

methods approach was employed to analyse the data, incorporating quantitative 

methods to identify prevalent strategies and breakdowns of attributes, alongside 

qualitative methods that provided contextualised examples of usage, thus enhancing 

the context and our understanding of the findings59. The study aims to provide 

evidence-based recommendations to NGOs on promoting positive, inclusive, and 

diverse content while combating divisive and misinfomred attitudes. The findings of 

this study contribute to a better understanding of the role of NGOs in promoting 

collective efficacy and provide insights into effective communication strategies. 

6.2. Hypotheses 

H1: NGOs will use social media to contribute to collective efficacy (Sampson et al., 

1997) by using informal mechanisms, mainly promoting cohesion and trust through 

positive campaigns that support inclusiveness, in addition they will also sometimes 

 
59 It is pertinent to acknowledge that the results of this investigation exclusively relate to 
NGOs that are engaged in mitigating tensions and may not be generalisable to other third 
sector entities, or public and private institutions. Nonetheless, the findings presented in this 
chapter furnish a valuable resource for organisations striving to mitigate online tensions via 
efficacious communication strategies. 
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use informal social controls, such as actively challenging divisive attitudes with public 

interventions to promote collective efficacy. 

Sampson et al. (1997) propose that informal social controls and promoting cohesion 

and trust are the two primary mechanisms for achieving collective efficacy. While 

existing research on digital collective efficacy has primarily focused on the former, 

typically in response to specific instances of community tensions (Costello et al., 

2017; Ozalp et al., 2020), also known as counter-speech (Williams and Burnap, 

2016), the current study places greater emphasis on the latter. Specifically, this 

study examines the day-to-day actions taken by NGOs to mitigate tensions and 

promote inclusivity through general promotion campaigns that expose audiences to 

positive and inclusive content (Perry et al., 2016; Chakraborti, 2018). This approach 

aligns with Allport's (1954) intergroup contact theory, which suggests that positive 

interactions between social groups, including awareness campaigns, can foster 

social change, termed "positive contact". Accordingly, it is hypothesised that NGOs 

will employ cohesion and trust strategies more frequently than interventions. 

However, interventions may generate greater endorsement and engagement, 

particularly in response to trending incidents that attract heightened public interest 

and engagement. 

H2: Third sector minority rights organisations will harness social media to enhance 

their social capital and networking with communities and external stakeholders. 

This hypothesis is founded on existing literature that suggests social media 

possesses the ability to facilitate social inclusion and encourage community 

involvement (Vance et al., 2009). Dialogical strategies, which emphasise two-way 

communication and collaboration, have been  the most common and effective in 

building social capital with community members and external partners (Bortree and 

Seltzer, 2009; Lovejoy and Saxton, 2012). Within the dialogical paradigm, both pull 

and networking strategies are commonly used by organisations to engage in direct 

dialogue with their audiences on social media platforms (Greenberg and MacAulay, 

2009). Networking strategies, which facilitate a two-way interactive framework and 

allow for co-design of services, are particularly effective in building issue networks 

and bolstering social capital with communities (Mergel, 2013). Similarly, pull 
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strategies that encourage public input and participation have also been shown to be 

effective in fostering relationships and social capital with external stakeholders and 

communities (Mergel, 2012). Thus, third sector minority rights organisations are 

expected to employ dialogical strategies, including pull and networking approaches, 

on social media to enhance their social capital and networking with external 

stakeholders and within communities. 

H3: In some cases, NGOs will use social media as an opportunity to foster a 

transactional environment with communities. 

This hypothesis is grounded on the assertion that NGOs commonly employ social 

media to solicit donations, which has become a longstanding custom within this 

sector (Deschamps and McNutt, 2014). This practice distinguishes them from the 

public sector, where transactions generally pertain to the provision of public services 

to communities or constituents (Mergel, 2012). The potential for NGOs to utilise 

social media as a platform for cultivating a transactional environment with their 

communities extends beyond the mere solicitation of donations. As Mergel (2010) 

outlined, transactional strategies involve undertaking transactions with external 

stakeholders or audiences relating to the provision of physical goods or services. 

Hence, NGOs may employ social media to offer support services or facilitate other 

forms of transactions that benefit their communities. It is not assumed that NGOs 

extensively employ social media for transactional purposes, beyond soliciting 

donations, given that other types of charitable organisations that are less oriented 

towards support services have not been previously explored (Deschamps and 

McNutt, 2014). 

H4: Particular strategies will be implemented to use the public as ‘sensors’ for 

information gathering for organisations. 

According to Mergel (2012), pull strategy tweets are intended to encourage followers 

and stakeholders to engage and participate in providing information or general input. 

By leveraging public attitudes towards cohesion and tensions, such approaches 

have been demonstrated to enhance understanding about specific issues (Meijer 

and Thaens, 2013). It is anticipated that minority rights NGOs organisations will 
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employ similar strategies aimed to engage with their communities and adopt a 

ground-up approach that emphasises public attitudes towards cohesion. Such 

organisations traditionally elicit information through appeals for input, such as 

surveys, attending events, or answering questions (Cullen, 2022). Thereafter it is 

hypothesised that third sector minority rights organisations will utilise pull strategy 

tweets and other comparable strategies to interact with their communities and gather 

information. These organisations will use a variety of methods to collect information 

beyond surveys, such as focus group attendance and direct outreach to community 

members. Through these efforts, third sector minority rights organisations may better 

understand the needs and perspectives of the communities they serve, and tailor 

their responses to address specific issues. 
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6.3. Data Variables 

Table 17. Study variables (n= 5000) 
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6.4. Results 

Table 17 presents the study variables, mean values, percentage occurrences and 

coding of the tweets collected for analysis in this chapter (n = 5000). The three 

dependent variables correspond to Twitter engagement metrics: likes, retweets, and 

replies. Additionally, there are five distinct variable categories or factor groups. First, 

content factors pertain to tweet content, encompassing elements such as hashtag 

use, hyperlinks, and specific mentions, including COVID-related references. Second, 

strategy factors are divided according to Mergel's (2012) framework and the 

subsequent sub-strategies identified in this study; these are further elaborated upon 

later in this chapter. Third, account factors relate to the organisation's social media 

presence, specifically the number of followers and tweet frequency. Next, hashtags 

and emoji types were coded into various themes, serving distinct purposes (detailed 

information on the methodology, coding, and categorisation of these themes is 

provided in the methodology section). Finally, control variables include the time of 

day and the day of the week. 

6.4.1. Outlining Strategies 

The initial coding stage involved categorising tweets into one of four strategies 

belonging to Mergel's (2013) social media approach typology: push, pull, networking 

and transactional. A breakdown of the usage of each of Mergel's (2013) strategies 

with further sub-strategies is presented in Figure 27. Alongside identifying thematic 

differences between strategies based on textual data, this section provides 

preliminary insights into attribute differences between each strategy. These attributes 

include hashtags, mentions, word count, emoji usage, and hyperlinks. To examine 

these differences, a Kruskal-Wallis H test60, which produces rank-based 

nonparametric output indicating differences in attribute prevalence among strategies, 

was employed. The results for all attributes indicated strong evidence for a difference 

(p < 0.01) between the mean ranks of at least one group pairing. The accompanying 

 
60 The full Kruskal-Wallis H test results are presented in Appendix 12 
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mean rank statistics61 serve to indicate the rank order of attribute prevalence 

between tweet strategies. Attribute prevalence for each strategy is presented in the 

form of a radar graphs that reflects attribute rank between strategies. 

 

Figure 27. Tweet strategy prevalence breakdown 

6.4.1.1. Push Strategy 

According to Mergel (2012), push strategy communications involve one-way 

dissemination of information by organisations, using social media as a broadcast 

channel to digital audiences. Such communication aims to provide content to 

communities and stakeholders, rather than directly engaging with them online, thus 

representing an informational approach within a broadcast paradigm (Greenberg and 

MacAulay, 2009). Social media allows organisations to broadcast information at any 

time, without conforming to more traditional processes i..e. though the mainstraim 

 

61 Mean ranks should be interpreted cautiously because specific mean differences between 
strategies may not hold overall significance. 
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media (Lee and McGovern, 2014; Goldsmith, 2015). This is important for minority 

rights organisations whose content may not always be deemed newsworthy by the 

media. This study, which applies Mergel's (2010) framework to NGOs, reveals that 

informational content can cover various topics at local, regional, national, and 

international levels. Push strategy tweets were the most common approach and 

accounted for 57.2% (n=2860) of tweets, which reflects high prevalence’s reported in 

the private sector (O’Connor, 2015). This has often been attributed to the desire to 

maintain control over the published content and the familiarity of broadcast 

approaches from earlier internet iterations, such as web 1.0 (Greenberg and 

MacAulay, 2009; Heverin and Zach, 2010). Despite this, a further examination of 

push approaches demonstrate that although they are one-way in nature, many have 

integrated new facets that extend beyond just broadcasting information. Such 

approaches are identified by considering further sub-strategies. The sub-strategies 

include (1) organisation information, (2) link to other content (non-social media), (3) 

link to other content (social media) and (4) non-organisation information:  

 

Figure 28. Push strategy attribute radar graph 

6.4.1.2. Organisation information 

Organisation information tweets accounted for 25% (n=714) of all push strategy 

tweets and 14.3% of all tweets in the study. This strategy informs readers of the 

Hashtag

Mention

HyperlinkEmoji

Word Count

Organisation information Link to other content  (nsm)

Link to other content  (sm) Non-organisation information
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activities and work carried out by the NGOs. In the public sector, organisation-

specific content dominates one-way communications. It has frequently been 

attributed to organisations engaging in image building processes to improve public 

perceptions by enhancing transparency, accountability, and trust (Mawby, 2010). 

Image building usually involves outlining organisation successes (Kappeler and 

Gaines, 2020) and providing transparency about the day-today operations (Mawby, 

2010). Findings for NGOs reflected this, with reported activities such as attendance 

of meetings with other stakeholders, attendance of protests, changes to the 

organisation itself, additional funding received or given, and summaries of work 

carried out by the organisation. Organisational tweets allow organisations to provide 

transparent accounts of their operations to online audiences, allowing them to build 

an online presence in real or near real time (Van De Velde et al., 2015). Examples of 

these are given below: 

"We’ve supported over 200 new refugees so far this year! Our services 
reducing homelessness and help refugees to build new futures in 
Wales.   Something to be proud of!   #PreventingHomelessness 
#ReducingDestitution #StayingSafe" --- (Welsh Refugee Council) 

"Some AWESOME creations here made by families in Wrexham, using 
art packs provided by @Arts_Connection. Distributed through our 
#BMECYP project with help from People for People in the region      
#art #puppetry #youthwork #play https://t.co/EXXxEtChJn"  -- (EYST) 

"We look forward to bringing our knowledge and experience towards 
working together with the Welsh Government and other public and 
voluntary agencies to ensure that the rights of our trans siblings are 
recognised and realised and that they are not rescinded"--- (Pride 
Cymru) 

"Thank you to our Board Member @VinceDonovan from @Safety_Sol_ 
for this great training session yesterday. You showed us some amazing 
tips and features which we were all surprised even existed. A really 
engaging, informative and enjoyable session"--- (Race Equality First) 

Tweets related to organisational strategy showed high usage of hashtags (9/10) and 

mentions (8/10). The prevalence of hashtags was expected, as they have been 
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previously identified as effective tools for building public images and increasing 

searchability (Zappavigna, 2011). Most hashtags used were specific to the 

organisation, as evidenced in the second extract. In contrast, the high usage of 

mentions was surprising, as organisational approaches are typically viewed as one-

way forms of communication. Previous studies have attributed higher usage of 

mentions to image building, in which day-to-day operations are discussed and efforts 

are made to reinforce existing ties and establish new ones, rather than simply 

disseminating information (O'Connor, 2015). This is also evident in the second 

extract, which discusses organisational activities while promoting partner 

organisations. Another potential explanation for the high usage of mentions is that 

they highlight individual members of the organisation who participate in its 

operations, thereby increasing transparency. Hyperlink usage was among the lowest 

(2/10), which is unsurprising given that organisational content typically consists of 

one-way broadcasts on social media platforms, making it unlikely that audiences will 

be directed to other websites or social media platforms (Mergel, 2012). 

6.4.1.3. Non-Organisation Information 

Evidence suggest that public sector organisations predominantly communicate about 

organisation-specific content or content that directly interacts with organisations 

(Meijer and Thaens, 2013). In contrast, third sector approaches show a greater 

willingness to broadcast information unrelated to the organisation. Non-organisation 

information strategy tweets accounted for 15.3% (n=437) of push strategy tweets 

and 8.7% of all observed tweets. These tweets were identified by considering three 

dimensions: (1) does not reference any work or activities carried out by the 

organisation (2) does not quote, mention, or reply to other accounts or tweets, and 

(3) does not contain any links to further organisation websites or social media pages. 

Non-organisation information tweets were primarily used to discuss, identify, 

condemn, or celebrate events that are autonomous to the work directly carried out by 

the account's organisation, such as religious events, news stories, key statistics or 

facts, and national/international days of celebration. This sub-strategy allows 

organisations to promote content that provides positive knowledge and awareness of 

minority groups, debunk misinformation and challenges bias attitudes directly, 
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leading to greater understanding and acceptance of minority groups (Chakraborti, 

2018). This approach is closely related to early conceptualisations of positive contact 

theory. It posits that positive interactions with communities or information relating to 

them can lead to positive social change that fosters inclusivity and acceptance 

(Allport, 1954).  Unsurprisingly, this approach was found to have the highest hashtag 

usage (10/10), as most external information is related to trending topics that are 

more closely aligned with news cycles (Zappavigna, 2011). As a result, the hashtags 

used in this context differ from those used in organisational contexts, as they pertain 

to trending topics being widely discussed. Non-organisational information can be 

relevant in local, regional, national, and international contexts. Examples are 

provided below: 

"Highest-paid #femaleathlete in the world   , #NaomiOsaka is standing 
up for #Blacklives as she announced that she’s pulling out of her 
#semifinalstennismatch today. ⁣#BlackLivesMatter"--- (Women 
Connect First) 

"Well done to everyone who has shown up in person or joined in the 
twitter storm to oppose those seeking to stir up racism and hatred in 
Penally   #LovePenallyHateRacism  #RefugeesWelcome 
#Noplaceforhate" --- (EYST) 

"We're saddened to hear of the death of Senedd member Mohammad 
Asghar - the first ever BAME member of the Senedd and well liked. We 
send our condolences to his family." --- (Diverse Cymru) 

"Today brings mixed emotions for trans people and allies. Changes 
achieved together may not go as far as we'd hope, but are a small step 
forward despite increasingly regressive threats to trans rights. You've 
protected existing rights and edged us closer to trans equality." --- 
(Stonewall Cymru) 

"Happy Hanukkah to Jewish trans, nonbinary and intersex people and 
their allies!" --- (Trans Aid Cymru) 



Strategies and Approaches of the Third sector in Mitigating Tensions 

Cardiff University | 222  

6.4.1.4. Link to Other Content (non-social media) 

Link to other content (non-social media) tweets represent 21.9% (n=626) of all push 

strategy tweets and 12.5% of all observed tweets in the study. This sub-strategy 

involves organisations sharing news articles, information, or fact sheets that are 

externally written to the organisation on other websites, often including a summary 

authored by the organisation. Like the non-organisation information sub-strategy, this 

approach relates to information that is not specific to the organisation and exists in 

various contexts. These can include news articles, important statistics, or other 

organisation’s websites. In many cases links to news outlets are used to highlight 

current affairs, that the organisations condemn or support. The range of issues 

includes both domestic concerns, such as structural racism within public agencies, 

as well as international matters, such as restrictive policies imposed on LGBT+ 

communities in Poland. 

 

 

Figure 29. News article provided in Twitter link (1) 

Health minister Vaughan Gething claims Welsh NHS has problem with 
'structural racism' | Wales | ITV News https://t.co/iN4Sqbd2T2---(EYST)
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Figure 29:  

 

 

Figure 30. News article provided in Twitter link (2) 

In other cases, links lead to content that celebrates minority groups. This aims to 

positively influence audience perceptions by increasing exposure to positive content 

and countering negative biases. This finding is consistent with Allport's (1954) 

positive contact theory, highlighting the importance of intergroup interactions and 

exposure in promoting cohesion. For example, one post included a link to the ‘pinc 

list’ that celebrates influential members of the LGBT+ community:  

"���The #pinclist2020 is out!!! Meet the activists, politicians, students, 
artists, sport stars, and generally awesome people who are taking a 
stand for #LGBTQ equality across Wales - thank you for making a 

"It is condemning an entire community to hate." We need to 
continue to push for equality. As Poland is taking some shocking 
steps in the wrong direction, we need to remember that we're not 
equal until we're all equal

https://t.co/D2zhT47ucq #LGBTQ #pride #HumanRights"---
(Pride Cymru)
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difference.    #pride @WalesOnline @JoeAli_  https://t.co/71qBJOyQIt 
"--- (Pride Cymru) 

 

Figure 31. Figure 31: News article provided in Twitter link (3) 

In many ways this approach reflects the observational pull-strategy, however it is 

categorised as push because hyperlinks lead to other organisation’s content. It is 

therefore unsurprising that this strategy ranked the highest (10/10) for hyperlink use. 

These links often lead to more comprehensive information than on Twitter due to its 

textual character restrictions (Han et al., 2019). This approach therefore pertains less 

to information reach, as seen in other push strategies, and more to information 

depth, allowing audiences to consume more in-depth and comprehensive 

information (Van De Velde et al., 2015).  

6.4.1.5. Link to Other Content (social media) 

Link to other content (social media) was the most prevalent sub-strategy within push, 

accounting for 37.9% (n=1083) of push strategy tweets and 21.7% of all tweets in 

the study. This strategy shares similarities with the link to other content (non-social 

media) sub-strategy in terms of format and the type of information being shared, 
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often with a summary provided by the organisation. However, instead of providing a 

link to a news article on a different website, this strategy involves interacting with 

other tweets on Twitter, either by quoting or replying to them while composing a push 

tweet. The high prevalence of this strategy suggests a shift in the implementation of 

one-way push strategies to incorporate some dialogical elements, allowing 

organisations to network with other Twitter accounts while still broadcasting 

information (Greenberg and MacAulay, 2009). The extent of this is demonstrated by 

this strategy ranking second highest (9/10) for mentions among all strategies 

included in the study. This hybrid approach allows for disseminating inclusive content 

while strengthening ties and broadening relational space with other stakeholders 

(Kagan and Duggan, 2011). Consequently, the content tends to focus on more 

localised topics than those found in link to other content (non-social media). This can 

be attributed to organisations seeking to engage with stakeholders within their 

immediate purview who have the potential to influence their daily operations: 

 

These demonstrate how organisations utilise broadcasting techniques to showcase 

positive outcomes, available services, or mere existence of other stakeholders. This 

practice broadens audiences' support networks and strengthens relationships with 

external stakeholders (Jue et al., 2010). This may explain the high ranking of emoji 

usage (7/10) in organisational tweets, as emotive emojis such as hearts are 

"If you are an adult living in Wales and have been referred to the 
Gender Identity Clinic in London and haven’t had an appointment, 
the Welsh Gender Service in Cardiff wants to contact you. Give 
consent to be contacted by using this form @UmbrellaCymru 
: https://t.co/9hTKdY8hjk" --- (Stonewall Cymru)

"Pride Cymru are working with Disability Sport Wales to develop a 
programme aimed at supporting disabled and non-disabled 
LGBTQI+ individuals into (or back into) physical activity across North 
Wales. Could you help by filling out their 
questionnaire? https://t.co/uQaPXtOY1w" ---(Disability Wales)

"This looks amazing!! Thank you @tfwrail  
https://t.co/Ckrc2Wn8x6" --- (Pride) 
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frequently used by organisations to demonstrate positive interactions with other 

organisations. 

6.4.1.6. Pull Strategy 

Pull strategy approaches align more closely with the dialogical than broadcasting 

paradigm (Greenberg and MacAulay, 2009). In this context, they are more designed 

to strengthen social capital with audiences (Granovetter, 1973). Mergel (2012) 

contends that organisations do not typically employ pull strategies to stimulate 

discussions on social media platforms. Instead, they are generally utilised to redirect 

audiences towards other forms of engagement outside the platform. These 

alternative forms of engagement still lead to strong social ties between audiences 

and organisations but are not limited to digital spaces. Pull strategy tweets promote 

engagement and participation, with organisations using followers and stakeholders 

as resources or information sensors (Mergel, 2012). The study found that pull 

strategy tweets accounted for 28.8% (n=1442) of tweets collected. Thus, pull 

strategy was the second most prevalent strategy in Mergel's (2013) typology, only 

behind push. Much like for push, pull strategy approaches were further explored in 

three sub-categories: (1) interactive, (2) work recruitment, and (3) observational. 

 

Figure 32: Pull strategy attribute radar graph 

Hashtag

Mention

HyperlinkEmoji

Word Count

Interactive Work recruitment Observational
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6.4.1.7. Interactive Pull 

interactive tweets constituted the most prevalent form of pull strategy tweets, 

accounting for 56.9% (n=821) and 16.4% of all tweets analysed. Interactive pull 

strategy tweets were operationally defined as tweets that (1) encouraged active 

engagement with the organisation and (2) did not solely involve discussions on 

social media - instances, where social media was used for networking, were 

categorised as networking strategies. Subsequently, this approach consistently 

reflected the organisational information strategy by solely relating to organisation-

specific content. Therefore, it was not surprising to find that this approach was 

ranked highly (8/10) for hashtag usage, which were also predominantly organisation-

specific (e.g., #YourPride). These tweets are implemented in several ways, such as 

inviting followers to participate in activities, focus groups, town hall meetings, or to 

complete surveys designed by the organisation. While some of these tweets 

included hyperlinks to digital surveys, many others did not require any hyperlinks and 

instead featured images that provided details about the events, including locations 

and start times. Exemplars are presented below: 

 

 

Figure 33. Tweet image with event information (1) 

"HAVE YOUR SAY Today:  We want to hear from you, your views 
and concerns about COVID-19 will dictate our responses to 
Welsh and UK Governments, and public sector organisations.  
Survey here  https://t.co/IVs13DFYqA https://t.co/GPLSRJyDBg" ---
Diverse Cymru 
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Figure 34: Tweet image with event information (2) 

 

"Come talk to us about how we can make our services more 
accessible to your community     Dewch i siarad â ni am sut y gallwn 
ni wneud ein gwasanaethau'n fwy hygyrch i'ch cymuned   10th Feb, 
2pm-3pm https://t.co/jilVC0vDhH   10th Feb, 5:30pm - 6:30pm 
https://t.co/gp5ZzkhI3H https://t.co/yRriSu57e4" --- WWA

"There's just under a week until our first event of the year! The Big 
Queer Quiz is funded by Comic Relief's LGBTQ COVID-19 
Recovery Fund, in partnership with METRO Charity and Umbrella 
Cymru, and will take place next Saturday at 12pm! Get your tickets 
here https://t.co/ns6xezPfzv https://t.co/q2c07CNX4V" --- Trans Aid 
Cymru
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Figure 35. Tweet image with event information (3) 

 

These show interactive approaches can serve two distinct purposes. While both 

objectives involve active participation, the first two align more closely with traditional 

pull strategy techniques, as Mergel (2012) outlined, utilising audiences and 

communities as information sensors to gain valuable insights that inform 

organisational operations. This is often achieved through public consultations or by 

providing surveys. The latter two excerpts illustrate that interactive approaches can 

also be utilised to enhance social capital with audiences (Granovetter, 1973) by 

fostering a sense of community and organising events that serve purposes beyond 

gathering information, such as hosting quizzes or yoga sessions. Alongside ranking 

highly for hashtags, this approach also ranked high in word count (9/10) this can 

often be seen, with tweets being presented in longer format to fully detail the 

interactive activity being promoted (i.e., start time, location, and further information).  

"Start your Sunday the right way with some yoga at 10:30! Head 
over to our Facebook page to join @somethingtosi! #YourPride 
https://t.co/HPkmyjOuDH" --- Pride Cymru
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6.4.1.8. Work Recruitment Pull 

Work recruitment tweets accounted for 11.9% (n=171) of pull strategy tweets and 

3.4% of all tweets, positioning it as the least frequently used form of pull strategy 

tweets. However, despite its lower ranking, work recruitment tweets are still more 

prevalent than any transactional approach. These findings align with recent evidence 

highlighting the growing significance of social media platforms as a conducive 

environment for promoting paid or voluntary work opportunities (Olinski and 

Szamrowski, 2021). Work recruitment tweets were based on explicit calls to action 

encouraging readers to apply for paid or volunteering positions within the account's 

organisation. It is worth noting that tweets promoting paid or volunteering positions 

with other organisations were not included in the work recruitment category. Instead, 

they were classified as 'link to other content (non-social media). 

 

Recruitment tweets rank high for emojis (9/10), mentions (7/10), and hyperlinks 

(7/10). Upon inspection of tweet extracts, symbolic emojis such as arrows and 

pointing fingers are used to direct audiences to application links, encouraging and 

facilitating application submissions. This finding supports Highfield's (2018) earlier 

research, which suggests that emojis can be used to increase engagement in 

brands, events, and promotional campaigns. It further extends this notion to include 

their potential for encouraging applications for roles. Although the high ranking of 

mentions may initially seem confusing, closer examination of the tweet extracts 

"For more information/ to apply for the role please find contact 
details above #Deliverydriver"--- Women Connect First

"Check out our amazing job opportunities on @CharityJob Work 
with wonderful people while doing amazing things! 
https://t.co/ghAZccLiu4 https://t.co/T8oZ3VWREk"--- Pride Cymru

"3 Days to Go !!!!!  Are you passionate about social media and 
communications ?  We are looking for an enthusiastic individual to 
join our team as a  Social Media Coordinator @ 15hrs per week.  
@charityjobfindr @cardiff_jobs  @cdfvolcentre @DC_Wales 
@ProMoCymru @BMESkillsWales https://t.co/oFWW1lYMHd"---
Women Connect First
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reveals that organisations mention job pages (e.g., @cardiff_jobs) that they also use 

to advertise the roles on. A high ranking in hyperlinks is expected, and a quick 

inspection of the qualitative output reveals that hyperlinks are used either to direct 

readers to more information about the role or to direct them to the actual application. 

6.4.1.9. Observational Pull 

Observational tweets constitute 23.9% (n=345) of pull strategy tweets and 6.9% of 

all tweets in the study. They redirect followers to external sources of information, 

typically hosted on the organisation's website. Unlike interactive strategy tweets, 

observational tweets do not encourage active participation but encourage the 

consumption of information produced by the organisation. Examples of the content 

found in observational tweets include information sheets, new legislation, 

newsletters, and details about the work carried out by the organisation. Selected 

examples of observational content are presented below: 

 

 

"This #InternationalWomensDay, we want to highlight the work of 
lesbian, bi & trans women activists worldwide. Discover the new 
website for our #OutOfTheMargins project, which empowers local 
organisations to improve their lives around the world. #IWD 
https://t.co/mTlnrEo9AI https://t.co/z4edpIoA12"--- Stonewall

"Our monthly newsletter is out now!! Read all about what we got up 
to supporting BAME people in July!! Featuring @childcomwales 
@HelenaHerklots @CardiffUniInter @CABCymru 
@WelshGovernment @SwanseaCouncil @childrensociety and 
more!! https://t.co/sTDTOr4Rkl 
#WeareWales https://t.co/y1pTn4adCn"--- EYST

"Many Muslims are preparing for Ramadan - we've compiled some 
information and resources in support. Ramadan 
Mubarak. https://t.co/hLwfICMZUZ https://t.co/NvEVJbmePj"---
Diverse Cymru
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While most examples direct audiences to the organisation's website, some lead to 

external platforms that host the organisation's content, such as YouTube, which 

utilises audio-visual modalities (Waterloo et al., 2018). Hence, observational pull 

strategies not only promote reading, but also viewing content. 

 

 

Figure 36: Link to organisation's YouTube content 

Subsequently, observational approaches exhibit less dialogical features than any 

other pull strategy, and prioritise information diffusion, similar to one-way 

"Given the challenges of 2020, it feels right to reflect on the 
amazing work of 2019. Read our Annual Report here 
https://t.co/vbOEKEggG5 https://t.co/ZmwCWsVveA"--- Welsh 
Refugee Council

"Will EU Citizens still be able to access healthcare in the UK after 
Brexit? If you are a EU Citizen living in Wales it’s important you 
apply to the EUSS scheme. Learn more here: 
https://t.co/n2d07h5Jft #brexitwhatnext #EUCitizens"--- Disability 
Wales
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broadcasting approaches (Greenberg and MacAulay, 2009). Similar to link to other 

content (non-social media) tweets, this strategy facilitates information depth (Van De 

Velde et al., 2015) by redirecting audiences to other websites that do not have 

character restrictions (Han et al., 2019). As such, it is unsurprising that this approach 

ranked second highest (9/10) for hyperlink usage, behind only link to other content 

(non- social media).  

6.4.1.10. Networking Strategy 

Networking tweets accounted for 13.0% (n=650) of all tweets. In Mergel's (2013) 

typology, networking approaches move beyond initial two-way pull dialogical 

approaches towards an even more interactive, two-way cross-boundary framework. 

Such interactions enhance social capital and enable a round-the-clock interactive 

environment where organisations can strengthen existing relationships with 

constituents and other stakeholders while establishing new ones. Lovejoy and 

Saxton (2012) highlight the potential of social media in facilitating community building 

and the establishment of 'issue networks'. Organisations network with public 

audiences, resulting in an interactive co-design of services. Social media has 

enabled access to instant high-quality content and global networking opportunities 

(Berlot et al., 2012). Networking strategy tweets were identified as any tweet directly 

promoting dialogical engagement on Twitter. Content that promotes engagement on 

other agency-run websites is coded into one of the pull sub-strategies. Networking 

strategy tweets predominantly reply to other users on the platform, ask general 

questions, and use polls to instigate online discussions. They can be addressed to 

individuals, groups, or all followers. For example, a networking strategy tweet may 

thank users for their support and encourage them to spread the word or ask 

followers about their opinions on a current issue relevant to the organisation's 

mission.  
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Figure 37: Networking strategy attribute radar graph 

Networking approaches are characterised by certain sensory elements of the pull 

strategy, as they involve seeking input from audiences on the operations of 

organisations. However, the key distinction lies in the additional interactive dynamic 

afforded by the instantaneous communication capabilities of social media platforms. 

Examples are given below: 

 

“As part of 2020’s digital pride, we want to create #YourPride 
playlist. What are the anthems that you blast as you’re getting 
ready for the festival? Tweet us your suggestions below and we’ll 
reveal the playlist later in the month.” --- Pride Cymru

“@Becky18324396 Hi Becky. We did not ignore you. We told you 
that we would consider putting that option in future surveys. We are 
sorry that you didn't feel able to fill out our form”. --- Trans Aid 
Cymru

“@ACCSwansea Thank you” --- EYST

“@cavamh Happy birthday from us! ^Joe” --- Diverse Cymru
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Thematic analysis found that networking communications in the third sector share 

similar characteristics with those identified in the literature. Meijer and Thaens (2013) 

describe networking communications as decentralised, indicating that their 

objectives and tasks are often unique and diverse. This approach reflects the co-

design of services, which enables organisation constituents to have an equal say in 

the interactions, and independent queries made by individuals to be addressed 

(Mergel, 2013). Unlike push and pull strategies, which are characterised by tone-

setting dynamics, networking communications do not involve broadcasting or pulling 

audiences towards broad concepts but instead address individual queries. 

Consequently, networking strategies are not further categorised into sub-strategies. 

The highly interactive nature of networking approaches strongly emphasises 

mentions as a communication attribute. This is reflected in their ranking, as mention 

use ranks highest of any strategy (10/10), while networking ranks lowest in the 

remaining attributes. Notably, the word count associated with networking is also 

lower than other strategies. This is evidenced by extracts that depict long 

conversations occurring over multiple posts within a single thread. 

6.4.1.11. Transactional Strategy 

The final strategy in Mergel's (2012) typology is the 'transactional'. This approach 

involves organisations utilising online communication to transact with external 

stakeholders or audiences regarding physical goods or services (Mergel, 2012). 

While transactional approaches are inherent in the private sector (Thomas, 2007), 

they are only recently emerging in the public sector. In the public sector, 

transactional approaches relate more to providing public services than goods 

(Mergel, 2012). In the third sector, initial evidence indicates that transactional 

approaches are primarily used to elicit donations, with varying levels depending on 

the type of organisation. For instance, disaster relief non-profits tend to appeal at a 

higher rate than educational organisations that mainly broadcast informational 

content on policy (Deschamps and McNutt, 2014). As suggested by Mergel (2013), 

the prevalence of transactional strategies is lower than that of the other three broad 

strategies, accounting for only 3% (n=153) of tweets observed in the study.  
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Figure 38.  Transactional strategy attribute radar graph 

6.4.1.12. Elicit Donations 

The first sub-strategy involves organisations seeking to solicit donations on social 

media platforms. These requests were made through simple appeals for donations 

or through incentives, such as prize giveaways, trivia contests, and product sales, as 

demonstrated in the final extract. This finding aligns with existing literature that 

suggests non-profits are exploring innovative ways to raise funds (Castillo et al., 

2014). Nevertheless, soliciting donations accounted for the lowest frequency in the 

data (n=42), significantly less than other non-profits that primarily rely on donations, 

such as disaster relief (Deschamps and McNutt, 2014). Some posts explained how 

donations would be used, while others included motivational factors, such as the 

importance of being an 'ally’ or framing the cost of donations relative to other 

expenditures. Using such approaches to persuade audiences may explain why the 

word count for donation-related posts was the highest of any strategy (10/10). These 

posts also received relatively high scores for hyperlinks (8/10), which redirected 
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readers to other web pages providing more information on how donations would be 

utilised and how to donate. Examples of such posts are provided below. 

 

 

6.4.1.13. Services 

The other transactional strategy is ‘service use’. Service tweets were more prevalent 

than (n=105) of tweets eliciting donations. This was a surprise as most existing 

literature indicates that donations are the primary form of NGOs’ transactional 

approaches. As such, this finding suggests that pro-minority rights third sector 

groups utilise transactional approaches more akin to the public sector, in which they 

promote services to audiences. Services in this context entirely related to support 

services such as helplines provided by organisations. These are either provided by 

hyperlinks to support service pages on organisation websites, or by simply providing 

the hotline number. Hyperlinks are therefore less integral to this sub-strategy as 

“Allies can support Welsh trans & non-binary people with financial 
needs by donating below & sharing: https://t.co/c55c91rgQl “ ---
Trans Aid Cymru

“It’s £23.75 a week or just £3.39 a day. That’s less than the cost of 
a Meal Deal or most takeaway coffees. Your support can help us 
support those in hardship. Donate here: https://t.co/sbGJ6McKbM” -
-- Welsh Refuge Council

“We're working hard to support vulnerable BME Communities in 
Wales, and to represent their views, experiences and opinions at a 
strategic level. Donate to support our work here -
https://t.co/XhLPsGxOiD https://t.co/rXdZPKZero “ --- Diverse 
Cymru

“Our fabulous patron Dr Bev has released this much-anticipated 
line of merch for you to finally get your hands on! £1 from each 
item sold in the Enfys range will be donated to Pride Cymru. Which 
items will you be snapping up first?
@Keetch1701 https://t.co/RqLbJuK9Jn https://t.co/MHRcgASAMi”
--- Pride Cymru
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demonstrated in the ranking (4/10). Support services varied between agencies, but 

broadly relates to, general advice, victim support, legislative support, and 

informational services. Examples are given below:  

 

 

Services ranked the highest of any strategy (10/ 10) for emoji use. A closer 

inspection of examples indicates that this outcome can be largely attributed to the 

use of phone emojis, commonly positioned near phone numbers. This strategic 

placement is likely aimed at drawing attention to the phone number, enhancing the 

probability of followers availing the services.

“Diverse Cymru is offering: Free Award-winning
Independent support throughout Cardiff and the Vale. Get help with 
benefits, PIP, ESA, and challenging decisions. Contact us at 
advocacy@diverse.cymru today. https://t.co/qJHU4Cl2Sb”---
Diverse Cymru

“#BAMEHelpline Never be afraid to ask for help Here's a 
response from just one of our clients - and we were so thrilled that 
we could offer the help they needed! We're open Mon-Fri 10:30am-
2:30pm - will you help us share?    https://t.co/X14Ofzxrag” ---
EYST

“Our Advice & Advocacy Service for our Golden Years Project is 
available over the phone We are always here and will continue to 
help and support you during this crisis period @mikelewis1960 
@LBFEW #StayHomeStaySafe 
#Togetherwecan https://t.co/4g8iidEk8h” --- Women Connect First

“@Welshrefcouncil is open for business.   Call us on: 02920 489 
800 for Cardiff  01633 266 420 for Newport  07918 403 666 for 
Swansea  07977 234 198 for Wrexham We have 
caseworkers ready to help  #SanctuaryandSafety #StayHome 
#StaySafe  https://t.co/ekxcL6hSAi https://t.co/hfmhUjL8Kc” ---
Welsh Refugee Council
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Table 18. Negative binomial regression, predicting digital engagements 
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6.4.2. Digital engagement models 

Most social media research has focussed solely on retweets when exploring 

engagement data62. This study provides an overview of third sector minority rights 

organisation’s use of social media as a whole. It therefore measures discrepancies in 

a wider range of engagement types (i.e., likes and replies). This marks the first study 

to measure Mergel's (2013) communication framework in relation to engagement 

data. The literature suggests that on-platform engagement types can have 

significantly different meanings. For instance, retweets are typically linked with 

endorsement and the degree to which digital audiences want to propagate and 

amplify particular ideas posted on social media (Williams and Burnap, 2016). 

Conversely, likes are less designed to amplify opinions but rather to simply just 

endorse them. In this context, likes can be regarded as a more passive form of 

endorsement than retweets. While likes and retweets share some similarities, replies 

differ significantly from them. Replies are primarily associated with on-platform open 

discourse and can reflect social capital, highlighting the level of verbal input and 

engagement within specific digital communities (Burton and Soboleva, 2011). 

Notably, replies are not always indicative of positive social capital, as they may also 

be used to challenge initial posts, as demonstrated in Chapter Five. Three models 

were developed in this chapter, each with the same independent variables and 

different dependent variable relating to the three on-platform engagement metrics.  

6.4.2.1. Sub Model Analyses 

Sub-model analyses were conducted for all three models. Instead of using statistical 

procedures such as PCA that consider correlations, the study manually identified five 

factor groups: content factors, account factors, hashtag and emojis, controls, and 

strategy factors. The detailed sub-factor analysis results are provided in Appendix 10 

 
62 The three primary on-platform engagement metrics on Twitter are retweets, likes and 
replies (Boyd et al., 2010) 
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which demonstrate variations in the degree to which the factor groups account for 

the variance in each model. Content factors had the greatest influence on likes63 and 

retweets64, followed by strategy factors, account factors, hashtag and emojis, and 

controls, respectively. The results suggest that on-platform modalities, such as 

hyperlinks, mentions, and word count, are instrumental in driving engagement on 

Twitter. Content that includes hyperlinks or mentions can also increase engagement 

by facilitating the discovery of related content and encouraging interactions with 

other users. This suggests that NGOs can leverage these factors to promote 

community cohesion on social media. 

The study also found that strategy factors, which reflect Mergel's communication 

framework of push, pull networking, and transactional, were the second most 

influential factor group for likes and retweets. These findings indicate that strategies 

can significantly influence propagation and endorsement of positive and inclusive 

content. However, their impact is not as significant as on-platform content modalities. 

Account factors, such as tweet frequency and account size by followers, were the 

third most influential factor group for likes and retweets. This suggests that users 

may be more likely to engage with content from accounts they perceive as active 

and influential. However, such factors play a significantly lesser role than strategic 

approaches or content modalities. Emojis and hashtags had minimal impact on likes 

and retweets, indicating that their use may not be as crucial for driving user 

propagation and endorsement as previously thought. Controls, such as time of the 

day or day of the week, also had a limited impact on engagement for likes and 

retweets, suggesting that the timing of posting may not be as critical as the quality of 

the content, overall strategy, or account. The results of the sub-model analysis for 

 
63 Content factors explained the most variance (-2 Log-Likelihood = -14383.32, BIC= 
28843.29), followed by strategy factors (-2 Log-Likelihood = -14546.01, BIC= 
29126.09), account factors (-2 Log-Likelihood = -14580.22, BIC= 29211.55), 
hashtag/ emoji type (-2 Log-Likelihood = -14741.65, BIC= 29585.50) and finally the 
controls (-2 Log-Likelihood = -14806.37, BIC= 29655.31). 
64 Content factors explained the most variance (-2 Log-Likelihood = -11419.49, BIC= 
22915.63) followed by strategy factors (-2 Log-Likelihood = -11734.72, BIC= 
23503.51), account factors (-2 Log-Likelihood = -11914.83, BIC= 23880.76), 
hashtag/ emoji type (-2 Log-Likelihood = -12133.04, BIC= 24385.31) and finally 
controls (-2 Log-Likelihood = -12193.91, BIC= 24430.41). 
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the reply65 model differed significantly from the likes and retweets models, with 

account factors being the second most influential factor group, followed by hashtag 

and emoji type, controls, and then strategy factors. As such, factors driving on-

platform dialogue may differ from those impacting general endorsement-seeking 

behaviours. In particular, users may be more likely to engage in dialogue with 

accounts, they perceive as trustworthy or credible. Surprisingly, strategy factors 

explained little variance for replies, which contradicts associated research that 

dialogical approaches are extremely influential in garnering on-platform discourse. 

Results later in this section will explore discrepancies in strategies in relation to 

replies and demonstrate that perhaps not only dialogical approaches are effective in 

receiving on-platform replies. 

6.4.2.2. Broad Strategy Results 

 

Figure 39. Clustered column chart showing regression  

coefficients for strategy factors (all three models) 

 

65 Content factors explained the most variance (-2 Log-Likelihood = --3173.12, BIC= 
6422.88) followed by account factors (-2 Log-Likelihood = -3175.56, BIC= 6402.22), 
hashtag/emoji type (-2 Log-Likelihood = -3266.50, BIC= 6652.24), controls (-2 Log-
Likelihood = -3276.46, BIC= 6595.50) and finally strategy factors (-2 Log-Likelihood = -
3295.87, BIC= 6625.81). 
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The clustered column chart in Figure 39 displays the strategy factor predictors for 

each model66. As noted by Mergel (2013), the strategies employed by organisations 

address varying key objectives and missions, and single organisations may employ 

multiple strategies at any given time. Upon inspecting the plots, it is evident that no 

single strategy is the highest predictor of engagement across two or more models, 

indicating that different strategies may be more beneficial depending on the desired 

outcome. Push strategy tweets dominate the likes model, with other strategies being 

relatively less associated. This result was expected, as push strategies are situated 

in the broadcasting paradigm, where one-way interactions are actively pursued, and 

information is broadcasted to audiences with little to no intention of building close-

knit social ties. While broadcasting significant levels of information can promote 

positive content and expose wider audiences to other communities, allowing for 

better intergroup understanding, likes are most suitable for general information 

broadcasting as other engagements, such as replies, result in two-way dialogical 

interactions that serve different purposes (Greenberg and MacAulay, 2009). 

Although push strategies remain effective in garnering retweets, pull strategies were 

more positively associated, perhaps due to their greater information depth and semi-

interactional nature, resulting in a greater likelihood for audiences to propagate 

information posted by organisations (Van De Velde et al., 2015). Similarly, 

networking, and transactional strategies were significantly less associated with 

retweets than push and pull. However, transactional strategies have a higher 

likelihood of being retweeted than networking, where the opposite was true in the 

likes model. This finding implies that transactional practices such as appeals for 

donations or the provision of support services are more likely to be propagated by 

followers, allowing for a wider reach of such functions, which is crucial in both 

fundraising and ensuring that invaluable support services may reach a broader 

audience of needing individuals. 

In the final model, transactional strategies were less likely to predict replies relative 

to other coefficients, and networking strategy was the highest predictor of replies 

 
66 The reference category in all three models is push strategy (due to its highest overall 
prevalence). 
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from all broad strategies. This finding is significant as it highlights the importance of 

networking strategy in spurring online discourse with the organisation's audience. 

Dialogical strategies that offer two-way communications to build strong relationships 

with audiences and associated stakeholders (Deschamps and McNutt, 2014) are 

critical in promoting community cohesion through social media as they help build a 

sense of community. Although networking strategy is closely followed by push 

strategy and then pull strategy, this result emphasises that networking strategy, 

which is based on the dialogic paradigm, is two-way interactive by design and 

actively seeks to cause open conversation between organisations and communities 

and external partners (Greenberg and MacAulay, 2009). These findings only provide 

initial and general understandings of social media strategies in enhancing community 

cohesion. Later in this chapter, further sub-strategies are explored that help shed 

light on more specific approaches taken by NGOs to promote community cohesion.  

6.4.2.3. Like Model 

Content factors exhibited both positive and negative associations. Controlling for 

other variables, interventions were found to have the most substantial positive 

impact, followed by hyperlinks, celebrations, mentions, and word count Conversely, 

COVID-related tweets exhibited the most negative association with likes, trailed by 

tweets containing hashtags.  Tweets referring to minority groups not typically 

focused on by the organisations did not show significant associations with likes, 

retweets, or replies across all three models. The account factor predictors showed 

significant associations with likes. Compared to the reference category of high tweet 

frequency, tweets with low tweet frequency were less likely to be liked, while tweets 

with medium tweet frequency were more likely to be liked. Moreover, tweets from 

accounts with small, medium, and large followers were more likely to be liked 

compared to the reference category of x-large accounts. The extent of this 

association varied, with large accounts being the most likely to receive likes, followed 

by small and medium accounts. Regarding the use of emojis and hashtags, tweets 

with group-specific emojis, activity, and symbolic and group-specific emoji use were 

more likely to be liked compared to the reference category of no emoji use. The 

likelihood of likes decreased in the given order. However, emotive emojis, 
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time/place, and branding hashtags did not show significant associations with likes. 

Informative, event, and goals/values hashtags were found to have positive 

associations with likes to similar extents, while organisation and call-to-action 

hashtags67 showed negative associations with likes. Finally, the controls sub-factor 

showed no significant associations with likes, indicating that the day of the week or 

time of day did not take significantly affect. 

 

Figure 40: Audience engagement coefficients for ‘like’ sub-strategy model 

Subsequent revised models were executed for all three dependent variables - likes, 

retweets, and replies - with the sub-strategies68 included to provide more detailed 

insight into discrepancies in engagement. As previously mentioned in the broad 

strategies section, push strategy tweets were most associated with likes, followed by 

pull, networking, and transactional strategies. A quick examination of Figure 40 

 
67 Call-to-action (like model) hashtag predictor only approached conventional standards of 
statistical significance (*) 
68 The selection of a reference category for the sub-strategies differed from the broad 
strategies approach, which relied on prevalence. Instead, the strategy (non-organisation 
information) with the highest mean engagement score was chosen to improve the cohesion 
of the results and test the potential effects of other factors included in the regression model.  
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reveals that push strategies dominate the higher end, indicating the strongest 

coefficients, thereby reinforcing the notion that push strategies primarily operate in a 

broadcasting paradigm where information is disseminated and consumed, rather 

than interacted with. 

Interestingly, service use was the second highest sub-strategy, indicating that 

audiences widely accept support services organisations provide on social media. In 

contrast, donations are the least associated with likes. While this may suggest a 

limited endorsement of donation appeals, one possible explanation could be that 

endorsement may come in the form of making donations rather than liking posts. The 

remaining dialogic and semi-dialogic approaches belonging to pull and networking 

strategies are observed in the lower end of the chartle, suggesting that passive 

endorsement such as likes is less associated with them. 

6.4.2.4. Retweet Model 

Despite explaining the most variance, some content factors were found to have no 

significant associations, such as tweets that mention COVID-19, “other focus, or 

celebrations. Reflecting the likes model, the strongest positive association within 

content factors for the retweet model is observed by some margins in intervention 

tweets. This was followed by hyperlinks, mentions and word count. Interestingly, 

hashtags were the only content factor negatively associated with retweets, this 

reinforces the idea that pull strategy approaches focus more on information depth by 

redirecting audiences to other resources than information reach, by enhancing on 

platform discoverability (Van De Velde et al., 2015). As such, hyperlinks are effective 

tools in gaining retweets. This finding coincides with strategy factor results that show 

pull strategy tweets are more likely to be retweeted than push strategy tweets. 

Conversely, networking, and transactional were less associated with retweets than 

push strategy tweets. Concerning the tweet frequency reference category (high 

tweet frequency) low tweet frequency accounts were less likely to be retweeted. No 

significant association was found for mid tweet frequency accounts. In relation to the 

account size reference category (x-large accounts), small and large accounts were 

both more likely to be retweeted, with the association being greater for small than 
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large accounts. No significant association was found for medium-sized twitter 

accounts. In relation to the reference category ‘no emoji use’, all four emoji were 

found to have significant positive associations with retweets, with emotive having the 

most, followed by group-specific, activity and symbolic. From hashtag types, only 

goals/ values and call-to-action hashtags were found to have statistically insignificant 

associations.  Positive associations exist between retweets and informative, event69 

and time/ place hashtag use. Conversely, negative associations exist for 

organisation and branding hashtag types, although in both cases these only 

approached conventional standards of statistical significance. From controls, days of 

the week had no significant association with retweets. In relation to the reference 

category of evenings, morning and daytimes were more likely publish times to 

receive retweets.  

 

Figure 41: Audience engagement coefficients for ‘retweet’ sub-strategy model 

Upon examination of the retweet coefficient rankings, a notable difference is 

observed with respect to the reduced performance of certain push strategies, 

 
69 Event hashtag predictor (retweet model) only approached conventional standards of 
statistical significance. 
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specifically those related to organisational information (ranked 7th) and non-social 

media content links (ranked 8th), as well as improved performances of certain pull 

strategy approaches, such as work recruitment (ranked 2nd) and interactive 

strategies (ranked 5th). The most significant observation is that service use is the 

most frequently retweeted strategy, which indicates that not only are support 

services being endorsed, but they are also being disseminated by digital audiences. 

In contrast, donations remain a low-ranking strategy, despite performing slightly 

better than networking in this model.  

6.4.2.5. Reply Model 

For content factors, only tweets related to celebrations and other focus areas 

showed no significant associations. In contrast, tweets containing interventions, a 

higher word count, and mentions were found to have a positive relationship with the 

number of replies, with no major discrepancies in effect size. In contrast, the 

presence of hashtags, COVID-19 mentions, and hyperlinks (effect sizes in this 

order). in tweets showed negative associations with the number of replies. These 

results suggest that tweets that are more interactive (i.e., using mentions to 

encourage dialogue from the outset) tend to receive more replies, whereas tweets 

that rely on external sources of information (i.e., hyperlinks), or use hashtags to 

reach a wider audience, may not always elicit dialogical engagement and interaction 

from their audiences. In relation to the tweet frequency reference category (high 

tweet frequency), low tweet frequency accounts were less likely to be replied to, 

whereas mid-tweet frequency accounts were more.  

In relation to the account size reference category (x-large accounts), all remaining 

sizes were more associated with replies. The extent varied, with small accounts most 

associated replies, followed by large and finally medium. This finding suggests that 

smaller and more active organisations are more conducive to fostering an 

environment in which their digital audiences are inclined to participate in interactive 

engagements that involve a two-way exchange of information. No emoji predictors 

had significant associations with replies in the model. Time/ place hashtags had a 

positive association with replies. Interestingly, organisational hashtags were 
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negatively associated with replies, whereas branding hashtags were positively 

associated. From controls, day of the week had no significant associations with 

replies. In relation to the refence category (evening) tweets published in the morning 

and daytime were less likely to be replied to.  

 

Figure 42: Audience engagement coefficients for ‘replies’ sub-strategy model 

As mentioned earlier, in the broad strategy model both pull, and transactional 

strategies are less associated with reply count than push. Conversely, networking 

strategy tweets were most associated. The sub-strategy reply model (Figure 42) 

echoes this with significant departures from common themes seen in the like and 

retweets models. Although all eight remaining coefficients remain less associated 

with replies than the refence category (non-organisation information, rank 1st), many 

other sub-strategies rank differently. Perhaps most significantly is the increased 

likelihood networking strategy (rank: 3rd) has of being replied to. Despite, a much 

higher ranking this finding was expected, because the purpose of a networking 

communication strategy is to create an ‘interactive’ channel for organisations to 

discuss issues with followers in a constant ‘back and forward’ (Mergel, 2010). In fact, 

it is surprising that two push strategies (organisation information, rank 2nd and non-

organisation information, rank 1st) outrank networking strategy in replies. This was 
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not previously detected in the broad models only relating to Mergel’s (2013) 

framework. This finding indicates that although networking strategy tweets are 

designed to prompt online discourse with followers, particular push strategy tweets 

can still lead to more. Nonetheless, the significant difference between networking 

coefficients for replies and other engagement metrics, suggest that in third sector 

applications, it is an effective strategy for enhancing discussion with key audiences.  

6.5. Discussion 

Pro minority rights NGOs were found to employ a plethora of digital communication 

strategies to promote community cohesion. Push strategies, an informational, 

allowing organisations to broadcast information at any time without having to 

leverage the media. This is particularly important for minority rights organisations 

whose content may not be deemed “newsworthy” (Greenberg and MacAulay, 2009; 

Goldsmith, 2015). On the other hand, pull strategies promote engagement and 

participation, with organisations using followers and stakeholders as resources or 

information sensors while allowing for greater information depth (Mergel, 2012). 

However, Mergel (2012) contends that organisations do not typically employ pull 

strategies to stimulate discussions on social media platforms. Nevertheless, 

networking approaches move beyond initial two-way pull dialogical approaches 

towards an even more interactive framework that is two-way cross-boundary. Such 

interactions enhance social capital and enable a round-the-clock interactive 

environment in which organisations can both strengthen existing relationships with 

constituents and other stakeholders, while also gaining new ones (Mergel, 2013). 

Lovejoy and Saxton (2012) highlight the potential of social media in facilitating 

community building and the establishment of 'issue networks'. Public audiences’ 

network with organisations, resulting in an interactive co-design of services. Finally, 

the 'transactional' strategy involves organisations utilising online communication to 

transact physical goods or services with external stakeholders or audiences (Mergel, 

2012). 

While high-level strategy overviews provide a broad perspective, they also 

encompass various subfunctions, enabling the exploration of more specific sub-
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strategies. For example, push strategy consisted of organisation information, link to 

other content (non-social media), link to other content (social media), and non-

organisation information. Pull strategy consisted of interactive, work recruitment, and 

observational. Transactional strategy consisted of appeals for donations and the 

provision of support services. Networking, however, could not be further sub-

categorised into sub-strategies. This is consistent with related work as networking 

communications have been identified as decentralised (Meijer and Thaens, 2013). 

This meaning that the services and tasks completed in networking communications 

relate to a much wider variety of objectives that are often unique each time. This 

reflects the co-design of services promoted in the approach, in which organisation 

constituents have an equal say in the interactions (Mergel, 2013). As mentioned, 

there were significant discrepancies in strategy prevalence, content factors, and their 

success in audience engagement. These are considered throughout this discussion 

section to explore how NGOs use social media to promote community cohesion and 

reduce tensions.  

In support of H1, evidence was found that NGOs directly contribute to creating and 

maintaining collective efficacy in digital communities. Collective efficacy is "the 

process of activating or converting social ties among communities to achieve 

collective goals, such as public order or control of crime" (Sampson, 2010: 802). In 

the context of digital society, the definition of community is transformed. Castells 

(1997) argues that digitalisation of social life has resulted in communities no longer 

being organised based on spatial or temporal dimensions. Instead, many 

communities now exist in digital spaces and differ from their offline counterparts in 

size and composition (Dutton, 1996). Regardless, scholars agree that, like in offline 

contexts, digital communities also need to restrict online transgressions and 

establish norms of behaviour (Postmes et al., 1998). 

In support of past work (Perry et al., 2016) NGOs were found to use informal 

mechanisms (see Sampson, 2001), mainly promoting cohesion and trust through 

positive campaigns that support inclusiveness, In addition, informal social controls, 

such as actively challenging antagonistic speech with public interventions were also 

observed. Sampson et al. (1997) propose that informal social controls and promoting 

cohesion and trust are the primary mechanisms for achieving collective efficacy. 
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While existing research on digital collective efficacy has primarily focused on the 

former, typically in response to specific events (Costello et al., 2017; Ozalp et al., 

2020), this study examined the day-to-day actions taken by NGOs to mitigate 

tensions and promote inclusivity through general campaigns that expose audiences 

to positive content as well as social threats. 

The findings show that NGOs employed cohesion and trust strategies more 

frequently than interventions, as hypothesised70. Information depth and information 

reach (Van De Velde et al., 2015) were two vital forms of disseminating positive 

information used by these organisations for promoting positive content that is 

inclusive. From NGOs, this was achieved in both pull and push strategies, using 

information reach, with hashtags to enhance searchability and push strategies such 

as non-organisation information. The posts frequently featured positive and 

informative content, which not only debunked inaccurate information about 

communities but also provided an in-depth portrayal of community norms, thereby 

facilitating a better understanding of them. In this approach, the frequent 

incorporation of knowledge hashtags was a prevalent tool, defined as "any hashtag 

that seeks to help inform audiences on key concepts and terms" (Saxton et al., 2015: 

161). Knowledge hashtags are particularly effective in increasing awareness of 

specific communities by educating followers on relevant terminologies and concepts 

(i.e., #hatecrime #lgbt and #womensrights). Additionally, these tools are used to 

raise awareness about potential dangers and threats that may affect marginalised 

communities. For instance, they can shed light on discriminatory policy changes or 

unjust societal practices that may disproportionately impact minority groups (i.e., 

#dabill and #womensrights). Such tools can help spark meaningful discussions and 

inspire positive actions by bringing attention to these issues. The use of these 

hashtags appeared to be effective in generating public endorsement, as indicated by 

the positive associations observed with likes. These hashtags were instrumental in 

propagating and amplifying such concepts (being associated with retweets), thus 

bolstering information reach across social media platforms. This facilitated the 

 

70 This is likely because interventions only come in response to specific incidents so are 
sporadic in nature. 
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dissemination of information, which contributed to heightening awareness and 

promoting mutual trust.  

While effective, these were mostly confined to on-platform posts that allowed for 

wider information reach. Seeing as many community tensions can be deeply 

complex, textual restitutions on twitter (Han et al., 2019) can be limiting in providing 

detailed discussion on particular topics. To address this, NGOs have pursued 

strategies using hyperlinks to provide greater depth of information. These are 

predominantly employed through observational pull strategies, enabling 

organisations to directly disseminate information at greater depths by directing 

audiences to their other websites. Another approach involves utilising link to content 

(non-social media) push strategies, that include links to information published 

externally to the organisation. These tweets are typically published by news 

organisations or other NGOs. Examples are provided below: 

 

 

Figure 43: News article provided in Twitter link (4) 

"How many BAME teachers are there in Wales? 
#BlackHistoryMonthUK  https://t.co/6JsS6M6iJH" --- Race Equality 
Frst 
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Figure 44: Organisation manifesto provided by Twitter link 

These illustrate the value of including hyperlinks in social media posts to enhance 

the depth of information available to audiences beyond the limitations of character 

constraints. NGOs, for instance, can use hyperlinks to direct readers to additional 

resources that provide greater insight into other communities, fostering mutual trust 

and cohesion by improving understanding. Figure 44 shows this with the use of 

hyperlinks to direct audiences to the disability manifesto that outline critical 

experiences and key issues for affected groups. Link to other content approaches 

can direct audiences to very similar content to that published by the organisations, or 

in the example, full news articles that provide a more comprehensive understanding 

of important topics than just providing headlines. Hyperlinks facilitate longer format 

Our manifesto, #BringUsOurRights, was led by disabled people, for 
disabled people. It highlights key areas including rights, employment 
and health.  68% of respondents to our survey didn't feel like their 
rights were being adequately enforced.  Read more: 
https://t.co/CCgoiM6VJi https://t.co/A85b3LZaN2 --- Dissability 
Wales
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discussions beyond the limitations of social media headlines. This approach provides 

audiences with a more detailed understanding of the issues at hand, which can 

foster meaningful conversations and mutual trust among diverse communities. The 

value of greater depth of information of other communities and groups lies in its 

ability to allow for greater exposure and understanding, bolstering cohesion and 

trust. Positive contact theory, as posited by Allport (1954), suggests that increasing 

exposure and knowledge of other groups can improve intergroup relations, resulting 

in collective efficacy (Sampson et al., 1997). In this way, hyperlinks can promote 

greater understanding and trust among diverse communities. 

Informal social controls, or “intervention posts”, were highly (positively) associated 

with all three engagement models, indicating strong public endorsement for when 

organisations directly intervened and challenged discriminatory attitudes. This 

demonstrates that although these organisations' day-to-day operations are based on 

building cohesion and trust, the strongest endorsement comes when they intervene 

and directly challenge discriminatory attitudes. Perhaps the widespread 

endorsement of such interventions is bolstered by the general day-to-day build-up of 

community understanding and trust. As Simmons et al. (2005) put forward, they are 

not mutually exclusive, with the formation of tolerant spaces being critical in fostering 

an environment whereby communities are more likely to be involved or support 

public interventions. This is particularly true in interventions when organisations 

encourage the communities to mobilise collective responses such as public protests 

(Delli Carpini et al., 2004): 

 

"The protest is now on eventbrite for those who don't have 
facebook! https://t.co/KxLFZJjlgm"  - Trans Aid Cymru
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Figure 45: Protest event page provided by Twitter link 

This demonstrates social media’s potential to facilitate collective counter-speech by 

leveraging daily communities, These counteract injustices, including hate incidents, 

crimes , discriminatory policies, and related events in a concerted and cohesive 

manner. Specific protests and collective movements were enhanced by 

organisations using event and time and place hashtags that were both significantly 

endorsed across all three models, showing strong levels of support and reach for 

organised collective interventions. A major example of this was the global hashtag 

“#blackouttuesday” that has already been linked to informal social controls and 

collective efficacy by related work Gruver (2019).  In a more local context, the 

“#LovePenallyHateRacism” hashtag was also used by many organisations, showing 

solidarity for refugees in the Penally asylum accommodation71.  

To summarise, day-to-day exercises promoting positive content can help build a 

digital community through positive exposure that reflects Allport's positive contact 

theory (Allport, 1954) in which exposure to different communities bolsters mutual 

understanding and cohesion between constituents. However, it's essential to 

exercise caution and not overstate the findings of this study. The data may not 

unequivocally support the application of contact theory, as the research does not 

directly measure whether the posts increased interactions between in-groups and 

 
71 The extent to which collective efficacy manifested in this particular event was 
compressively explored in Chapter Five. 
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out-groups, nor does it assess whether this contact ultimately reduced community 

tensions. This aspect could be a focus of future research. 

Provided these positive contacts are made, they could help build netiquette (Shea, 

1994), fostering a sense of mutual understanding among digital constituents and 

establishing the norm that divisive behaviours are unacceptable, with the 

communities being more likely to intervene and signal when behaviour is 

unacceptable. In this vein, while not actively used for collective efficacy, networking 

strategies are also integral because collective efficacy requires a close-knit and 

supportive community. To achieve this, NGOs necessitate robust social capital 

(Dupont, 2004) with communities and external partners. H2 hypothesised that third 

sector minority rights organisations would utilise dialogical strategies on social media 

as an approach to try to enhance their social capital and networking within their 

communities and with external stakeholders. Indeed, posts containing dialogical 

hashtags were the most impactful in receiving replies to posts by a significant 

margin. Dialogic hashtags refer to “‘chat’ hashtags, prompting the audience to 

interact in discussion”72 (Saxton et al., 2015: 161).  

Other findings indicated a positive association between mentions - a prominent tool 

for dialogic content - and reply counts. This result is congruent with prior research 

highlighting mentions' effectiveness in facilitating online discourse and cultivating 

social capital (Burton and Soboleva, 2011). Consequently, mentions emerged as the 

most frequently employed networking strategy. This suggests that these 

organisations often employ networking strategies to establish relationships and 

partner with external stakeholders. Regression analysis supported this, showing 

networking strategy tweets were the third most predictive of receiving replies.  

Mergel (2013) posited that instant messenger functions on social media platforms 

are an extremely effective form of networking strategy. Nevertheless, due to 

understandable privacy restrictions, researchers are limited in accessing instant 

messenger data. This means that the prevalence data on networking 

 
72 Prevalent examples of this include examples such as ‘#askmecardiff’, ‘#haveyoursay’ and 
‘#askme’. 
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communications does not include any private messages, leading to a potentially 

significant ‘dark number’ of unmeasured two-way interactive communications. 

Contrary to the hypothesis, the two most associated strategies with replies were 

based in the broadcasting paradigm (Greenberg and MacAulay, 2009), namely, 

organisational, and non-organisational informational approaches, which made little to 

no use of dialogical approaches. These were primarily related to the community 

social capital aspect of H3, involving the development of relations with digital 

communities. Although these organisations used networking to engage communities 

in real-time communication on social media, they also employed diverse strategies 

for building an online presence, such as transparently showcasing their daily 

operations, similar to the image-building processes seen in the public sector 

(Mawby, 2010).  These findings challenge conventional assumptions that one-way 

communications are typically tied to weak-tie audience relationships (Granovetter, 

1973). This underscores the potential of social media harnessing transparency 

through broadcasting procedures, to establish closer, more trusted relationships with 

communities. This was reinforced by the positive association between branding 

hashtags and replies, indicating their effectiveness in generating online 

communication with communities. Branding hashtags are specific to an organisation, 

serving as unique identifiers for the organisation. These may include hashtags 

referencing the organisation's name and highlighting specific program names or 

support services offered by the organisation (Saxton et al. (2015: 161). Prominent 

examples of this include ‘#WomenConnectFirstStaff’, ‘BAMEHelpline’ and 

#’PrideCymru’. Image-building strategies helps organisations to highlight their 

achievements and provide clarity about their daily operations, thereby augmenting 

their social capital, alongside building their searchability for new audiences (Kappeler 

and Gaines, 2020). 

Organisations also utilise pull strategies, such as interactive approaches, to establish 

stronger relationships with communities. Interactive approaches help create a sense 

of community and facilitate events that serve purposes beyond information 

gathering, such as hosting quizzes or yoga sessions (Granovetter, 1973). These 

approaches utilised activity emojis to indicate specific events or actions, with the 

predominant use of symbols directly representing the activity, and occasionally 
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incorporating weather-related icons. The strategic implementation of these emojis 

demonstrated effectiveness in promoting organisational activities, eliciting online 

interest, as reflected by the positive associations with both likes and retweets. As 

such, activity emojis were primarily employed in the context of interactive pull 

approaches as illustrated in the results section.  

Although activity emojis were successful in promoting community-based activities, 

surprisingly, no specific type of emoji was observed to facilitate two-way 

communication on social media platforms. Furthermore, no significant positive 

associations were found between the use of such emojis and replies. This finding 

contradicts previous research indicating that emojis effectively encourage less formal 

digital communication (Kwon and Sung, 2011).  In addition to using activity emojis to 

stimulate community engagement in organisational community-building exercises, 

event-specific hashtags and time and place hashtags were used again to expand the 

audience reach and encourage participation. These hashtags served as essential 

tools in disseminating critical information about the events and helped to attract a 

broader range of participants. By leveraging these hashtags, organisations could 

effectively connect with wider audiences and facilitate greater engagement and 

participation in their community-building endeavours. 

Smaller organisations were found to commonly receive the most public engagement. 

This suggests that scale is not necessarily important in building close-knit 

relationships with communities, but rather could be harmful in doing so. A potential 

reason for this could be communications between communities and small 

organisations using less formal language, which is more relatable to communities 

than the more formal language perhaps used by larger organisations. This 

conceptualisation supports related literature, such as Brainard and McNutt (2010), 

which suggests that using a professional tone in digital environments can make 

organisations seem less relatable and may disenfranchise audiences. However, it is 

important to note that this is merely based on visual interpretation by the researcher. 

Future studies could use a machine classifier to measure empirical differences in 

language formality between organisations based on factors such as size. In 

summary, the study aligns with previous research indicating that NGOs leverage 

social media to promote community and organisational involvement, thereby 
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fostering community cohesion (Vance et al., 2009). The findings further highlight the 

significance of social capital enhancement as a transformative outcome of social 

media use for such organisations. Beyond this, the study also reveals additional 

transformative features that social media can provide for these organisations. 

H3 sought to explore how NGOs utilise social media to foster a transactional 

environment with their communities and investigate the prevalence and engagement 

with different transactional strategies. In support of H4, NGOs employ social media 

to foster a transactional environment, not only in soliciting donations, but also 

leveraging it as a platform to offer support services. This is consistent with previous 

research on transactional strategies in the public sector, where online customer 

service experiences are increasingly in demand (Poister and Thomas, 2007). 

Donation appeals manifested in many ways that align with previous research on non-

profit transactional incentives, such as prize giveaways, trivia contests, and product 

sales (Castillo et al., 2014). Donations ranked very low in engagement across all 

strategies measured. However, it should be noted that the study only measured 

engagement on platform metrics, such as likes, replies, and retweets, without 

knowledge of click or donation rates, which would give a clearer picture of the 

effectiveness of donation strategies. 

Interestingly, the study revealed that while soliciting donations was a common 

transactional strategy employed by NGOs, it was not the most prevalent. Rather, the 

promotion and provision of support services was more frequent and highly engaged 

with across all metrics. This suggests that social media can be an effective tool for 

providing support services, not only for hate victims but also for a wide range of 

issues. Scholars have traditionally emphasised the significance of offering support 

services to marginalised groups. Nonetheless, they have also voiced concerns about 

the limited accessibility of such services. This indicates that only a select few, often 

those in more stable economic or social positions, are aware of these services. 

Interestingly, even among these privileged individuals, many remain uninformed 

about such resources (Hardy and Chakraborti, 2020:144). The findings suggest a 

substantial level of engagement with support service approaches, pointing to the 

potential of social media in rectifying this issue by increasing the visibility and 

accessibility of these services to a broader audience. It's important to acknowledge 
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that not everyone has access to social media, so some individuals may still be 

excluded. Nevertheless, enhancing awareness through these platforms could prove 

beneficial in reaching a larger number of people. This finding is significant, as it has 

not been previously investigated in strategic communication frameworks and offers 

important evidence for future social media communication strategies. Phone icon 

emojis were frequently used tools for encouraging people to use support services. 

Furthermore, the study's findings support H3 and suggest that NGOs use social 

media to foster a transactional environment with their communities through soliciting 

donations and promoting and providing support services. Social media can be an 

effective tool for providing support services and should be considered as an 

important communication strategy for NGOs moving forward. This perhaps helps 

contribute to community building with online constituents that is pivotal for delivering 

other key aims such as upholding cohesion and collective efficacy. 

Finally, in support of H4 NGOs used social media to gather information from the 

public and use them as 'sensors' to inform their initiatives. Organisations employed 

several approaches to gather information from the public. A common strategy was 

using interactive pull strategies to engage citizens and feed information back to 

organisations (Mergel, 2012). By promoting engagement and participation, 

organisations could gather valuable insights from the community, which could then 

be used to inform their operations. For instance, many organisations invited followers 

to participate in activities, focus groups, town hall meetings, or complete surveys 

designed by the organisation. These approaches not only resulted in enhancements 

of social capital with external groups or communities but also allowed organisations 

to better understand community members' experiences and opinions (Meijer and 

Thaens, 2013). In addition, the use of hyperlinks to digital surveys was also 

observed in some cases. However, many organisations used images to provide 

event details, including locations and start times, and did not require hyperlinks. 

Networking strategies also allowed for a two-way cross-boundary (Mergel, 2013) real 

time communication between communities and organisations whereby quick 

exchanges of critical information were possible, allowing for organisations to receive 

critical information in real-time that could not be achieved at the same speed with 

interactive pull activities such as scheduled focus groups. Overall, NGOs utilised 

various dialogical strategies, such as interactive pull and networking approaches to 
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gather information from the public and use them as sensors to inform their initiatives. 

By actively engaging with citizens and promoting participation, organisations could 

gain insights that could guide their day-to-day operations. 

6.6. Summary 

This chapter has explored how minority rights NGOs use communication strategies 

on social media to address social injustices and promote community cohesion in 

both online and offline contexts. While a wide body of literature extensively examines 

the work of organisations in offline contexts, there has been comparatively less 

exploration of their online activities. Early research findings indicate that social media 

can be a fruitful avenue for addressing community tensions and subsequent 

associated issues such as hate speech and discriminatory attitudes (Chakraborti, 

2018:400). This study expands our understanding of how organisations utilise social 

media and digital content aiming to tackle these challenges by exploring the various 

strategies they employ to harness the potential of social media. The study found that 

organisations employ many strategies to leverage social media, each serving a 

distinct purpose while ultimately interlinking with one another. One way is through 

knowledge and awareness campaigns that aim to educate and inform the public 

about issues. By sharing information and resources, these organisations can raise 

awareness and promote understanding of discriminatory attitudes, whether below or 

above a criminal threshold on individuals and communities. Additionally, 

organisations can participate in and mobilise interventions where unacceptable 

behaviour or actions are challenged. These interventions can range from responding 

to intolerant content and misinformation online to organising community events and 

protests that aim to promote tolerance and inclusivity. Both knowledge and 

awareness campaigns and interventions feed into collective efficacy (Sampson et al., 

1997), empowering individuals and communities to act against discriminatory and, or 

misinformed attitudes.  

Another way minority rights NGOs use social media is by building relationships with 

their audiences and other relevant stakeholders. By doing so, they may be able to 

foster a sense of community among their followers and create a safe space where 
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people can share their experiences and concerns. This, in turn, helps to strengthen 

cohesion and collective efficacy, which are important for addressing social injustices. 

The study also found that these organisations use social media as an opportunity to 

foster a transactional environment with their communities. They do this not only 

through soliciting donations but also through promoting and providing support 

services. Social media can serve as an effective tool for providing support services, 

and it should be regarded as an essential communication strategy for third sector 

organizations in the future. It enables previously hard-to-reach constituents who are 

unaware of services (Hardy and Chakraborti, 2020) to access them more easily. 

Finally, minority rights NGOs use social media to gather information from the public 

and use them as 'sensors' to inform their initiatives. They employ various dialogical 

strategies, such as interactive pull and networking approaches, to gather insights to 

guide their day-to-day operations. Organisations can gain insights that inform their 

activities by actively engaging with citizens and promoting participation. Overall, the 

findings suggest that minority rights NGOs use social media in many ways to attempt 

to address social injustices and promote community cohesion. While each strategy 

serves a distinct purpose, they interlink with one another to create a comprehensive 

approach to combating community tensions. While this demonstrates a multifaceted 

approach, this thesis makes no assumptions about its ultimate effectiveness, which 

could be measured in follow up research. 
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Chapter 7  

Discussion  

7.1. Introduction 

This chapter explores the key findings from the three empirical investigations 

conducted in the previous chapters and brings them together into overarching 

themes. The sections covered in this chapter include External Mechanisms of 

Cohesion Delivery, Informal Mechanisms of Cohesion Delivery, The Third sector: A 

Hybrid Approach to Collective Efficacy and Cohesion Delivery in Digital Society. 

Each discusses the pursued ways of trying to fostering unity and reducing tensions, 

mostly grounded in the conceptual framework of collective efficacy and digital 

society. Drawing on the synthesis of all three empirical investigations, this chapter 

provides valuable insights into the various mechanisms used to try to facilitate 

cohesion delivery in contemporary Wales. This discussion chapter synthesises the 

research findings from the three empirical chapters to address the central research 

question of this thesis - "How is community cohesion attempted to be maintained 

and promoted in contemporary Wales?". The multifaceted nature of this question is 

highlighted, with cohesion being addressed by a diverse range of social actors 

across various sectors, including within communities themselves. The discussion 

explores the role of emerging technologies in digital society and persistent threats to 

cohesion delivery in modern Wales. 

7.2. External Mechanisms of Cohesion Delivery 

As discussed earlier in Chapter Two, an important aspect of collective efficacy is the 

presence of externally induced actions, known as formal controls (Sampson et al., 

1997, p. 918). These were explored multiple times to gain insights into their impact 

on collective efficacy. As scholars note, traditionally in many formal approaches to 

policy issues, externally induced actions were predominately centralised to public 
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sector nodes (Kickert et al., 1997). However, the turn of the millennium has shifted 

towards a more pluralised approach involving a wider range of social actors 

(Crawford, 2002). This shift acknowledges the importance of involving diverse actors 

and fostering partnerships to address social issues and promote collective efficacy 

(Bayley, 2001). 

7.2.1. Nodal Governance Multi-Agency Partnership 

The findings of this thesis provide compelling evidence of a nodal governance 

approach being implemented for cohesion delivery in Wales. Nodal governance 

entails collaborating and coordinating various stakeholders from different sectors, 

including the voluntary, private, and community sectors, to tackle social issues 

(Burris, 2004). This approach encourages the diffusion of responsibilities among 

multi-agency networks of social actors who previously lacked regulatory mandates 

(Levi & Williams, 2013).  

Based on the typology proposed by Blake et al. (2008), this thesis explored the 

extent to which a nodal governance system is employed, considering nodes such as 

central government, the police, regional teams, civil society, evidence practitioners, 

and communities themselves. While the literature on how these partners uphold 

collective efficacy through a cohesion lens is limited, there has been more discussion 

on how they interact with collective efficacy at a general level. It is important to note 

that all these partners, except community groups, operate through externally induced 

actions (Sampson et al., 1997). 

Chapter Four of the thesis presented comprehensive evidence of the implementation 

of nodal governance for cohesion delivery in Wales. Initial indications laid out in the 

cohesion agenda set by the Welsh Government demonstrate clear intentions to 

incorporate many actors and perspectives, fostering a multi-agency approach that 

capitalises on their unique contributions (Burris, 2004). Analysis conducted through 

Multidimensional Scaling (MDS) and Principal Component Analysis (PCA) 

procedures offered the most salient evidence confirming a wide involvement of 

diverse stakeholder groups in cohesion delivery, further supporting the evidence of 
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nodal governance. The nodal governance systems observed in the Welsh CDN build 

upon the benefits derived from the multi-lateralisation reforms of new public 

management. Multi-lateralisation allows for the specialisation of partners in different 

areas and the integration of their unique knowledge and capacities (Johnston & 

Shearing, 2003). As conceptualised by Dupont (2004), cultural capital emphasises 

the specialised knowledge of different network nodes. Findings in Chapter Four 

highlight the diverse forms of cultural capital brought by different stakeholders in the 

CDN, which enhance collective efficacy in reducing tensions. 

7.2.2. Cultural Capital and Specialist Roles of Network 

Stakeholders 

Regional cohesion teams, comprising both cohesion officers and coordinators, were 

found in the open output to work at the ‘ground level’, to address community 

cohesion at a local basis. In this vein, cohesion officers are designed to serve as a 

valuable link between communities and the authorities, providing insights and 

understanding of specific tensions and challenges that are not always visible at the 

higher level. They are responsible for engaging with local communities and to try and 

build trust, with the aim to develop tailored interventions that consider the 

community's unique cultural and social context.  Cohesion coordinators, on the other 

hand, operate at a higher level, developing and implementing wider strategies for 

promoting cohesion and community resilience. They are responsible for creating a 

cohesive and inclusive society by developing policies, programs, and initiatives 

informed by the insights gained by cohesion officers on the ground. They also work 

in digital spaces to better understand their communities, particularly those with a 

strong online presence or use social media extensively. For instance, cohesion 

officers have been instrumental in resolving community tensions and incidents 

related to race, religion, and ethnicity by providing a nuanced understanding of the 

community's specific cultural and social context. In addition, open output in Chapter 

Four revealed cohesion coordinators have developed policies and initiatives that aim 

to promote social inclusion and cohesion, such as community-based initiatives for 

youth, interfaith dialogues, and cultural exchange programs. 



Discussion 

Cardiff University | 267  

The police are an essential component of the multi-agency network that aims to 

promote community safety and well-being. They possess specialised knowledge in 

law enforcement, community safety, and conflict resolution, contributing to the 

network's external influence on collective efficacy. By enforcing the law, they could 

create a normative climate that promotes social order and cohesion within the 

community. Community-oriented policing approaches are a key strategy the police 

uses to try and promote social harmony. This approach involves working closely with 

community groups and other agencies to identify and address community safety 

issues. Through active engagement with the community, the police can build trust 

and promote a sense of shared responsibility for community safety. The police's 

cultural capital, including their ability to understand and navigate the community's 

diverse cultural and social contexts, can play a vital role in promoting cohesion. For 

instance, they can work with community leaders to promote intercultural 

understanding and respect between groups. They can also use their powers to 

enforce the law and create a normalised feeling that many behaviours driven by 

these biases are unacceptable. However, it should be noted that the police's role in 

promoting community safety and cohesion is not without controversy. Some scholars 

argue that the police's use of force and other coercive tactics can undermine trust 

and exacerbate tensions between the police and the community. Others argue that 

the police's cultural capital can be limited by the perception of institutional biases. 

This will be further explored later in this Chapter.   

The Welsh government is crucial in the approach taken aimed at promoting regional 

cohesion by leveraging its cultural capital. It sets the cohesion agenda, provides 

guidance, resources, and strategic direction, and fosters stakeholder collaboration. 

This aligns with the concept of political capital, as defined by Dupont (2004), which 

empowers nodes to influence policies, allocate public expenditure, and strategise 

multi-agency responses. The government's endorsement of a nodal governance 

system, as outlined in the framework for action (2017), serves as testimony to its 

commitment to improving the collective response to community tensions in Wales. 

The framework outlines four central objectives: prevention, reporting, support, and 

enforcement, and multiple sub-delivery areas. For example, under the prevention 

objective, the government focuses on improving the understanding of underlying 

causes of  tensions,. Under the reporting objective, the government focuses on 
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improving the reporting mechanisms, increasing the number of reported incidents, 

and working with the police to improve data collection and analysis. Previous 

research emphasised the significance of third-party organisations in improving hate 

crime reporting (Schweppe et al., 2020). This study extends that perspective by 

recognising the potential of such groups, specifically NGOs, to not only collect hate 

crimes but also incidents falling below the criminal threshold, such as 

microaggressions, to allow for a more comprehensive picture of the landscape when 

addressing community tensions. This potential can be further optimised through 

social media monitoring processes, which will be discussed later in this chapter. 

Under the support objective, the government supports the victims, addresses their 

needs, and ensures that they receive appropriate services. Finally, under the 

enforcement objective, the government improves the response to hate crimes, 

increases the number of successful prosecutions, and raises public awareness about 

the consequences of hate crimes and wider tensions.  

The Welsh government's active involvement in the network reinforces the nodal 

governance approach and emphasises its commitment to enhancing the multi-

agency cohesion delivery. By leveraging their political capital, providing strategic 

direction, and fostering stakeholder collaboration, the Welsh government plays a 

pivotal role in shaping policies, allocating resources, and strengthening the CDN. 

Their active involvement further demonstrates their commitment to addressing 

community tensions through a multi-agency approach. The government's efforts 

strengthen collective efficacy in addressing tensions, thus promoting a more 

cohesive and inclusive society. 

NGOs are uniquely positioned due to their proximity to grassroots organisations and 

individuals, allowing them to possess a cultural capital that gives them a deep 

understanding of communities' specific needs and challenges. This understanding is 

based on their strong social capital with communities (Dupont, 2004). Building on 

past work, (Perry et al., 2016) Chapter Six illustrates, NGOs can be critical in leading 

knowledge and awareness campaigns to address and combat misconceptions. Their 

practical knowledge and flexible approaches enable them to address emerging 

issues and promote cohesive communities. We will explore the third sector's role in 

greater depth later in this chapter. 
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The research findings highlight that different stakeholders in the Welsh CDN bring 

their own unique forms of cultural capital to the partnership. This includes 

knowledge, skills, and experiences related to different cultural backgrounds, 

traditions, and practices. By working together, stakeholders can leverage their 

diverse cultural capital to promote community cohesion and enhance the overall 

collective efficacy of the partnership. This underscores the importance of recognising 

and valuing different stakeholders' contributions and cultural resources in creating a 

more inclusive and cohesive society. Realising the benefits associated with 

specialised knowledge, or cultural capital, within multi-agency networks, is 

contingent upon maximising cooperation patterns (Levi & Williams, 2013). In this 

context, Dupont's (2004) concept of social capital assumes a crucial role, 

emphasising the importance of effective communication and cooperation among 

network nodes (Halpern, 2005). By fostering robust cooperation, multi-agency 

networks can unlock and leverage different stakeholders' unique expertise and 

knowledge, thereby enhancing collective efforts in addressing critical issues. These 

were further explored in the MDS and PCA cluster analysis procedures. The analysis 

identified the presence of social capital hotspots and faults within the CDN, forming 

three distinct stakeholder clusters. These clusters included: (1) regional agents, 

consisting of the police and cohesion teams; (2) third sector agents, comprising 

NGOs and community groups; and (3) policy/evidence agents, involving the Welsh 

Government and academics. Importantly, no stakeholder group was entirely isolated 

from the network, as all stakeholders contributed to a meta-cluster, providing further 

support for a pluralised approach. 

7.2.3. Network Cooperation Patterns 

The existing literature has emphasised the importance of increased cooperation 

among all network stakeholders to achieve effective outcomes over the turn of the 

millennium (Kean & Hamilton, 2004). However, this thesis challenges this notion by 

revealing that optimising cooperation does not necessarily require increased 

communication among all nodes. Instead, the study findings indicate that specialists, 

such as academics, can make valuable contributions to the network by providing 

empirical-driven, evidence-based information that offers valuable insights into the 
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dynamics of social tensions and the effectiveness of cohesion strategies. Their 

specialised knowledge enables the network to make informed decisions and 

implement targeted interventions that foster collective efficacy at multiple levels. 

Moreover, academics possess a strong informational cultural capital (Dupont, 2004) 

that can aid in developing evidence-led approaches. However, the study participants, 

including academics, indicated in the open outputs that their regular involvement in 

the network was unnecessary, and their inputs could still hold importance when 

given periodically. They viewed the Welsh Government as a "pressure point" (Legg, 

2021) for knowledge exchange as it emerged as a gateway for diffusing academic 

cultural capital into the network. This aligns with Posner's (2009) perspective that 

governments often involve academics in networks due to their vast knowledge and 

expertise. Studies on addressing community cohesion have found that academic 

involvement in partnerships can often be tokenistic and merely a box-ticking exercise 

(Chakraborti, 2016). However, the findings for the Welsh CDN indicate that even 

though their cooperation frequency may not be very high, their cultural capital and 

expertise are effectively diffused into the network through periodic but meaningful 

interactions (Dupont, 2004). Therefore, the study recommends that network 

managers should recognise and prioritise the importance of specialised knowledge 

and expertise and involve specialists like academics in the network, even if not 

regularly. By adopting this approach, other networks across the UK and globally can 

learn from the Welsh CDN and move towards a more evidence-based approach, 

where academic engagement is integrated in a more meaningful way, prioritising the 

quality of interactions over quantity. 

Although uncommon, cooperation gaps were observed within intra-cluster nodes, 

particularly regarding horizontal information-sharing between cohesion teams and 

the police. Cohesion teams suggested in the open outputs that much of the 

information gathered by the police relating to incidents below a criminal threshold 

were not regularly shared. Such sentiments were reflected in the quantitative quality 

of cooperation rankings that showed much lower perceived quality from cohesion 

teams’ perspectives towards the police than visa-versa. This indicates a 

collaboration gap resulting from non-reciprocal communication. This finding aligns 

with Cheminais' (2009) argument that poor information-sharing culture can weaken 

multi-agency partnerships, reducing the quality of cooperation. Despite 



Discussion 

Cardiff University | 271  

acknowledging the benefits of localised partnerships, regional stakeholders such as 

the police and cohesion teams still encountered challenges related to information-

sharing. One potential reason identified in the open output across both stakeholder 

groups for this was a lack of clarity in the overall multi-agency agenda set by the 

Welsh Government. Perhaps by revaluating the CDN framework, the Welsh 

Government, with its political capital (Dupont, 2004), could establish clearer 

indicators for stakeholders regarding what, how, and when to share information with 

other partners, thereby minimising duplication faults common in multi-agency 

networks (Cheminais, 2009) and enhancing cooperation and productivity. 

Addressing such issues is paramount to optimising all stakeholders' contributions to 

collective efficacy. 

7.2.4. The Role of The Media in Cohesion Delivery 

This thesis acknowledges the central role of network nodes in reinforcing cohesion, 

but it also recognises the significance of other external formal bodies, particularly the 

media73, in the potential of achieving cohesion and collective efficacy. The media 

was predominately measured throughout this thesis based on news headlines, and 

therefore readers should keep in mind that other sources could exhibit notable 

differences, The findings presented in Chapter Five demonstrate a positive 

association between press headlines and overall information dissemination relating 

to the Penally asylum accommodation. These results align with the notion that the 

media continues to shape public discourse, particularly following significant events, 

by setting the agenda and transmitting images (Cohen, 2002). 

In the specific case of the Penally asylum accommodation, the media were vital in 

influencing information flows, primarily through conventional approaches such as 

newspaper publications rather than newer media platforms like Twitter (i.e. news 

actors, such as the BBC were not associated with overall information dissemination 

when tweeting directly)These findings are encouraging, revealing the media's 

 

73 The media was predominately measured by exploring written news headlines and readers 
should note other media forms could exhibit notable differences. 
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potentially more neutral role in such events, while retaining influence over 

information flows. When the media report accurately and impartially, they have the 

potential to leberage their influence debunk misinformation and contribute to 

collective efficacy by utilising symbolic capital (Dupont, 2004) to challenge divisive 

attitudes, reinforce intergroup trust, and foster mutual understanding (Sampson et 

al., 1997).  

Additionally, the findings discussed in Chapter Six highlight that knowledge and 

awareness campaigns conducted by NGOs often leverage other media outlets to try 

to support and legitimise their points, aiming to promote trust, understanding, and 

cohesion. This included links to articles published by institutions such as the BBC 

that supported or provided information about issues relating to minority rights 

campaigns Thus, the media has retained significant influence, particularly in the 

dissemination of information around community tension issues. When employed 

appropriately, the media can play a crucial role in achieving collective efficacy. The 

findings demonstrate their potential to shape public discourse, that if used correctly 

could assist to debunk misinformation, challenge negative attitudes, and contribute 

to the establishment of intergroup trust and understanding. By harnessing the 

influence of the media through accurate and unbiased reporting, initiatives aimed at 

achieving collective efficacy have the potential effectively leverage symbolic capital 

to address community tension issues and promote cohesion. While findings in this 

thesis reveal their continued influence, it makes no assumptions in their ultimate 

effectiveness in achieving, or not achieving, cohesion. 

7.3. Informal Mechanisms of Cohesion Delivery 

7.3.1. Introduction 

In contrast to externally induced actions, informal mechanisms of collective efficacy 

encompass processes that occur within the community, facilitated by informal 

constituents. These mechanisms can be broadly classified into two categories: 

"cohesion and trust" and "informal social control" (Sampson et al., 1997, p. 918). 

Research, as indicated by Sampson et al. (1997), has demonstrated that these 
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control mechanisms are not mutually exclusive, as further evidenced by the findings 

in this thesis. 

Cohesion and trust, as informal mechanisms, are fostered when residents gain a 

deeper understanding of the various groups residing in their community. This 

understanding allows for stronger bonds of cohesion and trust that transcend 

previous feelings of threat and strain (Sampson et al., 1997). Establishing common 

norms, values, and shared interests among sub-communities contributes to forming 

these bonds (Ferlander & Timms, 1999; Forrest & Kearns, 2000; Lynch, 2001).  The 

degree to which communities uphold cohesion depends on mutual trust, 

understanding, and tolerance within a society. Mutual trust can serve as a 

preventative measure to uphold collective efficacy. 

In contrast to the proactive nature of cohesion and trust, informal control can be a 

reactive mechanism in pursuing collective efficacy (Warner, 2014). As defined in 

contemporary perspectives, informal social control encompasses a range of actions 

citizens undertake to indicate and address unacceptable behaviour (Groff, 2015, p. 

90). Within the framework of collective efficacy, these actions entail citizen 

interventions aimed at advancing the common good within their community 

(Sampson, 2012). Informal social controls can be further classified as "direct" or 

"indirect" (Warner, 2007, p. 99). While informal social control is typically seen as a 

reactive approach, it is important to note that when individuals signal and intervene 

against unacceptable behaviour, it can cultivate mutual trust and understanding 

among constituents (Cantle, 2018). Therefore, informal social control addresses 

negative occurrences and is vital in promoting positive social dynamics, including 

developing mutual trust, and understanding within the community. 

7.3.2. Impact of Informal Mechanisms and Real-World Evidence 

Chapter Five provided real-world evidence of direct informal controls in practice in 

the context of the announcement of the Penally asylum accommodation trigger 

event. Consistent with previous work, constituents frequently engaged in counter-

speech, actively challenging negative attitudes directed towards refugees (Ozalp et 
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al., 2020). This reflects the belief within the community that its members can 

effectively collaborate to address social issues. These instances were often 

observed in the highly replied posts that were also the most antagonistic in the 

dataset. These actions publicly signalled that such sentiments were unacceptable 

(Groff, 2015). The community's involvement demonstrated collective efficacy, as 

individuals recognised their power to effect positive change and combat 

discriminatory attitudes. By speaking out, they displayed a shared belief in their 

ability to create a more inclusive and accepting community. While there was 

evidence to show they mobilised to challenge divisive attitudes, the thesis did not 

measure its overall effectiveness, a compelling area of focus for follow up studies. 

Informal mechanisms of collective efficacy were observed through various actions, 

such as pro-refugee activism and the use of counter-speech against anti-refugee 

activists and far-right political agents. Community members leveraged their social 

influence, personal convictions, and connections with external bodies, such as the 

police, to challenge negative attitudes and promote empathy towards refugees. 

These actions exemplified the strength of community bonds and shared values, 

driven by a sense of responsibility and commitment to support causes aligned with 

their collective identity (Sampson et al., 1997). Engaging in these informal 

mechanisms of collective efficacy challenged negative attitudes and could possibly 

foster a sense of empowerment among community members. By actively countering 

and normalising the rejection of discriminatory attitudes, they contributed to the well-

being and cohesion of the community (Cantle, 2018). Furthermore, these actions 

strengthened social connections, encouraged solidarity, and perhaps reinforced the 

shared responsibility to create a more inclusive society after a trigger event. It should 

be noted that the effectiveness of this in action was not directly measured. These 

findings contribute to the existing literature by demonstrating that trigger events not 

only mobilise discriminatory attitudes (Williams and Burnap, 2016) but also have the 

potential to act as catalysts for positive counter-movements, possibly leading to 

increased solidarity, acceptance, and collective efficacy within communities. 
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7.3.3. Community Participation with External Stakeholders 

The second facet of informal social controls is indirect, which involves communities 

mobilising and interacting with formal authorities to address community tensions. 

Sampson (2001) argues that while informal mechanisms stem from community 

actions in informal capacities, the level of integration between communities and 

external forces is also crucial for achieving collective efficacy at informal levels.  The 

consequences of poor integration of communities into multi-agency partnerships can 

be far-reaching. Inadequate integration can lead to limited awareness of policies and 

support services, undermining their effectiveness. It poses a significant threat to the 

ability of networks to detect, respond to, and prevent incidents, crimes, and 

underlying tensions, as research has shown (Chakraborti, 2018; Garland et al., 

2022), potentially causing a lack of integration can result in duplication of efforts, 

miscommunication, and a lack of coordination among network members. Ultimately, 

this may harm the community, as incidents and underlying tensions may go 

undetected or unaddressed.  

Furthermore, community members may become disempowered to mitigate tensions 

by actively challenging it or calling external partners into action (i.e., the police) 

(Sampson et al., 1997).  Therefore, achieving collective efficacy and mitigating 

tensions depends on achieving a suitable and meaningful integration of communities 

into external multi-agency partnerships. This integration is achieved through 

meaningful community participation with external agencies and the establishment of 

multi-agency partnerships. To conceptualise the extent of engagement between 

informal partners, such as community members and groups, and external partners, 

Arnstein's (1969) “Ladder of Engagement” was considered. This provides a valuable 

framework for assessing the level of citizen participation, or denizenship, within 

multi-agency networks. It presents a spectrum of participation, ranging from forms 

that fall significantly below meaningful implementation to those demonstrating 

varying degrees of tokenism and citizen power. The ladder consists of eight distinct 

rungs that can be categorised into three broader classifications of citizen 

participation: non-participation, tokenism, and genuine citizen power. 
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Community participation was assessed in Chapter Four, which focused on exploring 

the relationships between stakeholders and community groups. Incorporating 

multiple actors within the cohesion agenda aims to facilitate a multi-agency approach 

(Burris, 2004). These intentions align with Arnstein's concept of 'partnership’, which 

suggests that community groups possess a degree of citizen power to influence 

network development and agenda propositions. However, analysis revealed that the 

desired levels of integration may not have been fully realised. The current state of 

community engagement within the CDN appears to exhibit a 'degree of tokenism' 

rather than a 'degree of citizen power' (Arnstein, 1969: 217), indicating a lack of 

meaningful denizenship (Shearing and Wood, 2003) within the CDN.  

Currently, this mirrors the 'placation' stage on Arnstein's ladder, where citizens are 

afforded only limited opportunities for influence. This is evident in their peripheral 

placement in the MDS visualisation and their consistently low cooperation rankings. 

These findings raise concerns as meaningful citizen participation is essential for 

fostering collective efficacy and community cohesion. To overcome tokenism and 

enhance community cohesion, it is crucial to establish avenues for genuine 

engagement, such as town hall meetings where inputs result in tangible influence, 

allowing community groups to play a meaningful role in decision-making processes 

and contribute to policy and practice development (Blake et al., 2008). This 

emphasis on active citizen participation and engagement strategies is essential to 

strengthen community cohesion and achieve meaningful denizenship within the 

CDN. Tokenism, characterised by superficial involvement, fails to provide 

substantive citizen partnership and input. This superficial engagement hinders the 

development of genuine collective efficacy and collaborative efforts within the 

community. 

Trust is pivotal in bridging gaps and achieving collective efficacy by fostering 

collaboration, open communication, and a shared sense of responsibility between 

external partners and communities (Cantle, 2008). This emphasis on trust could 

create essential spaces for dialogue, where community groups can actively 

contribute to network planning and decision-making processes, thereby 

strengthening community cohesion (Burris, 2004). Results in Chapter Four revealed 

significant issues stemming from poor cooperation between the police and 



Discussion 

Cardiff University | 277  

communities, which poses challenges to upholding collective efficacy. Extensive 

literature exists on the role of the police in maintaining collective efficacy, with 

studies examining their actions as external agents in this regard (Hart & Colavito, 

2011; Nix et al., 2015; Wiesburd et al., 2015). In the context of community cohesion, 

this entails the police enforcing hate crime laws and diffusing tensions, often relying 

on communities reporting issues to them. 

The police's ability to externally influence collective efficacy emphasised the 

importance of legitimacy as a critical factor for success (LaFree, 1998). Establishing 

trust and legitimacy within the police force allows them to uphold symbolic capital 

and improve relationships with the community (Dupont, 2004). In this context, 

legitimacy is rooted in the notion that agencies like the police have an obligation to 

intervene beyond self-interest (Kochel, 2012). The literature over time consistently 

suggests that the tactics employed by law enforcement significantly impact 

community perceptions of their legitimacy, trustworthiness, and effectiveness, 

consequently influencing the fostering or hindering of collective efficacy (Scott, 2002; 

Renauer, 2007; Sargeant et al., 2013). Therefore, the findings from Chapter Four 

such as low cooperation scores, particularly in the quality metric, as well as open 

outputs both from community groups, as well as charities indicating that communities 

are unwilling to cooperate with the police in favour of the third sector, or not at all are 

concerning. They indicate low levels of trust between the police and communities, 

suggesting a lack of symbolic capital for the police. The low levels of trust between 

the police and minority communities could be explained by factors such as historical 

discrimination, perceived lack of transparency, and ineffective community policing 

practices (Chakraborti & Garland, 2003; Pass et al., 2020). Low levels of trust 

between the police and minority communities can hinder meaningful community 

engagement, impeding efforts to improve community cohesion. This disconnect can 

lead to reduced reporting, cooperation, and shared responsibility, potentially 

perpetuating divisions and preventing inclusive community-building. 

The cohesion teams, comprising coordinators and officers, emerged as nodes that 

demonstrated higher levels of symbolic capital with both higher cooperation scores in 

Chapter Four and direct inputs given in the open output, indicating greater levels of 

perceived trust and credibility from communities. This provides supporting evidence 
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for current recommendations advocating the integration of third-party (non-police) 

organisations, particularly those with substantial symbolic capital, into the reporting 

process, aiming to contribute to improved accuracy (Schweppe et al., 2020).  Although 

the current level of community involvement in the cohesion programme may not align 

with initial intentions, it is important to consider the relatively recent development of 

community engagement roles, specifically the cohesion teams. While these teams and 

community groups currently exhibit moderate levels of engagement, data on 

cooperation quality suggests that as their roles mature, they will enhance community 

integration into the CDN, serving as effective gateway pressure points (Legg, 2021). 

Thus, they have the potential to serve as effective gateways for community groups to 

enter the community development network, allowing for more meaningful and 

empowered citizen participation in community justice, akin to a degree of citizen 

power (Arnstein, 1969). Despite this potential, many communities that could benefit 

from the input of cohesion teams are unaware of their existence. This lack of 

awareness highlights significant gaps within the network. The limited awareness of 

these roles can be attributed to the relatively short time that officers have been in 

their positions. Therefore, careful consideration should be given to the further 

development, recognition, and establishment of cohesion roles to bridge the gap 

between traditional agencies and communities. By doing so, the network can ensure 

the meaningful and non-tokenistic involvement of communities, which are the 

primary stakeholders in cohesion delivery. 

Contrary to the findings presented in Chapter Four, the findings discussed in Chapter 

Five reveal a stronger level of community participation with external partners. This is 

exemplified by the endorsement received by political and police agents, who were 

negatively associated with anti-refugee attitudes when discussing the Penally asylum 

accommodation. These endorsements indicate a higher level of symbolic and social 

capital between these external agents and the communities, surpassing the levels 

observed in Chapter Four. This was evident in the endorsement metrics, such as 

likes and retweets in Chapter Five. Moreover, they serve as strong indicators of a 

high degree of collective efficacy, as the communities endorse their positive 

sentiments. This expands on recent evidence that suggests capable, trustworthy, 

and willing external actors can effectively counter negative attitudes by mobilising 
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general population support, thereby enhancing collective efficacy and reducing 

tensions (Ozalp et al., 2020). 

This suggests that when organisations working to counter harmful narratives, such 

as antagonistic speech, become active on social media platforms, their messages 

propagate further and have a longer-lasting impact than antagonistic messages. This 

finding underscores the significance of the work carried out by organisations 

dedicated to safeguarding communities and promoting collective efficacy. One 

potential reason for the increased endorsement from communities towards public 

sector entities, such as the police, is their presence on social media platforms. This 

aligns with recent evidence suggesting that digital society has transformative 

potential (Powell et al., 2018) for institutions historically lacking symbolic capital 

(Dupont, 2004), enabling them to establish new and stronger relationships with 

communities through social media platforms. By leveraging these platforms, these 

entities can enhance their digital image and become more accessible, thereby 

improving their relationship with the public (Mawby, 2002). The implications of digital 

society on the delivery of cohesion will be further explored later in this chapter. 

While these endorsements perhaps demonstrate that communities may have more 

trust in traditional public agencies, such as the police, than initially anticipated in 

chapter four, it is important to note that these interactions, particularly in digital 

contexts, tend to be predominantly one-way. There is limited evidence of public 

sector entities encouraging a meaningful two-way approach whereby communities 

are genuinely integrated into their operations. From this perspective, citizen 

partnership remains mostly tokenistic (Arnstein, 1969), failing to reach a point of 

denizenship where communities contribute meaningfully to operations (Shearing and 

Wood, 2003). Disparities in community engagement with external formal bodies have 

been observed, highlighting varying degrees of involvement. However, a consistent 

pattern of meaningful interactions was identified between community groups and the 

third sector throughout the study. Consequently, this pattern, along with other 

influential factors, sparked a heightened interest in the role of the third sector in 

fostering collective efficacy. 
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7.4. The Third Sector: A Hybrid Approach to Collective Efficacy 

7.4.1. A Catalyst for Community Engagement 

This thesis investigated the third sector's contribution to collective efficacy in various 

contexts. The initial indication of the third sector's significant role emerged from 

examining its relationship with communities. As mentioned earlier, informal 

community mechanisms are crucial for collective efficacy, but the level of integration 

between informal actors and external organisations is paramount for its success 

(Sampson, 2001). The findings across the three chapters consistently demonstrated 

a high degree of social capital shared between NGOs and communities.  

Chapter Four provided the first evidence of these strong social ties. They were 

closely associated, loading into a single correlated meta-cluster with an exceptionally 

high cooperation frequency. This level of cooperation surpassed other stakeholder 

groups, except for cohesion team sub-clusters, whose roles were formed together 

and naturally necessitated close collaboration. Subsequent analysis of the quality of 

cooperation further reinforced strong relations. While cohesion teams were 

previously discussed as potential gateways for community input into the network, this 

was based on speculation and the assumption that as their roles become more well-

known among communities, cooperation and integration into the community 

development network would increase, enhancing the level of denizenship (Shearing 

and Wood, 2003). However, the exceptional social capital between the third sector 

and communities indicates that they currently serve as a crucial access point to the 

network (Legg, 2021). Respondents in Chapter Four noted that NGOs are more 

approachable, presenting a less formal and more amicable appearance, reflecting 

their capability and trustworthiness, thereby indicating high levels of symbolic capital 

(Dupont, 2004). In contrast, other stakeholders, such as the police, are actively 

avoided by certain community members. 

Another noteworthy finding that helps explain this close relationship is the tendency 

of NGOs to specialise in addressing specific group characteristics, such as disability, 

LGBT+, race, and ethnicity. Communities perceive this specialisation as more 

beneficial in addressing their specific concerns and providing targeted support than 
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other stakeholders who adopt a more generalised approach. While encouraging, 

current data indicates a tendency to broadly groups that share similarities. 

Stakeholders often combine characteristics such as gender reassignment and sexual 

orientation, potentially neglecting their specific needs as cautioned by Haynes and 

Schweppe (2017). Despite this, the exceptionally strong social capital shared 

between the third sector and communities represents the primary avenue through 

which the third sector contributes to collective efficacy.  

Chapter Six delved deeper into how this relationship is forged and maintained by 

exploring the digital communication strategies employed by the third sector when 

interacting with communities. The results revealed that NGOs actively engage with 

communities through dialogical and networking approaches (Greenberg and 

MacAulay, 2009: Mergel, 2012) They also adopt a broadcasting approach through 

organisational posts that share insights into their daily operations and upcoming 

events. This transparency helps showcase their achievements and builds symbolic 

capital, bolstering their perceived legitimacy and effectiveness (Dupont, 2004). For 

instance, these posts might include information about successful community 

initiatives, partnerships with local organisations, or reports on crime reduction efforts, 

in an attempt to enhance their credibility and trustworthiness. Overall, these findings 

shed light on the approaches adopted by the third sector to try ro cultivate and 

reinforce social ties with communities, facilitating their integration into the wider 

multi-agency partnership (Granovetter, 1973). 

Although an essential aspect of this thesis, the strong social capital shared between 

the third sector and communities is not a novel concept. Previous research 

recognises the third sector as a unique entity that combines established external 

agencies and informal constituents. Scholars argue that NGOs possess structural 

and ambiguous organisational characteristics, granting them greater flexibility and 

adaptability than other external stakeholders, providing a "comparative advantage" 

for engaging community groups (Billis & Glennester, 1998). This is achieved by 

creating relatable and normative environments for community interactions to flourish 

in (Percy-Smith, 2003). This uniquely positions the third sector to establish and 

sustain self-supporting network ties with communities (Kelly, 2007). 
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7.4.2. Utilising Informal Mechanisms of Collective Efficacy 

Consequently, non-profits can be viewed as hybrid stakeholders in a void between 

the formal and informal. As such they are crucial in promoting networking among and 

between communities (Blake et al., 2008) and directly fostering collective efficacy. 

NGOs leverage their unique position and alignment with communities to employ 

informal mechanisms of collective efficacy, akin to those employed by citizens. They 

achieve this using informal mechanisms, such as cohesion and trust-building 

exercises74, and employing informal social control while leveraging their 

organisational resources. This approach is akin to the informal mechanisms outlined 

by Sampson et al. (1997), and the third sector's hybrid position allows it to 

complement external interventions, such as community policing strategies, inclusive 

policies, and community infrastructure investment. 

The proactive and reactive nature of the two informal mechanisms has been 

recognised as crucial factors in promoting collective efficacy. As previously 

mentioned, informal controls are reactive, addressing immediate issues for collective 

efficacy (Warner, 2014). Conversely, preventive measures like cohesion and mutual 

trust building can foster stronger bonds among residents, transcending prior 

perceived threats and strain (Sampson et al., 1997). These bonds integrate sub-

communities through shared norms, values, and interests (Ferlander & Timms, 

1999), serving as preventive means of upholding collective efficacy. While this thesis 

identifies this as a possible means of doing so, it makes no assumptions about its 

actual effect. This preventive approach aligns with the JSM and positive contact 

theory (Allport, 1954; Crandal & Eshleman, 2003), which suggest that positive 

interactions and accurate information can mitigate negative attitudes and reduce 

perceived threats.  

Promoting community cohesion and trust is crucial for enhancing collective efficacy 

from a community cohesion perspective. Although heterogeneity may initially impact 

community cohesion negatively, studies indicate these effects can diminish over time 

 

74 It is important to note that although the existence of such exercises were explored their 
ultimate effectiveness was measured in this thesis. 
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(Twigg et al., 2010). Regular intergroup contact has increased outgroup trust and 

reduced perceived threats (McLaren, 2003), aligning with Allport's (1954) intergroup 

contact theory. Positive contact between different social groups can lead to social 

change by increasing knowledge and awareness of other cultures (Dovidio et al., 

2017) and dispelling inaccurate information that fuels threat perceptions (Sternberg 

& Sternberg, 2008). Thus, cohesion and trust can be preventive measures to uphold 

collective efficacy.  

Chapter Four’s regression model suggests that NGOs prioritise cooperative and 

preventive measures rather than relying on reactive approaches associated with 

informal social controls. These organisations seek to address the underlying causes 

of tensions by prioritising knowledge and awareness campaigns as an attempted 

means to foster cohesion and mutual trust. This approach aligns with the objectives 

of the JSM in two ways. Firstly, by acting as a potential suppressive force against 

negative expressions, NGOs work towards establishing a shared understanding that 

such attitudes are unacceptable within the community. Secondly, by trying reducing 

justifications, constituents gain better knowledge and awareness of other groups 

through positive contacts facilitated by the awareness campaigns aimed at 

promoting cohesion and trust organised by NGOs (Crandall & Eshleman, 2003). 

Chapter Six provides a comprehensive examination of the strategies utilised by 

NGOs to attempt to cultivate community cohesion and mutual trust to achieve 

collective efficacy. The strategies employed in communication today are diverse and 

encompass a wide range of approaches. According to Mergel's (2013) analysis, 

these approaches include communication strategies such as push, pull, networking, 

and transactional, as well as other sub-strategies that have been identified. In 

addition to these traditional methods, digital modalities such as hashtags, hyperlinks, 

and word count (Han et al., 2019) are also utilised in modern communication 

practices. Furthermore, dissemination, including information reach and depth, is an 

important aspect of communication methodologies (Van De Velde et al., 2015). 

Taken together, these diverse strategies and techniques have allowed for greater 

flexibility and effectiveness in communication practices across a variety of contexts. 

These approaches aim to facilitate knowledge exchange and promote 
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understanding, thereby enabling positive contact between and within communities, 

as postulated by the principles of positive contact theory (Allport, 1954). 

A central facet of these strategies lies in their possible ability to mitigate negative 

opinions of sub-communities by disseminating accurate information. This information 

dissemination serves a dual purpose: to debunk negative stereotypes surrounding 

specific communities and to shed light on positive processes within these 

communities that may be unknown to others. The wide reach achieved through 

information dissemination can give way to achieving cohesion among diverse 

individuals within the community, encompassing various social categories that are 

instrumental in achieving collective efficacy (Van De Velde et al., 2015). 

Concurrently, these organisations recognise the significance of information depth in 

addressing complex issues that demand contextual understanding. Providing in-

depth portrayals using longer format inputs (usually through links) of community 

norms and engaging in meaningful conversations facilitates a comprehensive 

overview of diverse communities.  

Chapter Six further found that NGOs leverage social media to gather public 

information to ensure accuracy and alignment with community beliefs. Interactive pull 

strategies engage citizens and utilise them as sensors for valuable insights (Mergel, 

2012). By involving followers in activities, focus groups, town hall meetings, or 

surveys, organisations enhance social capital and gain a better understanding of 

community experiences and opinions (Meijer and Thaens, 2013). This participatory 

approach ensures that the disseminated information accurately represents the 

diverse perspectives within the communities served. 

Furthermore, these approaches, guided by strong social ties with communities, 

facilitate positive contact experiences between and within communities. By 

promoting regular intergroup contact and facilitating accurate information exchange, 

NGOs could create opportunities for individuals, cultures, and ideas to engage in 

meaningful ways to build relationships based on mutual trust and respect (Sampson 

et al., 1997). These positive contact experiences encompass literal interactions 

between social actors and exposure to positive information related to these 

communities, which could contribute to greater mutual trust and understanding 
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(Dovidio et al., 2017). Positive contacts break down barriers, dispel stereotypes, and 

foster empathy among individuals from different social groups (Allport, 1954). 

Through their knowledge and awareness campaigns, NGOs try to act as suppressive 

forces against causes of community tensions, establishing a shared understanding 

that such attitudes are unacceptable within the community. These campaigns could 

also serve as tools to reduce justifications by providing constituents with accurate 

information and promoting knowledge about other social groups (Crandall & 

Eshleman, 2003).  

The third sector’s approach was not confined to just the day-to-day but was also 

evident during and in the aftermath of specific events. In Chapter Five, the study 

revealed that attempted mutual trust and cohesion-building processes were also 

observed alongside reactive informal social controls after community tension trigger 

events. This indicates that informal social control mechanisms focused on trust and 

cohesion were implemented in addition to reactive measures. NGOs played a key 

role by organising proactive welcoming events (Sutter, 2019) to try and foster online 

and offline collective efficacy. These efforts aimed to generate comprehensive 

support for refugees and facilitate positive interactions between local constituents 

and newcomers, thereby building mutual trust (Allport, 1954). 

Although Chapter Four emphasises the importance of preventive informal 

mechanisms, specifically the attempted establishment of mutual trust, it is crucial to 

recognise that NGOs also actively participate in informal social controls. This finding 

is consistent with scholarly perspectives highlighting the interconnected nature of 

informal mechanisms, suggesting that building mutual trust and engaging in informal 

social controls are mutually reinforcing (Simmons et al., 2005). Creating an 

environment conducive to community engagement and support for public 

interventions requires cohesion-building efforts and addressing tensions face-on. 

Therefore, while NGOs primarily focus on promoting cohesion and deterring, they 

could also assume a critical role in responding to and condemning negative 

behaviours and tensions as they arise. As discussed earlier, informal social control, 

characterised as a reactive mechanism in the pursuit of collective efficacy (Warner, 

2014), involves a range of actions citizens take to address unacceptable behaviour 

within their community (Groff, 2015, p. 90). Within the framework of collective 
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efficacy, these actions include citizen interventions aimed at advancing the common 

good (Sampson, 2012), specifically for community tensions; a key aspect involves 

the proactive engagement with negative attitudes to confront and address them. 

Chapter Five provided evidence of NGOs engaging in informal social controls. 

Notably, these groups were integrated into pro-refugee activist networks, blurring the 

lines between the third sector and community members, and emphasising their 

hybrid nature. The study found that NGOs played a crucial role in promoting 

collective efficacy by challenging and discrediting statements based on false 

premises and discriminatory generalisations irrelevant to the actual asylum 

accommodation. Through such interventions, they effectively debunked labels such 

as "illegal," "terrorists," or "rapists" that were unfairly attributed to refugees, signalling 

their rejection as unacceptable and incorrect to the wider community (Groff, 2015). 

This reflects the debunking processes inherent in their day-to-day attempted trust-

building approaches, further highlighting the interconnectedness of informal 

mechanisms (Simmons et al., 2005).  

These interventions serve as a force to suppress antagonistic attitudes and 

behaviours among both present and potential offenders (Crandall & Eshleman, 2005: 

245). The impact of these interventions on collective efficacy can be measured 

through engagement metrics on Twitter, which demonstrated strong public 

endorsement for third-sector interventions, reflecting a high degree of collective 

efficacy and robust social ties between communities and the third sector. These 

cases can be understood as direct informal social controls. Additionally, in Chapter 

Five, NGOs were found to leverage external controls, such as on-platform reporting 

functions or reporting incidents to the police, mobilising external stakeholders to 

respond to antagonistic speech, labelled as indirect social controls (Sampson et al., 

1997). This demonstrates that NGOs also utilises its close relations with inner-circle 

stakeholders (as evidenced in Chapter Four) of the CDN to respond and intervene 

during tensions by alerting them to incidents. 

Chapter Six also examined the employment of informal social controls by NGOs. 

"Intervention posts," involving direct challenges to divisive attitudes, were associated 

with extremely positive responses across all engagement models, indicating strong 
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public endorsement when organisations intervene directly. This suggests that while 

these organisations primarily focus on trying to build cohesion in their day-to-day 

operations, the highest level of endorsement is achieved when they employ informal 

social controls to directly address divisive threats to cohesion. The general 

cultivation of community understanding and trust may bolster the widespread 

endorsement of such interventions. As Simmons et al. (2005) argue, informal 

mechanisms are not mutually exclusive. Establishing environments characterised by 

mutual trust and cohesion is critical for fostering a context where communities are 

more likely to participate in or support public interventions. This is particularly true 

when organisations encourage communities to mobilise collective responses, such 

as public protests (Delli Carpini et al., 2004), as seen in Chapter Six. 

7.4.3. Summary 

This thesis provides compelling evidence that the third sector can undertake informal 

mechanisms of collective efficacy, previously attributed solely to informal actors 

within communities (Sampson et al., 1997). Nevertheless, it is important to note that 

these groups assume a hybrid role, wherein they can operate in both informal and 

formal capacities. This assertion is supported by Chapters Four and Six findings, 

illustrating their role as gateways (Legg, 2021) for community engagement within the 

CDN. In addition to their role as facilitators of cooperation, novel insights from 

Chapter Six reveal that the third sector can try to contribute to cohesion through 

more formal means. Specifically, they offer transactional environments to their 

constituents (Mergel, 2012). Notably, this involves making appeals for donations, 

which can be utilised to benefit minority groups through various channels. The study 

observed donation appeals manifested in diverse ways, including prize giveaways, 

trivia contests, and product sales, by previous research on transactional incentives 

employed by non-profit organisations (Castillo et al., 2014). 

Significantly, one prominent finding highlights the extent to which the third sector 

provides support services for minority groups. This aligns with prior research on 

transactional strategies in the public sector, where there is an increasing demand for 

online customer service experiences (Poister and Thomas, 2007). In the case of the 
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third sector, services encompass a wide range of forms, such as information packs 

and hotlines for newly arrived migrants and victim support for individuals affected by 

hate crimes, hate speech, and domestic violence. The study's findings indicate that 

these support services are exceptionally well received, underscoring the third 

sector's invaluable role as a partner in assisting vulnerable communities. As a result, 

it is imperative to further integrate the third sector into existing systems to enhance 

the provision of support moving forward. 

7.5. Cohesion Delivery in Digital Society  

Reflecting on the central question of this thesis (see Chapter One) one of the most 

significant dynamics shaping the contemporary Western world is the emergence of 

the digital society (Powell et al., 2018). The advent of digital society has led to a 

profound restructuring of social life, with digital technologies and communications 

playing a central role (Wildemeersch & Jütte, 2017). This transformative shift 

encompasses various spheres, including but not limited to the economic and social 

realms. It is crucial to recognise that the emergence of digital society has influenced 

how community tensions can arise and how they are addressed to pursue cohesion. 

Therefore, a fundamental theme explored in this thesis is the impact of digital society 

on cohesion in Wales. Within this context, several sub-themes were carefully 

examined. These sub-themes encompassed the novel threats to cohesion in digital 

society, the adaptive nature of inter-agency cooperation facilitated by digital 

technologies, and how stakeholders can effectively employ digital technologies to 

mitigate tensions, and promote cohesion. This section aims to delve into these 

considerations, synthesising the findings from each empirical chapter and 

contextualising them in existing scholarly work within the conceptual framework of 

digital society. By doing so, a comprehensive understanding of the multifaceted 

impacts of digital society on community cohesion in Wales can be achieved. 
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7.5.1. Emerging Threats to Cohesion in Digital Society 

Examining the new threats to cohesion associated with digital technologies (Hawdon 

et al., 2015) is crucial before delving into how cohesion delivery has adapted in the 

digital age. This was explored in Chapter Five, where a case study involving a trigger 

event was employed to investigate the online manifestation of anti-refugee 

sentiments during heightened tensions. A notable finding was the positive correlation 

between an offline event and its rise in digital tensions. While these findings are not 

novel, as previous studies have already established this relationship (see Williams & 

Burnap, 2016; Oskanen et al., 2020; Ozalp et al., 2020; Czymara et al., 2022), this 

thesis further contributes by demonstrating that this association can exist in the 

aftermath of localised cases of community tensions, such as in a small Welsh town. 

This expands the understanding that the association between offline tensions and 

online ones may be stronger than initially anticipated and can occur in a wider range 

of social contexts, not just following nationally significant events like terrorist attacks 

in London that dominate news cycles (Williams and Burnap, 2016). 

Besides the connection between online and offline tensions, the study also identified 

several emerging threats to cohesion specifically generated by digital society. For 

instance, the impact of social media on localised tensions, like those observed in the 

Penally asylum accommodation, extends beyond the immediate geographical area, 

reaching other parts of the UK and taking on an exogenous effect (Williams, 2021). 

This reflects the concept of the network society proposed by Castells (2009), 

demonstrating how local issues can transcend spatial and temporal boundaries, 

enabling individuals with minimal involvement to engage actively by consuming 

information and participating in online discussions. 

Another concerning discovery revolves around the heightened probability of 

antagonistic speech occurring with greater frequency and volatility when perpetrated 

by users utilising anonymous accounts and digital aliases.  Perpetrators, shielded by 

anonymity, spread antagonistic messages using unfounded and factually incorrect 

statements, such as labelling refugees as "terrorists" or "rapists." According to 

Jaishankar’s (2008) space transition theory, social media can facilitate the migration 

tensions from offline to digital spaces, amplifying the expression of discriminatory 
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feelings, particularly when individuals can fully anonymise themselves through 

identity flexibility and dissociative anonymity. This aligns with Festinger's (1952) 

deindividuation theory, which suggests that individuals are more prone to engaging 

in deviant behaviour when they believe they cannot be personally identified 

(Festinger, 1952). This process of disinhibition empowers individuals to offend or 

commit more serious offences than they would otherwise (Joinson, 1998). These 

explanations resonate with Crandall and Eshleman's (2003) JSM, which suggests 

that suppression primarily upholds a positive social identity aligned with social 

norms. However, perceived anonymity diminishes the significance of existing 

suppressions as individuals can easily detach their words from their identity. 

The concept of space transition theory has been expanded by the findings of this 

study, which identified additional factors that contribute to community tensions 

facilitated by social media. These factors are unique to social media platforms and 

do not exist in offline capacities. For example, the study found that on-platform 

modalities such as hashtags and hyperlinks play distinct roles. Hashtags were found 

to have a positive association with anti-refugee content, corroborating previous 

research (Williams and Burnao, 2016). This is a cause for concern, as evidence links 

these elements to an increased spread through enhanced visibility in search results 

(Zappavigna, 2011). This suggests that they could potentially amplify and normalise 

negative attitudes. On the other hand, hyperlinks were negatively associated, 

aligning with previous research (Williams and Burnap, 2016: 227) that suggested 

divisive and extreme tweets are less likely to include hyperlinks to content that 

contradicts racist opinions or biased rumours. Hyperlink analysis supported this 

notion, as many directed users to traditional institutions like news outlets (e.g., BBC 

articles) or police press statements related to the camps, which were less predictive 

of anti-refugee content in the models. 

Additionally, a positive correlation was discovered between the use of threatening 

language and anti-refugee content. This finding is consistent with prior research 

demonstrating that threatening language often accompanies expressions of 

animosity (Roxell, 2011). Consequently, this builds upon the evidence of a 

relationship between offline and online tensions, indicating that digital exchanges not 

only respond to offline events but may also contain threatening language that fuels 
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further tensions. This escalation of tensions can occur online and offline, creating a 

cyclical effect where each reinforces the other, amplifying the overall level of tension 

in both spaces. 

Jaishankar (2008) emphasises the significant factor of deterrence, or lack thereof, 

about cyberhate. Scholars acknowledge cyberhate's diverse and ever-changing 

nature (Brown, 2018), presenting challenges to policing and legislative processes 

(Bakalis, 2018). Consequently, digital spaces exhibit minimal deterrence compared 

to offline environments, as the associated suppressive forces of being caught and 

identified are also minimal, especially when much of the dialogue is more 

antagonistic than “hateful” per se This becomes particularly evident during trigger 

events when internet traffic surges, thereby straining the response system.  

Chapter Five provides evidence of unmoderated content on digital platforms. First, it 

revealed that closed network platforms like Facebook groups were frequently used to 

propagate anti-refugee sentiments. This trend raises concerns about the discreet 

operations of such movements within hidden underbellies that are harder to 

moderate and report as they facilitate more private communications. Closed network 

spaces amplify radical views within echo chambers of like-minded individuals in the 

network society, linked by shared intolerant perceptions (Castells, 2009). Literature 

suggests that closed networks, including Facebook groups, can amplify polarisation 

potentially leading to real-world coordinated incidents (Harel et al., 2020). While 

closed network structures are commonly associated with such phenomena, Chapter 

Five’s findings also indicate that open-network platforms like Twitter can facilitate the 

development of unmoderated content. The data from Chapter Five was collected 

retrospectively, indicating that social media moderators did not remove or moderate 

the extreme content found on Twitter, even a significant amount of time after 

publication. This finding is particularly concerning, considering that it predates Elon 

Musk's Twitter takeover, during which higher-level censorship existed (Curwen, 

2022). Moreover, Musk's vocal criticism of censorship and moderation practices 

could embolden users to engage in more extreme content, knowing that there may 

be less likelihood of repercussions. This could exacerbate existing challenges faced 

by marginalised communities, who are disproportionately targeted by online 

harassment and discrimination. As we navigate the complexities of online discourse 
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under Musk's stewardship of Twitter, it becomes increasingly crucial to remain 

vigilant and advocate for policies that prioritise the well-being of all users. Efforts to 

diffuse tensions must not waver in the face of changing leadership or ideological 

shifts. Instead, they should be reinforced with a renewed commitment to fostering a 

digital space where respectful dialogue thrives, and individuals feel safe to express 

themselves without fear of harassment or intimidation. 

As mentioned, digital society has enabled discriminatory attitudes to thrive in social 

media discussion networks, leading to more concerted and organised antagonistic 

expressions that create tensions. Chapter Five's findings highlight core-periphery 

structures within these networks, forming echo chambers where like-minded 

individuals amplify and encourage each other's content. This aligns with theories of 

group socialisation and contagion effects as antagonistic sentiments become 

normalised and spread among individuals (Sunstein, 2017). Social media platforms 

like Twitter act as polarisation amplifiers, galvanising and propagating negative 

narratives targeting outgroups (Ellis, 2002; Daniels, 2008; Sunstein, 2017). The 

study's analysis of discussion networks related to anti-refugee attitudes supports the 

notion of echo chambers, with central nodes representing the lead propagators and 

mentions playing a significant role in promoting these (Ozalp et al., 2020). However, 

it is important to recognise that these closed echo chambers can result in the 

development of more radical perspectives among those propagating divisive content. 

While confined to a closed-off group, these individuals may become increasingly 

extreme in their views. However, as echo chambers become more radical, they 

became further disconnected from public perceptions and received limited public 

endorsement, therefore only radicalising a select few within them (as seen in Ozalp 

et al., 2020). 

7.5.2. Digital Technologies to Enhance Nodal Governance 

With the increasing challenges the digital society poses, it is crucial to explore how 

digital technologies can be utilised to foster cohesion instead. One way explored is 

how these technologies can be leveraged to improve coordination among 

stakeholders involved in delivering cohesion. This coordination has been observed to 
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occur among formal partners and on social media platforms, where it helps establish 

and strengthen social capital within communities. Chapter Four sheds light on the 

potential impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the collaborative efforts of the 

multiagency network responsible for cohesion delivery. This impact can be 

attributed, in part, to the greater reliance on digital communication methods, 

particularly the increasing popularity of real-time communication systems (RTCs). 

Findings in Chapter Four highlight that the COVID-19 pandemic has increased inter-

agency cooperation despite initial concerns. Previous research has demonstrated 

the significant role of RTC platforms, such as Microsoft Teams, in facilitating virtual 

meetings and coordination among organisations (Gray et al., 2020; Shakespeare et 

al., 2022). Building upon this existing body of work, this thesis further underscores 

the transformative potential of RTCs in enhancing inter-agency cooperation, 

specifically within CDN and initiatives. As such, RTCs have effectively improved 

engagement, including partner liaison, but also saved travel time, leading to 

increased productivity and stakeholder interaction. However, the lack of a 

standardised RTC platform has posed challenges, with discrepancies in platform 

use. 

Nevertheless, the thesis findings indicate that organisations have overcome these 

challenges and worked closely together during the pandemic. Virtual meetings have 

enhanced communication, information exchange, and engagement with partners. 

Moreover, virtual meetings have promoted equality and cooperation among agencies 

and regions, highlighting a less Cardiff-centric approach. The increased reliance on 

RTCs, as emphasised in the thesis, has prompted organisations to recognise their 

potential to enhance internal and external communication and cooperation, driving a 

broader digital transformation of workplaces beyond the pandemic (Savic, 2020). 

7.5.3. Curtailing Community Tensions During Trigger Events 

Chapter Five presented empirical evidence showcasing the effectiveness of digital 

spaces, specifically social media, in promoting cohesion during heightened tensions 

following trigger events. By examining informal communities and specialised 
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cohesion delivery stakeholders, this chapter provides a comprehensive overview of 

the practical strategies employed in the aim of achieving digital cohesion. The 

findings underscore the significant role social media could play as a catalyst for 

fostering cohesion in the digital realm. By harnessing social media, individuals and 

organisations can navigate the complexities of heightened tensions to cultivate a 

sense of togetherness and unity. This provides a valuable glimpse into the practical 

implementation of strategies that could contribute to digital cohesion. This thesis 

analysed online interactions to understand how they are specifically used to diffuse 

heightened tensions. Platform engagement metrics and qualitative extracts 

demonstrate the different approaches endorsed or rejected. Consistent with previous 

research (Williams and Burnap, 2016; Ozalp et al., 2020), results showed that 

retweets do not perpetuate antagonistic speech, indicating limited endorsement 

among the general public. This finding suggests the existence of digital collective 

efficacy, where digital constituents come together to reject discriminatory beliefs and 

foster a sense of community and solidarity (Sampson et al., 1997). 

Additionally, the study emphasises the positive association between pro-refugee 

activists, comprising individuals and NGOs, and the dissemination of information on 

social media platforms. Pro-refugee activists leverage social media to amplify their 

message, garner support through retweets, likes, and replies, and spread positive 

narratives. By mobilising communities and facilitating open dialogue, social media 

could enable the collective voice of individuals to drown out discriminatory ideologies 

(Ozalp et al., 2020). The transformative impact of social media extends beyond 

specific activist movements. Established institutions such as police, media outlets, 

and political figures are crucial in shaping public opinion in digital spaces. Results 

showed that these entities were all negatively associated with publishing anti-refugee 

content. Leveraging their symbolic capital (Dupont, 2004), they have the capcity and 

potential to disseminate accurate and unbiased information, challenging 

misinformation, and debunking stereotypes.  

Furthermore, the study explores the role of the police in utilising social media 

platforms, showing their active engagement in open discussions with the public. 

While they receive fewer endorsements through measures such as likes and 

retweets, their primary mode of operation involves replies that allow for transparency 
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and collaboration.  This enabled the police to communicate accurate and up-to-the-

minute information about such tensions to communities. Such use of social media 

platforms acts as bridges, breaking down barriers between law enforcement and the 

community, potentially promoting trust, cooperation, and practical problem-solving, 

which contributes to building more positive images (Mawby, 2002). This indicates 

that social media could play a transformative role in enhancing the police's 

trustworthiness and symbolic capital (Dupont, 2004), if harnessed in the correct way 

allowing them to effectively combat tensions. 

The findings reflect the media’s75 continued influence in shaping public discourse. 

While the digital age has transformed information dissemination, media outlets still 

possess significant reach and impact, supporting the classic criminological notion 

that conventional media plays a role in shaping public discourse following important 

events by "setting the agenda" and "transmitting the images" (Cohen, 2002). The 

study shows that the media and press headlines positively affect engagement 

metrics. This indicates that responsible and unbiased reporting by the media is 

crucial and could play a vital role in challenging negative attitudes by setting the 

agenda, transmitting accurate information, and debunking false claims (Cohen, 

2002; Williams and Burnap, 2016). However, it is also a cautionary finding, 

demonstrating that the media can still influence public perceptions in the digital age. 

If they were to report negatively or propagate discriminatory content, they could 

catalyse further tensions, as seen in similar studies (King & Sutton, 2014; Moore and 

Ramsey, 2017; Sadique et al., 2018). Therefore, although this particular example 

shows the potential positive use of influence to diffuse negative sentiments towards 

refugees, the continued influence of the media, even in the digital society, should be 

regarded with caution. 

 

75 The media was predominately measured by exploring written news headlines and readers 
should note other media forms could exhibit notable differences. 
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7.5.4. Daily Strategies Against Digital Tensions and Divsive 

Attitudes 

While Chapter Five provided evidence on how organisations can utilise social media 

during heightened tensions, Chapter Six highlighted the strategies used to try to 

promote cohesion social media in everyday situations. Currently, the only 

stakeholders with a digital presence solely focused on promoting cohesion are 

NGOs. Therefore, the third sector’s utilisation of social media in Chapter Six can be 

seen as a potential blueprint for other organisations to follow. In this regard, 

government bodies or the police, for instance, could establish social media accounts 

dedicated explicitly to cohesion and equality. By adopting and implementing 

successful approaches identified from the third sector, these entities can leverage 

social media to promote inclusivity and mitigate tensions on their main accounts and 

through potential sub-accounts. 

In the context of digital society, the definition of community has evolved. Castells 

(1997) argues that digitalising social life has led to communities no longer being 

organised solely based on spatial or temporal dimensions. Instead, many 

communities now exist in digital spaces and differ from their offline counterparts in 

size and composition (Dutton, 1996). Nevertheless, scholars agree that, like offline 

contexts, digital communities also need to establish norms of behaviour and restrict 

online transgressions (Postmes et al., 1998). This helps cultivate a "netiquette" 

(Shea, 1994) wherein digital constituents mutually understand that these behaviours 

are unacceptable, and communities are more likely to intervene and signal when 

such behaviour occurs. 

Chapter Six delves into organisations' regular utilisation of social media, focusing on 

establishing digital cohesion through implementing various strategies (as outlined in 

Mergel's (2012) framework presented in the same chapter). Each approach serves a 

distinct purpose while sometimes also interconnected with one another. Firstly, 

knowledge and awareness campaigns are employed trying to educate and inform 

the public about issues related to minority rights and cultures. This also 

encompasses sharing information and resources to raise awareness and promote 

understanding of the impact of victimisation on individuals and communities. 
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Additionally, interventions are employed in attempt to address unacceptable 

behaviour or actions, and organising community events and protests that promote 

inclusivity. Both approaches, integral components of the overarching strategy, 

significantly contribute to developing collective efficacy (Sampson et al., 1997), 

enabling digital communities to actively address and counteract divisive attitudes. As 

cohesion develops within the community, constituents become empowered to 

challenge divisive attitudes, fostering a dynamic synergy where collective efficacy is 

significantly enhanced, as Simmons et al. (2005) emphasised. This reciprocal 

process sees the empowerment of individuals to mobilise against reinforcing the 

overall sense of cohesion and creating a positive feedback loop. In this context, the 

community could actively reject intolerant views, explicitly signalling that such 

perspectives are unacceptable and should not be normalised. The rejection of 

intolerance could therefore become a shared value within the community, further 

strengthening the cohesion and trust among its members. This interconnectedness, 

or synergy, has previously been found to amplify the impact of both strategies, 

working in tandem to cultivate netiquette (Shea, 1994) and establishing a digital 

environment where hate is actively challenged and not allowed to become the norm. 

It is important to note that while such strategies outlined in this thesis aim at 

promoting cohesion, no assumptions are made about their ultimate effectiveness, a 

compelling topic for future research.  

Building upon these principles, another pivotal approach involves the implementation 

of dialogical approaches designed to enhance social capital within informal digital 

communities and with formal stakeholders on social media platforms. By cultivating 

robust social capital through these dialogues, organisations could strengthen the 

bonds within the digital community and could aid in creating a collaborative 

environment that directly reinforces the objectives of building cohesion and trust. 

This thesis, however, did not, directly measure the effectiveness of this and cannot 

make any claims about the overall impact. If social capital grows through these 

dialogical engagements, it could become a driving force behind the collective 

efficacy necessary for community building. The interactions, whether occurring 

online or extending to offline events, could serve as a dynamic platform for 

community members and stakeholders to strengthen social ties and exchange 

insights and experiences.  
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In this context, it allows for an information sensors concept (Mergel, 2013), with 

organisations gaining valuable insights from community members and practitioners. 

This dual perspective, drawn from lived experiences and professional knowledge 

(what Dupont (2004) refers to as cultural capital), not only refines the organisation's 

awareness of issues but also guides the development of more effective and informed 

strategies. The synergy between dialogical approaches enhanced social capital, and 

inclusive information gathering becomes a linchpin for organisations striving to foster 

cohesive digital communities, instil trust, and directly. This interconnected strategy 

ensures that the collective efforts are grounded in a comprehensive understanding of 

diverse perspectives, ultimately leading to more impactful and sustainable outcomes. 

Additionally, they leverage social media to offer support services and solicit 

donations. Support services, in particular, were particularly effective. Consequently, 

harnessing support services on social media holds significant potential for 

expansion, not only within the third sector but also through strategic collaborations 

with other partners. Scholars consistently emphasise the importance of providing 

support services to marginalised individuals. However, concerns persist about the 

limited accessibility of these services (Hardy and Chakraborti, 2020). They 

highlighted that only a privileged few, often those in more economically or socially 

stable circumstances, know such services. Notably, even among these individuals, a 

significant portion remains uninformed about these resources. The research findings 

suggest significant engagement with support service approaches, indicating the 

potential of social media, in addressing this issue by enhancing the visibility and 

accessibility of these services to a broader audience. Acknowledging that not 

everyone has access to social media, potentially excluding some individuals is 

important. Nevertheless, raising awareness through these platforms could provide 

advantages in reaching a larger and more diverse population.  

The findings demonstrated that social media platforms, such as Twitter, could 

potentially have a noteworthy impact in fostering cohesion and mutual trust, even in 

everyday situations rather than solely during the aftermaths of trigger events. 

Consequently, these approaches serve as evidence of the transformative capabilities 

of social media in promoting social inclusion and facilitating active community 

participation (Vance et al., 2009). In light of these insights, other agencies must 
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recognise and adopt these effective approaches on social media, both on their main 

accounts and by developing specific inclusion and equality sub-accounts. By doing 

so, they can promote cohesion, mitigating tensions, and foster inclusivity, thereby 

creating positive change in digital and offline spaces. 

7.5.5. Digital Tools for Tension Monitoring 

A demand for a standardised dashboard tool capable of rapidly and efficiently 

capturing and analysing social media data was highlighted in Chapter Four. A 

significant majority (82.5%) of respondents believed that additional methods of online 

tension monitoring should be implemented within the network. All cluster groups 

exhibited substantial support, with the police and community coordinators 

demonstrating the highest levels of agreement (89.9% and 87.5%, respectively). 

Stakeholders expressed dissatisfaction with current manual monitoring processes, 

citing their time-consuming and inefficient nature. They argued that a tension 

monitoring dashboard could considerably reduce the resources and time invested in 

manual monitoring. 

Moreover, stakeholders recognised social media as a valuable source for gathering 

data on tensions before they escalate, underscoring the preventive potential of such 

a tool. Furthermore, stakeholders identified limitations within the existing reactionary 

framework for documenting digital tensions, particularly within organisations like the 

police. The lack of reported tensions and communities' reluctance to report issues 

indicated a deficiency in symbolic capital and a breakdown in communication 

between groups. The open output revealed that to address these challenges, 

stakeholders advocated for a new tension monitoring tool that is “automated’ and 

reliable to be both “time and cost-effective”, and capable of capturing all online 

tensions, including hidden ones in real-time. In addition the ability to geographically 

locate tension hotspots, the absence of biases towards specific demographics, user-

friendly monitoring interfaces, and the provision of intelligence on resulting offline 

tensions.  This approach would enable covert monitoring of genuine tensions and the 

identification of larger trends for effective prevention strategies. These insights 
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informed the development of potential tools for monitoring tensions, such as the Hate 

Lab dashboard. 

The Hate Lab dashboard, which focuses on monitoring and analysing hate speech 

and online abuse that leads to wider tensions, was identified as a promising tool by 

an academic contributor. It offers access to a wider range of social media platforms 

than previous systems like CAT-D. The HateLab Platform's interactive and user-

friendly interface allows for the swift aggregation and visualisation of complex data, 

facilitating the examination of hate speech trends over time and location. 

Additionally, the platform's potential to identify patterns of online inter-group tension 

that correspond to offline phenomena and inform strategies for addressing them was 

emphasised. In summary, Chapter Four's findings emphasise strong support for 

implementing formal controls (Sampson, 2001), such as online tension monitoring 

methods and the necessity of a comprehensive monitoring tool. The Hate Lab 

dashboard emerged as a promising solution that fulfils the requirements highlighted 

by stakeholders, providing cost-effective and valuable monitoring capabilities for 

inter-group tensions in Wales. Furthermore, the value and practicality of potential 

monitoring tools were exemplified in Chapter Five by utilising an illustrative 

dashboard for data visualisation. While the researcher manually constructed this 

particular dashboard in this thesis, the underlying data and visualisation techniques it 

employed indicate emerging tools, such as HateLab or COSMOS, that hold 

significant promise and could have a meaningful impact. Consequently, this 

dashboard serves as a representative example to showcase the potential benefits 

such tools can offer practitioners despite the impracticality of manually implementing 

similar processes.  
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Chapter 8  

Summary 

8.1. Introduction 

This thesis investigated cohesion delivery in modern society, focusing on Wales as a 

case study. Three distinct objectives were developed, each guiding separate 

empirical studies that addressed research questions and hypotheses related to the 

central thesis. The first study explored cooperation patterns within the CDN in Wales, 

examining how social actors collaborated to maintain community cohesion during the 

COVID-19 pandemic and the role of social media in community tensions. The 

second study investigated the dynamics of community tensions and community 

responses following the establishment of Penally asylum accommodation in Wales. 

This study analysed the interaction of social actors and the impact of emerging 

digital technologies on the development of tensions, their propagation and collective 

responses. The final study examined the use of social media by NGOs to address 

social injustices and promote community cohesion. This study analysed the digital 

communication strategies employed by these organisations in an attempt to reduce 

tensions. 

A pragmatist methodological approach was developed after reviewing the relevant 

literature to allow for an exploratory investigation of emerging concepts that have not 

been extensively explored in academia. This approach enabled traditional and new 

approaches to investigate the research questions and test hypotheses. For example, 

digital surveys, factor reduction and MDS techniques were used to collect data for 

multi-agency cooperation patterns (Levi and Williams, 2013), extensive locomotive 

online data was collected around trigger events, allowing for a fine-grained analysis 

of temporal phenomena (Edwards et al., 2013), and digital communication 

frameworks typologies were used for content analyses of communication data 

(Mergel, 2013).  
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The discussion section synthesised the key findings from the three empirical 

chapters, offering a comprehensive overview of cohesion delivery in the 

contemporary world.  

By using Wales as a specific case study concerning related literature and conceptual 

frameworks, this research has shed light on the broad research question of "How is 

community cohesion maintained and promoted in contemporary Wales?". The 

investigation encompassed various considerations, including external and informal 

mechanisms of cohesion delivery, the unique role of the third sector in assuming a 

hybrid role in promoting cohesion, and the impact of the digital society on both 

posing new threats to cohesion and facilitating transformative effects in cohesion 

delivery. This study has contributed to a deeper understanding of the dynamics and 

complexities of sustaining community cohesion in modern-day Wales by addressing 

these multifaceted aspects. The insights gained from this research offer valuable 

implications for policymakers, practitioners, and researchers seeking to foster 

inclusive and resilient communities in today's rapidly evolving societal landscape. 

This chapter provides a contribution statement of key findings following the 

discussion section. Finally, the limitations of the research are outlined, along with 

potential future research directions. 

8.2. Contribution Statement  

This statement highlights the value of the research conducted in this thesis, 

emphasising its significance and impact. Within this section, three distinct 

contributions are delineated: knowledge, methodological, and practical contributions 

applicable to both academia and practitioners (Bergh et al., 2022). The knowledge 

contributions aim to expand existing academic understanding by addressing critical 

gaps in the field. Pioneering methods employed within this thesis will be highlighted 

as methodological contributions, which enable valuable insights. Lastly, actionable 

findings and recommendations will be presented as practical contributions, bridging 

the gap between academia and real-world application.  
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8.2.1. Knowledge Contributions 

Before delving into the specific contributions across the three empirical chapters, it is 

valuable to consider the broader knowledge generated by this thesis. One significant 

contribution is that it represents the first research explicitly exploring cohesion 

delivery in Wales. Consequently, it offers a comprehensive overview of the specific 

strategies implemented in Wales. Despite this, many common themes, especially 

those observed in digital spaces that transcend geographical boundaries (Castells, 

1997), are considered applicable beyond Wales and are universally important. 

Similarly, the interagency and community-based findings potentially reflect other 

populations outside Wales, particularly within Western cultures. Thus, while this 

research focuses on Wales, its findings extend beyond its geographical confines, 

providing valuable insights into threats to cohesion and effective strategies for 

addressing them in a more general context. Another significant contribution of this 

thesis is applying Sampson et al.'s (1997) concept of collective efficacy specifically 

to cohesion contexts. While previous studies (Costello et al., 2017; Ozalp et al., 

2020) have touched upon this concept, this research builds upon them by offering a 

more comprehensive examination. It explores both the informal and formal 

components of collective efficacy in relation to cohesion, going beyond existing work 

by identifying specific partners, such as the third sector, that serve as hybrids 

between informal and formal approaches. These partners are able to employ 

informal strategies despite being formal entities, thus expanding on our 

understanding of the concept of collective efficacy in the context of cohesion. 

Chapter Four presented the first-ever network analysis of the Welsh CDN, which is 

not a formally established network. The analysis provided valuable insights into the 

cooperation patterns among key stakeholder groups. One of the significant findings 

was that NGOs and cohesion officers play a crucial role in integrating communities 

and their perspectives into multi-agency responses. However, it was observed that 

many community groups remain unaware of the existence of cohesion teams. This 

highlights the untapped potential of specific roles, such as cohesion officers, who 

possess greater symbolic capital with communities. Consequently, communities tend 

to feel more comfortable discussing and reporting issues to these partners compared 

to more traditional bodies like the police. Interestingly, disability focus was focused 
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on other protected characteristics. Moreover, the study delved into the impact of 

COVID-19 on multi-agency partnerships, specifically in the context of cohesion 

delivery. The pandemic resulted in an increased use of digital technologies to 

enhance cooperation frequency, which has become a lasting legacy. The findings of 

this research have significant value and contribute to the broader knowledge in the 

field. The results were converted into a research article76 published in the British 

Journal of Community Justice, granting the academic community wider access to 

these knowledge contributions. 

Chapter Five investigated the dynamics of community tensions and responses in the 

aftermath of a localised trigger event - the establishment of Penally asylum 

accommodation in Wales. It examined how various social actors, including 

politicians, the media, civil society organisations, and individual citizens, interact with 

the propagation of anti-refugee attitudes and the attempted maintenance of 

community cohesion in times of crisis. This study is built on an emerging 

criminological discipline that analyses the temporal dimensions of tensions rather 

than spatial (King and Sutton, 2013). To date, the majority of temporal studies have 

focussed on offline contexts (Legewie, 2013; King and Sutton, 2014; Hanes and 

Machin, 2014). However, this study extended the investigation to the realm of digital 

tensions, drawing on recent research that has shown similar patterns in online 

contexts (Ozalp et al., 2020; Czymara et al., 2022). While the exploration of trigger 

events in digital spaces is not entirely novel, this research expanded on these 

pioneering studies by contributing to knowledge in several further ways, filling 

knowledge gaps. The first contribution is exploring an extremely localised trigger 

event in a town in Wales rather than large-scale events like Trump's election, the 

Brexit referendum, or national terrorist incidents (King and Sutton, 2014; Hanes and 

Machin, 2014; Williams and Burnap, 2016). It builds on the surrounding literature by 

investigating whether local events can cause similar temporal shocks and 

exogenous effects on information dissemination and community tensions. Evidence 

showed digital tensions and discourse spreading well beyond Penally and across the 

 
76 The research article is titled "Combating Community Tensions in Wales: Mapping the 
Cooperation Space for Multi-Agency Cohesion Delivery" and can be accessed at the 
following link: https://doi.org/10.48411/0dtk-wg13  

https://doi.org/10.48411/0dtk-wg13
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UK as a whole, thereby contributing to the existing literature by providing the first 

examination of micro-trigger events where the event originates within a small local 

area. 

The second contribution is further exploring the role that discussion networks and 

echo chambers play in the propagation of discriminatory attitudes after such events. 

Previous work identified a small number of individuals operating in a close-knit echo 

chamber responsible for the majority of antagonistic speech (Ozalp et al., 2020). 

This study expanded on such theorisations by building reply network visualisations 

that filtered the nodes and edges engaging in anti-refugee speech, providing visual 

evidence of a core-periphery structure (Borgatti & Everett, 2000). This visual 

evidence showed a small echo chamber of the main propagators supporting 

previous theorisations (Ozalp et al., 2020). Additionally, examining other 

engagement metrics beyond retweets, such as likes, revealed a previously 

unrealised aspect of passive support for these sentiments, indicating a dark 

underbelly of supporters who may not actively propagate them by retweeting but 

express their support through likes. 

Another significant contribution is the exploration of social factors by differentiating 

between far-right political agents and far-right activists. Previous trigger event 

research treated far-right agents as one entity (Williams and Burnap, 2016), whereas 

this study split them, revealing staggering differences between the two groups. While 

both were still associated with anti-refugee sentiment, the findings showed that far-

right activists were more prone to volatile sentiments. This novel finding was further 

conceptualised by considering Festinger's (1952) theory of deindividuation, where 

most activists used anonymous accounts and were more prone to publish more anti-

refugee content. This finding demonstrates the potential for future work to further 

split social agents into subcategories for more accurate insights into their differing 

roles in the wake of such events. 

Chapter Six involved a novel content analysis of how NGOs utilise social media 

platforms to promote cohesion on a daily basis. Previous studies (Williams and 

Burnap, 2016; Ozalp et al., 2020) have primarily focused on how cohesion 

stakeholders respond to specific trigger events, as discussed in Chapter Five. These 
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reactive approaches aim to counter divisive attitudes and can be considered social 

controls, as outlined by Sampson et al. (1997). This chapter builds upon existing 

research by exploring proactive strategies to prevent tensions and promote cohesion 

through daily social media activities. By examining digital approaches to fostering 

mutual understanding and cohesion, this study provides a more comprehensive 

exploration of Sampson et al.'s collective efficacy (1997), expanding the scope 

beyond reactive measures. To achieve this, the study adopts Mergel's (2013) 

framework, which was previously applied solely in the context of public sector 

organisations. By employing this framework to analyse NGOs with a minority right 

focus, this study contributes to the existing literature on the role of the third sector in 

promoting collective efficacy. Consequently, it demonstrates the versatility of 

Mergel's framework in various contexts related to digital communications, extending 

beyond the boundaries of the public sector. The findings highlight the instrumental 

role of the third sector and social media in promoting cohesion through a diverse 

range of strategies that can also be adopted by other stakeholders. 

8.2.2. Methodological contributions 

As Bergh et al. (2022) suggest, methodological contributions are challenging to 

define with precision. However, broadly speaking, they refer to the advancements 

and improvements in research methods within a given discipline, enabling scholars 

to conduct more accurate and reliable research. These contributions may include 

new techniques, tools, and approaches, as well as modifications to existing methods. 

By developing and implementing these innovations, researchers can address 

limitations in the current research techniques and improve the quality of their 

findings.  

The first methodological contribution came in Chapter Four when implementing MDS 

for the analysis of multi-agency partnerships. MDS, widely recognised and used 

across diverse fields, efficiently uncovers patterns through the visual representation 

of quantitative proximity data.. MDS served as a tool to visualize communication 

patterns among cluster groups, building upon the foundational research of Levi and 

Williams (2013). To facilitate interpretation, additional analytical methods were 



Summary 

Cardiff University | 307  

integrated, including PCA, regression, and qualitative data. MDS simplifies complex 

data, allowing researchers to easily interpret and visualize cooperation patterns 

(Coxton, 1982). The practical significance of employing MDS lies in its ability to 

simplify intricate data and enhance accessibility, particularly in research involving 

practitioners. This approach offers easily understandable visualizations for non-

academic communities. The study further extended the application of MDS to 

visualize stakeholder focus on the nine protected characteristics. This innovative use 

revealed clusterings and separations, offering valuable insights into the attention 

given to specific characteristics. Consequently, this advancement not only broadens 

the utilisation of MDS for exploring network cooperation patterns but also delves into 

operational priorities within multi-agency partnerships, building upon the earlier work 

of Levi and Williams (2013). 

Chapter Five expanded on existing work by examining digital tensions in relation to 

trigger events. This approach provided valuable insights into the online manifestation 

of anti-refugee attitudes following specific events and introduced methodological 

advancements through the utilisation of extensive locomotive approaches. These 

approaches allowed for a more comprehensive understanding of anti-refugee 

content propagation and its associated challenges. As noted by Edwards et al. 

(2013), extensive locomotive data enables a fine-grained analysis down to the 

second, providing a precise examination of phenomena. One noteworthy benefit of 

employing extensive locomotive approaches employed in this chapter is their ability 

to establish realistic perceptions and attitudes in real or near-real time, particularly 

when traditional methods like interviews or surveys are unlikely to engage 

perpetrators (Williams and Sloan, 2015). By adopting extensive locomotive 

approaches, the study minimised the risk of bias and achieved a more reliable 

means of capturing and understanding anti-refugee content (Drouhot et al., 2023). 

While previous studies have applied extensive locomotive approaches (Williams and 

Burnap, 2016), this study further advanced the field by utilising such approaches 

over more gradual and extended time periods. Unlike prior research that 

predominantly focused on nationwide trigger events, this analysis expanded the 

scope by considering local issues related to the Penally asylum accommodation. 

This extension demonstrated the feasibility of implementing detailed temporal 
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analyses over significantly longer durations than previously explored. In conducting 

the study, big data emerged as the primary source among the four utilised, 

effectively complementing traditional data sources and broadening the research 

designs typically employed in extensive locomotive contexts (Morse, 2016; Snelson, 

2016). By integrating these additional sources with big data, the study facilitated a 

more comprehensive exploration of tensions and propagation of divisive content, as 

well as the challenges associated with them. 

8.2.3. Practical contributions 

In addition to advancing theoretical knowledge and methodological innovations, 

research has the potential to make significant practical contributions and improve the 

functions of associated practitioners, as highlighted by Bartunek and Rynes (2010). 

In the context of this PhD thesis, as the researcher, I have actively engaged with the 

CDN, participating in multiple cohesion coordinator meetings, and serving as a 

member of the Hate and Community Tension Board (Cymru). Furthermore, the PhD 

received funding from the Welsh Government and Police. Through close 

collaboration and continuous communication with these agencies, I have ensured 

that the key findings and research outcomes are effectively shared, facilitating 

practical contributions during and after the studies. To streamline dissemination, a 

comprehensive summary of the research, accompanied by a concise executive 

summary and key findings, was created, and circulated among the board members 

and relevant stakeholders. This summary encapsulated the essence of the research 

and included recommendations specifically tailored for practitioners involved in all 

three empirical chapters. By sharing this information with practitioners, the research 

strives to bridge the gap between theoretical knowledge and practical application, 

fostering an environment of evidence-based decision-making and enhancing the 

effectiveness of associated professionals in their respective fields. 
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8.3. Limitations and Future Research  

While this research has made contributions to our understanding of contemporary 

cohesion delivery and its real-world practical implications, as well as introducing 

innovative methodologies, it is important to acknowledge certain limitations that 

should be considered. Before addressing the specific limitations associated with 

each empirical chapter, it is important to outline the broader limitations of this thesis' 

inquiry. Firstly, it should be noted that all analyses were conducted solely on data 

from Wales. While many of the findings may have broader applicability to 

contemporary societies, it is crucial to acknowledge that some of the findings may be 

specific to Wales and may carry less significance when extrapolated to other 

regions. For instance, the specific cohesion roles described in this thesis are unique 

to Wales, and although they could serve as a blueprint for other nations, these roles 

may not exist elsewhere. Future research could explore the transferability of these 

roles, among other Wales-specific components, or investigate the existence of 

similar ones in different contexts. The second broad limitation pertains to the 

extensive scope of the concept of cohesion delivery. This thesis has provided 

valuable initial insights into several processes undertaken to mitigate tensions and 

promote cohesion. However, it is important to recognise that the thesis only 

scratches the surface, leaving many facets of cohesion delivery unexplored. Future 

research could delve into various aspects, such as examining the role of social 

media companies in censoring and restricting antagonistic speech, evaluating the 

effectiveness of specific governmental policies in fostering cohesion or investigating 

the contributions of other bodies, such as the private sector, towards achieving 

cohesion, among other potential areas of inquiry. 

Chapter Four presented initial evidence of patterns in the CDN; however, it is crucial 

to consider certain limitations in the research design when interpreting the results. 

Upon reflection, three key limitations have been identified. Firstly, the use of a 

centralised Welsh Government stakeholder group is a limitation that needs to be 

acknowledged. While this was determined by Welsh Government policy to ensure a 

unified response, it is important to recognise that the Welsh Government itself is a 

multi-layered and complex entity with various factions, even within the community 

justice and equality branches. By only including one unified group representing the 
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Welsh Government, the research may overlook significant variations in cooperation 

experiences among different factions. This limitation extends to other respondents as 

well, where clustering together stakeholders like the Police, Welsh Government, 

community groups, and NGOs provided a macro-level analysis of inter-agency 

cooperation but lacked insights into meso-level and specialist roles, as well as micro-

level perspectives within each agency. Future studies that delve into specific 

perceptions of different actors in various positions within these agencies would 

contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the complete network. 

Although this research offered valuable insights as the first study of the network in 

any capacity, it is essential to address the second limitation associated with the use 

of survey-based open questions. The restricted nature of open questions limits the 

researcher's ability to explore network dynamics further. Follow-up studies with 

longer qualitative elements could adopt a mixed methods approach, allowing for a 

more in-depth exploration of the network dynamics. For example, conducting focus 

group exercises involving members from all stakeholder groups could prove effective 

in examining inter-agency relationships. The final limitation pertains to the use of 

non-metric perceptions in the cooperation Likert-scale questions. It is important to 

acknowledge that responder demographics, agency norms, and differing opinions on 

workplace dynamics and partnerships can significantly influence participants' 

responses on the scales. Future research could focus on studying these biases, 

shedding light on additional dynamics within the network. 

Chapters Five and Six concentrated on social media data, and as a result, certain 

limitations associated with social media data emerged in these chapters. Both 

studies exclusively explored social media data derived from Twitter. While the 

methodology (further details provided in Appendix 4) justifies the use of Twitter as 

the most suitable platform for this thesis, relying solely on Twitter poses constraints 

on obtaining a more comprehensive understanding of the studied phenomenon in 

digital spaces. Platforms like Facebook, Instagram, and Snapchat offer content 

formats and features that are not present on Twitter. These platforms emphasise 

audio-visual content and allow for longer or unrestricted text, as noted by Han et al. 

(2019). Additionally, other platforms could provide valuable insights into different 

demographic groups that are not easily accessible through Twitter. This is 

particularly relevant when considering significant actors who propagate antagonistic 
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speech, as they may predominantly reside on platforms such as 4chan. Therefore, 

future research aiming to investigate cohesion in digital spaces should consider 

using novel social media data from platforms other than Twitter. Analysing data from 

multiple platforms will offer a more comprehensive understanding of digital activities 

related to cohesion. 

Chapter Five of this thesis had several identified limitations that should be taken into 

consideration. Firstly, it was the only analysis within this thesis that examined threats 

to cohesion in digital spaces. However, the findings were based on a specific case 

study related to a policy change in a local area trigger event, which resulted in 

increased anti-refugee attitudes. Consequently, these findings provide limited 

insights into the development of day-to-day tensions unrelated to trigger events or 

trigger events related to different causes concerning different social groups. 

Therefore, caution should be exercised when generalising the findings to other cases 

(Tsang, 2014). Future studies could address this limitation by exploring multiple case 

studies to identify common themes across different contexts. Another limitation 

pertains to the inclusion of offline hate incident data in relation to digital tensions. 

The analysis only incorporated aggregated monthly offline hate incident data, and it 

was not possible to examine these on a daily basis. This limitation may be attributed 

to the localised nature of the case study, where analysing hate incidents on a daily 

basis may not yield significant results. However, future studies, especially on a larger 

scale, such as nationwide elections, should strive to collect and analyse hate 

incident data on a daily basis to ensure more accurate and comprehensive findings. 

While this study expanded on previous research by examining engagement metrics 

beyond retweets (including likes and replies), it is important to acknowledge that 

other engagement metrics, such as views and link clicks, could be measured to gain 

a deeper understanding of how information is disseminated within digital spaces. 

Incorporating these additional metrics in future research would provide a more 

comprehensive analysis.  

The accuracy of the Perspective API classifier was evaluated using the F1 

coefficient, which combines precision and recall values, and a threshold of >0.70 

was considered acceptable (van Rijsbergen, 1979). The Perspective API for identity 

attacks surpassed this threshold, indicating its suitability as a dependent variable for 
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anti-refugee content. This demonstrates that Perspective API can be implemented 

with acceptable levels of accuracy. However, the methodology revealed some 

misclassifications, highlighting the limitations of the Perspective API and the need for 

caution when using it in new research, something researchers should be mindful of 

when suggesting new methodological contributions (Bergh et al., 2022). Some 

scholars support these findings, arguing that the Perspective API is too general and 

fails to identify offensive terms targeted at specific minority groups, making it less 

reliable compared to hand-coded approaches (Kumar et al., 2021: 299; Czymara et 

al., 2022). The Perspective API struggles to comprehend language in specific 

contexts, leading to inaccurate scores. Even a minor change, like adding a full stop 

or the word "not", can alter the context and affect the scores (Hosseini et al., 2017). 

False alarms often occurred due to double negatives, as observed in Chapter Five, 

where some tweets were mistakenly classified as anti-refugeel due to undetected 

double negatives by the classifier. This finding aligns with previous criticisms of the 

Perspective API classifier, which has shown vulnerability to false alarms and a 

tendency to identify words associated with identity attacks rather than specifically 

targeting offensive terms aimed at specific minority groups (Hosseini et al., 2017). 

Therefore, while the Perspective API classifier generally performs well, it still 

possesses significant limitations, such as the inability to detect double negatives, 

which should be carefully considered before making empirical claims. 

Chapter Six presented novel insights into how NGOs can effectively navigate social 

media to promote cohesion in both digital and offline spaces. While this chapter 

provided valuable information, it had certain limitations. One limitation is that it did 

not explore how other stakeholders involved in cohesion utilise social media on a 

daily basis. Even though stakeholders like the police may not have dedicated social 

media accounts specifically for cohesion delivery, studying their use of social media 

in this context would still be informative. For instance, future research could 

investigate the frequency of cohesion-related tweets from these organisations in 

relation to their other core objectives, which would indicate the level of priority given 

to cohesion in their digital operations. Additionally, this chapter solely relied on three 

on-platform metrics (likes, retweets, and replies) to measure digital engagement 

(Boyd et al., 2010). Including other metrics, such as link clicks, to assess the 

effectiveness of pull strategy approaches or considering total donation figures 
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resulting from posts would provide a more comprehensive understanding of the 

differences in effectiveness between the identified strategies. Presenting a broader 

range of metrics would help avoid a skewed perception that dialogical and 

broadcasting approaches, such as push and networking strategies, are the most 

effective simply because they align more closely with engagement metrics like 

retweets and replies. Lastly, incorporating a language formality classifier would be 

beneficial for this chapter. Such a classifier could help determine whether 

professional and formal tones or informal and interpersonal tones are more effective 

in garnering public engagement. Although some anecdotal evidence in this chapter 

suggests that informal tones may be more effective in eliciting public engagement 

and cooperation, this relationship could be further explored in future studies by 

implementing a classifier or using manual coding methods.      
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Appendices 

 

Appendix 1: Survey (Chapter One) 

 

Cohesion Delivery Network Survey 
 

Start of Block: Default Question Block 
 

Only sign here if you did not sign the provided consent form prior to the survey 
 
 

Q1 Which of the following organisations or roles do you best represent? 

o Cohesion Coordinators  (1)  

o Cohesion Officers  (2)  

o The Welsh Government  (3)  

o Community Groups  (4)  

o Academic  (5)  

o The Police  (6)  
 
 
 

Q2 Which police region do you operate in? 

o Dyfed-Powys Police  (1)  

o Gwent Police  (2)  

o North Wales Police  (3)  

o South Wales Police  (4)  

o Across two or more regions  (5)  
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Q3 What is your specific role in your organisation?  

 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 

Q4 How long have you been in your post for? 

o Less than 3 months  (1)  

o Between 3 and 12 months  (2)  

o Between 1 and 2 years  (3)  

o Between 2 and 5 years  (4)  

o Over 5 years  (5)  
 
 
 

Q7 Has your role received any funding from the EU Transition Fund?   

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

o Dont know  (3)  
 
 
 

Q8 Is your role government based? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

o Dont know  (3)  
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Q5 How important is cooperation with other agencies for the delivery of cohesion? 

o Extremely important  (1)  

o Very important  (2)  

o Moderately important  (3)  

o Slightly important  (4)  

o Not at all important  (5)  
 
 
 

Q6 How important do you feel it is to improve cooperation within the network? 

o Extremely important  (1)  

o Very important  (2)  

o Moderately important  (3)  

o Slightly important  (4)  

o Not at all important  (5)  
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Q13 How much does your organisation focus on the following protected 

characteristics (The Equality Act)?  
 

 A great deal 
(1) A lot (2) A moderate 

amount (3) A little (4) None at 
all (5) 

Age (1)  o  o  o  o  o  
Disability (2)  o  o  o  o  o  

Gender 
Reassignment (3)  o  o  o  o  o  
Marriage and Civil 

Partnership (4)  o  o  o  o  o  
Pregnancy and 
Maternity (5)  o  o  o  o  o  

Race (6)  o  o  o  o  o  
Religion or Belief 

(7)  o  o  o  o  o  
Sex (8)  o  o  o  o  o  

Sexual Orientation 
(9)  o  o  o  o  o  
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Q14 How effective would you rate your organisation in the following outcomes: 

 

 Extremely 
effective (1) 

Very 
effective (2) 

Moderately 
effective (3) 

Slightly 
effective (4) 

Not effective 
at all (5) 

Preventing 
tensions (6)  o  o  o  o  o  
Detecting 

tensions (7)  o  o  o  o  o  
Responding 
to tensions 

(8)  
o  o  o  o  o  

 
 
 

Q15 From your organisation's perception will tensions roughly rise, fall or stay the 

same over the next 5 years? 

o Rise  (1)  

o Fall  (2)  

o Stay the same  (3)  
 
 
 

Q16 From your organisation's perception will Hate Crimes roughly rise, fall or stay 

the same over the next 5 years? 

o Rise  (1)  

o Fall  (2)  

o Stay the same  (3)  
 
 
 

Q17 For this question you will be shown each agency being studied for this research. 

For each you must indicate the degree to which cooperation frequency exists 

between yourself and the given agency. The criteria indicators for this comparison 

task are given below:  

1 = Very regular cooperation (several times a week) 2= Regular cooperation (every 

week) 3= Some cooperation (every few weeks) 4= Sporadic cooperation (cooperate, 

but not a frequent level) 5 = Minimum cooperation (have cooperated but very 



 

Cardiff University | 368  

infrequent) 6= No cooperation N/A= If this is the agency you are a part of                                      

It is important you consider your response carefully and try and give as accurate 

information as possible that fits within the given criteria.   

  

 1 (1) 2 (2) 3 (3) 4 (4) 5 (5) 6 (6) N/A (7) 

Cohesion 
Coordinators (1)  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Cohesion Officers 
(2)  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Welsh 
Goverment (3)  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Community 
Group (4)  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Academic (5)  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
The Police (6)  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 
 
 

Q18 In order to enhance the network would you cooperate more, less of the same 

with the following organisations? 

 

 More (1) Less (2) Same (3) 

Cohesion Coordinators (1)  o  o  o  
Cohesion Officers (2)  o  o  o  

Welsh Government (3)  o  o  o  
Community Group (4)  o  o  o  

Academic (5)  o  o  o  
The Police (6)  o  o  o  
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Q19 What are the reasons for your current level of cooperation frequency with other 

stakeholders? If you plan to change the current level of cooperation frequency, 

please provide the reasons why. 

 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 

Q20 For this question you will again be shown each agency being studied for this 

research. For each you must indicate your perceived quality of cooperation between 

yourself and the given agency. No criteria indicators exist for this comparison task, 

this is based on your own insight and perception. However, the following is given to 

indicate the direction of the scale: 

1 = Excellent quality of cooperation  6= Poor quality of cooperation 

 1 (1) 2 (2) 3 (3) 4 (4) 5 (5) 6 (6) N/A (7) 

Cohesion 
Coordinators (1)  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Cohesion Officers 
(2)  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Welsh Goverment 
(3)  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Community Group 
(4)  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

Academic (5)  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  
The Police (6)  o  o  o  o  o  o  o  

 
 
 

Q21 Please elaborate on reasons why you gave specific scores the previous 

question 
 

_________________________________________________________________________ 
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Q22 How much responsibility do you think the following organisations should have 

for 'cohesion delivery' in Wales? 

 

 A great deal 
(1) A lot (2) A moderate 

amount (3) A little (4) None at 
all (5) 

Cohesion 
Coordinators (1)  o  o  o  o  o  

Cohesion Officers 
(2)  o  o  o  o  o  

Welsh Government 
(3)  o  o  o  o  o  

Community Group 
(4)  o  o  o  o  o  

Academic (5)  o  o  o  o  o  
The Police (6)  o  o  o  o  o  

 
 
 

Q9 How much would you say COVID-19 has impacted your work? 

o A great deal  (1)  

o A lot  (2)  

o A moderate amount  (3)  

o A little  (4)  

o None at all  (5)  
 
 
 

Q10 In what ways has COVID-19 impacted your work?  
 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
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Q11 How much has COVID-19 impacted your cooperation with other stakeholders 

responsible for the delivery of cohesion in Wales? 

o A great deal  (1)  

o A lot  (2)  

o A moderate amount  (3)  

o A little  (4)  

o None at all  (5)  
 
 
 

Q12 In what ways has COVID-19 impacted your cooperation with other stakeholders 

responsible for the delivery of cohesion in Wales? 

 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 

Q23 How much do you agree with the following statement: 

 

Further methods of online tension monitoring should be implemented within the 

network 

o A great deal  (1)  

o A lot  (2)  

o A moderate amount  (3)  

o A little  (4)  

o None at all  (5)  
 
 
 

Q24 Please give a brief explanation for your previous selection 

 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
End of Block: Default Question Block  
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Appendix 2: Information Sheet 
 

Welcome to the Cohesion Network Mapping Survey 

This survey will give a valuable contribution to a greater research project that seeks 

to examine the delivery of cohesion in Wales. This project will assess both offline 

and online methods used and seek to create recommendations for the network 

moving forward. The research is funded by… 

Who should complete the survey? Organisations and individuals that share 

responsibility for the delivery of community cohesion in Wales. The main cluster 

groups identified are 1) Cohesion Coordinators 2) Cohesion Officers 3) The Welsh 

Government 4) Community Groups 5) Charities 6) Academic 7) The Police. 

Participants should have a knowledge of tension and hate crime issues in Wales and 

the methods used to prevent, identify or respond to them. 

The survey should take 15-20 minutes to complete. 

Context of the study Recent years has presented new challenges and 

developments within cohesion delivery networks within the United Kingdom. Most 

significantly has been the implications of Britain leaving the European Union and the 

development of online tensions and hate crimes. These two factors have given way 

to a required change in cohesion delivery. For example, the European Transition 

Fund has led to new roles being created within the cohesion network. Furthermore, 

this study seeks to understand the current network and additionally examine what 

impact changes could have to it. This particular survey seeks to map out the 

dynamic of various relationships within the current network and find potential gaps 

and bottlenecks. 

Anonymity, Confidentiality and Data Protection 

All participants will remain anonymous throughout the process and in the final output. 

However, some personal data that can identify particular respondents will be 

collected but will only be accessed by Ben Foster (the researcher). This is collected 

to check for duplicate responses. The data collected will only be used for the 

purposes outlined previously. Once collected, the data will be stored in either a 
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secure Cardiff University Network computer or encrypted laptop. All data will be 

retained in accordance with the Data Protection Act (1998) until six months after the 

completion of the thesis when it will all be destroyed. Cookies etc. are not used in 

this survey.  

If you have any further questions regarding the above or the research in general, 

please contact: 

Ben Foster: fosterb1@cardiff.ac.uk 

 
  

mailto:fosterb1@cardiff.ac.uk
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Appendix 3: Consent Form 

 
Consent Form 
 

Cohesion Network Mapping Survey 

 

Dear Participant, 

 

I am organising a survey that seeks to generate data appropriate for mapping out the 

cohesion delivery network in Wales. This survey seeks to examine lived experiences 

of stakeholders in the network and understand the dynamic of their relationships 

across agencies. Further information about the nature of the survey and how the 

data will be used is included in the attached information sheet.  

 

If you are able and willing to be a participant in this research, please complete the 

attached online survey; ‘Cohesion Network Mapping Survey’. The survey typically 

takes between 15 and 20 minutes. The questions are typically presented through 

likert scales giving multiple choices. There are, however, some open questions that 

will enable you to explain particular perspectives you have about the network. The 

survey seeks to help improve the network you work within therefore detailed 

responses are welcomed.  

 

What will happen to the information gathered in this research? 

The research will be written up as part of a PhD thesis. Your name will NOT be used 

at any point in the final thesis. Additionally, you will remain fully anonymous, as any 

identifiable information collected will be carefully removed. If you agree to participate 

in the study you are able to choose to withdraw at any given time.  

 

I have been fully informed by the researcher of the aims of this research. 

 

I understand that: 

o am not required to participate in this research project and, if I choose to 

participate, I can withdraw from taking part at any stage in the process. 
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o have the right to refuse permission for the publication of any information about 

me 

o Any information that is collected will be only for the purpose of this research 

project. 

o All of the information I give will be treated as strictly confidential 

o The researcher will make every effort to ensure that anonymity of the participant 

is preserved. 

 
 

……………………..........…………                             ..…………………….. 
 

(Signature of participant)                                                         (Date) 

 

 

……………………………………………… 
(Printed name of participant) 
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Appendix 4: Social Media Platform Selection 
 
 
In determining which Web 2.0 function is most appropriate to measure for 

communication strategies, it was necessary to consider the various sources of Web 

2.0 communications data, which can vary significantly (Burnap et al., 2015). These 

sources include RSS feeds, personal blogs, wikis, and microblog social networking 

platforms, such as Twitter, Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, and MySpace. Given the 

focus on communication strategies in this study, social networking platforms were 

deemed the most suitable source.  

 

Appendix 3 details fundamental differences in social media platforms. Based on such 

differences, it outlines the decision-making process for selecting the most relevant 

platform for research. Platforms can be categorized into instant messenger 

applications and public space applications (Waterloo, 2018). Instant messenger 

applications allow communication through private channels, which may be limited to 

specific groups. In contrast, public space applications must operate in public spaces 

to some extent (Karapanos et al., 2016). To comprehend how third sector 

organizations communicate with digital audiences, public space applications were 

deemed the most suitable option for this analysis.  

 

 

Social Media 
Platform

Public Space 
Application

Semi Public 
Space (reciporcal 

strucutre)

Facebook, 
LinkedIn, Google 

+

Public Space 
(non-reciporcal 

strucutre)

Twitter, Youtube, 
Instagram

Modality balance
(Twitter)

Specific Modality
(Youtube 

Instagram)

Instant 
messenger 
application

Text Modality

WhatsApp, BBM, 
Messenger

Alternative 
Modality

Snapchat and 
RTCs (Zoom, 

Micosoft Teams, 
Google meet)
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Public space applications can vary based on their behavioural privacy settings, which 

determine the level of public accessibility of content (Lapinski and Rimal, 2005). 

Davenport et al. (2014) categorizes these settings into two types: reciprocal and non-

reciprocal. Reciprocal or closed friendship networks occur when users have agreed to 

connect online, while non-reciprocal or open friendship networks do not require prior 

connections (Lup et al., 2015). Reciprocal structures have limited access to public 

discourse, whereas non-reciprocal structures allow for open discourse and have been 

compared to a digital agora or public square (Burnap et al., 2015).  
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Appendix 5: Google Perspective API/ Communalytic Set Up and Tutorial 
 
 

Ben Foster 

Cardiff University 

 

Tools: Google Perspective API, Communalytics 

Permissions: Google Perspective API 

 

Step 1: Gaining Google Perspective API Approval 

 

1) Visit: https://www.perspectiveapi.com/ 

2) Click ‘get started’ (top right) 

3) Choose ‘developers’ 

4) Follow 

5) Click ‘get started’ (pink box) 

6) Follow instructions: 

 

Prerequisites:  

I. You must have a Google account, giving you access to the suite of Google 

products including Google Cloud. 

II. You also must have a Google Cloud project to authenticate (but not 

necessarily host) your API requests. Go to the Google Cloud console and use 

an existing project or follow these steps to create a new one: 

 

7) Sign into google account (click ‘go to console’) 

8) On console page either create ‘new project’ or ‘select project’ (screen should look 

like extract below) 

 

https://www.perspectiveapi.com/
https://support.google.com/accounts/answer/27441
https://console.developers.google.com/
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9) Name the project:  “Note the project ID, shown under the Project name field. 

The project ID will be used to identify your project for Google Cloud tools” 

10) Click ‘create’, project will now appear in drop down menu 

11) Request API approval, by clicking ‘request API access’ or follow this link: 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdhBBnVVVbXSElby-jhNnEj-

Zwpt5toQSCFsJerGfpXW66CuQ/viewform 

 

Once all of the previous steps have been completed google perspective API access 

will be enabled on your given google account �� �� �� 

 

However, google perspective API requires another tool to actually be used: 

‘Communalytics’ 
 
Communalytics Edu requirement: academic email address i.e. @cardiff.ac.uk 

 

Communalytics Edu Features: 

 

• Account Caps: ≤ 30K records shared across 3 datasets 

• Simultaneously Run Multiple Data Collectors: 1 Reddit, 1 Twitter & 1 

CrowdTangle 

• Collaboration Friendly: Access to various team collaboration features 

• Toxicity Analysis: Pinpoint toxic and anti-social interactions in your dataset 

w/Google Perspective API 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdhBBnVVVbXSElby-jhNnEj-Zwpt5toQSCFsJerGfpXW66CuQ/viewform
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSdhBBnVVVbXSElby-jhNnEj-Zwpt5toQSCFsJerGfpXW66CuQ/viewform
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• Sentiment Analysis: Detect the polarity (neutral, negative, or positive) of posts 

in your dataset 

• Network Visualizer: Discover and build various types of networks via the built-in 

network analysis and visualization module 

• Twitter Bot Detection: Detect the presence of Twitter bot accounts and the use 

of automation w/Botometer API 

 

Data Sources:  

 

• Reddit: Historical data collection for ≤ 7 consecutive days 

• Crowdtangle Facebook/Instagram URL Search: Public Facebook/Instagram 

posts (≤ 10k ) that shared the same URL(s)(Req. CrowdTangle Account) 

• Twitter Threads: Public replies (≤ 10K) to any public tweet posted within the 

previous 7 days (Req. a Twitter Developers Account) 

• Twitter Academic Research Product Track: Not supported 

• Import/Rehydrate Twitter IDs: Ability to recollect tweets based on a list of 

unique Twitter IDs 

• Import CSV Files: Ability to import an existing dataset from a CSV file 

• Import Twitter JSON Files: Not supported 

 

 
Step 2: Communalytics set up 

 

1) Visit https://communalytic.com/ 

2) Scroll down the opening page to the sign up boxes: 

 
3) Select the box on the left (sign up now for free edu account) 

4) Confirm online identity: Use a GMAIL* account to confirm your online identity. 

( We’re unable to support other email accounts at this time.) *Note: This is the 

https://help.crowdtangle.com/en/articles/4302208-crowdtangle-for-academics-and-researchers
https://developer.twitter.com/en/apply-for-access
https://communalytic.com/
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email you will use to login into Communalytic EDU once your account is 

approved. 

5) Confirm Academic Affiliation: Communalytic EDU is only available for 

academic research, we will need to send a confirmation email to your academic 

email address* (e.g., name@syr.edu, name@ryerson.ca). *Note: If your 

institution uses GMAIL for email services, you can use the same address in Step 

1 & 2. 

 

(If academic email is not recognised: “We use a comprehensive list of academic 

international domain names to confirm your academic email from Step 2, but if it’s 

not properly recognized by our system, we’ll ask you to provide more details about 

your academic affiliation via a short online form”) 

 

Step 3) Linking Google Perspective API to Communalytics Dashboard 

 

Once both step 1 and step 2 are complete, you should have access to google 

perspective api and a Communalytics (edu) account, however they will not be linked 

(meaning you cant use the google perspective api on the Communalytics 

dashboard). To enable google perspective api on Communalytics follow the next 

steps: 

 

1) Return to the google console page (where you created project in step 1) 

2) Select ‘credentials’ in the left hand bar seen below: 
 

 
 

3) Provided that you have successfully gained access to persepcitve API, the next 

window should show the following: 

mailto:name@ryerson.ca


 

Cardiff University | 382  

 

 
 

4) Copy the key provided in the box 

5) Return to your logged in Communalytics page 

6) Click this icon:          (top right)  
 

7) Select ‘my profile’ 

8) Scroll down to the ‘API Keys’ box 

9) By ‘perspective api’ select the enter key box (green) 

10) Paste the key you copied earlier (step 3.4) 

11) Select: Submit 

 

Once these steps have been completed you should now be able to use Google 

perspectives api on the Communalytics dashboard 

 

Step 4: Using GPAPI on Communalytics 

 

Many different data sources can be used in Communalytics, if you are importing a 

CSV file with twitter data externally collected (e.g. on COSMSOS) you will need to 

follow these steps: 

 

1) Click ‘my datasets (top right) 

2) Select CSV file 

3) Format the CSV file using the template provided- this step is very important as 

the requirements must be met in order for the file to be processed 
 

Requirements: 

I. Follow template provided 

II. Must include following columns: (1) created_at, (2) user_screen_name, (3) text 
and (4) in_reply_to_screen_name 

 

4) Once dataset is prepared, click ‘choose file’, and select dataset 
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5) Select Import CSV file 

6) The dataset will now exist at the bottom of the ‘my dataset’ page 

7) Under ‘dataset name’ click on the link (dataset title) 

8) On the dashboard (left of screen) scroll down to and click on ‘toxicity analysis’  

9) In new window select ‘start analysis’ 

10) The toxicity analysis for each tweet will begin (as seen below), this can take 

some time, so leave the web browser open 

 

 
 

At the end of the process, the toxicity scores will be available in new columns. The 

new dataset can be downloaded by clicking ‘download dataset’ in the bottom right 

screen. 

 

Further tutorials for Communalytics: https://communalytic.com/video-tutorials/ 

About google perspective API: https://developers.perspectiveapi.com/s/about-the-api 

Examples of GPAPI in use: https://www.perspectiveapi.com/case-studies/ 

 

References if used in research: 

Gruzd, A., & Mai, P. (2021). Communalytic: A Research Tool For Studying Online 

Communities and Online Discourse. Available at https://Communalytic.com 

 

Ben Foster 

Cardiff University, School of Social Sciences 

  

https://communalytic.com/video-tutorials/
https://developers.perspectiveapi.com/s/about-the-api
https://www.perspectiveapi.com/case-studies/
https://communalytic.com/
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Appendix 6: Code Manual (Chapter 6) 
 

Code Manual – Third Sector Organisation Social Media Strategies 
 

Overview of project 

    

The aim of this coding process is to categorise all tweets in the dataset, first into 

Mergel’s (2013) broad communication strategies (push, pull, networking and 

transactional). During the initial coding phase other ‘content factors’ will be measured, 

such as if a tweet mentions covid or other protected characteristics. The second round 

of coding helps in making sense of differing approaches within some of the broad 

strategies. This is applied to push and pull strategies, creating eight new ‘sub-

strategies’ that were thematically identified during the first phase in coding. Networking 

and transactional cases were deemed relatively cohesive and were therefore not 

further sub-categorised.   

 

Automatic Coding/ Variables 

 

These factors were automatically captured during the data collection phase 
 

1) Tweet Date 

2) Tweet Type 

3) Organisation Name 

4) Tweet Text (String) 

5) Hashtag (String) 

6) Mentions (String)  

7) Likes 

8) Replies 

9) Retweets 

10) Hyperlink Used 

 

Quick Coding/ Variables 

 

These factors are quickly established using quick functions on SPSS 
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1) Hashtag Count (word frequency of hashtag string)

2) Mention Count (word frequency of mention string)

3) Word Count (word frequency of tweet text string)

1.1  [Account Size] 

How big is the account? Based on account followers 

1 Small Account has: 0-3000 followers 

2 Medium Account has: 3000-6000 followers 

3 Large Account has: 6000-10000 followers 

4 X-Large Account has: 10000+ followers 

1.2  [Tweet Frequency] 

What is the account’s tweet frequency? C 

1 Low 0-1.5 

2 Mid 1.5-2.5 

3 High 2.5+ 

1.3  [Time of Day] 

What time of day was the tweet authored? (each time of day should be further 

coded into a dummy variable)  

1 Morning Tweet time: 6:00 am – 11:00 am 

2 Daytime Tweet time: 11:00 am – 5:00 pm 

3 Night Tweet time: 5:00 pm – 10:00 pm 

4 Evening Tweet time: 10:00 pm – 6:00 am 
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1.4  [Weekend] 

Was the tweet authored on the weekend? 

0 No 

1 Yes 

1.5  [Hashtag Type] 

What hashtag type (as defined by Saxton et al,. 2015) is used ? (each time of 

day should be further coded into a dummy variable). Note: only apply to a hashtag 

used four or more times in the dataset 

1 Knowledge/ 
Informative 

Any hashtag that seeks to help inform audiences on 

concepts and terms associated with the 

organisation’s work 

2 Events Events that are either organisation run, or a global 

day/ week of recognition 

3 Call-To-Action Hashtags encouraging the audience to do something 

4 Values and Goals Organisational values or goals. Useful for reinforcing 

the organization's core values and ultimate strategic 

goals 

5 Organisation 
Branding 

Organisation-specific hashtags, unique organization 

identifiers, hashtags noting one of the organization’s 

programs names 

6 External Branding The same criteria as organisation branding, but for 

an organisation or movement autonomous to the 

author organisation 

7 Time and Place Hashtag relating to time or location 

8 Dialogical 



Cardiff University | 387 

Use ISNUMBER function on excel 

1.6  [Emoji Type] 

What emoji type is used ? (each time of day should be further coded into a dummy 

variable).  

1 Emotive An emoji used to 

emphasise and/ or 

express an emotion of 

the author  

☺♥✌������������

2 Group 
Specific 

An emoji that 

references a particular 

social group or 

movement e.g., 

‘rainbow flag’ for LGBT, 

‘black fist’ for BLM, 

‘female sign’ for 

women/ feminism 

♀⚧♂☪�🌈🌈

(�)

3 Activity/ 
Weather 

An emoji that promotes 

an activity, sometimes 

using weather, 

discussed in any given 

tweet. These are often 

used when promoting 

an organisation-based 

activity.  

������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������

4 Symbolic 🔟🔟⏰☎❗⬇❎❌⏯⌨

Use ISNUMBER function on excel 
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Coding   
Round 1 Features 

 

2.1  [Broad Communication Strategy]   
 

What is the MAIN purpose of this post? Code only one. Strategies reflect Mergel’s 

(2013) social media communication strategy typology 
 

1 Push 

 

Any tweet that: broadcasts information on the platform 

with no direct aim of instigating conversation 

2 Pull 

 

Any tweet that: attempts to redirect audiences to other 

organisation affiliated content that is not on Twitter  

3 Networking 

 

Any tweet that: attempts to elicit donations or promote 

organisation-run services 

4 Transactional 

 

Any tweet that: attempts to engage followers in on-
platform discussion 

 
2.2 [Other Focus] Does the post reference or provide support for another 

protected characteristic, that is not the primary focus of the author 
organisation 

 

0 No  

1 Yes 

 
2.3 [Mention Covid] Does the post reference Covid 19. Trigger words 

include: ‘covid’, ‘corona’, ‘covid19’, ‘lockdown’, ‘corona virus’, ‘c19’ and 
‘vaccine’ 

 

0 No  

1 Yes 
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2.3 [Celebration ] Does the post reference a day, week or month of 
celebration?. 

0 No 

1 Yes 

2.3 [Intervention ] Any post that publicly condemns a specific instance of 
hate, which could refer to both online and offline incidents 

0 No 

1 Yes 

Round 2 Features 

3.1.1  [Push Sub-Strategies] 

What features of this post are most in line with the following options? If the 

initial round of coding did not identify the post as ‘push strategy’ skip this step  

1 Non-Organisation 
Information 

Any tweet that discusses concepts that do not 

directly relate to the organisation’s operations. 

2 Link to other content 
(non-social media) 

Any tweet that disseminates information by 

providing links to non-organization webpages, 

such as news articles 

3 Link to other content 
(social media) 

Any tweet that uses the @ symbol to mention 

other nodes while broadcasting information 

4 Organisation 
Information 

Any tweet that mentions the work or operations 

carried out by the organization 
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3.1.2  [Push Sub-Strategy Selection] 

For the selected sub-strategy, code it (within its unique variable) ‘yes’ (1) 

0 No 

1 Yes 

3.2  [Pull Sub-Strategies] 

What features of this post are most in line with the following options? If the 

initial round of coding did not identify the post as ‘pull strategy’ skip this step  

1 Interactive Any tweet that appeals to audiences to participate in 

organization-run activities, such as focus groups or 

surveys 

2 Work Recruitment Any tweet that attempts to recruit new staff or 

volunteers through tweets 

3 Observational Any tweet that encourages followers to follow a 

hyperlink to websites belonging to the third sector 

organization that published the tweet. 

3.2.2  [Pull Sub-Strategy Selection] 

For the selected sub-strategy, code it (within its unique variable) ‘yes’ (1) 

0 No 

1 Yes 
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3.3  [Transactional Sub-Strategies] 

What features of this post are most in line with the following options? If the 

initial round of coding did not identify the post as ‘pull strategy’ skip this step  

1 Elicit Donations Any tweet that attempts to elicit donations or 

fundraise for the organisation 

2 Service Use Any tweet that promotes an organisation-run 

service 

3.3.2  [Transactional Sub-Strategy Selection] 

For the selected sub-strategy, code it (within its unique variable) ‘yes’ (1) 

0 No 

1 Yes 
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Appendix 7: Ethical Approval 
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Appendix 8: Data Visualisation (Dashboard Format) 
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Appendix 9: PCA Results (Chapter Five) 
 
 

 
Appendix 10: PCA Results (Chapter Six) 
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Appendix 11: Twitter Scraping Selection Processes 
 

(For Chapter Six) 

 

With four distinct options identified by the researcher, a list of five requirements was 

established to assess which was the best fit, in accordance with the pragmatist 

approach, to determine the "what works" approach for Twitter collection (Creswell and 

Plano Clark, 2018). The first requirement was to collect the tweet string data, which 

was essential for both the quantitative and qualitative aspects of the study. The tweet 

string data was necessary for manual coding processes to allow for content analyses 

that included both approaches, which will be further discussed in the section.  

The second requirement was to collect all tweets, not a sample. The third was to 

include engagement data, such as likes, retweets, and replies (Boyd et al., 2010), 

which is crucial to determine the most endorsed strategies and content factors 

(Williams and Burnap, 2016; Ozlap et al., 2020). This will be discussed in more detail 

when analysing the data. The fourth requirement was to collect historic data to 

understand day-to-day tolerance promotion strategies, rather than those in response 

to a specific event, as most other studies have done (Earl et al., 2013; Tremayne, 

2014).  

The COSMOS tool, which only collects data from the previous 14 days, was not 

considered (Burnap et al., 2015). Data extraction from a specific account, instead of a 

generalised stream of multiple users, was essential for exploring third-sector 

organizations on Twitter. The ease of access to the Twitter API application process 

was the final requirement. Based on a detailed consideration of these six 

requirements, a pragmatic extraction method was chosen that best fit the study's aims.  
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Due to the extremely high volumes of tweets in these cases, samples of tweets relating 

to the trigger events were collected, rather than an overall census. Thereafter, in both 

cases extraction tools such as COSMOS, were preferred, because they implement a 

persistent connection to Twitter 1% stream (Williams and Sloan, 2015).  While using 

sampling is necessary for vast collections in wide-scale trigger events such as these, 

the Penally case study is significantly more localised. This presents a unique 

opportunity to collect a near-census77 of all tweets, providing a truly representative 

dataset.  

(For Chapter Five) 

To allow for the comparison of cyberhate levels before, during, and after trigger events, 

historical data collection was preferred, which aligned with prior research. However, 

not using live collection tools like COSMOS can result in missing relevant online 

content that may be removed or deleted post-trigger events. Besides, geotag data is 

present in only 1% of tweets, making its inclusion less critical (Sloan et al., 2013). 

Thus, geotag functions were not prioritized when selecting the data extraction method, 

and alternative approaches for analysing locational changes in informational flows are 

discussed later.  

 
 

In addition to the criteria used in the previous section, some additional criteria were 

implemented for this study. Instead of collecting tweets authored by pre-selected 

accounts, as seen in Chapter Six, a keyword search term was used to provide data 

from a wide range of social actors, creating what is referred to as a "digital agora" 

(Williams and Burnap, 2016: 218). Therefore, the tool used for data collection required 

 
77 A true census was not achieved as tweets about Penally may exist outside of the keyword Penally, and were therefore not 
collected 
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keyword-based collections. Another difference in the criteria was that there were no 

restrictions on the data collection limit. 

Unlike Chapter Six, which had a pre-determined tweet collection limit, this chapter 

conducted a census of all tweets related to a specified keyword search within a specific 

timeframe. This approach required an extraction tool without a tweet collection limit. 

After identifying the criteria, five extraction tools were evaluated. NCapture lacked the 

ability to collect engagement data and had an inadequate keyword search function. 

COSMOS and Streaming API couldn't collect historical tweets, while Search API was 

limited by its free-to-use sandbox edition that imposes restrictions on collection limits 

and time spans based on queries used (Twitter, 2021a). In contrast, Academic Twitter 

offers greater flexibility in collecting historical data, with a collection limit of 10 million 

tweets per month, effectively reflecting no collection limit (Twitter, 2021b). Academic 

Twitter satisfied all the established criteria despite not meeting the "ease of access" 

criterion set in the previous chapter. Therefore, Academic Twitter was accessed via 

the application process and ultimately selected it as the preferred extraction tool.  
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Appendix 12: Full Kruskal-Wallis H Results (Chapter Six) 
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Annexes 

 

ANNEX I 

Welsh Government Evaluation of HateLab Platform Pilot 

The Welsh Government’s Inclusion and Cohesion Team is responsible for gathering 

and helping form responses to emerging community and societal tensions at the 

local, regional and national level in Wales. Its Community Cohesion Programme 

funds a network of 8 Community Cohesion Coordinators across regions in Wales. As 

part of their work programme, the Community Cohesion team monitors community 

tensions in their respective regions, working with the appropriate partners to mitigate 

these issues as they arise. The Cohesion team provide monthly monitoring reports to 

Welsh Government but will also send ad hoc updates if the matter is urgent or could 

potentially escalate. We partnered with HateLab as we have a need to monitor the 

online social space as part of our Community Cohesion team assessments. Social 

media, in particular Twitter, is a key space for the discussion of local and regional 

issues, and without HateLab’s technology we had no programmatic way to reliably 

assess variation in online tensions that relate to offline events. 

Monitoring exercises using the HateLab Platform: 

As part of this pilot, we wanted to explore how the HateLab platform could potentially 

help supplement and enhance the work of the Cohesion teams. Since October 2021, 

whenever we have been alerted to emerging or potential community tensions that we 

felt appropriate, we have created queries on the platform to track these developing 

situations for any flashpoints which could result in hateful communications on social 

media.  

Therefore, most of our activity during the pilot has been informed by intelligence 

supplied by our Cohesion teams. We feel these ‘on the ground’ sources lend 

themselves well to the platform, as many of the incidents tended to be localised, with 
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trackable and unique words useful for searching, such as Welsh place names or 

locations. This has helped to ensure in some cases that we have not collected as 

much irrelevant information. In some cases, the attached location was one which 

could be found in multiple countries, sometimes more than one in the same country, 

such as Newport. With the support from Dr. Arron Cullen, we looked at how to refine 

our searches.  

Regarding the types of incidents, we have used the platform to follow, it is difficult to 

provide a case study as the incidents chosen were highly sensitive and it most cases 

the incidents are ongoing, whether unresolved or still under investigation. In general, 

we have used the platform to monitor very localised situations/incidents, which in 

every case, was not a hate incident, but had the potential to attract negative attention 

and hateful comments online. This approach has meant many of our queries did not 

identify hateful comments as the situations thankfully did not escalate to that point. 

This frequent outcome reflected our intended use of the platform.  

For us, the value of the platform was not just in identifying hate speech, but also to 

monitor where tensions did not result in hate speech online. An example of this 

would be the migration of Ukrainians to the UK following the Russian invasion in 

February 2022. We used HateLab to monitor signs of any negative reaction to the 

news that Ukrainian families would be relocated to Wales, as there was a chance 

that far-right groups might capitalise on the situation with anti-migrant rhetoric. 

Concerns were increased following an incident in Hermon, Pembrokeshire where 

Ukrainian flags were torn down, as reported by the BBC. While we ran these queries, 

HateLab did not pick up any examples of hate speech online via the queries we set 

up. This tallied with the general feeling of goodwill towards Ukrainians that was 

supported by numerous other sources.  

Likewise, there was an incident were a far-right group wrongly identified a hotel as a 

location where asylum seekers would be accommodated. The use of hotels to 

accommodate asylum seekers is an area which attracts interest from several far-

right groups, who use these cases to cause division in local communities. We used 

HateLab to monitor whether this misinformation would spread and result in localised 
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tensions or hate speech. Again, it did not, which for us was a positive and provided 

additional reassurance that the situation had passed without escalation.  

In those cases where situations did escalate, the platform showed us how quickly 

social media accounts from outside the community/area can take an interest in an 

incident or developing situation. For example, a protest about a particular cause will 

likely attract other like-minded accounts via hashtags or influencers. In these cases, 

we saw far more activity as more users were attracted to the developing situation.  

As previously mentioned, we are aware that social media users have become more 

savvy in the way they direct abuse, and often do not use openly hateful language, 

instead choosing to use more coded words. An example would be the use of ‘Ok 

groomer’ towards the LGBTQ+ community and people that speak in favour of 

relationship and sexuality education in schools. The search function on HateLab 

provides a way of homing in on these terms through the lens of the anti-LGBTQ+ 

classifiers and provides us with a method of widening our searches and generally 

allowing us to be more dynamic to developing terms or words.  

Going forward, we have considered how the platform could help us to respond with 

counter messaging/counter narratives. The word cloud function effectively pulls 

together common phrases, which in most cases are not overly hateful, but can 

support or promote stereotypical tropes and ‘dog whistle’ messaging. For example, 

our queries relating to asylum seekers have picked up the term ‘economic migrants’ 

which pushes a trope around people moving to the UK for financial reasons rather 

than them seeking sanctuary. With some co-ordination with partners, we would like 

to explore the use of targeted communications to counter such messaging.  

ANNEX II 

Additional Evaluations of HateLab Platform Pilo 

Galop (LGBTQIA+ anti-violence charity) 
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For the last 35 years Galop has been working to support the rights of LGBT+ people 

in the UK, through our work on hate crime, domestic abuse, sexual violence and 

policing.  Our professional casework and helpline services focus on empowerment-

based support, advice and advocacy to people facing online and offline abuse and 

violence.  We also deliver policy work addressing hate crime by producing research, 

guidance documents and training.  Additionally, we work closely with government, 

criminal justice, charity and academic bodies to provide advice on issues relating to 

hate crime.  Within the UK we lead the Community Alliance to Combat Hate, an 

intersectional partnership of leading anti-hate crime charities.  Internationally we 

work closely with the European Commission, OSCE and overseas LGBT+ 

organisations to stand against online hate speech and hate crime. 

Monitoring exercises using HateLab platform: 

The HateLab platform was used by Galop for several months, supported by Dr. 

Arron Cullen. During this period, Galop ran several different monitoring exercises to 

track anti-LGBT hate online. These exercises were conducted using common and 

fewer common hashtags being used by those with anti-LGBT+ views. A sampling 

exercise was conducted using the platform to gather these hashtags, as well as 

using common hashtags of abuse from Galop’s own service users. Once gathered 

the monitoring exercises were conducted. The exercises allowed Galop to pick up 

unknown hashtags that were being used online by those with anti-LGBT+ attitudes, 

which provided a steppingstone in discovering and tracking a wider set anti-LGBT+ 

beliefs than was previously possible without the platform. 

For example, Galop ran a ‘Monkeypox’ monitoring exercise for several months using 

the platform. This exercise allowed us to identify when there were spikes in 

homophobic and transphobic comments being made online and to match these 

against offline world events. Using the platform, we saw a spike of homophobic 

comments against gay men when news articles on the outbreak were trending. This 

fed into Galop’s narrative that there was a strong belief online that 'Monkeypox' was 

a 'gay' illness, fuelled by certain media outlets, that were helping generate 

homophobic stigma. 



 

Cardiff University | 403  

The HateLab platform proved to be a powerful research tool and Galop was very 

grateful to be part of the pilot. The learning from the pilot showed that the platform 

can provide strong evidence on online hate against our communities that is often left 

undetected. Overall, the HateLab platform is a brilliant resource. 

 

Billie Boyd, Advocacy and Support Manager, Galop 

 

National Online Hate Crime Hub 
 

The UK National Online Hate Crime Hub was established by the Home Secretary in 

2017 to tackle online forms of hate crime, that increased dramatically in the 

aftermath of the 2016 referendum vote on the future of the UK in the EU. It acts as 

the point of contact for all victims of online hate crime, and produces intelligence 

reports. 

Monitoring exercises using HateLab platform: 

The provision of the HateLab platform, co-created with the Hub, has fundamentally 

changed the way we monitor the spread of hate speech during national events.  Prior 

to the platform, Hub staff relied on the Twitter platform interface to gather evidence 

on the ebb and flow of hate speech around events, such as the referendum vote on 

the future of the UK in the EU.  This proved to be an inadequate method of 

generating the required insights to track and respond to the problem.  During live 

operations, we were quickly inundated with irrelevant information and failed to 

capture hate speech in a systematic and reliable way.  Through our close 

collaboration with HateLab, we have co-created technical solutions to overcome 

these problems.  The platform employs sophisticated Machine Learning algorithms 

to automatically classify hate speech across recognised characteristics at scale and 

speed, and displays results via a range visualisation tools (frequency chart, top 

hashtags, topic clusters, geo-location, networks etc).  This ensures the Hub can 

monitor the production and spread of hate speech around events in robust and 

reliable way.   
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To date, we have used the platform to monitor hate speech around key moments of 

the Brexit process, including the abuse of MPs, around terror attacks, and most 

recently around LGBTQ+ pride month.  During these events the platform has allowed 

the staff in the Hub to better understand the dynamics of hate speech propagation, 

leading to improved response times, better support for victims and more effective 

allocation of resources.   

Our latest monitoring exercise around LGBTQ+ pride month in the UK was 

conducted because our intelligence suggested we would see higher levels of online 

hate speech during this event than we would typically expect to see throughout the 

rest of the year. The HateLab platform allowed us to clearly track online hate at the 

regional and national level during the event. We were able to determine trends on an 

hourly basis, generate reports centred around keywords and trending hashtags used 

by those writing the messages, allowing us to create a fuller view of the issue. The 

platform was an invaluable resource providing a swift analysis of hateful and harmful 

material in popular discourse allowing us to assess and respond to community 

threats in real-time. 

Overall, the platform provides professionals with the best informed assessment of 

societal tensions and, combined with nearly a decade of observations of the 

analytics of social media societal tensions, community intelligence and crime trend 

data, it enables police managers and partners to make the best-informed decisions 

on deployment and preventative interventions.  

Paul Giannasi, National Policing Lead for Hate Crime 

EE, BT and Saatch & Saatchi 

EE, BT and Saatchi & Saatchi required data on hateful online messages sent to 

professional footballers for national anti-hate campaigns (Hope United) during the 

Women’s Euros and the World Cup. Marketing assets using data the HateLab 

Platform included apparel, TV, OLV, OOH, and Digital. 

“HateLab were an essential partner for our Hope United campaigns around the 

Women’s Euros and the World Cup. Their knowledge of online harms and their 
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award-winning AI was of huge value and gave us depth of understanding and 

credible insights we couldn't have otherwise achieved. BT and EE would not hesitate 

work with HateLab on future projects.” 

Alice Tendler, Group Head of Brand Strategy BT Group 

 

“HateLab were instrumental in providing the data foundation for our Women’s Euros 

campaign for EE Hope United. We were introduced to them through the data driven 

shirt design project, working with The Mill Experience; whereby players’ individual 

data histories of online abuse impacted the unique designs of their Hope United kits. 

The team’s tracking of hate across the tournament allowed us to confidently talk 

about the levels of misogynistic hate our Hope United players received during the 

Euros and reflecting that in reactive press, digital out of home and social which ran 

over the finals weekend. We are working with the team again, on the World Cup, and 

the data tracked during that period is a creative jumping off point for a current project 

– orientated around tackling homophobia within the men’s game.” 

Sophie deGraft-Johnson, Business Leader One EE, Saatchi & Saatchi 
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