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INTRODUCTION

Media communication has become unimaginable without using 
social media, which have penetrated deeply into all spheres of our 
lives - from private to professional. Social media have grown beyond 
their original mission of social networking, becoming the leading 
platform for the flow of information and public debates, and, as such, 
an inadvertent competitor to journalism.

According to data from the Communications Regulatory 
Agency of Bosnia and Herzegovina, in 2019, there were a total of 
746,271 internet subscribers. The Agency’s 2019 report suggests 
that an estimate of 3,330,502 people were internet users and 
that the rate of internet use was 94.32% for the same year. In the 
first month of 2020 there were 2,36 million internet users in the 
country, of which 1,70 million social media users.

For journalists, social media represent an opportunity for an 
unprecedented amplification of their work, making their presence 
online crucial for promoting content and keeping the news profitable 
in the digital age. According to research conducted by Education 
Center Pro Educa in 2016, including over 100 respondents, journalists 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina (Bosna i Hercegovina, BiH) predominantly 
use Facebook (90,9%), followed by YouTube (82,7%), and Twitter 
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(65,5%). In addition to the listed platforms, 2 out of 5 respondents use 
Google+, every third has a profile on Instagram, while every fourth 
has a profile on Linkedln. However, although journalists benefit from 
social media, they have never been more exposed to targeted attacks 
by those who disagree with the views they set out in their articles.

Social media platforms allow for an instant flow of user-generated 
information, becoming central agents in the phenomenon 
of ‘information disorder’1. Due to many adverse impacts that 
can stem from unfiltered and unchecked instant exchange of 
information, social media companies manage and police content 
on their platforms, assuming the role of gatekeepers of the online 
information environment. Thus, these private companies have a 
critical impact over what information reaches users, becomes 
amplified on their platforms, or get removed or blocked because 
considered not in line with the Terms of Use of the company. 

The content curation and prioritisation processes are increasingly 
conducted by automated systems powered by artificial intelligence 
(AI)2. Moreover, these systems undergo continuous changes3 and it 
is not clear how they function nor what are the criteria for removing 
or awarding priority to social media content. The opaqueness of AI 
processes or, simply put, not knowing how decisions made by AI 
come about, is commonly referred to as virtual black box. Such 
lack of transparency when it comes to decision making about what 
content is removed, blocked, or not prioritised, can be problematic for 
journalists and media. For example, if a journalistic content is removed 
without an adequate explanation or a clear mechanism for redress, 
the implications can be detrimental to freedom of expression, media 
plurality, and media freedom.

At the same time, curbing the spread of harmful content has become 
a priority for social media companies. As the digital information 
ecosystem of social media transformed into a central space for shaping 
public opinion, disinformation, hate speech and political propaganda 
became the most used tools of information control and suppression 
of freedom of expression and freedom of the press4. In BiH, the 
most common organisational structures that use computational 
propaganda deploying, inter alia, the above-mentioned techniques to 
shape public life are government agencies5. Knowing how the cyber-
space of social media can be manipulated, the research showing 
the percentage of people using it as a main instrument in getting 
informed are extremely worrisome. According to research conducted 
by Media Initiatives on 1.024 young people (age 16-27), 37% of youth 
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in the BiH accesses information mainly through social media. Similar 
data is gathered by the Center for Civic Cooperation; their research 
covering a sample of 560 BiH citizens showed that 37,3% of them is 
informed mainly through social media. Such information environment 
leaves journalists with the difficult task of, on the one side, operating 
in an avalanche of disinformation and avoiding the pursuit of virality at 
the expense of quality and accuracy, and on the other side, keeping the 
resilience to hate speech and hateful comments.

Bosnia and Herzegovina is no exception when it comes to the growing 
global phenomenon of fake news and disinformation6. This is why 
Facebook announced in 2020 the launch of a fact-checking program 
in the country, in cooperation with the Raskrinkavanje platform and 
the Agence France Presse (AFP)7. In order to combat and  counter-
disinformation, Facebook works with independent, external fact-
checkers around the world to assess the accuracy of published content. 
These Facebook partners are certified by the International Fact-
Checking Network (IFCN), which applies principles such as impartiality 
and transparency of information sources. The collaboration works in 
such a way that the news, which the fact-checker previously assessed 
as incorrect, is displayed by Facebook much lower in the News Feed 
than it would otherwise be. In this way, fake news and misinformation 
reach a smaller number of people. Pages and domains that continue 
to share inaccurate news will also see that their reach has decreased 
and that they have been denied the opportunity to make money and 
advertise. If a particular post is characterized as inaccurate, Facebook 
will warn its users who want to view or share it. Following the launching 
of this fact-checking program in BiH, Raskrinkavanje has already 
published a list of media outlets that regularly publish ‘fake news’, as 
well as those that publish news of questionable truth. On the red list 
are Žena portal, Alo, Istinom protiv laži, Krvavi Balkan, and others8.

Against this background, there is no doubt that social media have 
drastically changed the news industry and the way people access 
information. Therefore, the Press Council in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
has set out to explore the symbiotic relationship of social media 
and journalism in the local context of their country. The research 
first examines the use of social media by journalists and media 
organisations, focusing on Facebook, and on how the content 
curation processes affect the visibility and searchability of journalistic 
content online. Next, social media’s adverse effects are elaborated on, 
including hate speech and targeted online attacks against journalists. 
Additionally, the research sheds light on whether social media 
platforms provide transparency in cases of private censorship and 
whether it handles the reports of threats and hate speech by journalists.
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METHODOLOGY

The present research uses primary sources as the main source of 
data. Over the span of four months, 60 media professionals operating 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina were surveyed, including directors and 
editors-in-chief of online and print media, experienced journalists, 
novice journalists, as well as influencers, activists, and bloggers. The 
selection of respondents reflects specific criteria such as gender 
representation, diversity of media from which respondents come, 
length of journalistic experience, and function. Of the respondents, 
30 were women and 30 were men. The oldest respondent 
has 40 years 
of journalistic 
experience, and 
the youngest four. 
All respondents 
use social 
networks, mostly 
Facebook. Some 
of the respondents 
use Instagram 
and Twitter more, 
and a very small 
number LinkedIn.
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men. The oldest respondent has 40 years of journalistic experience, and the youngest four. All 
respondents use social networks, mostly Facebook. Some of the respondents use Instagram and 
Twitter more, and a very small number LinkedIn. 
 

 
 
Surveyed mediaix professionals: 
 

1. In August, we surveyed 12 people: 
- Seven journalists from seven different newsrooms 
- Two freelancers 
- Two activists 
- One political analyst 
2. In September, we surveyed 15 people: 
- Eleven journalists from 11 different newsrooms throughout BiH 
- Three freelancers 
- One activist, freelancer and influencer (all in one) 
3. In October, we surveyed 17 people: 
- 11 journalists from 11 different newsrooms throughout BiH 
- Three freelancers, one of whom is an activist 
- Three bloggers, one of whom is also correspondent for two newsrooms 
4. In November, we surveyed 16 people: 
- 12 journalists from 11 newsrooms 
- Two freelancers 
- One blogger 
- One activist 

 
The survey consisted of two sets of questions. The first set of questions included basic information 
- name and surname, years of work experience in journalism, their media and functions, and 
whether and how often they use social media and which most often. The second set of questions 
referred to banning and censorship on social media platforms. The respondents were asked 
whether they had experience with censorship and, if so, how they reacted and whether they were 
satisfied with Facebook's reaction. Moreover, they were asked if they received threats on social 
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Surveyed media9 professionals:

1. In August, we surveyed 12 
people:

- Seven journalists from 
seven different newsrooms

- Two freelancers
- Two activists
- One political analyst
2. In September, we surveyed 

15 people:
- Eleven journalists from 

11 different newsrooms 
throughout BiH

- Three freelancers
- One activist, freelancer and 

influencer (all in one)

3. In October, we surveyed 17 
people:

- 11 journalists from 11 
different newsrooms 
throughout BiH

- Three freelancers, one of 
whom is an activist

- Three bloggers, one of 
whom is also correspondent 
for two newsrooms

4. In November, we surveyed 
16 people:

- 12 journalists from 11 
newsrooms

- Two freelancers
- One blogger
- One activist

The survey consisted of two sets of questions. The first set of questions 
included basic information - name and surname, years of work 
experience in journalism, their media and functions, and whether and 
how often they use social media and which most often. The second 
set of questions referred to banning and censorship on social media 
platforms. The respondents 
were asked whether they 
had experience with 
censorship and, if so, how 
they reacted and whether 
they were satisfied with 
Facebook’s reaction. 
Moreover, they were asked 
if they received threats on 
social media platforms, 
via private message or in 
comments below articles, 
whether they reported 
them to the police and the 
platform, and what their 
reaction was.
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Social media use by journalists in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
 
The Press and Online Media Code of the Press Council in Bosnia and Herzegovina provides 
ethical guidelines for media and journalistsx. Journalists’ social media activity is viewed as a part of 
their freedom of expression and, as such, is not covered by the Code. Most press councils in the 
world do not have specific guidelines on this except for the press council in the United Kingdom, 
the UK Impressxi. 
 
Their presence on social media, however, can be restricted by the policies of social media 
companies (discussed in the following chapter), as well as by internal rules of the media outlets 
they are working for. Some media in the country restrict journalists in their private use of social 
media; they have instructions for expressing personal views, commenting on politics-related 
posts, and sharing content. Several media provide their journalists freedom in this regard. Even 
then, journalists are obliged to clarify that opinions and views they express on social media are 
their own and do not represent the official attitude of the media for which they work. 
 
Most of the media professionals surveyed for this research use social media, other than for private 
purposes, to deliver and promote their articles and media or possibly, to more easily access 
interlocutors or information. That social media have become crucial for accessing information 
shows the fact that sometimes even journalists use it for that purpose. A respondent, a freelancer 
from Sarajevo, says that he more often “catches information via Twitter or Facebook than posted 
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SOCIAL MEDIA USE BY  
JOURNALISTS IN BOSNIA  
AND HERZEGOVINA

The Press and Online Media Code of the Press Council in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina provides ethical guidelines for media and journalists10. 
Journalists’ social media activity is viewed as a part of their freedom 
of expression and, as such, is not covered by the Code. Most press 
councils in the world do not have specific guidelines on this except 
for the press council in the United Kingdom, the UK Impress11.

Their presence on social media, however, can be restricted by the 
policies of social media companies (discussed in the following 
chapter), as well as by internal rules of the media outlets they are 
working for. Some media in the country restrict journalists in their 
private use of social media; they have instructions for expressing 
personal views, commenting on politics-related posts, and sharing 
content. Several media provide their journalists freedom in this 
regard. Even then, journalists are obliged to clarify that opinions 
and views they express on social media are their own and do not 
represent the official attitude of the media for which they work.

Most of the media professionals surveyed for this research use social 
media, other than for private purposes, to deliver and promote their 
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articles and media or possibly, to more easily access interlocutors or 
information. That social media have become crucial for accessing 
information shows the fact that sometimes even journalists use it 
for that purpose. A respondent, a freelancer from Sarajevo, says that 
he more often “catches information via Twitter or Facebook than 
posted directly on the media.” The respondent adds, “On the other 
hand, I know that portal analytics show the importance of social 
media given the number of visits they receive through them.”

Almost all respondents, regardless of whether they are journalists, 
editors, media owners, directors, freelancers, influencers, activists, or 
bloggers, understand the importance of social media for the overall 
visibility of their content.

“Sometimes it seems to me that social media are more important 
than the traditional media, but I think they serve as a show-window 
and space for promotion,” a respondent who has been in journalism 
for 28 years points out. This statement grows in credibility when we 
see that the traditional press and television media have their social 
media profiles and that there is no online media which doesn’t have 
profiles next to their web domain.

A journalist from Banja Luka, working as a journalist for 20 and as a 
freelancer for five years, considers that journalistic content would be 
invisible without social media, while his colleague, an activist from 
Sarajevo, claims that without social media the visibility of media 
drops drastically. The editor-in-chief of an informative portal from 
Brčko believes that social media are a key factor for the media’s 
visibility and content in today’s journalism.

shows the fact that sometimes even journalists use it for that purpose. A respondent, a freelancer 
from Sarajevo, says that he more often “catches information via Twitter or Facebook than posted 
directly on the media.” The respondent adds, “On the other hand, I know that portal analytics 
show the importance of social media given the number of visits they receive through them.” 
 
Almost all respondents, regardless of whether they are journalists, editors, media owners, 
directors, freelancers, influencers, activists, or bloggers, understand the importance of social 
media for the overall visibility of their content. 
 

 
 
 
“Sometimes it seems to me that social media are more important than the traditional media, but I 
think they serve as a show-window and space for promotion,” a respondent who has been in 
journalism for 28 years points out. This statement grows in credibility when we see that the 
traditional press and television media have their social media profiles and that there is no online 
media which doesn’t have profiles next to their web domain. 
 
A journalist from Banja Luka, working as a journalist for 20 and as a freelancer for five years, 
considers that journalistic content would be invisible without social media, while his colleague, 
an activist from Sarajevo, claims that without social media the visibility of media drops drastically. 
The editor-in-chief of an informative portal from Brčko believes that social media are a key factor 
for the media’s visibility and content in today’s journalism. 
 
To a long-time journalist of a daily newspaper from Sarajevo, it seems that “if the article isn’t on 
Facebook it’s as if it doesn’t even exist.” The respondent, who has been in journalism for 39 years, 
adds that “social media are crucial for the public’s immediate reaction, which can help articles 
achieve their desired change in society.” 
 
Promoting their content on social media has not only changed how journalists engage their 
audiences. It has also expanded the audience from the original limited target group to online users 
worldwide. One respondent, who has been in journalism for 23 years, observes that social media 
significantly increase “the visibility of news and help reach the audience previously uninterested 
or unaware of a particular media.” 
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To a long-time journalist of a daily newspaper from Sarajevo, it seems 
that “if the article isn’t on Facebook it’s as if it doesn’t even exist.” 
The respondent, who has been in journalism for 39 years, adds that 
“social media are crucial for the public’s immediate reaction, which 
can help articles achieve their desired change in society.”

Promoting their content on social media has not only changed 
how journalists engage their audiences. It has also expanded 
the audience from the original limited target group to online 
users worldwide. One respondent, who has been in journalism 
for 23 years, observes that social media significantly increase 
“the visibility of news and help reach the audience previously 
uninterested or unaware of a particular media.”

A freelancer, influencer, activist, and blogger considers that social 
media are very important for reaching as many readers as possible, 
especially the younger ones.

A young journalist from Banja Luka says that today everything 
takes place through social media. “Apart from spending a lot of 
time online, people also access information through social media 
and spread that information further,” she points out. This statement 
is backed by a research mentioned in the introduction that shows 
that 37% of young people access information through social media.

The director of Sarajevo Canton Television, who has been in journalism 
for 30 years, believes that social networks are essential for the overall 
visibility of the media but that “still not enough attention is paid to 
this segment, because the target group - older than 40 years, has 
been reached through the traditional media, the production and 
broadcasting of TV programs.”
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JOURNALISTIC CONTENT  
MODERATION AND CURATION, THE 
ISSUE OF PRIVATE CENSORSHIP

As gatekeepers of the online information flow, social media 
companies can restrict content on their platforms based on their 
Terms of Use and determine which information reaches their users. 
Social media companies, as entities belonging to private sector, 
develop policies about content that is subject to restrictions on their 
respective platforms – from content moderation to content removal.

Most commonly, internal policies of social platforms converge 
when it comes to specific “illegal content” – content that is banned 
from online circulation, including hate speech, incitement to 
terrorism, or child exploitation. However, social platforms have their 
individual “terms of service” rules, according to which they can 
restrict users’ content that is not purely “illegal.” One example of 
this is disinformation. As social platforms are highly susceptible to 
spreading of disinformation, often conducted by “trust networks” or 
emotional reactions12, content moderation rules are developed to 
mitigate their amplification online. 
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Although traditional journalism plays a central role in supplying 
credible information amid the ‘information disorder,’ it sometimes 
finds itself caught in a swirl of content deemed inappropriate by social 
media companies for their respective platforms and automated 
decision making in content filtering. The result is private censorship 
of journalistic content online. At the same time, respondents report 
that a lot of harmful content is circulating on social media platforms 
without being blocked or removed by the platform. The opacity of 
the decision-making for content curation within platform seems to 
be a key concern. 

According to the respondents of this survey, a majority didn’t 
encounter blocking or removing of their content on Facebook. Yet, 
the experiences of the respondents seem different based on whether 
they operate and work for a print media outlet or an online media 
outlet. Journalists who work for the print press encountered much 
less private censorship in comparison to their colleagues operating 
online, including bloggers and freelancers.

A freelancer journalist from Banja Luka most often experienced 
blocking of his photography, which provoked strong emotions. 
Once, Facebook removed an article he shared on his private profile, 
although published by the media he worked with.

 
 

A freelancer journalist from Banja Luka most often experienced blocking of his photography, 
which provoked strong emotions. Once, Facebook removed an article he shared on his private 
profile, although published by the media he worked with. 
 
According to a columnist and director from a Sarajevo news outlet who had no experience with 
private censorship yet, Facebook often removes articles that deal with issues of violence, suicide, 
alcoholism, drug addiction, child pornography, and hate speech. This raises concerns about the 
possibility for journalists to report on issues they deem of public interest (namely about the issues 
mentioned previously) on social media platforms.  
 
As an example, a science journalist and blogger says that Facebook removed her article dealing 
with the pandemic-related disinformation she published in April 2020. The article was published 
on her blog, which prevented her from posting any article from that domain on Facebook. 
Facebook did not provide any explanations for the banning of her original blog domain and the 
removal of her article. “I had to change the domain name, and this caused my blog visibility to 
drop because people could no longer find it on the old domain. The article was reported as spam 
although it contained no disinformation, rather it exposed and commented on the phenomenon of 
disinformation”, says this respondent. YouTube removed her animated video, which, she claims, 
educated the youth on recognizing fake news related to pandemic. The same video is still 
available on Facebook. 
 
A blogger from Banja Luka has been blocked on Facebook three times, and the reason, claims, are 
his posts. “I think that someone wanted me off Facebook because of my writing, and I think it was 
synchronized action. It all lasted 20 days in a row. At first, they blocked me for one day, then for 
three, for seven or 14 days,” stated this respondent. It is moreover increasingly reported by 
journalists in Bosnia and Herzegovina that there are organized and co-ordinated attacks (by bots) 
to flag content of independent media abusively so that their content is being removed.  
 
“Frequently, private censorship occurs when ultranationalists report my content in an organized 
manner. However, this gets resolved quickly. As a rule, these articles are the trendiest,” the 
respondent explained. He added that in the last two years, he had access to the Facebook super-
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According to a columnist and director from a Sarajevo news outlet 
who had no experience with private censorship yet, Facebook often 
removes articles that deal with issues of violence, suicide, alcoholism, 
drug addiction, child pornography, and hate speech. This raises 
concerns about the possibility for journalists to report on issues 
they deem of public interest (namely about the issues mentioned 
previously) on social media platforms. 

As an example, a science journalist and blogger says that Facebook 
removed her article dealing with the pandemic-related disinformation 
she published in April 2020. The article was published on her blog, 
which prevented her from posting any article from that domain on 
Facebook. Facebook did not provide any explanations for the banning 
of her original blog domain and the removal of her article. “I had to 
change the domain name, and this caused my blog visibility to drop 
because people could no longer find it on the old domain. The article 
was reported as spam although it contained no disinformation, rather 
it exposed and commented on the phenomenon of disinformation”, 
says this respondent. YouTube removed her animated video, which, 
she claims, educated the youth on recognizing fake news related to 
pandemic. The same video is still available on Facebook.

A blogger from Banja Luka has been blocked on Facebook three 
times, and the reason, claims, are his posts. “I think that someone 
wanted me off Facebook because of my writing, and I think it 
was synchronized action. It all lasted 20 days in a row. At first, 
they blocked me for one day, then for three, for seven or 14 days,” 
stated this respondent. It is moreover increasingly reported by 
journalists in Bosnia and Herzegovina that there are organized 
and co-ordinated attacks (by bots) to flag content of independent 
media abusively so that their content is being removed. 

“Frequently, private censorship occurs when ultranationalists report 
my content in an organized manner. However, this gets resolved 
quickly. As a rule, these articles are the trendiest,” the respondent 
explained. He added that in the last two years, he had access to the 
Facebook super-administration, so the bans are quickly removed, 
with an apology and an explanation that these were errors of an 
algorithmic nature.

“I encountered Facebook banning. In the beginning, it was 24 hours, 
then a week, and finally a whole month, but generally, things are 
settled before that. Usually, I receive an explanation for the ban from 
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Facebook. When you don’t have super-admin access, rejections are 
mostly unsuccessful. You can negotiate about the content later. 
After the appeal, the content is returned after a day or two,” this 
respondent explained. 

As another example, a blogger from Banja Luka has been 
blocked on Facebook three times. “I think that someone 
wanted me off Facebook because of my writing, and I think it 
was synchronized action. It all lasted 20 days in a row. At first, 
they blocked me for one day, then for three, for seven or 14 days,” 
stated this respondent.

Another respondent of the survey witnesses that he encountered 
Facebook banning on two occasions and couldn’t post anything on 
Facebook for a month. The reason for the ban was explained to him. 
He tried to refuse without success - the censored content was not 
returned after the appeal. 

On the other side, it seems that some content that propagates 
disinformation or hate are not curated enough by the social media 
platforms. Indeed, according to the director of an online portal from 
Sarajevo many posts that violate the rules of the companies are not 
being removed nor blocked. 

According to a respondent, “Facebook is a company that treats its 
users as, in the best case, a market, and at worst case, as a commodity. 
It is also a notorious source of fake news and disinformation, and I 
don’t consider the blocking and disabling of such malicious content 
to be censorship”. Yet, a lot of such content continues circulating on 
social media.
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HOW MEDIA AND JOURNALISTS IN 
BIH DEAL WITH SOCIAL MEDIA USERS’ 
COMMENTS ON NEWS ARTICLES

The use of social media platforms by media to share their articles and 
reporting has been a great opportunity for journalists to engage with 
their audience.  At the same time, it has also allowed the creation of 
a space for systemic and far-reaching proliferation of hate speech 
and similar harmful content sometimes illegal content.

The policing of user-generated content online is a central duty 
of social media corporations. However, according to the Rules for 
Comments of Online Media Visitors, editors of online media in Bosnia 
and Herzegovina have certain duties in making sure comments 
below articles are not contaminated by offensive content, hate 
speech, or threats.

According to the Rules for Comments of Online Media Visitors:

l The editor at the portal is obliged to delete comments containing 
insults, hate speech, threats or defamation, and to ban persons 
who post them for some time or completely deny them the right to 
comment on articles.
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l The editor at the portal is responsible for the journalistic, editorial 
content of the portal, he is not professionally responsible for the content 
of comments by irresponsible anonymous visitors at the time when 
the readers submit them below the text. However, the editor is obliged 
to remove such comments from his portal.

l By not reacting on inappropriate comments, keeping them on the 
portal and not deleting them, the editor becomes responsible for their 
content.

l Visitors of online media who make comments with hate speech are 
subject to criminal liability, as they encourage intolerance and hatred.

The Press Council’s Complaints concerning hate speech:

That the country has not remained immune to the global 
phenomenon of hate speech, especially concerning journalists and 
their work, shows the facts that in 2020, the Press Council of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina received 915 complaints in relation to articles and 
comments of visitors or the Internet portal. Out of the total number 
of complaints received, 687 referred to the comments of Internet 
portal visitors, of which 684 contained hate speech. Although these 
complains are usually resolved rather quickly thanks to swift reaction 
by editors-in-chief of media concerned who, after being contacted by 
the Council, delete the inappropriate comments, hate speech remains 
an issue of concern. Moreover, the respondents to the survey had the 
most to say about issues concerning comments below journalistic 
articles posted online.

The above-mentioned figures are mimicked by the experience of 
the respondents to this survey. Of the 60 journalists, editors, editors-

• The editor at the portal is responsible for the journalistic, editorial content of the portal, 
he is not professionally responsible for the content of comments by irresponsible 
anonymous visitors at the time when the readers submit them below the text. However, 
the editor is obliged to remove such comments from his portal. 

• By not reacting on inappropriate comments, keeping them on the portal and not deleting 
them, the editor becomes responsible for their content. 

• Visitors of online media who make comments with hate speech are subject to criminal 
liability, as they encourage intolerance and hatred. 
 
 
The Press Council’s Complaints concerning hate speech: 
 

 
 
That the country has not remained immune to the global phenomenon of hate speech, especially 
concerning journalists and their work, shows the facts that in 2020, the Press Council of Bosnia 
and Herzegovina received 915 complaints in relation to articles and comments of visitors or the 
Internet portal. Out of the total number of complaints received, 687 referred to the comments of 
Internet portal visitors, of which 684 contained hate speech. Although these complains are 
usually resolved rather quickly thanks to swift reaction by editors-in-chief of media concerned 
who, after being contacted by the Council, delete the inappropriate comments, hate speech 
remains an issue of concern. Moreover, the respondents to the survey had the most to say about 
issues concerning comments below journalistic articles posted online. 
 
The above-mentioned figures are mimicked by the experience of the respondents to this survey. 
Of the 60 journalists, editors, editors-in-chief, directors, freelancers, activists, bloggers, and 
influencers surveyed, only four haven’t had experience with hate speech. Three respondents 
revealed that they rarely read comments and that they stopped doing it because of the hate 
speech. Most of the respondents generally delete hate speech comments, with only a few 
respondents reporting them to Facebook.  
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in-chief, directors, freelancers, activists, bloggers, and influencers 
surveyed, only four haven’t had experience with hate speech. Three 
respondents revealed that they rarely read comments and that they 
stopped doing it because of the hate speech. Most of the respondents 
generally delete hate speech comments, with only a few respondents 
reporting them to Facebook. 

A freelancer from Mostar points out that it is necessary to prevent hate 
speech or calls for violence under the articles. “Media should report 
to the police and Facebook if there is hate speech or calls for violence 
below the articles and to remove such comments. I encounter hate 
speech and inappropriate comments below posts on my personal 
Facebook profile, and even threats in private messages”, says this 
respondent, who removes comments and frequently reports threats 
to the authorities. 

A journalist from Sarajevo says that she often used to read the 
comments below the articles, also containing hate speech, but 
she stopped reading them lately. “I used to report such comments 
to Facebook, but I did not receive any feedback, nor were such 
comments removed,” says this respondent. She isn’t sure about 
whether specific users who frequently write offensive comments get 
banned by Facebook, but she suspects this is not the case “judging 
by the large number of commentators who insult and spread hatred 
on Facebook.” She thinks that the media should think about articles 
they share on Facebook to prevent hate speech or calls for violence in 
the comments. 

A long-time journalist from Banja Luka who currently works as a 
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A journalist from Sarajevo says that she often used to read the comments below the articles, also 
containing hate speech, but she stopped reading them lately. “I used to report such comments to 
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A long-time journalist from Banja Luka who currently works as a freelancer regularly reviews the 
comments below the articles and encounters hate speech or calls for some type of violence. 
“About 30 percent of the content is hate speech. In case of death threats, then a report to 
Facebook, the Association of Journalists, and the Ministry of Interior is filed. The rest is deleted. 
Facebook can do very little in such situations. Either to block the visibility of such users or to 
temporarily ban them. Facebook has no restrictions on users who frequently write offensive 
comments. I think it is enough to ban them from your pages,” the respondent claims.  
 
The editor-in-chief of the one Sarajevo magazine often encountered hate speech in comments 
below articles shared on social media and most often with topics concerning the LGBTI 
community. Such comments only delete and ban commentators of such content, but nothing 
reports to Facebook.  
 
Most respondents believe that offensive comments and hate speech in the comments below 
articles are linked to the perceived political and ethnic affiliation of media. 
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freelancer regularly reviews the comments below the articles and 
encounters hate speech or calls for some type of violence. “About 30 
percent of the content is hate speech. In case of death threats, then a 
report to Facebook, the Association of Journalists, and the Ministry of 
Interior is filed. The rest is deleted. Facebook can do very little in such 
situations. Either to block the visibility of such users or to temporarily 
ban them. Facebook has no restrictions on users who frequently write 
offensive comments. I think it is enough to ban them from your pages,” 
the respondent claims. 

The editor-in-chief of the one Sarajevo magazine often encountered 
hate speech in comments below articles shared on social media 
and most often with topics concerning the LGBTI community. Such 
comments only delete and ban commentators of such content, but 
nothing reports to Facebook. 

Most respondents believe that offensive comments and hate speech 
in the comments below articles are linked to the perceived political 
and ethnic affiliation of media.

According to a survey conducted in 2019 by the Media Professional 
Education and Development Service (SEMPER), under the auspices 
of the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, and presented at a conference entitled 
“Online Media as generators of hate speech”, most citizens were of 
the opinion that politicians are most responsible for hate speech13. 
For this research, 30 online portals in BiH were monitored during a 
month, of which 11 recorded hate speech.  During the research, it was 
determined came essentially from comments left by users, mostly 
on portals where anonymous commenting was enabled. Most of 
the respondents stated that their media have moderators - staff 
that takes care of comments below the published articles or that 
frequently the journalists or editors perform this task themselves. 

The spread of hate speech in the comments of internet portal visitors 
is one of the burning issues facing online media in BiH. Precisely 
because of hate speech, some of the online media in BiH abolished 
the option of commenting, for instance portal Avaz.ba many years 
ago and Vijesti.ba last year.” From this moment on, inciting and hate 
speech will not be possible on the Vijesti.ba portal, given that we have 
decided to put an end to this dangerous phenomenon by abolishing 
the commenting option. This is our contribution to a cleaner media 
space, which we decided to be aware of the fact that direct interaction 
with readers, through the form of comments, contributes to better 
traffic and greater reader interest in our portal, “ it has been said in a 
statement published on the portal Vijesti.ba14.
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ONLINE  
THREATS AND  
HARASSMENT

As the world moved online and active social media presence became 
integral to a job in media, so did harassment against journalists 
assumed new shapes and forms. The interactivity of the cyber space, 
notably social media, has allowed users worldwide to scrutinise 
media content more closely, engage in a dialogue with journalists, 
but also to more directly attack those who express different views. 
Online harassment and threats targeting journalists are not only 
performed by individual social media users, but also by actors who 
use computational propaganda to discredit or drown out their voices. 
These actors are called cyber troops15. The prominent platform for 
cyber troop activity in BiH is Facebook, as well as on the global level.

The digital security of journalists remains a matter of concern, 
especially considering that digital violence may be a precursor 
to physical violence against journalists16. While digital threats 
are prohibited by internal policies of social media, in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, they also bear criminal liability, as foreseen by Chapter 
XV of the Criminal Law and Chapter XVII of the Criminal Laws of 
FBiH and RS, both referring to offenses against the freedom and 
rights of men and citizens. 
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In BiH, among the most common strategies used by cyber troops is 
disinformation, or other types of manipulated content, and trolling, 
doxing or harassment, while the most used type of fake accounts 
are those run by humans, without any use of automation. As will 
be seen from the comments presented below, the experiences of 
respondents are mixed – they were targeted by fake, but also by 
genuine accounts.

More than half of the respondents to this survey received threats 
through Facebook. Only a few respondents reported the threats to 
the police but were not satisfied with the reaction and most of them 
did not report anything to Facebook. They received threats through 
both private messages and comments below articles. Threats were 
mostly related to a specific journalist or a topic that was being 
discussed. 

The owner of a Banja Luka portal says that he experienced online 
abuse, most frequently on Twitter, which he considers was used 
to spread hatred, intolerance, or misogyny. “I assume the reason is 
that Twitter has a higher degree of tolerance or hasn’t adapted their 
algorithms well enough yet,” points out this respondent.

A young freelancer reveals that he received threats on Facebook, 
mainly through comments below his posts. “I was threatened 
because of my professional work and ethnicity. I reported them to 
the police, but not to Facebook”, says this respondent. He adds that 
the police “achieved no results” and that the threats came from real 
Facebook accounts.
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page,” a journalist from Banja Luka explains.  
 
The respondent, a director and columnist, often encounters hate speech or inappropriate 
comments below the posts she publishes on her personal Facebook profile. “Threats of rape, 
death, photomontages, psychological torture from several fake accounts. I report serious threats 
and block the author’s access to my pages,” she adds.  
 
Another respondent, a freelancer who has been in journalism for four years, had experience with 
a different type of online abuse - his Instagram photos were used to create fake profiles. 
“Fortunately, Instagram reacts very quickly after you report abuse, and already after some 7-8 
hours, they removed a profile that was falsely presenting with my photos,” claims this respondent.  
 
One analyst and blogger also received threats via Facebook - in private messages and through the 
users’ comments. The threats, she says, concerned her profoundly. She didn’t report it to the 
police, but she did to Facebook, which would sometimes delete harmful comments she had 
reported.  
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“I encounter death threats in the comments under articles about 
war crimes, victims, and war criminals, both personally against 
me and my thinking or writing. Among other things, they were 
reported to Facebook. I indirectly find out that the users who 
commented were banned from my page,” a journalist from Banja 
Luka explains. 

The respondent, a director and columnist, often encounters 
hate speech or inappropriate comments below the posts she 
publishes on her personal Facebook profile. “Threats of rape, death, 
photomontages, psychological torture from several fake accounts. 
I report serious threats and block the author’s access to my pages,” 
she adds. 

Another respondent, a freelancer who has been in journalism 
for four years, had experience with a different type of online 
abuse - his Instagram photos were used to create fake profiles. 
“Fortunately, Instagram reacts very quickly after you report abuse, 
and already after some 7-8 hours, they removed a profile that was 
falsely presenting with my photos,” claims this respondent. 

One analyst and blogger also received threats via Facebook - in private 
messages and through the users’ comments. The threats, she says, 
concerned her profoundly. She didn’t report it to the police, but she 
did to Facebook, which would sometimes delete harmful comments 
she had reported. 

Given that some respondents, who were exposed to threats on 
Facebook, waited on police reaction for years (one of the respondents 
received the answer after ten years), they think there is no point in 
reporting anything. 

Several respondents stated that they received threats, but they 
didn’t take them seriously. Threats came to the respondents from 
fake Facebook accounts and account with full name and surname, 
from abroad, and Bosnia and Herzegovina. 
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CONCLUSIONS

The research revealed that media workers in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
use social media to boost the visibility of their work. Yet, they are faced 
with a series of issues in relation to their content distribution on the 
social media platforms and the engagement of the audience. The 
lack of transparency about the decision making of the platforms in 
relation to content prioritized, removed or blocked, and the lack of 
responses from the platforms in relation to threats and harassment, 
are key concerns for many media outlets and journalists.

Observing the responses of interviewed journalists, freelancers, and 
bloggers, it is evident that most of them do not believe that social 
media platforms are currently able to take adequate measures upon 
their complaints, so they do not even address them. This is a real 
issue for the free flow of information in Bosnia and Herzegovina.

Journalists, editors, and media owners in this survey emphasised, 
besides all other issues, several situations and problems with their 
presence on Facebook, such as banning of blogs, restrictions, 
decreased reach, and no monetization, all leaving media sometimes 
without a crucial source of revenue. Reduced reach, in turn, means 
fewer unique users, number of visits, and revenue from Google ads.

As explained previously, some respondents to the survey have 
highlighted how they are wrongly reported to the platforms for 
spreading hate speech or disinformation and thereby blocked by the 

22                               22                               



private companies without any possibility to engage in a dialogue 
with those who make those decisions. It seems that a differentiation 
of the content shared on platform by professional journalists (under 
the supervision of the press council) could allow a better protection 
of journalistic content shared on social media platforms. This could 
prevent the abusive reporting of independent journalistic content 
to the platforms as a mean of pressure, most often deployed by 
various political actors, to prevent the media from reporting on 
specific topics.

Moreover, the Press Council in Bosnia and Herzegovina should be 
recognized as a link between journalists and social media, concerning 
journalistic content shared online, while excluding personal opinions 
and views expressed on platforms by journalists. The belonging to 
the self-regulatory mechanism should be recognized by platforms 
in a way that brands those journalists working for the media that 
is proven to apply specific care and rules to its journalistic content. 
Following the same rationale, social media companies should 
prioritise public interest content on their platforms and, in doing 
so, use as a journalists’ or media’s belonging to self-regulation 
mechanism as an indicator of professional standard and quality of 
journalistic content. 

According to the respondents it seems that there is also a lack of 
understanding of the published content and of the specific local 
peculiarities of the country. Social media companies should ensure 
higher levels of transparency when it comes to content moderation 
processes and it is fundamental that they guarantee proper training 
for their content moderating staff in terms of conflict sensitivities 
and peculiarities of the local context.

Finally, social media companies should handle illegal content, 
including hate speech, harassment, and threats, targeting journalists 
as a priority. Not dealing with this issue as a priority may lead to self-
censorship of journalists, detrimental to media pluralism and press 
freedom, or even, as evidenced by the respondent’s comments, to their 
complete and self-imposed isolation from platforms. One of the ways 
of doing this is for social media companies to engage in discussion on 
the safety of journalists.

In light of some of issues raised in this study and to further 
understand the impact social media has on journalism, the Press 
Council suggest further research on matters relating to journalistic 
content distribution on social media platforms is needed.

The Press Council in Bosnia and Herzegovina will closely cooperate 
with journalists and media, looking for international experts who 
have extensive experience and world practices in solving these 
issues.
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