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Introduction

Informal political conversation is important for citizens to 
become aware and learn about matters of collective concern, 
construct personal and collective identities, and become 
active members of a community through the mutual recogni-
tion of shared values (Kim et al., 1999; Moy & Gastil, 2006; 
Wyatt et al., 2000). With the ubiquitous use of social media 
in Western democracies, scholars have been increasingly 
interested in political talk that emerges from informal spaces 
that are primarily designed for social and entertainment pur-
poses (Rossini & Stromer-Galley, 2019; Wright, 2012). In 
these spaces, political discussions can emerge from different 
types of content shared by users, such as personal opinions 
about current affairs or news stories—which can increase 
people’s exposure to news and access to more diverse politi-
cal opinions (Barnidge, 2015; Fletcher & Nielsen, 2018).

Despite substantive evidence of the potential benefits of 
political talk on- and offline, scholars tend to criticize online 
discussions for failing to meet standards of civility and 
deliberation (Anderson et al., 2014; Coe et al., 2014; Rowe, 
2015; Santana, 2014). Although prior studies may raise 
attention to important consequences or implications of 
online political talk, they mainly focus on the presence of 
“impolite” and “uncivil” expression, with less attention 

devoted to understanding whether this type of discourse 
may have different rhetorical functions, such as targeting 
particular groups and individuals, or serving to amplify and 
call attention to certain opinions (Coe et al., 2014; Gervais, 
2015; Santana, 2014). As a result, the literature on online 
incivility tends to portray the behavior as inherently offen-
sive and incompatible with democratically valuable conver-
sations without examining whether participants are 
expressing opinions or actively attacking one another in 
uncivil interactions.

To address this gap, this study examines the conditions in 
which incivility arises in online discussions by examining 
who is targeted by it. Given the concern that incivility is a 
sign of toxic online discussions, this study distinguishes 
between two targets of incivility—other participants in a dis-
cussion and political elites—with the goal of disentangling 
discourse, that is, offensive toward others in a debate from 
harsh and heated opinions about politics and politicians. 
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Specifically, it examines the contextual and deliberative 
attributes associated with interpersonal-directed and elite-
directed incivility in online political discussions. Considering 
that citizens have different perceptions of incivility based on 
whether it focuses on interpersonal attacks or political argu-
ments (Kenski et al., 2020; Muddiman, 2017; Stryker et al., 
2016), it is also possible that participants in online discus-
sions use incivility with different goals when talking about 
politics. These dynamics are analyzed in a large dataset of 
comments to political news stories in Brazil across two plat-
forms, Facebook and news websites, which have distinct 
affordances that may shape the ways individuals express 
political opinions online.

This study makes an important contribution to under-
standing contextual and conversational dynamics around 
online incivility and helps unveil some of the distinctive rhe-
torical functions of this type of discourse. As such, it pro-
vides a framework for scholars to consider the role of targets 
to disentangle harsh criticism toward the political sphere 
from interpersonal attacks. Contrary to the common sense 
that incivility online is inherently toxic to participants in a 
discussion, I find that that much of the vitriol online is tar-
geted at political actors and characterized by justified opin-
ion expression, suggesting that those who discuss politics 
online might be voicing a critical the political sphere—
behaving as “monitorial citizens” (Zaller, 2003), ready to 
respond to news about issues they care about. However, 
uncivil comments targeting other participants are likely to 
surface in the context of disagreement and unlikely to include 
justified opinions, suggesting that interpersonally targeted 
incivility may reveal a toxic discussion environment where 
participants can learn a little about the other side, refraining 
from substantive debates. However, when participants are 
actively replying to one another in heterogeneous threads, 
they are less likely to direct incivility at other participants, 
suggesting that incivility may serve different rhetoric func-
tions when there is room for substantive and interactive 
debate.

Taken together, these findings indicate that interpersonal-
directed and elite-directed incivility are characterized by dis-
tinct discursive features and happen in opposite directions. 
While incivility may serve to emphasize arguments and 
express emotions when citizens are discussing attitudes and 
behaviors of political elites, it can also signal shouting 
matches where participants attack one another without 
exchanging substantive opinions. Importantly, direct replies 
and mentions reduce the likelihood of interpersonal-directed 
incivility in heterogeneous debates, suggesting that such 
“empty” offensive comments are less likely to emerge when 
participants are directly engaging with one another. These 
findings highlight the importance of considering how the 
features of uncivil discourse, such as being directed at differ-
ent targets, can change the dynamics of online debates and 
elicit different deliberative attributes, helping scholars to dis-
tinguish situations in which online discussions can be rele-
vant or productive in spite of having a heated tone. In sum, 

these results provide further support to the argument that 
scholars should focus on understanding online incivility and 
the conditions in which it arises instead of dismissing it as an 
inherently problematic dimension of computer-mediated 
political talk (Chen et al., 2019; Rossini, 2020).

Online and Uncivil

While digital platforms offer many opportunities for those 
interested in discussing politics online—in forums, newspa-
per websites, and on social media—scholars have argued 
that the Internet fails to promote democratically relevant 
political talk due to the excessive presence of incivility 
(Coles & West, 2016; Gervais, 2015; Phillips, 2015; Santana, 
2014), in spite of evidence that online political talk is a pre-
cursor of more sophisticated forms of political engagement 
(Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2014; Miller et al., 2015; Vaccari et al., 
2016). Since incivility can be found in nearly any online plat-
form (Halpern & Gibbs, 2013; Oz et al., 2018; Papacharissi, 
2004; Rowe, 2015; Santana, 2014), scholarship in this area 
needs to move beyond the “detection” of incivility to inves-
tigate the context around such expressions, as well as how it 
may affect participants and bystanders in a discussion.

Scholars have found potentially detrimental effects of 
online incivility, such as increasing polarization (Anderson 
et al., 2014), triggering uncivil responses (Gervais, 2015), 
affecting perceptions of persuasiveness (Chen & Ng, 2016), 
or perceptions of credibility of news outlets (Meltzer, 2015) 
and journalists (Searles et al., 2020). There is also some evi-
dence of positive effects: uncivil blog posts may incentivize 
participation in the comments (Borah, 2014), and some peo-
ple find uncivil social media messages “entertaining” 
(Sydnor, 2018).

However, these findings are based in different operation-
alizations, hindering comparisons—a consequence of the 
lack of consensus around how incivility should be defined 
(Jamieson et al., 2015). Political communication scholars 
tend to approach incivility as violations of politeness, focus-
ing, for instance, on “features of discussion that convey an 
unnecessary disrespectful tone towards the discussion forum, 
its participants, or its topics” (Coe et al., 2014, p. 660). In 
analyses of online talk, common operationalizations include 
name-calling, ad hominem attacks, profanity, stereotyping, 
interpersonal disrespect, and using “caps lock” to represent 
shouting (Chen & Lu, 2017; Coe et al., 2014; Papacharissi, 
2004; Sobieraj & Berry, 2011).

However, some scholars approach incivility as a spectrum 
that ranges from less harmful expressions to hateful and abu-
sive speech, which makes it challenging to disentangle the 
conditions in which incivility is harmful from when it is not 
(Rossini, 2020). The use of incivility as a cover term that 
includes behaviors with varied levels of offensiveness and 
toxicity has undermined a more nuanced understanding of 
the role that incivility may play in online discussions 
(Papacharissi, 2004; Rossini, 2019). While some research 
suggests that incivility has detrimental effects, there is some 
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empirical support to the argument that, for those involved in 
online debates, incivility might not be a deterrent for engag-
ing in political talk. For instance, those who talk about poli-
tics online more frequently are more likely to demonstrate 
intention to be uncivil (e.g., using all caps, swearing, or 
insulting others), as well as to accept these behaviors in dis-
cussions (Hmielowski et al., 2014). Incivility is also per-
ceived as engaging and entertaining on social media, and 
motivates participation—at least from people who are con-
flict-oriented (Sydnor, 2018, 2019). Moreover, incivility can 
be associated with relevant deliberative features (Chen, 
2017; Rossini, 2020). In this article, incivility is operational-
ized as the tone, not the substance, of discourse. This includes 
the use of profanities and vulgarity, personal and ad homi-
nem attacks, name-calling, and aspersions (Coe et al., 2014), 
which have been typically used as uncivil features of dis-
course by experimental research (Kenski et al., 2020; Mutz, 
2016; Sydnor, 2019). Intolerant expressions, such as dis-
criminatory or offensive stereotyping, violent threats, and 
hate speech, are excluded from this operationalization 
(Rossini, 2020).

Most studies on online incivility have primarily focused 
on identifying the extent to which features signaling uncivil 
“tone” are present in news comments, forum entries, and 
social media posts, but a few scholars have also considered 
the targets of incivility in their analysis. For instance, Rowe 
(2015) found that interpersonal incivility is more frequent 
when users are commenting on news websites, when com-
pared to Facebook. Su et al. (2018) conducted a large-scale 
analysis of Facebook comments on news pages using auto-
mated classification and found a higher volume of online 
incivility “other-directed,” or impersonal, when compared to 
personal incivility—except in local news outlets. These find-
ings suggest that not all online incivility is inherently toxic to 
participants, nor directed at them, but they provide limited 
insight into other potential targets of incivility. As well, while 
these studies hint at potential mechanisms to explain inter-
personal incivility, such as anonymity (Rowe, 2015) and lack 
of moderation (Su et al., 2018), little is known about the con-
ditions in which interpersonal incivility emerges, as well as 
about who (or what) is targeted by “other-directed” or imper-
sonal forms of incivility.

To address these gaps, this study focuses on understand-
ing the dynamics of uncivil discourse distinguishing between 
interpersonal-directed incivility—which could signal a toxic 
discussion environment—and political elites. Similar to Su 
et al. (2018),1 Rowe (2015), and Papacharissi (2004), inter-
personal-directed incivility identifies uncivil expressions tar-
geted at other participants in a discussion (e.g., to attack or 
demean them). Unlike prior scholarship contrasting interper-
sonal incivility with a broader “impersonal” or “other-
directed” category, this research examines a specific target 
political elites.

There are several reasons why political elites are relevant 
targets of uncivil discourse. First, while political officials are 

not typically responsive to citizens online, prior work has 
suggested that the public is often uncivil when engaging with 
politicians on social media—particularly toward women 
(Rossini et al., 2021; Southern & Harmer, 2021; Theocharis 
et al., 2016). However, scholars have focused on uncivil 
responses to politicians on social media—which could be 
seen as attempts to harass, silence, and offend elected offi-
cials—and attention has been given to the extent to which 
conversations about politics in response to news stories tar-
get politicians with incivility. While uncivil replies to politi-
cians on social media might be seen as harassing, the use of 
uncivil language to talk about political elites in the context of 
news stories might be simply a proxy to elicit negative emo-
tions toward the politician or the issue at hand, while still 
making a substantive contribution to the discussion. Such 
“strategic” use of incivility could serve different goals, such 
as raising attention and awareness to one’s arguments 
(Herbst, 2010), or reinforcing political identities to distin-
guish “us” and “them” (Berry & Sobieraj, 2016).

Second, political elites are public figures, who receive 
differential legal treatment, and their position of power sub-
jects them to greater public scrutiny. At least in liberal 
democracies, politicians must also be open to criticism and 
disagreement. Despite attempts by politicians to block and 
silence critics online, there is widespread concern that the 
practice should be illegal. For instance, in 2019, the US 
Court of Appeals has ruled blocking citizens on social media 
as a violation of the First Amendment free speech rights,2 
and a draft bill currently under discussion by Congress in 
Brazil aims to rule the practice of politicians blocking critics 
online illegal.3 For these reasons, politicians are potentially 
less likely to be personally affected by uncivil comments, 
while members of the public may suffer direct consequences 
when targeted by such discourse (Vitak et al., 2017). 
Although there is evidence of harassment and abuse toward 
political representatives (Southern & Harmer, 2021), it can 
be argued that political elites hold a position of power in rela-
tion to the public and are less vulnerable to such online 
attacks—particularly, when these happen when the public is 
talking about politics, and not addressed to politicians.

Third, politicians often adopt uncivil rhetoric themselves 
(Mutz, 2016) and there is evidence that such behaviors are 
seen as appealing and entertaining for conflict-oriented indi-
viduals, who also tend to seek and participate in heated 
debates (Sydnor, 2019). Moreover, there is some evidence 
that the public may sometimes adopt uncivil rhetoric initi-
ated by politicians—for instance, in 2016, uncivil comments 
on Hillary Clinton’s Facebook page often included insults 
that were initiated by her main opponent, Donald Trump 
(Rossini et al., 2021).

Finally, to the extent that calls for civility often come 
from those in power to silence dissent, and uncivil strategies 
may be necessary to amplify calls for change—political or 
otherwise (Young et al., 2010)—it is possible that elite-
directed incivility is the symptom, not the cause, of political 
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dissatisfaction and the decline of trust in formal political 
institutions.

When analyzing comments on news websites or on social 
media, it is important to remember that online comments are 
meant to be seen by others, and are not necessarily meant to 
invite discussion and back-and-forth conversations (Reagle, 
2016). In the age of social media, stories that gain visibility 
are those that elicit engagement through comments and 
shares, potentially changing people’s perceptions about the 
relevance and importance of political topics. Some news 
websites also use engagement metrics to amplify the visibil-
ity of stories, listing the “most read” and “most commented” 
on the front page. In this sense, online commenters may act 
as “watchdogs” who contribute to informing their own net-
works about urgent matters insofar as they influence recom-
mendation systems (Boczkowski et al., 2012). In this context, 
uncivil discourse around political stories that target political 
elites might be a consequence of the types of stories that 
attract higher attention—particularly as social media plat-
forms become relevant channels for citizens to “monitor” the 
news (Ytre-Arne & Moe, 2018).

Thus, by understanding how expressions of incivility are 
used to target political elites in contrast with incivility used 
to attack other participants in a discussion, this study aims at 
disentangling situations in which incivility might have stra-
tegic rhetorical purposes when citizens talk about political 
issues from when it is used to attack others in a discussion. 
Not only interpersonal-directed incivility and elite-directed 
incivility may characterize completely different discussion 
contexts for both participants and bystanders, but the target 
of uncivil discourse may also elicit different interpretations. 
For instance, the public is more likely to classify a message 
as uncivil when it is focused on personal attacks, and less 
likely to do so when the focus is a political argument or 
policy, suggesting that, for bystanders, elite-directed incivil-
ity might be more acceptable than interpersonal-directed 
(Muddiman, 2017; Stryker et al., 2016). Name-calling and 
vulgarity are perceived as highly uncivil behaviors, while 
other types of incivility that characterize policy-oriented 
discussion—such as aspersions—are not (Kenski et al., 
2020).

While a few studies have considered in- and out-group tar-
gets of incivility, they have mainly focused in the binary 
between interpersonal and out-group incivility (Maia & 
Rezende, 2016; Rowe, 2015), or “other-directed” (Su et al., 
2018). Such approaches have been concerned with separating 
interpersonal incivility from any other “target,” thus not 
enabling a nuanced understanding of the potential rhetorical 
functions of incivility that is not targeted at other participants 
in a discussion. As a result, the perspective that incivility is 
necessarily bad, or harmful, is based upon the premise that it 
has the intention to offend others or disrupt the conversation.

Nevertheless, to the extent that it is a legitimate concern 
to identify the conditions in which people are personally 
attacked with incivility online, as those situations might be 

harmful to both targets and bystanders, understanding the 
conditions in which others are targeted with incivility 
remains a relevant concern. In this study, interpersonal-
directed incivility is defined as uncivil behavior targeting 
other participants in a discussion. These are direct replies, 
mentions, and messages that clearly address someone else in 
a discussion (which does not include mentions to public fig-
ures) with an uncivil tone (for instance, using name-calling, 
making disparaging or offensive remarks, etc.). Interpersonal 
incivility may be detrimental for political talk to the extent 
that it may offend others and can ultimately impede dialogue. 
The notion of interpersonal-directed incivility is different 
than the idea of “personal-level incivility” by Muddiman 
(2017), which refers to discourse focused on personal char-
acteristics and violations of politeness, respectively, but do 
not consider the target of incivility (e.g., an attack at a public 
figure focusing on personal characteristics would be an 
example of personal-level incivility).

While elite-directed incivility might signal heated rheto-
ric, disrespect, and deep dissatisfaction with political leaders, 
it is not inherently aimed at offending others in a discussion 
and should not necessarily impede substantive argumenta-
tion and discussion. Moreover, elite-directed incivility, in the 
context of news comments, does not necessarily imply that 
the public is interested in attacking or harassing political fig-
ures, In fact, it may be the case that those who routinely dis-
cuss politics online tend to adopt an uncivil tone to express 
their opinions about topics at hand (Hmielowski et al., 2014).

To investigate the extent to which uncivil expressions tar-
geted at different actors are signaling distinctive discursive 
behaviors, I investigate the relationship between these tar-
gets and a set of deliberative attributes, such as the presence 
of disagreement, the use of justified opinion expression, and 
the use of direct replies. While I align with the argument that 
online political talk does not have to adhere to the normative 
expectations of deliberative discourse (Freelon, 2010)—a 
decision-making oriented process ideally characterized by 
justification, respect, inclusion of diverse views, orientation 
toward the common good, equality among speakers, and 
absence of political or economic coercion (Habermas, 
1996)—the presence of some deliberative attributes may be 
a sign that uncivil online discussions may still yield some of 
the positive benefits of informal political talk—such as 
exposing people to diverse opinions and enable them to learn 
about others’ viewpoints (Oz et al., 2018; Rossini, 2020), 
which are intrinsic benefits of political talk.

Justification is a relevant attribute because it suggests that 
people are articulating their opinions in ways that others can 
understand which may, in turn, increase awareness and under-
standing of arguments in a debate (Stromer-Galley, 2007). 
There is a long-standing debate among deliberation scholars 
regarding the types of utterances that should count as justifi-
cation in deliberative discussions, but the field has been con-
sistently moving beyond rationality and recognizing that the 
deliberative goals can be still be met when other forms of 
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expression are used as justification, such as story-telling, 
humor, or emotional speech (Black, 2009; Johnson et al., 
2017). While this discussion is beyond the scope of this study 
insofar as informal political talk should not be expected to be 
fully deliberative (Parkinson & Mansbridge, 2012), the shift 
from the “form” of expression to the “substance” of what 
people say provides some support to approach justified opin-
ion expression, regardless of its “quality,” as a signal of 
potentially productive debate insofar as people might learn 
something about the reasons behind others’ viewpoints. 
Another important deliberative attribute is disagreement, as 
discussions should ideally include diverse voices. Exposure 
to heterogeneous political arguments can increase one’s own 
argumentative repertoire as well as awareness of opposing 
views—which have been associated with increased tolerance 
and acceptance toward the other side (Eveland & Hively, 
2009; Moy & Gastil, 2006; Mutz, 2006).

Prior research suggests that those who engage in political 
talk online may perceive incivility as normal and are more 
likely to be uncivil (Hmielowski et al., 2014). Starting from 
the premise that incivility can be used as a rhetorical asset to 
express political opinions (Herbst, 2010; Rossini, 2020), and 
that attacks on political views and arguments are perceived 
as less uncivil than personal attacks (Muddiman, 2017), I 
hypothesize that elite-directed incivility and interpersonal-
directed incivility will differ in their association with justi-
fied opinion expression. Specifically, I expect that 
elite-directed incivility will be more likely than interper-
sonal-directed incivility to exhibit an association with justifi-
cation. This relationship is hypothesized because, unlike 
direct attacks toward politicians (Southern & Harmer, 2021), 
elite-directed incivility in the context of discussing news of 
political should be more likely to contain justified political 
opinions insofar as incivility does not prevent conversations 
from being substantive or even “deliberative” (Chen, 2017). 
However, interpersonal-directed incivility does not necessar-
ily warrant justification—particularly, if we accept the prem-
ise that interpersonal incivility aims at attacking and 
offending others:

H1. Elite-directed incivility is more likely to be associ-
ated with justified opinion expression than interpersonal-
directed incivility.

Conversely, interpersonal-directed incivility should be 
likely to emerge in the context of disagreement, with per-
sonal attacks taking priority over substantive debate when 
commenters disagree with one another (Rösner & Krämer, 
2016). Elite-directed incivility may not be as strongly associ-
ated with disagreement because those expressing uncivil 
opinions about politicians when commenting the news are 
not necessarily disagreeing with others. Similarly to politi-
cians not being penalized by their base when using uncivil 
rhetoric toward opponents (Mutz, 2016), those talking about 
politics among like-minded others might be inclined to use 

incivility to emphasize their own political identities—a strat-
egy widely adopted by pundits and political commentators 
(Berry & Sobieraj, 2016). Moreover, since comments on 
news stories are not necessarily discussion prompts and may 
simply reflect one’s own opinions and reactions (Reagle, 
2016), the use of uncivil language toward politicians in the 
comments section may signal an opinion climate where this 
behavior may be seen as acceptable by those who participate 
in the comments section, particularly in the context of politi-
cal dissatisfaction (Rossini, 2020). After all, incivility 
increases attention and recall of arguments (Mutz, 2016), and 
uncivil online comments are seen as more entertaining than 
civil ones (Sydnor, 2018). In short, while interpersonal-
directed incivility might be characterized by conflicting 
opinion expression, the same may not be true when political 
elites are targeted as commenters do not need to disagree 
with others in the comments section to express their opinions 
about the state of affairs with uncivil intensity:

H2. Interpersonal-directed incivility is more likely to be 
associated with disagreement than elite-directed 
incivility.

To probe the hypothesized relationship between disagree-
ment and interpersonal-directed incivility and investigate 
whether elite-directed incivility emerges in conversations in 
which participants are directly disagreeing with one another, 
I test an interaction between direct replies—comments in 
which participants address others by name or using a reply 
function—and disagreement:

RQ1. Does the hypothesized relationship between dis-
agreement and elite-directed or interpersonal-directed 
incivility change in the context of direct replies?

The pervasiveness of incivility tends to be associated with 
inherent features of computer-mediated communication, 
which lacks non-verbal cues available in face-to-face inter-
actions, as well as with platform affordances, such as the 
ability to participate anonymously in a discussion, and the 
ease to enter and leave conversations (Coe et al., 2014; 
Hmielowski et al., 2014; Maia & Rezende, 2016). Studies 
comparing anonymous and identified discussions in different 
online platforms suggest that identification can reduce the 
presence of incivility (Maia & Rezende, 2016; Rowe, 2015; 
Santana, 2014; Stromer-Galley & Wichowski, 2011). 
Conversely, studies focused on online deliberation have 
found that discussions in which participants have profiles or 
use real names tend to foster sincerity, rationality, and quality 
of justification (Davies & Chandler, 2013; Friess & Eilders, 
2015; Janssen & Kies, 2005). Consistently with this litera-
ture, it can be hypothesized that the use of personal profiles, 
the maintenance of pre-existing relationship ties, and the vis-
ibility of users’ actions on social networking sites, such as 
Facebook, should act as a social constraint that could prevent 
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participants to use interpersonal-directed incivility, when 
compared to news websites. The same may not necessarily 
be true for elite-directed incivility, as those who are target by 
it are not a part of the conversation, and platform constraints 
are an open question. Thus,

H3. Users will be less likely to use interpersonal-directed 
incivility on Facebook when compared to news websites.

RQ2. Is platform significantly associated with the expres-
sion of elite-directed incivility?

Internet Use and Political Context in 
Brazil

Brazil is the fifth most populous country in the world, with 
over 212 million habitants, and represents the second largest 
Western online market, with more than 74% of the popula-
tion using the Internet (Núcleo de Informação e Coordenação 
do Ponto BR, 2020). Brazil is among the largest markets for 
social media platforms and accounted for over 102 million 
Facebook accounts in 2016 (Facebook, 2016). According to 
the Digital News Report, roughly 54% of the population uses 
Facebook for news (Newman et al., 2020).

Brazil is a presidential democracy with a multi-party sys-
tem. When data for this study were collected, in 2015, the 
political climate was heated in the aftermath of the polarized 
presidential campaign electing Dilma Rousseff in 2014. The 
public was heavily divided and demonstrated a deep dissatis-
faction with politicians in several public protests, bolstered 
by corruption scandals and the “Car Wash” Operation—
which revealed an illegal scheme to favor business relations 
with the government and Congress. Since then, polarization 
has been growing consistently. Considering the heated politi-
cal context in Brazil, it is plausible to expect that the popular 
mistrust and dissatisfaction toward the political sphere trans-
lated into uncivil expressions in online discussions about 
current affairs.

Methods

The data for this study comprised public comments on news 
stories published by the Facebook page of Portal UOL, 
Brazil’s largest online news portal, and comments in news 
stories posted to the websites where the news stories origi-
nated. UOL was selected for being the largest and most 
accessed online news portal in the country, and for hosting a 
diverse array of news outlets (e.g., national and regional 
newspapers, entertainment websites, and opinion blogs) in 
addition to having its own newsroom, which contributes to a 
more diverse sample in terms of topics, stories, and perspec-
tives when compared to research using a single news outlet 
(e.g., Coe et al., 2014; Rowe, 2015).

Stories posted by Portal UOL’s Facebook page over the 
course of 6 months were collected using DiscoverText. 

Then, a set of stories was selected using the constructed 
week sampling technique to ensure representation of the 
variability of news on weekdays in the sample (Riffe et al., 
2005). Following recommendations for online news, 
2 weeks were constructed to represent 6 months of the news 
cycle (Connolly-Ahern et al., 2009). The initial sample 
contained 1,669 news stories posted by Portal UOL, before 
filtering topics. Using DiscoverText, each story was classi-
fied as being political or not, based on their headlines, 
adopting a broad scope of political topics including formal 
political topics—references to politicians, government-
related issues and policies, corruption, any of the three 
branches of power—and a broader scope of social topics 
that are related to political issues, such as violence and edu-
cation, as well as organized protests, stories about racism or 
discrimination, and stories about social struggles and 
inequalities. The assessment was made by the author, and a 
post hoc intercoder agreement test was conducted on two 
samples4 of the data to ensure the reliability of the sampling 
criteria (Krippendoff’s α = .79). After removing duplicated 
items (e.g., the same link posted twice on Facebook), and 
those with one or no comments, the final sample had 157 
political news stories, which were categorized in the fol-
lowing subtopics by two independent coders: formal poli-
tics, public policy (education, security, violence), celebrities 
(e.g., engaged in political activities, or victims of discrimi-
nation), civil society, minorities, and international affairs 
(Krippendorff’s α = .72).

This study compares comments on Facebook to those 
posted in the original source. The comments in the original 
sources were scrapped using a Python5 script, and Facebook 
comments were collected with Facepager, an open-source 
academic software (Junger & Keyling, 2012/2018) that pro-
vides an interface to interact with Facebook’s Graph 
Application Programming Interface (API).6 While it is not 
possible to make inferences about the demographics of users 
in either of these sites,7 this approach aimed at keeping the 
topics of discussion constant. The sample of 157 stories led 
to a universe of 55,053 comments on Facebook and on news 
sites, with Facebook comments accounting for around 70% 
of this total (n = 38,594). For content analysis, a random 
stratified sample of comments8 was devised, accounting for 
the proportion between Facebook (70%) and news sources 
(30%), and the number of comments on each thread (e.g., to 
proportionally represent threads with 1000, 100, or 10 com-
ments). To enable the observation of thread, consecutive 
messages were sampled instead of random comments, using 
a randomly generated number as a starting point. The final 
sample for manual content analysis had a total of 12,337 
comments.

Content Analysis

This study employs systematic content analysis (Neuendorf, 
2002), using a coding scheme that incorporates a mix of 
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categories inspired by prior research (Coe et al., 2014; 
Stromer-Galley, 2007) and original ones. Messages were 
coded to detect several discourse features such as disagree-
ment, opinion expression, incivility, and target (see 
Supplemental Appendix).

Opinion expression was coded in the following two sub-
categories: justified and non-justified opinions, with the 
former referring to comments in which there is an attempt 
to justify one’s position, and the latter referring to remarks 
that revealed a commenter’s take on a topic, without any 
explanation (Krippendorff’s α = .91 news comments and 
.74 Facebook).

Disagreement was coded based on the content and the 
context of the discussion, identified when a message diverged 
from the previous messages in a thread;9 or when users 
explicitly diverged from another person in form of mentions 
or replies (Krippendorff’s α = .89 news comments and .82 
Facebook).

Reply: Messages were coded as a direct reply when they 
mentioned another commenter by name or used reply affor-
dances in each platform, that is, comments in reply to com-
ments and not to the original story or post (Krippendorff’s 
α = .96 news comments and .77 Facebook).

Incivility was classified based on discursive features sig-
naling a heated, disrespectful tone in the discussion. The cat-
egory includes different types of incivility (e.g., mockery, 
disdain, pejorative language, profanity, personal attacks 
focused on demeaning characteristics, personality, ideas, or 
arguments). Following other studies, messages were consid-
ered civil when they did not contain any type of incivility 
(Coe et al., 2014; Su et al., 2018), which does not mean they 
were respectful or polite (Krippendorff’s α = .87 news com-
ments and .79 Facebook).

Uncivil messages were also coded by targets, initially 
classified as other users, political elites (parties, politicians, 
public officials, cabinet members, etc.), people or groups 
featured on the news, the media (including journalists), polit-
ical minorities, and so on. These messages could also be 
unfocused when coders were unable to identify a clear target 
(Krippendorff’s α = .88 news comments and .84 Facebook). 
Interpersonal-directed and elite-directed incivility are based 
on two of these initial subcategories—other users in a discus-
sion and political actors, binary-coded post hoc.

Content analysis was conducted by two independent 
coders, who performed an intercoder agreement test using 
approximately 5% (n = 636, proportionally distributed 
between 413 Facebook comments and 223 news com-
ments)10 of the sample.

Results

Before answering research questions and testing hypotheses, 
I present descriptive results of the content analysis to provide 
an overview of the extent to which different targets were 

used, as well as the prevalence of uncivil discourse. Uncivil 
discourse was observed in 37.8% of the comments. As dem-
onstrated in Figure 1, the distribution of targets of incivil-
ity—with percentages based on the subset of uncivil 
messages—shows that politicians are the main target of 
uncivil discourse in online comments in both platforms, and 
the differences between targets per platform are significant, 
χ²(5) = 264.91, p < .0001.

To further understand how these behaviors are manifested 
online, I use two logistic regression models using the targets 
of interest as the dependent variables: interpersonal-directed 
incivility and elite-directed incivility (Table 1), which were 
recoded based on two of the original targets (other users and 
political elites). Because targets were only coded for mes-
sages classified as uncivil, these models are based on a sub-
set of the data (N = 4,669). The models tested a set of 
discursive predictors, such as justified opinion expression, 
disagreement, and replies,11 as well as the platform where the 
comment was published (Facebook = 1). The interaction 
between disagreement and replies was added to the model to 
investigate whether interpersonal dynamics change the 
effects of disagreement, addressing the first research ques-
tion. The topics of the news stories were included as control 
variables.

Comparing the two models, it is clear that interpersonal 
and elite incivility are associated with distinct deliberative 
attributes: while elite-directed incivility is positively associ-
ated with justified opinion expression and has a negative 
relationship with disagreement and with the use of direct 
replies, interpersonal-directed incivility is negatively associ-
ated with justified opinions and strongly and positively asso-
ciated with disagreement, confirming the first and second 
hypotheses. When the interaction between replies and dis-
agreements is taken into account, the relationship with inter-
personal-directed incivility changes direction and becomes 
negative, while not significant for elite-directed incivility 
(Figure 2). These findings address the first research question, 
demonstrating that uncivil comments that represent an inter-
action between participants are different than comments that 
do not engage with others—in both cases, the association 
changed directions. Even though the interaction term was not 
significant in the model for elite-directed incivility, it is note-
worthy that the coefficient is positive and approached sig-
nificance (p = .09), suggesting that conversations between 
participants change the nature of uncivil discourse.

The third hypothesis was focused on platform affor-
dances and predicted that the public nature of Facebook, 
where participants use their real identities, would act as a 
constraint to interpersonal-directed expressions of incivility. 
It was hypothesized that comments on Facebook would be 
less likely to target other participants to the discussion when 
compared to news websites. The hypothesis was not con-
firmed, as platform was not a significant predictor of inter-
personal-directed incivility even though the coefficient was 
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in the expected direction. Finally, in response to the second 
research question, elite-directed incivility was slightly more 
likely to occur in Facebook comments—however, as the 
confidence interval spans zero, this result is not significant. 
Figure 3 presents a plot of the coefficients for both models 
to demonstrates that the contextual and discursive features 
of interpersonal-directed and elite-directed incivility are 

substantively different, suggesting that uncivil comments 
may emerge in distinct conversational contexts.

Discussion

The goal of this study was to examine the conversational 
dynamics associated with online incivility directed at different 

Figure 1. Distribution of targets of incivility per platform (%).

Table 1. Logistic Regression Models Predicting Targets of Incivility.

Interpersonal incivility Elite incivility

 B SE 2.5%, 97.5% B SE 2.5%, 97.5%

(Intercept) −2.97*** (0.31) [−3.57, −2.37] −1.96*** (0.24) [−2.42, −1.49]
Reply 2.40*** (0.19) [2.03, 2.77] −0.65*** (0.14) [−0.93, −0.38]
Justified opinions −0.45*** (0.13) [−0.71, −0.19] 0.21* (0.08) [0.05, 0.38]
Facebook −0.06 (0.14) [−0.33, 0.21] 0.12 (0.09) [−0.06, 0.29]
Disagreement 3.54*** (0.24) [3.06, 4.02] −2.29*** (0.29) [−2.85, −1.72]
Disagreement × reply −1.14*** (0.30) [−1.73, −0.56] 0.55 (0.33) [−0.10, 1.20]
Topic: Formal politics −0.75** (0.29) [−1.32, −0.18] 3.36*** (0.23) [2.91, 3.82]
Topic: Minorities −0.58 (0.30) [−1.18, 0.01] 0.60* (0.24) [0.14, 1.07]
Topic: Policy −1.32*** (0.39) [−2.08, −0.55] 1.27*** (0.26) [0.77, 1.77]
Topic: Civil society 0.04 (0.48) [−0.90, 0.98] 1.82*** (0.34) [1.16, 2.49]
AIC 1,958.70 4,618.95  
Pseudo R2 .57 .44  

AIC: akaike information criterion; SE: standard error.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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targets, focusing on the distinction between elite-directed inci-
vility—targeted at politicians, public officials, party leaders—
and interpersonal-directed incivility, which targets other 
participants in a discussion. Identifying the contextual and 
discursive features associated with these behaviors is crucial 
to better understand the conditions in which online discussions 
might be toxic or offensive to individuals or are characterized 

by heated opinion expression, and the findings of this study 
provide evidence that the latter is more common. Considering 
that engagement with news stories is an important metric for 
algorithmic filtration, it is possible that people who are uncivil 
toward politicians in the comments are contributing to “sound 
the alarm” and expose others in their network to relevant polit-
ical issues, behaving as monitorial citizens (Zaller, 2003).

Figure 2. Predicted probabilities of interaction terms.

Figure 3. Plotted coefficients (B) for targets of incivility.
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When looking at specific targets, this study finds that 
incivility is primarily targeted at political elites, which is 
consistent with prior research suggesting that personal tar-
gets are less prevalent than other targets of incivility (Su 
et al., 2018). While interpersonal-directed incivility is not 
the most common behavior, it is still important to unveil the 
dynamics at play, as these might signal discussions that are 
toxic. As hypothesized, interpersonal-directed incivility is 
positively associated with disagreement (Stromer-Galley 
et al., 2015)—but negatively associated with direct replies 
in heterogeneous discussions. These findings suggest that 
interpersonal-directed incivility might be used with the 
intention of offending others, and such interpersonal attacks 
seem to undermine, instead of invite, further discussion. 
Interpersonal-directed incivility, outside of the context of 
direct mentions and replies, appears to signal a lack of inter-
est in engaging in substantive debates with the other side, 
prioritizing personal attacks over justified arguments. 
However, when participants directly engage with others in 
the context of disagreement, the comment is less likely to 
have an interpersonal target. Taken together, these results 
suggest that while some conversations might become toxic, 
that is not always the case as those who meaningfully engage 
with others are significantly less likely to target them with 
uncivil rhetoric.

Prior work on perceptions of incivility can help interpret 
these results, as people generally perceive it as acceptable 
when participants in a discussion are uncivil on the grounds 
of their positions and arguments (Muddiman, 2017; Stryker 
et al., 2016). The finding that interpersonal-directed incivil-
ity is less common when commenters are directly responding 
to each other provides further evidence that substantive het-
erogeneous debates may occur in the comments section in 
spite of incivility. However, the dynamics around interper-
sonal-directed incivility also suggest that those who are tar-
geted do not engage with such comments, indicating that 
interpersonal-targeted incivility may undermine the possibil-
ity of dialogic interaction.

As well as those who are more frequently engaged in 
political discussions online tend to be more uncivil 
(Hmielowski et al., 2014), continued participation in these 
debates might influence participants’ perception of interper-
sonal-directed incivility as an acceptable behavior online. 
The perception that the discussion environment is open to 
incivility may lead participants to use vulgar and violent lan-
guage, conforming to perceived “norms” (Rösner & Krämer, 
2016). There is evidence that people who are conflict-ori-
ented find incivility enjoyable and entertaining, which might 
suggest that for those who participate in the discussions, 
incivility comes with the territory (Sydnor, 2019).

Still in the realm of interpersonal-directed incivility, the 
results challenged the hypothesis that the public nature of 
Facebook would act as a constraint to antinormative behav-
iors (Donath & Boyd, 2004; Suler, 2004). Contrary to the 
hypothesis that social connections and personal identities 

would prevent participants from being uncivil toward others 
in a platform where these behaviors are visible to others in 
the network, as compared to the more anonymous environ-
ment of news websites, the variable for platform was not a 
significant predictor of interpersonal targets. Even though 
prior research had pointed to anonymity as the culprit for 
online incivility (Maia & Rezende, 2016; Papacharissi, 2004; 
Rowe, 2015; Santana, 2014), this study provides further evi-
dence that identification alone is not enough to prevent 
uncivil discourse, and that perceived social group norms may 
have a stronger impact than anonymity in facilitating uncivil 
expressions (Chen, 2017; Rösner & Krämer, 2016). Another 
possible explanation is that Facebook users may be interact-
ing with others outside of their own networks when com-
menting on news stories, and therefore, might not feel as 
constrained by their social ties.

Finally, this study points to the political sphere as the 
main target of uncivil comments suggesting that those who 
discuss politics online often adopt a harsh critical tone toward 
elected officials. The result is not surprising in the context of 
polarized opinions and political distrust in Brazil. Moreover, 
the public might find incivility acceptable when targeted at 
politicians (Theocharis et al., 2016), or political arguments 
and opinions (Muddiman, 2017), and uncivil rhetoric may be 
seen as a strategic asset to outline an “enemy,” create a sense 
of community and a sentiment of “us” versus “them” (Berry 
& Sobieraj, 2016). Contrary to interpersonal-directed incivil-
ity, elite-directed incivility is likely to contain justified opin-
ions, indicating that those making uncivil comments toward 
politicians are explaining their positions and potentially 
engaging in substantive discussions.

These patterns suggest that those who target politicians 
with antinormative intensity when discussing the news 
online might be exercising their roles as monitorial citizens, 
publicly criticizing the political sphere (Zaller, 2003). In this 
situation, incivility might be used as a rhetorical asset to call 
attention to one’s opinions and to signal dissatisfaction and 
outrage (Herbst, 2010; Mutz, 2016; Sobieraj & Berry, 2011). 
This monitorial activity may serve an important purpose, 
particularly on Facebook, as engagement in the comments 
section is one of the aspects that influence the algorithmic 
organization of news feeds (Anspach, 2017). However, it is 
important to highlight that not all politicians are targeted 
similarly, and this may have relevant consequences. While 
this study has not investigated whether elite-directed incivil-
ity systematically targeted politicians based on gender or 
minority status, it is relevant to note that the discrepancies in 
how these personal characteristics influence abuse can have 
detrimental democratic consequences (Southern & Harmer, 
2021).

These findings have limitations. First, while this study 
helps understand online incivility by expanding research 
beyond the US context, its findings cannot be extrapolated to 
other countries. While it is true that political polarization is a 
global phenomenon (McCoy et al., 2018), the dynamics of 
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how the public discusses political issues might also be 
affected by other factors, such as partisanship and political 
system. Second, this study has focused on identifying uncivil 
expressions and its different functions in discourse based on 
targets and other contextual characteristics, and the discus-
sion of whether or not incivility is inherently problematic is 
based on these characteristics, not actual effects. Future 
research needs to investigate how different targets of incivil-
ity may yield different effects on participants and bystanders 
of online discussions (Searles et al., 2020). Finally, this study 
only analyzed textual elements, not considering other fre-
quently used media sources on social media, such as images, 
graphics interchange formats (GIFs), or emoticons. Future 
research needs to systematically investigate the role of visual 
forms of communication in online political talk, more 
broadly, and in uncivil discourse.

Conclusion

Political talk online is often considered toxic due to the pres-
ence of incivility. However, uncivil rhetoric is not, in itself, 
an indicator that online discussions are merely a “shouting 
match.” By examining the targets of uncivil discourse, this 
study has sought to unveil how different contextual and dis-
cursive characteristics help explain the conditions in which 
elite-directed and interpersonal-directed incivility arise in 
comments on Facebook and news websites.

In interpreting the findings, it is relevant to remember that 
uncivil comments on political news online are not necessar-
ily characterized by genuine discussions, and might simply 
indicate citizens’ reactions to a story, or their eagerness to 
express their opinions publicly (Reagle, 2016). In this vein, 
the use of uncivil rhetoric when talking about politicians may 
indicate that this behavior is perceived as acceptable by those 
commenting online (Hmielowski et al., 2014)—which does 
not come as a surprise when uncivil rhetoric is routinely 
adopted by both political actors and by the media (Herbst, 
2010; Mutz, 2016; Sobieraj & Berry, 2011). It is important to 
recognize, however, that incivility toward political elites 
may have detrimental consequences for democracy, such as 
increasing polarization, dissatisfaction, and distrust toward 
politicians (Druckman et al., 2019), and more research is 
needed to examine the consequences of this type of rhetoric 
in how citizens perceive politicians, as well as to what extent 
such consequences may be affected by personal characteris-
tics such as race and gender (Searles et al., 2020; Southern & 
Harmer, 2021).

While people may target others with uncivil comments 
when discussing political topics online, it may be the case 
that, differently than in face-to-face conversations, these per-
sonal attacks are not necessarily perceived as offensive by its 
recipients. Moreover, the finding that exchanges in reply 
threads are less likely to contain interpersonal-directed inci-
vility is an indicator that meaningful and substantive debates 
may take place in the comments section. If one believes that 

democracies may benefit from heated political exchanges—
even when those are uncivil (Papacharissi, 2004; Schudson, 
1997)—online political talk cannot be dismissed because of 
the presence of uncivil remarks. Understanding both the con-
textual features around interpersonal-directed and elite-
directed incivility, as well as the discursive characteristics 
around these behaviors, allows scholars to better theorize the 
role of incivility as a rhetorical asset in online political con-
versation instead of dismissing or questioning the potential 
value of online political talk.
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Notes

 1. Given the use of computational approaches and the succinct 
explanation of how directionality was operationalized by Su 
et al. (2018), it is not clear whether the operationalization of 
“personal” incivility considers threads and direct mentions of 
other participants in a discussion. Hence, it is not possible to 
directly compare the approach in this study to theirs.

 2. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-virginia-facebook-deci-
sion/politicians-cannot-block-social-media-foes-u-s-appeals-
court-idUSKCN1P11SC, accessed 21 August 2020.

 3. https://www.bbc.com/portuguese/brasil-50316416, accessed 
21 August 2020.

 4. I used two samples of 167 posts each (~20% of the initial con-
structed week sample of news stories) to calculate reliability. 
One sample was balanced to include 50% of the posts origi-
nally classified as political, and the second sample was ran-
dom, with 19% of the posts originally classified as political. 
Krippendorff’s α was calculated for each sample. Balanced 
sample: α = .75 (pairwise agreement: 87.5%), random sample: 
α = .80 (pairwise agreement: 93.4%).

 5. The Python script to collect comments from Folha de São 
Paulo and UOL was written by Evandro L.T.P. Cunha, a 

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4463-6444
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-virginia-facebook-decision/politicians-cannot-block-social-media-foes-u-s-appeals-court-idUSKCN1P11SC
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https://www.reuters.com/article/us-virginia-facebook-decision/politicians-cannot-block-social-media-foes-u-s-appeals-court-idUSKCN1P11SC
https://www.bbc.com/portuguese/brasil-50316416
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doctoral student in the department of Computer Sciences at the 
Federal University of Minas Gerais. The script was adapted by 
the author to collect comments from other news websites in the 
sample.

 6. Facepager is approved by Facebook and can be used to col-
lect data from public pages, including posts and comments. 
However, after the changes made by Facebook to the Graph 
Application Programming Interface (API) in 2017, metadata 
that were available at the time of data-collection for this study 
is no longer available, such as user profile names and comment 
threads (i.e., comments in reply to other comments).

 7. The author contacted UOL and Folha de São Paulo to obtain 
demographics, but the data were not made available.

 8. Confidence interval: 99%; Margin of error: 1%.
 9. Because sequences of messages were analyzed instead of 

random comments in each news story, coders considered as 
disagreement when a comment explicitly disagreed with the 
previous messages. For example, if two comments are criti-
cizing a given political party and another commenter follows 
up defending the political party, this message is coded as 
disagreement.

10. Alphas were calculated for each source separately because of 
the different characteristics of the samples, with comments on 
news websites being generally longer and more contextualized 
than those on Facebook. While all categories were reliable in 
both sources, reliability scores are consistently higher for the 
news samples.

11. As replies may be an indicator of interpersonal-directed inci-
vility, it is important to rule out the possibility of autocorre-
lation and investigate the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) for 
replies in the model with interpersonal-directed incivility as 
the dependent variable. The VIF value of 2.30 suggests a mod-
erate relationship, mitigating concerns for the inclusion of the 
reply variable in the model.
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