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Over the last few decades, dozens of European political parties and their 
representatives have been brought to court in pursuit of eradicating 
discrimination (Askola, 2015; Bleich, 2011; Van Donselaar, 1995; Vrielink, 
2010). While attempts have been made to ban entire political parties—both 
successfully and unsuccessfully (De Leeuw & Bourne, 2019)—a more common 
legal response in modern liberal democracies has been to prosecute individual 
politicians for hate speech. To date, only limited evidence is available about the 
(political) consequences of such responses. How does the public debate on hate 
speech prosecution evolve in the news media? How does exposure to decisions 
about hate speech prosecution affect citizens’ democratic support? These two 
questions form the backbone of this dissertation.

Hate speech prosecution remains a contested issue, both within academia, 
the legal arena and the public debate (Bader, 2014), because it deals with 
the difficult balancing act between two core democratic values: free speech 
and protecting minorities from discrimination (Bleich, 2014). Moreover, 
prosecution has been denounced as mainly serving political aims; as a strategy 
by “elitist” opponents to remove the politician from the political game (Posner, 
2005). By sharing insights from an interdisciplinary angle by bringing together 
political communication literature and political science theories, I contribute to 
extant literature on legal actions that has primarily adopted a purely historical, 
comparative constitutional law and/or political science perspective (e.g., 
Askola, 2015; Bleich, 2011; Capoccia, 2013; Fennema, 2000; Minkenberg, 
2006). By combining both experimental and non-experimental methods, I aim 
to clarify how the public debate on hate speech prosecution evolves in the news 
media, and how exposure to decisions about hate speech prosecution influences 
citizens’ democratic support (see Figure 5.1 for the conceptual model). 
Advancing our understanding of the ramifications of hate speech prosecution 
is vital given politicians’ representative role in society, and the likelihood that 
more politicians and parties will be brought to court in the future.

Key Findings and Implications
Key finding 1—The public debate in the news media (Chapter 2). Journalists 
and frame sponsors are involved in a reciprocal, dynamic relationship in 
frame building. Frame sponsors influence journalists in the use of frame 
packages, but framing in news reports also stimulates frame sponsors to 
communicate similar frame packages in the future. Actors with high authority 
and a strong stake in the issue are most successful in getting their preferred 
frame package in the news.
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Journalists have an important role in informing citizens about key political 
issues (Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999; McNair, 2009). In contemporary mediatized 
societies, news media have the power to steer the public debate by choosing not 
only how much to report on political issues such as hate speech trials, but also 
how to report about them (framing) (Entman, 1993). While there is compelling 
evidence for framing effects on citizens’ opinions, attitudes, and behavior 
(e.g., Chong & Druckman, 2007; Nelson, Clawson, & Oxley, 1997), scholarly 
knowledge on the construction of frame packages is more limited. Extant 
literature remains particularly inconclusive regarding the role of nonmedia 
actors advocating a frame package (frame sponsors) in exerting power over the 
framing process (Hänggli, 2012), and the causal direction of the relationship 
between journalists and frame sponsors: who influences whom? Frame building 
is commonly considered to be unidirectional: Journalists adopt the frame 
packages that have “won” the contest between frame sponsors (Scheufele & 
Scheufele, 2010). Yet, since a growing body of literature suggests a reciprocal 
relationship in political agenda-setting (Boydstun, 2013; Vliegenthart et al., 
2016), it is vital to examine if journalists and frame sponsors are involved in a 
reciprocal relationship in frame building as well, and to increase understanding 
of the power balance between journalists and nonmedia actors.

Figure 5.1
Conceptual model of dissertation
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Reciprocal relationship in frame building. To advance our understanding  
of the frame building process, I used media data of both trials against Geert 
Wilders, leader of the Dutch Freedom Party (PVV), to examine the public 
debate on hate speech prosecution in the news media (Chapter 2). Combining 
both media input and media output allowed me to study how nonmedia actors 
involved in the issue have the power to influence this debate, and how the 
relationship between journalists and frame sponsors develops over time. By 
studying a court case using advanced modeling techniques, I contribute to 
extant literature by demonstrating that journalists and frame sponsors are in 
fact involved in a reciprocal, dynamic relationship in frame building, where 
success generates success: Frame sponsors influence journalists in the use of 
frame packages, but the adoption of frame packages by journalists in return 
stimulates frame sponsors to continue communicating these frame packages. 
This back and forth flow of frame packages between frame sponsors and 
journalists in particular seems to apply when frame sponsors are not yet 
familiar with the use and successes of potential frame packages, as they may 
use journalists’ adoption of their frame packages as a confirmation of the 
success of their strategy.

In Chapter 2, I demonstrated that the most dominant frame packages in  
the public debate on hate speech prosecution were those most strongly 
promoted by the nonmedia actors involved. Two dominant news frame 
packages referred to the clash between the human equality principle and the 
free speech principle—frame packages that were publicized by the anti-racism 
organizations (victims) and the prosecuted politician, respectively. Yet, other 
frame packages in addition to the “anti-discrimination” frame package and 
the “free speech” frame package entered the public debate. Opponents of 
hate speech prosecution often criticized these trials for being “political 
processes”, as a tactic pursued by their political (elitist) opponents to take 
the politician out of the political game. Moreover, the court, judges, and more 
generally the rule of law were often framed as “unfair” and “biased”. This 
underlines that the public debate on hate speech prosecution stretches far 
beyond the dilemma of protecting free speech versus protecting minorities 
from discrimination. Subsequently, public opinion about hate speech 
prosecution may not only be affected by discourse revolving around the clash 
between those two democratic values but may also be affected by the extent 
to which citizens believe that the prosecution trial is politically motivated, 
or that the judges are biased. As will be elaborated in the discussion of 
key finding 2, news exposure about hate speech prosecution can influence 
important political attitudes as democratic support. The frames that are used 
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in news reports could arguably affect citizens’ support for the democratic 
system, in particular when frames directly link hate speech prosecution to 
certain aspects of the democratic system.

Implications for mediatized societies. It becomes evident that the public 
is exposed to a variety of arguments in the public debate on hate speech 
prosecution, which could serve as an indication of a healthy media environment 
with balanced rather than biased news provision. While there is truth in 
this claim, the risk is found in the finding that journalists do not balance out  
the frames propagated by the various actors involved. As demonstrated in 
Chapter 2, the actor with the strongest stake in the issue and the highest 
authority was most successful in getting his/her preferred frame package(s) 
across. This is in line with the salience hypothesis (Hänggli, 2012) and indexing 
hypothesis or the Range of Views Choice (Hänggli, 2020) or the power hypothesis 
(Hänggli, 2012), which state that journalists tend to cover messages of actors 
who are actively involved in the issue or have greater power. This implies that 
actors with higher authority and a stronger stake in the issue benefit more from 
the reciprocal relationship with journalists. When journalists adopt the frame 
packages propagated by this actor, this provides the actor with an incentive to 
continue—and most likely expand—the use of these frame packages.

In the context of this dissertation, the frame packages propagated by the 
prosecuted politician received disproportional news coverage compared to 
frame packages propagated by the other main actors (victims and the Public 
Prosecutor). While the communication of the frame packages propagated by 
the actor with the highest authority and the strongest stake in the issue steadily 
amplifies, attention to frame packages propagated by actors with less authority 
and/or a lower stake in the issue is anticipated to fade away. These dynamics 
are generally perceived as undesirable from a democratic perspective. In 
mediatized societies, most citizens rely on news reports to be informed about 
political actors and issues (Bennett & Entman, 2001; Mazzoleni & Schulz, 1999; 
Strömbäck, 2008). Journalists in healthy, liberal democracies are supposed to 
offer citizens access to various sides of the issue (Benson, 2009; Entman, 1989). 
Journalists have a vital role in providing a range of views and opinions to the 
public, so that citizens can take part in the democratic process in an informed 
and effective way (Hallin & Mancini, 2004). This also implies that the various 
actors involved in an issue should each be provided a platform for debate, and 
that journalists pay equal attention to these platforms.
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When journalists do not succeed in doing so, powerful frame sponsors can 
successfully use the media to vent their (political) ideas. In the context of hate 
speech prosecution, the prosecuted politician is arguably perfectly aware of 
the fact that his/her role as the “martyr of free speech” or the “victim of the 
establishment” will quickly find its way to the public debate. For instance, 
Wilders has repeatedly tried to get the “political trial” frame package across in 
the public debate by repeatedly blaming the court, the judges and the democratic 
rule of law for being biased, and by calling the state “corrupt” and “broken”. 
Allowing more room for the arguments of some frame sponsors at the expense 
of others risks that news coverage of important (political) issues will be biased. 
This increases the likelihood that citizens process the information under this 
particular schema, which directs attention away from alternative interpretations 
of the issue. This may influence citizens’ perception of political issues, which 
could potentially affect political evaluations such as democratic support. For 
instance, when citizens process news about hate speech prosecution under the 
schema that the decision has been made by judges who are biased toward one 
position, their evaluation of democracy or their trust in state institutions might 
be negatively affected.

Role of selective exposure. Important to note is that some citizens are more 
likely to be informed about political news than others and that news content 
has no uniform impact on the whole audience. Selective exposure theory 
states that citizens tend to select information that reflects their own beliefs 
and predispositions, in particular when it concerns political content (e.g., 
Bennett & Iyengar, 2008; Stroud, 2008). This is even more relevant in times 
when the online environment permits news consumers an increasing amount 
of control over their media diet. Furthermore, various factors determine how 
likely citizens are to resist media messages, such as political knowledge and 
political predispositions (Zaller, 1992). Generally speaking, if citizens have 
more political knowledge, or if the frame package presents information in a 
way that speaks against someone’s political identity, citizens are more likely to 
resist the frame package. In light of key finding 1, this means that citizens will 
primarily be exposed to frame packages about hate speech prosecution that are 
used by news media outlets that fit their convictions and values. Moreover, if 
multiple frame packages are presented simultaneously, citizens are most likely 
to adopt the frame package that most strongly resonates with them. Citizens 
with more political knowledge will be in a better position to resist the presented 
frame package of hate speech prosecution. This also applies to citizens whose 
political identity is not in line with the presented frame package. For instance, 
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citizens who do not identify with the prosecuted politician’s party are more likely 
to resist the frame packages propagated by the prosecuted politician.

Key finding 2—The effects of exposure to decisions about hate speech 
prosecution on democratic support (Chapters 3 and 4). The decision to 
prosecute a politician for hate speech decreases democratic support among 
citizens who agree with the political ideas spread by the politician, while 
it increases democratic support among citizens who disagree with those 
political ideas. This finding only holds in the Netherlands. The strongest 
effects are found for citizens’ system affect (approval of democratic principles 
and values) and evaluations of democratic performance. Hate speech 
prosecution has limited effects for certain specific forms of democratic 
support, namely confidence in state institutions and trust in politicians.

Extant literature on legal actions against political actors is mainly theoretical 
in nature, focusing on the legal and normative reasons for militant action and 
policies toward extremist politicians and politics (e.g., Askola, 2015; Bleich, 
2011; Capoccia, 2013; Fennema, 2000; Minkenberg, 2006). The few available 
empirical studies are mostly invested with the ramifications for electoral 
support for the prosecuted politician’s party. For instance, these studies have 
demonstrated that the political party may experience electoral advantages 
when one of their politicians is being prosecuted—provided that legal actions 
do not result in a party ban or the individual politician is not stripped from his/
her political rights (Jacobs & van Spanje, 2019, 2020; van Spanje & de Vreese, 
2015). Hence, current knowledge mostly pertains to effects of legal actions on 
party supporters. In this dissertation, I demonstrated that decisions to prosecute 
politicians for hate speech have consequences that go beyond citizens who 
identify with the prosecuted politician’s party and may impact larger groups of 
citizens in society.

It’s the political idea that matters. By providing causal evidence, Chapters 
3 and 4 showed that the decision to prosecute a politician for hate speech 
influenced democratic support—in particular citizens’ approval of democratic 
principles and values (system affect) and their evaluations of democratic 
performance. These effects were not moderated by identification with the 
prosecuted politician’s party, nor by attitudes toward free speech. Rather, 
changes in democratic support were found to be driven by (dis)agreement 
with the ideas expressed by the prosecuted politician. For example, when a 
politician is prosecuted for disseminating hateful messages about Muslims, 
democratic support diminished amongst citizens with negative attitudes toward 
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Muslims and immigration, while democratic support increased among citizens 
with positive attitudes toward immigration and Muslims. This finding aligns 
with research showing a decline in citizens’ support for the legal system and 
democracy following hate speech prosecution (Rekker & van Spanje, 2020; 
van Spanje & de Vreese, 2014). Given that liberal democracies have a certain 
freedom in determining how far they go in suppressing hate speech, it is of vital 
importance to have more understanding about the consequences of decisions 
about hate speech prosecution for democratic support. Important to note is 
that these findings were only confirmed for the Netherlands, not for the United 
States. One potential and reasonable explanation is that the US has no history 
of hate speech prosecution of politicians, since free speech is deeply embedded 
in American jurisprudence. Potential contextual differences in the effects on 
democratic support will be further elaborated in the section on future research.

Multidimensional nature of democratic support. One of the strengths of 
this dissertation is the use of multiple-item indicators of democratic support 
(Norris, 1999, 2011). Instead of conceptualizing democratic support as a 
two-dimensional framework or using the frequently used “satisfaction for 
democracy” item, I conceptualized democratic support as consisting of four 
dimensions: system affect (approval of democratic principles and values), 
evaluations of democratic performance, confidence in state institutions, and 
trust in politicians. These dimensions range from the most diffuse levels of 
support to more specific levels of support. Using this framework has provided a 
more thorough operationalization of democratic support by acknowledging that 
hate speech prosecution may have effects on some dimensions of democratic 
support, but not on others. 

The study discussed in Chapter 3 suggested that the strongest effects were  
found for system affect and evaluations of democratic performance, while 
confidence in state institutions and trust in politicians were affected less 
strongly. Why did the decision to prosecute the politician have the most 
significant impact on the diffuse and meso levels of support, and did not 
significantly influence support for political institutions? One potential 
explanation is that participants may have been unsure if democratic 
institutions and politicians—the two most specific forms of democratic 
support—could be held directly responsible for the prosecution, since the 
stimulus material used in the experiments did not report this. The debate on 
hate speech prosecution touches directly on the legitimacy of the democratic 
system and democratic principles and may therefore be more closely linked 
to system affect and evaluations of democratic performance. Moreover, the 
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diffuse dimensions may capture democratic support more than the specific 
dimensions, since they directly measure support for democratic principles 
and practices on a broader, more general level. 

The finding that the diffuse and meso levels are affected most by the decision 
to prosecute in fact appears more problematic and far-reaching, since specific 
forms of democratic support are more conditional on the political climate 
and thus more prone to fluctuate over time. Moreover, the current findings, 
and those from prior studies of the effects of hate speech prosecution on 
democratic support (Rekker & van Spanje, 2020; van Spanje & de Vreese, 
2014), are based on a context where prosecution does not by definition have 
far-reaching consequences for the prosecuted politician’s political career. 
During the course of the trial, politicians are usually free to pursue their political 
activities. Moreover, it is not uncommon for hate speech prosecution cases to 
result in acquittal or a conviction in the form of a (low) fine. In a context where 
prosecution trials have more detrimental consequences for the prosecuted 
politician, hate speech prosecution may have a more substantial impact on 
democratic support.

Defending or damaging democracy? Earlier in this dissertation, I theorized 
that increases and decreases in democratic support following decisions 
about hate speech prosecution would most likely rely on a belief that the 
democratic system is (not) acting according to citizens’ political “demands” 
(Easton, 1965; Norris, 2011). Given the fact that Dutch citizens’ democratic 
support was affected by their agreement with the political idea spread by 
the politician on trial, this assumption seems reasonable. Citizens seem to 
feel harmed or protected in their democratic rights and hold the democratic 
system responsible for the decision. The findings in Chapter 3 provide support 
for this idea, since the strongest effects were found for the diffuse and meso 
levels of democratic support which directly touch on democratic principles and 
practices. Still, this argumentation involves the assumption that citizens have 
a certain frame package in mind when forming their response to the decision: 
Citizens’ decreasing democratic support may be due to the fact that the decision 
to prosecute may create the feeling that expressing one’s opinion is no longer 
allowed. Citizens whose support for the democratic system increases may feel 
that the democratic right to curb discrimination is protected by the decision to 
prosecute the politician. Yet, given that participants in both experiments were 
exposed to a news story without any explicit frame packages, I am not at liberty 
to confirm this assumption within the limits of this dissertation. 
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While the effects are small, they are not negligible. The findings of Chapters 
3 and 4 are based on a single exposure to a news story about hate speech 
prosecution. The effects of single exposure may be short-term, and the 
strongest effects are anticipated to take place immediately after news exposure. 
However, the Wilders trials (Chapter 2) have demonstrated that citizens will 
repeatedly be confronted with news about prosecution trials as these trials are 
mediatized extensively; not only when the decision is made to prosecute the 
politician, but also during key moments, such as at the beginning of the trial, the 
conviction, or when a politician requests the judges to be replaced. While a drop 
or spike in citizens’ democratic support may gradually return to its prior level, 
repeated confrontation may cumulate the effects. Moreover, in times when 
most citizens of liberal democracies have easy and quick access to global news, 
citizens may also be exposed to alleged hate speech by foreign politicians, and 
to the prosecution trials that may follow. Again, the role of selective exposure 
should not be disregarded: Media effects are anticipated to occur mostly among 
citizens that actively expose themselves to specific media content (Stroud, 
2008). When citizens are not exposed to news about hate speech prosecution 
and are not informed about the issue via other channels (e.g., via one’s social 
network), these citizens’ democratic support will not be (directly) impacted by 
hate speech prosecution.

The effects on democratic support were found to be not exclusively negative: 
Citizens who disagreed with the political idea on trial expressed more support 
for the democratic system following the decision to prosecute the politician 
for hate speech. This suggests that these citizens perceive prosecution as an 
important instrument to defend democracy, and the democratic value to protect 
(ethnic, racial and religious) minorities from discrimination. This implies that 
hate speech prosecution also has beneficial effects on society. Yet, in times 
when society is divided over the extent to which minority members—whether 
immigrants, ethnic, religious or racial minorities, LGBTQ+ or other minority 
group members—should assimilate into dominant culture, there is a large group 
of citizens who agree with the political ideas of the politicians on trial. For 
instance, a survey across 18 countries worldwide demonstrated that on average 
nearly four out of ten individuals believed that immigrants were a burden on 
their country (Pew Research Center, 2019). While a drop in democratic support 
often does not present a direct threat to a healthy and stable democratic 
society, lower democratic support can decrease conventional forms of political 
participation, such as voting behavior, and the willingness to comply with the 
law (Norris, 2011). Moreover, anti-establishment parties, which most of the 
prosecuted politicians belong to, benefit from lower democratic support among 
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citizens (Bakker, Jolly, & Polk, 2020): Political disaffection has been found to 
increase the propensity to vote for anti-establishment parties, even among 
mainstream party supporters. This idea aligns with earlier findings that hate 
speech prosecution trials can increase support for the prosecuted politician’s 
party (Jacobs & van Spanje, 2019, 2020; van Spanje & de Vreese, 2015). 
Supporting anti-establishment parties, in turn, can further increase political 
disaffection and polarization in policy preferences (Harteveld, Kokkonen, & 
Dahlberg, 2017; Rooduijn, van der Brug, & de Lange, 2016). Hence, legal action 
against political actors may contribute to a downward spiral of declining support 
for the democratic system and may increase polarization between members of 
society with different views on hate speech prosecution.

Combining Perspectives
In Chapter 2, I examined the public debate on hate speech prosecution. I 
demonstrated that nonmedia actors involved in prosecution trials shape the 
public debate on hate speech prosecution. Frame sponsors with high authority 
and a strong stake in the issue were most successful in frame building of hate 
speech prosecution, which resulted in the “political trial”, “unfair trial” and “free 
speech” frame packages receiving disproportional news coverage compared 
to frames communicated by the other actors involved. In Chapters 3 and 4, 
I subsequently demonstrated that exposure to news about the decision to 
prosecute a politician for hate speech influences (Dutch) citizens’ democratic 
support. While it was beyond the scope of this dissertation to test the effects 
of framing hate speech prosecution, it is likely that the various frame packages 
of hate speech prosecution may have consequences for citizens’ support for 
the democratic system. In particular, this may apply to the “political trial” and 
“unfair trial” frame packages, which directly touch upon important aspects 
of the democratic system—the legal system, the rule of law and the court. If 
opponents of hate speech prosecution succeed in trying to weaken the position 
of the court by painting an unfavorable image of the legal system and democracy 
in the news media, this viewpoint may be adopted by the general public, which 
may translate to lower levels of democratic support.

Future Research
Within this dissertation I answered several key questions related to the public 
debate on hate speech prosecution in the news media and the consequences for 
democratic support. However, this dissertation is not without limitations. In the 
following paragraphs, I will discuss these limitations that may be addressed by 
future research. These relate to the difference in strength of effects between 
Chapters 3 and 4 and contextual factors.
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Effects on democratic support in Chapter 3 versus Chapter 4. In both Chapter 
3 and Chapter 4, I assessed effects of exposure to decisions about hate speech 
prosecution on democratic support among Dutch citizens. While significant 
effects were found in both studies, it is only fair to reflect on the finding that 
the effect of hate speech prosecution on democratic support was less strongly 
affected by agreement with the political idea in the second experiment (Chapter 
4) than in the first (Chapter 3). Various reasons could potentially explain why 
these effect sizes were smaller. I will elaborate on two potential explanations 
in more detail. First, the stimulus material varied between experiment 1 and 
2: While in the first experiment I used a manipulated television episode, in the 
second experiment I relied on a manipulated news article. Ideally, in comparative 
research the stimulus material is kept as similar as possible between countries. 
This proved to be easier to realize when using a news article than when using 
a television episode, given the more limited visual features (only one news 
item instead of the four used for the television episode) and absence of audio 
features. However, it is possible that the audio-visual features of the television 
episode in the first study had a stronger effect than the visual characteristics of 
the news article used in the second study.

Another factor that varied between the two studies was the political context. 
For both experiments, I focused on the party FvD (Forum for Democracy) to test 
the effects on democratic support in the Dutch context. When experiment 1 was 
launched—mid 2018—the FvD was still relatively new. Citizens may not have been 
familiar with the party’s political program, such as their strong anti-immigration 
views. During experiment 2, which took place at the end of 2019, the FvD had 
experienced a rapidly increasing popularity, and received the most votes of all 
parties at the 2019 provincial elections in the Netherlands. Consequently, the 
sample of the second experiment consisted of a higher proportion of participants 
who considered voting for the FvD than the sample of the first experiment. 
This could have affected statistical power, the distribution of participants 
between statistical cells, and the amount of information at hand to estimate the 
effects. Yet, based on this argumentation, stronger effects would be expected 
in experiment 2 than in experiment 1, since the sample size of experiment 
2 was larger than in experiment 1. A more plausible explanation is that the 
unfamiliarity of the FvD and the politician that was used in the stimulus material 
made it easier to manipulate participants of experiment 1 into believing that the 
politician would (not) be prosecuted. Stronger effects are thus expected when 
the prosecuted politician’s party is new and still relatively unknown. While the 
manipulation check in experiment 2 suggested that the majority of participants 
believed the information, it is still possible that more familiarity with the FvD 
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contributed to the smaller effect sizes. Still, the multivariate analysis yielded 
a significant effect. This seems to suggest that the findings are still robust, 
despite changing context.

Contextual factors. This dissertation focused on the prosecution of 
representatives of anti-immigration parties for hate speech. In the following 
paragraphs, I will elaborate on contextual differences that could potentially 
explain the findings by first discussing differences in types of hate speech, 
followed by country differences. 

Different types of hate speech. In line with previous research, Chapters 3 and 4 
demonstrated that democratic support following the decision to prosecute was 
mostly influenced by agreement with the political idea spread by the politician, 
rather than by identification with the politician’s party or attitudes toward free 
speech. This finding may arguably extend to other types of hate speech cases. 
This includes hate speech targeting immigrants, LGBTQ+, disabled people, or 
even citizens who openly express support for certain political ideologies, such 
as communism. The findings may also extend to other types of legal responses, 
such as party bans. The notion of “output failure”—the belief that support for the 
democratic system deteriorates from political authorities not acting in line with 
political demands (Easton, 1965)—most likely still applies. For instance, if hate 
speech refers to homosexuals instead of Muslims, and if citizens agree with the 
politician’s political standpoint on homosexuality and feel structurally deprived 
in having their demands addressed, these citizens are anticipated to have lower 
faith in the democratic system following the decision to prosecute the politician 
in question. 

Yet, it is the structural character of output failure that is expected to determine 
how strong and enduring this response is (Easton, 1965). The effects on 
democratic support may be conditional on the societal position or evaluation 
of the minority group that is targeted by hate speech messages. For instance, 
Jews are, on average, evaluated more positively than Muslims in most European 
countries (Meeusen & Jacobs, 2017; Pew Research Center, 2018). However, 
rather than simply being evaluated more negatively by all citizens, there is a 
sharp ideological divide on views about Muslims, where citizens self-identifying 
with the political left are considerably more positive about Muslims than citizens 
self-identifying with the political right (Heath & Richards, 2016). The more 
the public is divided, the more extreme the responses in democratic support 
following decisions about hate speech prosecution may be. Future research is 
advised to study whether the effects of hate speech prosecution on democratic 
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support vary when groups other than Muslims are targeted by hate speech. 
Moreover, I recommend future research to vary the severity of the statements. 
This will provide insights into which statements citizens find acceptable, which 
statements go too far, and to what extent this is conditional on the group that is 
targeted by hate speech.

Country differences. Given that Chapter 2 is situated in the Dutch context, the 
findings discussed in this chapter may vary slightly in countries with different 
media landscapes, such as those countries in which media outlets are less 
independent from political parties (e.g., in most Southern European countries) 
(Brüggemann, Engesser, Büchel, Humprecht, & Castro, 2014). One could 
theorize that the bidirectional, reciprocal relationship between journalists and 
frame sponsors in frame building may only be stronger when levels of political 
parallelism are higher. Yet, this question is left for future research to discuss. 
To examine if the dynamics of frame building also extend to other liberal 
democracies where legal actions against political actors occur, the findings of 
Chapter 2 could provide input for an automated content analysis. The results 
of the manual content analysis can be used to develop wordlists and word 
embeddings. These can be used for an automated content analysis, which opens 
up research about frame building to other countries outside of the Netherlands. 
The frame packages of Chapter 2 are context-specific and do not easily translate 
to contexts other than hate speech prosecution trials. Still, the findings may 
provide relevant insights into the causal direction of the relationship between 
journalists and frame sponsors in frame building, and the extent to which frame 
sponsors have the power to influence the public debate in the news media on 
contentious, political issues.

Furthermore, Chapter 4 demonstrated that the findings in the Netherlands  
did not extend to the US: Agreement with the political idea on trial did not 
moderate the effects of hate speech prosecution on citizens’ democratic 
support. While most European countries have partaken in the international 
trend toward curbing hate speech, the US has been the most prominent 
exception, consistently prioritizing free speech over protection against hate 
speech—in particular when it concerns elected officials (Bird, 2000; Bleich, 
2011). The findings of Chapter 4 suggested that creating awareness among 
American citizens about the possibility of hate speech prosecution boosted  
their support for prosecution. This potential priming effect of prosecution 
warrants further in-depth investigation. The finding that even citizens who 
agree with the political idea on trial are more supportive of prosecution simply 
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by being exposed to the news, may partly explain why these citizens’ democratic 
support did not decrease following the decision to prosecute.

Yet, there are other factors that could explain the null findings in the US, most 
notably the general unfamiliarity with hate speech prosecution: If American 
participants have never heard of or given thought to prosecution of politicians 
for hate speech, it is possible that they responded differently to the questions on 
democratic support and support for prosecution than Dutch citizens. Yet, because 
hate speech is carefully defined by law, and subject to several exceptions, it is not 
unlikely that American participants have an opinion about the issue. Moreover, 
experimental research has demonstrated that having complete information is 
not required for participants to make reasoned responses, if they can rely on an 
external source for their information (e.g., Boudreau, 2009; Lupia & McCubbins, 
1998; Lupia, McCubbins & Popkin, 2000). American participants who were 
not familiar with hate speech prosecution may still have been able to form an 
accurate response if they perceived the news outlet/journalist informing them 
about the decision as knowledgeable and trustworthy. Conducting further 
research about the effects of hate speech regulation on democratic support in 
the US is important. Both cultural and political efforts to regulate what can and 
cannot be said are growing in the US, and such efforts are increasingly starting 
to be criticized as anti-democratic and unconstitutional by the American political 
right. Yet, because prosecution for hate speech is so uncommon in the American 
context, future research is recommended to study other, less severe forms of 
hate speech regulation too, for instance censuring politicians for speech.

Future research is also needed to replicate the experiment in another liberal 
democracy that has familiarity with political actors being brought to court. As 
has been pointed out throughout this dissertation, legal action against political 
actors is not limited to the Netherlands. Hate speech prosecution trials have 
occurred in Belgium, Germany, France, the UK and Denmark, amongst others 
(Jacobs & van Spanje, 2018). In line with previous research (Jacobs & van Spanje, 
2020), Chapter 2 demonstrated that prosecution trials are often mediatized 
extensively. This increases the likelihood that citizens are confronted with news 
about prosecution, in particular when it concerns well-known politicians. To 
advance our understanding, it is vital to study (unintended) consequences for 
democratic support in liberal democracies other than the Netherlands.

On a methodological note, while relying on a multidimensional framework 
has a considerable advantage over a one- or two-dimensional framework, 
implementing this conceptual framework in comparative research can 
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complicate the interpretation if the political context varies between countries. 
The most diffuse measure of democratic support might be independent of 
context, on the assumption that both countries are stable, liberal democracies. 
Yet, the more specific measures of democratic support are more context-
specific. How citizens evaluate political institutions and politicians will vary with 
the political parties that are in power: whether these are primarily left-leaning 
or right-leaning, and if the citizens identify with a party that is in opposition or 
government. This should not present issues for within-country analyses, since 
the political context is kept constant across conditions, but may complicate 
the interpretation of comparative analyses. Moreover, Chapter 3 suggested 
that not all dimensions of democratic support are affected by the decision to 
prosecute in a uniform way. The extent to which the various dimensions are 
positively related to each other may be conditional on the political landscape as 
well. For instance, in more recent democracies citizens may strongly approve 
of democratic norms and principles but may not have strong confidence in state 
institutions yet. It is thus key for future scholars using this multidimensional 
framework to take the political context into consideration when interpreting 
the findings. 

Takeaway Points
Since the legal framework for hate speech prosecution is subject to 
interpretation, political authorities are left with the difficult task to determine 
when free speech becomes hate speech. Their decision could have far-reaching 
consequences for democratic support. Hate speech prosecution has the 
potential to decrease democratic support among a considerably large group 
of citizens who may feel that their political demands are not addressed. Yet, 
the public sphere in which the audience is exposed to news about hate speech 
prosecution is influenced by the reciprocal relationship between journalists 
and frame sponsors. I have demonstrated that the public debate in the  
news media is dominated by frame packages propagated by the prosecuted 
politician: blaming the trial for being political, unfair and an attack on free 
speech. Thus, it is not unlikely that political evaluations, such as democratic 
support, are influenced by the shape and content of this public debate. After 
repeated news exposure to legal action against political actors, decreased 
democratic support may have consequences for political participation and 
willingness to comply with the law (Norris, 1999, 2011). This may, among 
other things, complicate authorities’ decision-making processes and the 
implementation of new policies. In combination with the potential of boosting 
electoral success of the prosecuted politician’s party, the question remains if 
the genie should not be left inside the bottle.




