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The persuasive properties of representing gender and
blame in online news reporting of Internet trolling: A
case study of Liam Stacey, Fabrice Muamba, Peter
Nunn and Stella Creasy
Jonathan Bishop3
Abstract: This paper presents a study into two news articles
on Internet trolling – one sourced from already communicated
media and one generated by the author. The articles were
evaluated by interviewing someone who regularly reads online
news content. It was found that intended messages in news
articles can often be picked up by those reading it, but it does
not automatically mean those messages will be accepted by
them.
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Introduction
It is a known fact that the media will try to manipulate representations of
people to communicate a message, which might be very different from
the actual truth. There are a number of ways they do this, including
stereotypes around age, race, sex and victimhood.

The role of persuasion and “spin” in conveying
“representation” through news reporting
It is a known fact that news reporters will “spin” stories in a way appealing
to their readers, such as the misrepresentation of scientific articles
(Haneef, Lazarus, Ravaud, Yavchitz, & Boutron, 2015). In this context,
spin refers to the packaging of news in such a way so as to covey an
intended message by someone who seeks to gain from that specific
message, such as those involved in politics (Estrich & Sullivan, 1989).
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Representation of gender and blame in news reporting
Representations of gender in news reporting both online and offline take
a number of forms, which are usually intended to provoke certain
reactions in people who share or otherwise the sex of the person being
spoken about. It has been argued that the sex and value system of a
journalist impacts on the extent to which they represent gender in their
news articles (Armstrong, 2004). It is known that feminist discourse is
having an unhealthy effect on young men, who are being demonised as a
sex by the feminist establishment who have their own scores to settle
(Sommers, 2001). This is no truer than in the case of Internet trolling,
where young men are often those demonised as trolls (Bishop, 2014),
when in fact the most damaging of Internet abuse is done by women
because of women (Bishop, 2013).

Representations of respectability and deviance in news
reporting
There is a long held stereotype of young people all wanting to go out and
get drunk, even though this does not reflect the reality (Nairn, Higgins,
Thompson, Anderson, & Fu, 2006). When it comes to self-image, young
women have been reported to care more about their appearance, whereas
young men are reported as being more concerned with fitness (Amos &
Bostock, 2007). People who are seen as more family and community
orientated are seen as more respectable (Peltola, 2016).

A comparative investigation of representing Internet
trolling in online news websites
In this section the way so-called Internet trolls are represented on news
websites are considered. As can be seen from Table 1, the first is an
example from the Daily Mail, presenting student Liam Stacey as a
villainous Internet troll and Fabrice Muamba as a helpless hero. The
second (see Table 1) is devised by the author to challenge this stereotype
28

The International Journal of Trolling and Online Participation 2(1)
by portraying the Internet troll Peter Nunn as a victim and the woman
Member of Parliament, Stella Creasy, as the villain.
Table 1 Description of and links to news articles discussed in this section
Description of news
article
Liam Stacey and Fabrice
Muamba on The Mirror’s
website
Peter Nunn and Stella
Creasy on Crocels News’s
website

Permalink of news article
http://www.mirror.co.uk/news/uknews/led-away-in-tears-fabrice-muamba777045
http://news.crocels.com/news/7123/antifree-speech-mp-made-troll-fear-for-hisliberty/

Considering the representation of Liam Stacey and Fabrice
Muamba on The Mirror’s website
Liam Stacey was a Swansea University student who on hearing that
footballer Fabrice Muamba had a cardiac arrest posted to Twitter, “LOL.
F*** Muamba. He's dead!!!” Stacey then faced a barrage of abuse from other
Twitter users and as some of the people who were abusing him were nonWhite, he made racist comments back. Stacey was drunk on licenced
premises at the time. It is an offence for a person to be allowed to be
drunk on licenced premises and it is known that young people are at
particular risk of this happening (Roche, Steenson, & Andrew, 2013).
Representations of background and respectability
As can be seen from Figure 1 (a), the intention is to portray Stacey as a
“drunken” youth who is insensitive to Muamba, unlike the so-called “hearts
around the world.” Muamba is said to be attracting “a wave of sympathy around
the world.” This is an attempt to portray Stacey as a deviant and Muamba
as a victim-seeker hero. The aim is to demonise Stacey as a troll and
Muamba as his helpless victim (Bishop, 2014).
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“While his tragic plight touched hearts
around the world, a drunken Stacey
went online to mock. Revulsion of his
actions was immediate but a series of
highly critical replies only pushed
Stacey into an online racist torrent.
But a significant minority criticised his
punishment and claimed it was
politically motivated to make an
example of him.”

“The tweets came quickly after the
footballer's collapse and at a time when
his plight was attracting a wave of
sympathy around the world. Soccer
fans watched in horror when the
Bolton midfielder collapsed during an
FA Cup tie from a heart attack on
March 17. Millions witnessed the
incident as the clash against
Tottenham Hotspur was screened live
on television.”

(a)

(b)

Figure 1 Representations of Stacey as a drunken/abusive youth (a) and Muamba as
respected (b)
Representations of victimhood and callousness
Representing persons as victims and the accusations of bias and blame are
common rhetorical tools used by the media (Young & Dugas, 2011).
Where the media wants to make a person unlikable, they will often try to
present them as callous (Garrett, 2001).

(a)

(b)

Figure 2 Representations of Stacy as callous (a) and Muamba as a victim (b)
Figure 2 shows images from the existing article being investigated, namely
Liam Stacey (a) and Fabrice Muamba (b). The picture used for Liam
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Stacey looks aggressive, which is an attempt to portray him as callous. In
terms of Fabrice Muamba, he is presented looking tired, with the aim to
make him appear to be a victim.

Devising a representation of Peter Nunn and Stella Creasy
on Crocels News’s website
Peter Nunn was a man from Bristol who was critical of Stella Creasy MP’s
position on who should feature on banknotes. Stella Creasy held the sexist
view that there should be fewer men on banknotes, rather than that the
people on banknotes should be there on merit regardless of sex (Yates,
2015). Peter Nunn was among a number of people who challenged Stella
Creasy’s sexism on Twitter, which resulted in him being convicted of
Internet trolling (Williams & Pearson, 2016).
Representations of victimhood and callousness
It is known that the police will treat women complainants of trolling more
favourably than they do men who troll (Bishop, 2015). Women are often
presented by the media as victims (Diazceballos & del Carmen, 2007), and
unfortunately for men like Peter Nunn they often play the victim in real
life, knowing that the police and others in authority will give them more
favourable treatment when they do (Jones, 2007).
“Callous woman MP, Stella
Creasy, had Peter Nunn, 33,
convicted for sending her a
“menacing” message. Second-rate
Creasy does not fit the bill of a
typical parliamentarian, who in
Steve Rotheram MP’s words are
“pachyderms with little or no
feeling.” Stella Creasy perhaps
feels she deserves favours from the
police, following her in some
people’s minds only getting in to

“A Bristol man has dropped his
appeal against the conviction he
received for the trolling on an MP
elected via an all-woman-shortlist,
when it became apparent his
liberty could be deprived further.
Despite his appeal against his
conviction, Peter Nunn dropped
his claim when it became apparent
there could be serious consequences
if the judge was not able to
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Parliament via an all-womenshortlist, where her male rivals
were not able to compete with her
on merit.”

understand that politicians, even
women politicians, should be able
to ignore abuse from the public.”

(a)

(b)

Figure 3 Textual representations of callousness in Stella Creasy (a) and victimhood
in Peter Nunn (b)
Figure 3 displays the text generated by the author on Stella Creasy (a) and
Peter Nunn. Stella Creasy is being presented as callous and Peter Nunn as
a victim. It is intended for Stella Creasy to appear manipulative and
predatory and Peter Nunn as the victim of a witch-hunt by Creasy.
Representations of background and respectability
Another representation of women is that they are “sluts” (Soble, 1985) and
the criticism is that men who engage in promiscuous sexual activities are
presented in a positive light as “studs” (Reid, Elliott, & Webber, 2011).
The article placed by the author on Crocels News therefore aims to
present Stella Creasy as a “slut” in order for her to be looked at negatively
and also presents Peter Nunn in the same way The Mirror presented
Fabrice Muamba, namely a respectable professional. This is done in part
through the pictures used of them as in Figure 4.

(a)

(b)
Figure 4 Images of Stella Creasy as a “slut” (a)
and Peter Nunn as “respectable” (b)
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By showing Stella Creasy in a short skirt she looks like a “slut” (a) and by
showing Peter Nunn in a suit (b) it makes him look respectable and
professional. When anchored with the text in Figure 3, this makes Stella
Creasy look predatory and sexually deviant, whereas Nunn looks friendly
yet misunderstood.

Evaluation
To evaluate the effectiveness of the designed article, primary research was
carried out in the form of an interview with an active news reader whom
I call Person R. Person R regularly browses and reads news websites like
the DailyMail.co.uk, but rarely reads the print editions.
Person R said the fact that Peter Nunn was in a suit made no difference
to her. “[T]his did not influence my opinion of his offences,” she said. It would
appear that Person R was persuaded more by text than imagery. “It’s the
content of the article,” she said that influences her decisions. In terms of the
image of Stella Creasy it was noted by Person R that they saw it as being
intended to make Creasy look overpowering. “The skirt was a bit short and
the wording made her seem powerful over the man,” she said. The relevant thing
here is that the image conveyed what it was intended to – that Stella Creasy
is using her status as a woman to have power over Peter Nunn. But this
part of the article did not persuade her to look at Stella Creasy in a negative
light. Because the text said that both Liam Stacey and Peter Nunn were
convicted of trolling, she saw them both in light of those offences, and
not what the articles attempted to convey. This shows the risk of reporting
offences, as in some people they will actually believe a person was in the
wrong for what they did, even if it was a miscarriage of justice. The power
of the media in conveying guilt is not always as obvious as they might like,
as it can be seen that the facts presented might be more of interest to
some readers than the rest of the article. This means that news reporters
should consider whether making the facts available in the way they do is
having the effect they want, or should want.
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Person R also acknowledged the fact that the captions for the images were
designed to convey certain messages. “I think that Liam’s caption is showing
regret and Fabrice has had a miraculous recovery,” she said. “Peter’s caption is
conveying that he has had second thoughts and would lose,” she continued. “Stella’s
caption is portraying that she is a strong woman,” she concluded. However,
Person R did not believe the image of Fabrice Muamba made him out to
be a victim. “I think he was a victim by default by having a heart attack in public
view,” she said. This proves that no matter what the media try to convey
in their text and images, these may not always be picked up by readers. It
might therefore be the case that the text would have to be persuasive,
whether online or offline (Murphy, Long, Holleran, & Esterly, 2003), as
it might not be possible to rely on the anchoring of images and text with
some readers.
Despite being aware of the cues conveyed in the text and images used,
Person R was more concerned with the facts presented in the article. “I
think that Liam and Peter have a common link which is the internet being used to
express views that are not tasteful,” she said. “I think that it represented his (Stacey’s)
flaws but did not his good points,” she concluded. This would again suggest
that the text used in an article is as important as the images and captions
used within it. It suggests that the article would need to focus as much on
making the text influence the reader as the other aspects of the article,
which some readers might not pick up on, or choose to ignore.

Discussion
This paper has investigated the representation of Internet trolls in online
news content. It considered issues such as age, sex and race. An article
was identified showing a so-called Internet troll, namely Liam Stacey,
being presented in a demonising way, and his victim, namely Fabrice
Muamba, being presented as a victim in need of sympathy. An article was
then generated presenting a so-called Internet troll, namely Peter Nunn,
as the victim and the person who had him convicted for trolling, namely
Stella Creasy, was portrayed as being predatory and manipulative. When
the articles were presented to someone who regularly reads the news
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online, whilst they were able to pick up what the images, captions and
other text were trying to convey, they were more interested in discerning
the facts from the article, without paying attention to the attempts to spin
those facts employed in the article that was identified and the one created.
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