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Introduction

While women’s football has a long history, attracting 53,000 spectators for a match in 1920
(Wrack, 2022), it has also faced significant institutional opposition. Citing unsubstantiated
health and moral concerns, the Football Association banned women from playing in 1921,
deeming the sport ‘unsuitable for females’ (The Football Association, 2022).

The visibility of specific affordances concerning masculine and feminine roles has
enabled and continues to amplify a particular masculinist culture - especially around
sport and football. In media communication studies, scholars identify the ‘manosphere’,
an emergent subculture which shares in common anti-feminism and a general anti-
women stance (Kennedy-Kollar, 2024). With the rise of social media, masculinist
culture has become amplified, with misogyny and violent abuse towards women becom-
ing normalised online (Suzor et al., 2019). Within this field of research, we are keen to
examine the intersection of self-nominated ‘culture warriors’, who promote themselves
as ‘anti-woke’ and promote misogynist, often trolling, content (De Blasio & Selva,
2024; Kusz, 2023). Drawing from feminist scholarship on gender and technology, this
study examines how digital platforms amplify gender-based violence by analysing
content from X surrounding three high-profile trigger events instigated by Joey
Barton’s comments towards female athletes and pundits. The first trigger event occurred
in December 2023, when Joey Barton criticised Mary Earps for being crowned Sports
Personality of the Year. The second trigger event followed in January 2024, as Barton tar-
geted former professional footballer and pundit Eni Aluko. The third trigger event
occurred in March 2024, when Barton wrote a critical post about 17-year-old Partick
Thistle goalkeeper Ava Easdon. These events collectively sparked widespread criticism
and were instigated by Joey Barton, directing negative sentiment towards female football
athletes. Barton is a former English player and manager, turned podcaster and a heavy
social media user with over 2.7 million followers on X in March 2025.

Networked misogynistic influencers in sport

This study responds to scholarly calls for more research into gender-based abuse and
social media trigger events in sport (Burch et al., 2024; Fenton et al., 2023; Kilvington
& Price, 2021; Suzor et al., 2019). Our study responds with a qualitative deep dive into
the nature of this abuse, offering a complementary perspective on the content and
context of these events and harm they cause.

Suzor et al. (2019) called for future research to be conducted to understand the land-
scape of gender-based violence and responses to it online. Kilvington and Price (2021)
also called for further research in the evolution of trigger events in sport, which remain
under-explored. Based on these gaps, we formulated the following research questions:

1. To what extent do Joey Barton’s social media posts targeting female athletes reflect
and amplify a wider culture of misogyny online?

2. How did social media users, media outlets, and public figures respond to Joey Barton’s
misogynistic comments towards female athletes?

To answer these questions, we collected data from X, and analysed this using a team-
based thematic approach which was a collaborative method involving multiple coders to
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ensure analytical rigour, to examine the concept of misogynistic online culture. This was
also useful for safe-guarding purposes as it protected us as researchers when viewing by
abusive content (Vertommen et al., 2024).

Adopting an intersectional feminist lens, we seek to uncover the mechanisms through
which online misogyny is perpetuated and amplified within specific subcultures and
communities. Specifically, we examine how this abuse is intersectional, targeting not
just gender, but race and age, creating compounded forms of harm. We use the term
harm to broadly account for the impact of abuse which can be profound, causing sub-
stantial physical, psychological, reputational, and economic harm to individuals.

Given the dynamic and complex nature of online interactions, a qualitative approach is
essential to explore the language, norms, and power structures that underpin these harmful
behaviours. In our analysis, we aim to understand how misogynistic ideologies are pro-
duced, circulated, reinforced and/or resisted and counter-balanced within these online
spaces. Our research provides critical insights into the ways in which social media platforms
contribute to the prevalence of misogyny and inform strategies for combating this issue.

Literature review and theoretical framework

Online environments are now recognised as spaces where violence is often an accepted
part of interaction and social commentary. As Eckert (2018) highlights ‘some 25 years
after the advent of the [web], online abuse, especially of women who speak publicly
online, has become a major problem’ (p. 1283). While terms like hate speech (Kearns
et al., 2023) are common, we position this behaviour as technology-facilitated violence,
recognising that precise language matters. Research about Internet users can help us
understand the positive and negative uses of the Internet for achieving gender equality
and addressing gender-based violence (Suzor et al., 2019).

Contemporary scholarship recognises the intimate entanglement of online and physical
worlds, where power dynamics and social relations in digital spaces are woven into everyday
life (Cuomo & Dolci, 2021; Kavanagh et al., 2019). Violence in online spaces does not there-
fore just occur online but infiltrates and permeates physical environments and can result in
embodied harm (Kavanagh & Mountjoy, 2024). In this paper, we align with authors such as
Mergaert et al. (2016) in our conceptualisation of gender-based violence, understanding it as
harmful acts directed at an individual based on their gender, further we consider this as a
form of technology facilitated violence. This includes, but is not limited to, targeted
online harassment, misogynistic abuse, threats, and defamatory comments and trolling,
which cause psychological, reputational and emotional harms, and ultimately serve to
silence women and restrict their participation in digital public spaces. Harm is not restricted
to online spaces and can result in people fearing for also for their physical safety (Kavanagh
& Mountjoy, 2024). There is a growing impetus driven by the United Nations to advance
efforts to address gender-based violence online as a human rights issue (Suzor et al., 2019).

Intersectional feminism and digital toxic masculinity

Our theoretical framework is Intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989), which we employ as an
analytical lens to examine how multiple axes of identity, specifically race, gender, and age,
converge to create unique and compounded forms of online violence. This framework
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allows us to analyse the multiplicity of discrimination, as seen in the specific misogynoir
targeting Eni Aluko and the age-related criticism of Ava Easdon. This reveals how these
layered identities shape both the experience and perpetration of online abuse.

As Kavanagh et al. (2019) argue, the violence targeting women athletes online is inher-
ently intersectional, with content being simultaneously misogynistic, racialised, sexua-
lised, and homophobic. This approach recognises that individuals are not defined by
single social categories but by their intersection (Mogaji & Nguyen, 2023), providing a
framework to explore the complex nature of discrimination as it is performed on
social media (Warrier, 2022).

Kavanagh et al. (2019) suggest that the intersectional nature of violence targeting
women athletes online can only be understood when viewed in multiplicity given that
content can simultaneously be steeped in misogyny while often also being racialised, sex-
ualised and homophobic in nature. They suggest that ‘Women athletes can experience
and be exposed to ridicule, threats of physical and sexualised violence and become sex-
ualised and racialised subjects in virtual spaces while in their place of work’ (Kavanagh et
al., 2019, p. 567). Intersectionality recognises that individuals are not defined by a single
social category, such as race, gender, or sexuality, but rather by the intersection of these
categories (Mogaji & Nguyen, 2023) and as such affords opportunity to explore the
complex and multifaceted nature of identity, discrimination and gender-based violence
as it is performed in social media spaces (Warrier, 2022). They are further compounded
through the online world often being accepting of misogyny.

Posetti et al. (2021) assert that online violence can be more extreme in the context of
intersectional discrimination (e.g. race, gender, sexual orientation, faith) due in part to
the elevated risk of being a recipient of violence and the co-occurrent nature of violence
that presents in multiplicity. In line with understanding intersectional harm the port-
manteau ‘misogynoir’ can be adopted to describe specific forms of misogyny experienced
by Black women that couple racism and sexism together (Bailey & Trudy, 2018; Kwar-
teng et al., 2022). Biases that present at the intersection of identities are evident in the
language adopted in online discourse (Kwarteng et al., 2022), and it is recognised that
misogynoir can have a profound impact on the health, safety and well-being of Black
women and girls (Epstein et al., 2017).

Online interactions have long been problematic for women, fostering spaces rife with
misogyny and gender-based violence. The terms ‘misogyny’ and ‘sexism’ are often used
interchangeably in everyday discourse, but their meanings differ (Konstantinovsky,
2019). Sexism can be defined as prejudice, discrimination, or devaluation of someone
based on their gender or sex. In contrast, misogyny can be defined as a hatred of
women, a nuance that Fenton et al. (2023) suggest is essential to understand when recog-
nising the escalation of gender-based violence in online spaces. Research across soci-
ology, media, and cultural studies has long documented the toxicity of masculinised
behaviours, language, and interactions within these environments. For example, Hewa
and Tran (2023) set out the history of digital harassment informed by the relentless har-
assment and gender-based violence of GamerGate, hyper-specific to online communities.
Building on this, Jones et al. (2020) explore the misogyny inherent in hegemonic mascu-
linity, particularly within online communities like the ‘Manosphere’. They argue that
such spaces propagate rigid heterosexual boundaries and justify online harassment of
women through harmful cultural tropes. Their analysis suggests that denial of sex



EUROPEAN SPORT MANAGEMENT QUARTERLY e 5

from women is often misconstrued as justification for online violence, highlighting the
deeply problematic connection between masculinity and entitlement.

Social and cultural scripts in football fandom often frame the sport as a ritualised tran-
sition to manhood built on idealised masculine tropes (Dunning, 1986). Social media
platforms amplify these scripts, normalising online gender-based violence as a perform-
ance of masculinity. Consequently, specific online fan communities can become ‘uncon-
trolled virtual places that can foster unpleasant or violent encounters’ (Fenton et al., 2023,
p. 5), which frequently target girls and women.

Building upon our intersectional feminist lens, we recognise that digital toxic mas-
culinity manifests through the intricate interaction of gender, race, class, and other
social identities, reinforcing patriarchal structures online and offline. Social media
encourages users to construct and perform dominant, ‘alpha male’ identities, often
within echo chambers that reinforce these behaviours (Ahmed et al., 2022). These
power structures not only isolate but facilitate violence against women. Moreover,
the struggle to attain idealised masculine traits depicted in dominant social and cul-
tural narratives further drives individuals towards constructing identities based on
toxic masculinity (Fenton et al., 2021). McCarthy (2022) and Phipps (2022), refer
to such commentary as virtual manhood acts (VMA’s). VMA’s are used to police
gender boundaries, regulate gender norms and ideologies, and endorse a hierarchical
gender order online. This form of misogyny is directly evidenced by the documented
abuse targeting high-profile women in various professions, including politics, journal-
ism and sport, for no reason other than their gender (Burch et al., 2024; Farrell et al,,
2019; Kavanagh et al.,, 2019).

While men also experience online abuse, women endure more severe and sexualised
attacks (Vickery & Everbach, 2018). This hateful vitriol forces many women and girls to
withdraw from digital public life, negating the opportunities such engagement affords
(GREVIO, 2021). The problem persists because online abuse is often downplayed in
comparison to physical violence, and meaningful interventions have been stalled; plat-
forms’ business decisions and debates over free speech have hindered progress (Suzor
et al., 2019). By centring a feminist perspective, this study directly examines and chal-
lenges the normalisation of toxic masculinity in these online environments.

Misogynoir and violent online rhetoric

While literature has explored how celebrities and social media influencers can be the
victims or recipients of violence in online environments (Fenton et al., 2023) it is also
acknowledged that celebrities can use their status to incite hate. Networked misogyny
and the mass circulation of anti-women and anti-feminist sentiments through online
connectivity has been perpetuated by popular online figures creating a new form of
influencer referred to as ‘misogyny influencers’ (Haslop et al., 2024; Setty, 2020). The
term ‘networked misogyny’ was used by Banet-Weiser and Miltner (2016) to account
for the proliferation of anti-women groups and misogynist ideologies that have prolifer-
ated through the manosphere and online platforms. Whereby, misogyny is spread online
because of the affordances of the Internet, but also as a reaction to the visibility of online
feminism.
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..... Joey Barton =i Q
\ @Joey7Barton
I’d score 100 out of 100 penalties against Mary Earps.
Any day of the week.

Twice on a fucking Sunday. - i

#perspective

12:11 PM - Dec 20, 2023 - 15.8M Views

Q 5.2k T2 2.9k Q 21 [J 400

=

Figure 1. X Post Critical of Mary Earps.

This study explores Barton as a potential misogyny influencer by analysing three
trigger events (Kilvington, 2021) where he shared misogynistic commentary directly tar-
geting women footballers and pundits on X. Kearns et al. (2023) identified that the
emotional characteristics of sport can provoke abuse on social media. These ‘trigger
events’ (Kilvington, 2021, p. 263) incite emotion-driven online abuse. The immediacy
of online interactions encourages users to post while angry (Kilvington & Price, 2021),
with trigger events increasing abusive content targeting individuals or sporting events.
Kassing and Sanderson (2015) note a contagion effect in online spaces, where online
vitriol spreads and desensitises users.

Methods
Trigger event selection

Trigger event 1 - Joey Barton targets Mary Earps being crowned sports personality
of the year (Dec 2023)

Barton’s posts on X followed Mary Earps winning Sports Personality of the Year on 19th
December 2023 (Figure 1). After a seemingly congratulatory ‘Well done Mary’, Barton
immediately discredited her victory, calling it ‘f****** nonsense’ and questioning why
the winner was ‘A Women Goalie’. He attacked her professional record (‘Not won a
sausage’) before escalating to personal and misogynistic insults. He claimed he would
score ‘100 out of 100 penalties” against her and derided her as a ‘big sack of spuds that
plays in goal for a girls’ team.

Language such as ‘a big sack of spuds’ is a direct attack on Earp’s appearance. Barton
belittles women’s professional football, referring to it as ‘a girls team’, implying a stark
difference to the men’s game, with comments steeped in sexism and misogyny. Barton
caused such a polarised response with his abusive posts that mainstream national
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media channels covered it in detail, adding traction and heightening awareness of
Barton’s opinions. The media coverage amplified Barton’s comments and created a spot-
light effect on him, drawing more attention to both him and his remarks. The increasing
attention from both media outlets and more X users seemingly spurred Barton on to post
more misogynistic content. Much of Barton’s subsequent focus was on Eni Aluko, as out-
lined in Trigger event 2.

Trigger event 2 — Joey Barton targets former professional footballer and current
football pundit Eni Aluko, who later admitted she was ‘scared to go out’ (January
2024)

Barton’s sustained misogynistic campaign in late 2023 and early 2024 focused on female
pundits, particularly Eni Aluko. His attacks employed violent and extreme rhetoric, com-
paring Aluko to Joseph Stalin for ‘murdering hundreds of thousands of ears’ and likening
her and Lucy Ward to notorious serial killers Fred and Rose West.

Alongside this, Barton used degrading sexist tropes, implying female pundits had
‘slept their way to the top” and ‘violated marriages’ to gain their positions. This rhetoric,
amplified by emojis (Figure 2), aimed to invalidate their merit, demean their professional
achievements, and reinforce punditry as a male-only space. The targeted campaign
against Aluko continued for the next three months.

Trigger event 3 — Joey Barton writes a post critical of a 17-year-old goalkeeper,
Ava Easdon, who plays for Partick Thistle (March 2024)

Barton next targeted 17-year-old Partick Thistle goalkeeper Ava Easdon after a single
mistake in a cup match. This attack on a minor proved a turning point in media coverage,
which shifted from neutral to overtly critical, with headlines condemning the ‘homopho-
bic and disgraceful slurs’ and the ‘shame’ of mocking a ‘17-year-old kid’ (Figure 3).

----- Dr Joey Barton .
\ @Joey7Barton
How is she even talking about Men’s football. She can’t even kick a ball
properly. 5 &

Your coverage of the game EFC last night, took it to a new low.

Eni Aluko and Lucy Ward, the Fred and Rose West of football
commentary. ( g x.com/itvfootball/st...

This post is unavailable.

Last edited 7:50 AM - Jan 5, 2024 - 3.5M Views

Figure 2. Comparing Aluko to notorious serial killers.
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=}= 5. Joey Barton i == @Joey7Barton - 13h
| mean let’s just talk about the goalie!

A

3 12 13 0Tl

How is this nonsense on the box?

Figure 3. Joey Barton post regarding Ava Easdon on X, 24 March 2024.

In response, Barton escalated his rhetoric with homophobic comments, labelling
women’s football ‘Lesbo-ball’. The personal nature of the attack was further highlighted
by reports that Easdon was still a schoolgirl and by her father’s public condemnation of
Barton for ‘bullying his daughter’.

Data retrieval

Using an opportunist sampling time period, data were retrieved for each of the trigger
events from X, using the keyword search of ‘Joey Barton’, including any posts that men-
tioned or replied to posts matching this keyword. Opportunistic sampling during periods
of heightened activity was deemed appropriate to capture the most relevant and impact-
ful data. Table 1 provides a full overview of the data retrieved for each case which was a 7-
day window for each trigger event corresponding to when each event arose and generated
interest.

These three cases were selected due to their high visibility, the significant public con-
troversy they generated, and their focus on gender-related issues, which are central to the
research aims. Each case represents a distinct context within which Joey Barton’s com-
mentary sparked widespread online debate. It is important to note that mentions and
replies to any post that mentioned ‘Joey Barton’ were captured, including posts and
replies to the actors at the centre of the trigger events (Mary Earps, Eni Aluko, and
Ava Easdon). Table 1 provides insight into the data retrieval dates, total users, and
total posts that were retrieved. Table 2 further breaks down each post by type. The
data collection methods did not allow for the identification of whether users in the

Table 1. Overview of data retrieval, total users and total posts.

Trigger event Data retrival Total users Total posts
Trigger event 1 (Mary Earps) December 20th and December 26th 2023 4,607 5,325
Trigger event 2 (Eni Aluko) 16th of January 2024 and the 22nd of January. 5,994 6,572
Trigger event 3 (Ava Easdon) 24th March to the 30th of March. 3,850 3,928

Table 2. Overview of post type.

Individual  Mentions in  Mentions in  Mentions in

Trigger Event Mentions  Quotes  Replies posts reply to quote quote reply
Trigger event 1 (Mary Earps) 177 589 2306 1162 1045 34 12
Trigger event 2 (Eni Aluko) 336 753 1718 985 985 56 15

Trigger event 3 (Ava Easdon) 267 460 1,448 708 1009 30 6
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sample were followers of Joey Barton. Those who replied to Barton may also not necess-
arily be following him. This is because there was wide range of amplification from main-
stream media channels and trending topics, opening up Barton’s posts and views to a
larger audience. Aside from tweets directly sent by Barton or media outlets, all other
tweets are paraphrased to avoid identification of users.

Regarding research ethics, the study drew upon public social media data and does not
draw attention to any individual users that are not already in the public domain. Ethical
approval was granted from the University of Hull (reference: FBLP-24-25-029).

Thematic analysis

Our study drew inspiration from Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase approach which
involved: (1) familiarisation with the data; (2) generating initial codes; (3) searching
for themes; (4) reviewing themes; (5) defining and naming themes; and (6) producing
a final report. Two coders individually examined the data (familiarisation), using
NVivo. These coders then worked together to analyse a systematic random sample of
10% of each dataset listed in Table 1. Themes were derived inductively from the data
using nodes. Each dataset contained duplicates (i.e. retweets) and non-relevant
content, and a 10% sample served as a means to prevent popular retweeted content over-
saturating the thematic analysis. The analysis followed an in-depth, qualitative, and
inductive approach, with the two coders collaboratively assigning nodes. As previously
noted, this collaborative method also served to safeguard the coders’ mental well-
being, given the abusive nature of the posts. Due to the exploratory and interpretive
nature of the analysis, it was not appropriate to apply inter-coder reliability metrics.
Doing so would have undermined the depth and nuance of the qualitative interpretation.
Nevertheless, the use of a two-coder system enhanced the robustness of the analysis. Any
interpretive disagreements were escalated to the wider research team for further discus-
sion and agreement.

A collaborative coding process meant that the two coders met regularly with the
research team. This involved reviewing themes and discussing the coding process ensur-
ing a shared understanding and helping refine and improve themes. All types of posts
present in the sample were analysed and this included replies and quotes. Figure 4 visu-
alises the systematic process used in this study for analysing qualitative data, starting with
the identification of trigger events.

Following the collaborative team coding phase, the team checked for two key con-
ditions: whether code saturation had been reached and whether there were disagreements
among team members. If saturation was reached, the team moved forward with theme
identification and refinement. In cases where disagreements arose, an independent
coder was consulted to resolve these issues. Regular team meetings provided a space
for critical self-reflection and discussion of potential biases. Once all themes were
finalised, the team proceeded with data interpretation and analysis.

Sentiment analysis

We conducted sentiment analysis using DistilBERT, a transformer-based model opti-
mised for binary (positive/negative) classification, via the Hugging Face transformers
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Figure 4. Overview of methodology and data analysis procedure.

library. A binary classification was selected because of the emotive nature of the conver-
sations, as well as media and news articles casting Barton positively or negatively. While
this binary approach does not separately categorise neutral or ambivalent posts, it was
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deemed the most effective method for capturing the primary currents of the polarised
discourse central to this study. To ensure accuracy of the classification, a representative
sample was extracted (375 posts out of the total of 15,169 machine-coded posts) to
conduct inter-coder reliability with a human-coder. This volume of posts checked was
based on a 95% confidence level and a 5% margin of error. Percentage agreement was
found to be 94.67% with k = 0.7434 (Cohen’s kappa coeflicient) which indicates substan-
tial agreement (Altman, 1990; McHugh, 2012).

Findings
Overview of users and locations

A high-level overview of the individual accounts ranked as most influential across the
three datasets are provided in Table 3.

A notable trend in the data is the strong presence of UK-based users and organisa-
tions. However, international voices were also present and trigger Events 1 and 2 gar-
nered substantial attention from established news outlets.

Understanding overall sentiment

Sentiment analysis for Trigger event 1 (Mary Earps) revealed that there were 4,014
(75.3%) negative tweets and 1,311 (24.6%) positive posts within the dataset. Trigger
event 2 (Eni Aluko) had 5546 (84.38%) negative posts and 1026 (15.61%) positive
posts. Trigger event 3 (Ava Eadson) had 3,167 (80.6%) negative posts and 761
(19.37%) positive posts within the dataset. The sentiment analysis reveals a striking
pattern of negativity across all three trigger events. The high negativity surrounding
Barton’s comments on Earps likely stems from his dismissive attitude towards her
achievements and his derogatory language, which was perceived as sexist and demeaning

Table 3. Overview of key users and locations.
Users and Location

Rank Trigger Event 1 (Mary Earps) Trigger Event 2 (Eni Aluko) Trigger Event 3 (Ava Easdon)
1 Official account of Joey Barton
(UK)
2 Official account of Piers Morgan Official account of Mirror Individual User
(UK) Football (UK) (Undisclosed Location)
3 Official account of Sky News Individual User
(UK) (UK)
4 Official account of BBC Sport (UK)  Individual User Individual User
(UK) (UK)
5 Official Account of Guardian Official account GB News (UK)  Individual User
columnist (UK) (UK)
6 Joey Barton Parody Account Individual User (UK) Official account of Metro (UK)
(Undisclosed Location)
7 Football presenter and Individual User (Undisclosed  Individual User(UK)
commentator (Australia) Location)
8 Individual User (Europe) Individual User (UK) Individual User (Undisclosed Location)
9 Ex-footballer unverified account Individual User (UK) Official account of broadcaster and social
(UK) commentator (UK)

10 Official account of Sky Sports News  Official account of Blackburn  Official account of Partick Thistle
(UK) Rovers (UK) Women's FC (UK)
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towards women’s sports more broadly. The even higher negativity in response to Barton’s
attacks on Aluko can be attributed to the particularly aggressive and personal nature of
his insults, including comparisons to notorious criminals and accusations of sexual mis-
conduct. This extreme rhetoric likely amplified the negative reactions. While still predo-
minantly negative, the sentiment surrounding the Ava Easdon event may show a slightly
lower negativity ratio due to the shift in public perception. Targeting a 17-year-old girl
potentially crossed a line for many, with even some of Barton’s previous supporters
expressing disapproval.

Opverall, Barton’s confrontational and often offensive communication style is likely a
key factor contributing to the negative sentiment. His use of insults, derogatory language,
and personal attacks naturally evoke negative responses from those who disagree with
him or find his behaviour unacceptable. The topics addressed by Barton - gender equal-
ity in sports, sexism, and homophobia - are highly sensitive and often evoke strong
emotional responses. His controversial stance on these issues would naturally generate
negativity from those who advocate for inclusivity and equality. The extensive media cov-
erage of Barton’s comments may have further amplified the negative sentiment. By high-
lighting the controversial aspects of his remarks, the media may have inadvertently
contributed to the widespread disapproval. In the context of this research, it is important
to acknowledge that the ‘negative’ sentiment encompasses a range of emotions, from
mild disapproval to outrage and anger. Further analysis should explore the different
types of negativity are expressed and their potential implications. Indeed, while the
overall sentiment is overwhelmingly negative, there may be pockets of positive sentiment
within the data, particularly from individuals who support Barton’s views or appreciate
his outspokenness.

Results of thematic analysis

To better understand the public’s reaction to Barton’s behaviour, we conducted a the-
matic analysis of the three trigger events with a focus on the emotional terms expressed
on X. Four identified themes are summarised in Table 4 and analysed in more detail
below.

Theme 1 public condemnation

Public condemnation is characterised by a strong negative evaluation and a desire to pub-
licly denounce Barton’s behaviour. This theme encompasses a range of emotional and

Table 4. Summary of themes and sub-themes.

Theme Sub-theme Sub-theme Sub-theme Sub-theme

Public Anger Disgust Disappointment Condemnation
Condemnation

Criticism and Criticism Accountability
Accountability

Intersectional Misogyny and Sexism in Football Racism Homophobia
Violence Hatred of Women

Emoji Violence Direct Threats Sexualisation and Dehumanisation and Silencing and

Objectification Bullying Intimidation
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moral responses directed towards Barton’s actions or statements. For example, some
expressed disapproval, ‘Personally I don’t think she should have won it either but that
joey Barton is a rude man’, whereas others were more outraged, ‘Barton’s behaviour is
completely unacceptable and should not be tolerated’. This theme was broken down
into several sub-themes including the following:

Anger: This emotion is often expressed through strong language, expletives, or
demands for punishment. Users focus on their feelings of rage, frustration, and indigna-
tion towards Barton’s actions. Intensifiers like ‘absolutely’ and ‘extremely’ emphasised
the depth of public disapproval. Examples included statements such as:

“Barton is a disgrace! He should be banned from the sport!”
“Barton is worst! He needs to get lost!!”
“Barton needs to shut his mouth!!”

Interestingly, some users employed sarcasm, using positive terms ironically to convey
their strong negative feelings. Examples include:

“It’s great that he played 10mins for England in a 1-0 loss to Spain, but I don’t think that
qualifies him as being the font of all football wisdom. He should stop complaining and
enjoy his retirement”.

“It’s amazing that Joey Barton who has played like 15 minutes of international football feels
qualified to speak about England International who has made 47 appearances. He should
only talk about what he knows”

Disgust: This emotion is conveyed through descriptions of revulsion or contempt.
Users might express their feelings of being sickened or appalled by Barton’s behaviour.
Examples included:

“Barton’s comments are sickening. How can he say such things?”
“To mock a young girl like that — shame on Barton and his followers”
“Barton is disgusting — shouldn’t be anywhere near football again”

Disappointment: This emotion indicates a sense of sadness, disillusionment, or
betrayal. Users might express their disappointment in Barton, particularly if they were
previously a fan or admirer.

Examples included:

“This is so disappointing. I used to agree with him on some points”.
“Very sad that in this day and age people are targeting peoples race and gender”

“Very sad to see people jump on the bandwagon and attack the England Women’s team due
to Joey Barton”

Condemnation: This goes beyond emotional expression to a moral evaluation of
Barton’s behaviour. Users explicitly state their belief that Barton’s actions are wrong,
immoral, or unacceptable.

Examples included:
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“There is absolutely no place for this in today’s society”
“Joey Barton should just be quiet. Permanently”
“Football is for everyone including girls — Joey Barton is well out of order”

Public Condemnation is a collective expression of outrage and disapproval towards
Barton, rooted in strong negative emotions and moral judgments. Interestingly some
men took it upon themselves to apologise for Joey Barton and his supporters on behalf
of mankind to show that not all men agree with these sentiments. Examples include:

“On behalf of almost all men I apologise to females for the sad excuse of a man that is Joey
Barton (better known as twatface)”

This indicates a sense of collective responsibility felt on behalf of their gender and a
heightened need to condemn these views. This extended to users condemning the
people agreeing with Barton, for example:

“If you validated Joey Barton’s misogyny, and you don’t now feel at least partly responsible
for him thinking it’s okay to publicly humiliate a 17 year old girl on Twitter — then you aren’t
just part of the problem, you ARE the problem”

Theme 2: criticism and accountability

Criticism and Accountability focuses on the specific content of the posts rather than the
emotional response. It examines how users articulate their disapproval of Barton’s
actions and how they call for consequences or changes.

Criticism: This involves a direct and specific critique of Barton’s comments or actions.
It goes beyond general condemnation and focuses on elements of his behaviour that are
considered problematic. Examples included:

“Barton’s comments were unacceptable and disrespectful to women”
“Joey Barton shouldn’t be anywhere near a job in football. He’s a stain on the game”

“Today I've muted Joey Barton. Simply because his constant inarticulate, ill-informed and
uneducated womens’ football onslaught is boring now. Just mute Barton #joeybarton
#blockbarton”

Accountability: Some users stated that Barton was responsible for encouraging sexist
views, for example “Joey Barton bears a lot of responsibility — his recent narrative
seems to be enabling, facilitating, and normalising these kinds of attitudes”.

In this context accountability refers to the specific actions or consequences users
demand or propose in response to Barton’s behaviour. It involves calls for action, respon-
sibility, or repercussions. Appendix A provides an overview of the forms of accountabil-
ity alongside examples from our data.

While criticism often overlaps with condemnation, it is more specific in its focus on particu-
lar aspects of Barton’s behaviour. When people criticised and condemned Barton’s posts, it
often prompted others to comment, defending Barton and insulting the people that were
trying to take accountability. This usually took the form of offensive language, for
example: “You woke Tit”. This suggests that the controversial social media posts incensed
further discord and violence online.
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Theme 3: intersectional violence

This classification aims to identify the broader context and consequences of Barton’s
actions beyond the immediate public condemnation. It explores how his behaviour
relates to larger societal issues and potential impacts on marginalised groups. This
theme recognises that violence against women (GBV) often intersects with other
forms of discrimination, such as racism and homophobia. By examining the posts,
researchers can identify if Barton’s actions or the public’s response to them reveal
these overlapping forms of oppression.

Misogyny and Hatred of Women: This sub-theme focuses on the underlying sexist
attitudes that may have motivated Barton’s actions or the public’s response. It involves
identifying explicit or implicit expressions of misogyny in the posts. Examples include:

1

“Look at this women ... stick to showing us your breasts and don’t try to think
“Haven’t you got a husband that needs his washing done?”
“A bloody woman?”

“Refereeing a premier league match, who the bloody hell does she think she is? Isn’t there
some washing and dishes to do at home?”

This demonstrates how social media enables rapid dissemination and normalisation of
misogynistic language, especially when algorithmic amplification favours engagement
over ethics.

Sexism in Football: This sub-theme investigates how Barton’s behaviour reflects or
reinforces broader issues of sexism within football. It examines the role of gender stereo-
types and power imbalances in the football industry. Examples include:

“I love women, always have, always will. I don’t like many commentating on Football”

“Broadcasters should give options to pick men or women commentary and release the
viewing figures”

“Woman’s football is actually so unwatchable”

“Joey Barton is 100% right. Women should NOT be allowed to talk on men’s football. Only
woke lefties think otherwise. WITH EQUALITY YOU LOSE QUALITY”

This shows how social media serves as a conduit for reinforcing sexist tropes.

Racism: This sub-theme looks for evidence of racist language, stereotypes, or attitudes
in the posts, either from Barton or from the public. It includes identifying any instances
of racial slurs or discriminatory comments. Examples include:

“Eniola Aluko playing the victim & race card ... Barton is bang on.”
“People should be hired based on ability not for diversity”.
“pulling the race card”

“she only got her punditry role due to “diversity quotas

This demonstrates that Barton’s attack on Eni Aluko and many of his supporters’
responses were not just sexist but was racialised as well. This case reveals how misogyny
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intersects with racism, especially when Black women are targeted. The attacks on Eni
Aluko were illustrative of misogynoir, where racist and sexist tropes were blended. Com-
ments questioned her professional competence, which is a common misogynistic tactic,
and framed her as an ‘aggressive’ or ‘uppity’ Black woman, invoking harmful racist
stereotypes. For example, the claim that she was playing victim and race cards is a
common strategy used to delegitimise the experiences of racism faced by Black women.

Homophobic language: This sub-theme focuses on identifying homophobic language
in the posts. It includes any instances of homophobic slurs or discriminatory comments.
Examples include:

“Massive backlash after Barton claims a popular newspaper is ‘gay’, the Gay community said
to be making a big fuss.”

“Barton and his gay followers can get lost”
“They went and brought ladies looking like men to please all sides”
“Give it a rest, Barton is not going to suck you off!”

These were comments left by both supporters and those against Barton that will have
been using homophobic language. In summary, the abuse following Barton’s posts was
rarely limited to a single axis of identity. This theme demonstrates that the violence
was intentionally intersectional. Barton deliberately layers misogyny with racism, homo-
phobia, and sexism with cultural and social masculine tropes concerning sports and foot-
ball to drive home the superiority of men in the game.

Theme 4: emoji violence

This classification explored the use of emojis to convey violent or hostile messages.
Barton himself made use of the crying with laughter and snowflake emojis to silence
and mock his critics and used emojis to incite violence. Emojis were also present in
the escalation of negative comments from other users. Emojis amplify negative senti-
ments and sometimes offer alternative meanings to what the emoji was originally
meant to symbolise. Given the often-inflammatory nature of Joey Barton’s posts and
the prevalence of online misogyny, certain emoji patterns emerged as indicators of vio-
lence against women.
The first set of emoji patterns were related to direct threats and included:

o Combinations of emojis like & (knife), #B (gun), and @ (bomb) with female-identi-
fying emojis or gendered insults.

o Emojis representing violence or harm (e.g. 3, () combined with threats or insults
directed at women.

The second set of emoji patterns were related to sexualisation and objectification and
consisted of:

o Emojis associated with sexual content (e.g. O, I§) used in conjunction with deroga-
tory comments about women.
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e Female-identifying emojis used in a sexually suggestive or objectifying manner (e.g.

2 8).

The third set of emoji patterns were based on dehumanisation and bullying and
included:

» Emojis representing animals (e.g. %3, £}) used to dehumanise women.
 Emojis signifying the strength of feeling of negative emotions (e.g. &), &) combined
with insults or derogatory comments targeting women.

The fourth set of emoji patterns were related to silencing and intimidation and
included the following:

» Emojis indicating silencing or shushing (e.g. () used to suppress women’s voices.
o Emojis representing fear or anxiety (e.g. @), €9)) combined with threats or insults.

The thematic analysis provides an understanding of the emotional and discursive
landscape surrounding the public response to Barton’s actions. The prevalence of
anger, disgust, and contempt, coupled with calls for accountability, underscores the
depth of public disapproval. The emergence of themes related to wider societal issues,
such as misogyny and sexism, highlights the incident’s role as a catalyst for broader con-
versations highlighting the often polarised landscape afforded on social media platforms
such as X.

The incorporation of emoji analysis further illuminates the complex and often insi-
dious nature of online abuse. The emojis serve to add further gravitas to the strength
of feelings evoked and draw more attention to the specific sentiments expressed in the
social media posts, such as shock (&) and anger (&) at recognition of women in foot-
ball, as well as the poo emoji (&) to emphasise how poor they find the quality of women’s
football/football punditry. The strategic use of these digital symbols to amplify threats,
dehumanise, and create hostile environments underscores the urgent need for effective
countermeasures. Emoji violence shows the complexity of policing online platforms if
there is not a nuanced understanding of how emojis can be a symbolic form of violence
online that might not be captured in the same way that language may be processed and
filtered.

Online gender-based violence manifests in diverse ways, encompassing not only text-
based forms like user comments and tagged data but also visual elements such as images,
videos, and memes. For example, Barton repeatedly uses the snowflake emoji. A
‘snowflake’ is slang used as an insulting way of referring to someone who is too easily
upset and offended (see Alyeksyeyeva, 2017). Barton also uses the aubergine emoji (com-
monly used to symbolise a penis) to refer to female pundits sleeping their way to the top.

As Williams and Tzani (2024) note, the language used online plays a major role in
radicalisation and shapes perceptions. In this case, online discourse can frame male iden-
tities as under threat, while simultaneously dehumanising and vilifying women. These
findings align with the broader discussion of online gender-based violence in the
context of football. The case of Barton serves as a stark example of the challenges
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faced by women in the sport, with online harassment as a significant barrier to partici-
pation and equality. The next section will consider the implications of these findings,
examining the role of social media platforms, the need for legal and policy changes,
and the importance of fostering a culture of respect and equality in sports.

Discussion

Each trigger event began with a single post from Barton on X that quickly escalated into a
wider conversation, demonstrating the unapologetic abuse of women in the football
community. In these exchanges, Barton positioned himself as an ‘expert’ whose
primary aim was undermining women’s presence in football in any capacity. We selected
case studies from the most visible and engaged content on Barton’s X profile. Our
findings highlight how Barton provokes X users to react to his posts by invoking
social and cultural identities. He frequently leverages these identifiers to assert that
women are unfit for any role within the football industry. Barton strategically utilises
these factors to exclude women from football, evidenced by his selective depictions
and emphases. The online response to Barton’s actions was swift and enduring. Conver-
sations directly challenged Barton’s views, extending beyond the initial platform (X), dis-
seminating across various social media and traditional media spaces. This widespread
discussion underscores the pervasiveness of concerns regarding Barton’s role as an
abuser. However, Barton’s views on women in football also became the starting point
for people to express their disgust at expected societal norms on inclusion, often referred
to as an “anti-woke” agenda. For example, “#joeybarton speaks the truth. Woke box
ticking sc** are destroying the world”.

We also saw users engaging in a broader analysis of the cultural landscape within foot-
ball, particularly regarding its history of racism and homophobia. This highlights the
potential for such incidents, or trigger points, to spark conversations that extend
beyond the immediate issue of gender-based violence. It is not gender in isolation it is
about the intersection of gender, race, sexuality, professional status and age in
multiplicity.

Our findings highlight the critical role of emotional amplification in the spread of
violent rhetoric and reactions and the role that emojis play in the communication of
strong emotions. Research indicates that people pay more attention to visual images
than they do text online (Boardman & McCormick, 2023) and our qualitative analysis
of the social media posts indicates that the same could be true of posts containing
emojis, as they garnered more likes and comments, thereby fuelling the spread of
gender-based violence. While emotions drive engagement, they can also hinder critical
thinking, making it crucial to understand how emotional cues on social media
influence information processing when developing counter-messaging strategies.

This exchange illustrates how online gender-based violence spreads rapidly and per-
sists on platforms like X. Our findings align with Fenton et al.’s (2023) work on TikTok,
confirming the cross-platform nature of this abuse. However, our research also reveals a
stronger emphasis on intersectional identities, particularly race, in the context of football
discourse, which may be attributed to the specific demographics of the platform or the
nature of the sport itself. The comments directed at Eni Aluko range from personal
attacks to undermining her professional qualifications, highlighting the prevalence of
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sexist attitudes within the industry. The reports that Aluko fled the country due to safety
concerns underscores the severity of online abuse, highlighting real-world consequences
for female professionals. The violence targeting Aluko specifically brings to life the com-
plexity of layered, intersectional comments online, confirming the findings of Kavanagh
et al. (2019) that such violence victimises entire groups, not just the individual. Barton’s
remarks provide a stark case study of ‘misogynoir’ (Bailey & Trudy, 2018), and our
findings demonstrate how a high-profile influencer can weaponise it to incite networked
abuse.

The comments from Barton bring to the forefront misogynoir and the blending of
racism and sexism together in a way to cause harm (Bailey & Trudy, 2018; Kwarteng
et al., 2022). For instance, the specific language used to attack Aluko often combined
racist stereotypes with sexist slurs, portraying her as both an incompetent woman and
an ‘other’ within the predominantly white football establishment. This unique combi-
nation of oppressions amplified the harm and created a particularly hostile online
environment. This is consistent with the theoretical framework of Misogynoir, where
black women experience unique oppression.

This incident serves as a microcosm of the broader issue, where online platforms
become acceptable spaces for harassment and intimidation aimed at silencing
women’s voices, roles and responsibilities, and visibility in football. This case encapsu-
lates key elements of online gender-based violence as targeted attacks, intersectional dis-
crimination, and content amplification and offering insight into the mechanisms that
drive such abuse. The speed at which the abuse spread, and the vehemence of the
attacks, mirror trends seen in wider online abuse research. Further research is needed
to explore the diverse motivations of these individuals and their role in perpetuating
online abuse. Recognising these differences is essential for tailoring debunking messages
and communication strategies. While often perceived as democratic forums, social media
platforms frequently amplify violence against women in football. In these contexts,
gender reinforces traditional boundaries between men and women’s experiences,
leading to targeted attacks and further marginalisation of women within both the
sport and the broader football community. Additionally, intersectional identities are
brought to the forefront, exacerbating the impact of these attacks — particularly age
and race.

Conclusion

The reach of a controversial social media figure like Barton highlights the importance of
these case studies for online safety and sports communities. Our observations offer valu-
able insights into protecting and advocating for women in sports, particularly online.
Understanding how individuals with attitudes justifying violence or aggression become
risk factors for online abuse is crucial for developing effective mitigation strategies. In
the context of football, exposure to online abuse content, or even engagement with
such individuals, can create an abusive environment with negative effects. It could be per-
ceived as implicit acceptance of violence within the sport, especially for targeted individ-
uals. This highlights the need for further exploration of online abusers’ tactics, the
psychological impact of targeting on victims, and strategies to identify and address
such behaviour. It also requires the implementation of robust measures to prevent and
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address gender-based violence within their communities. Finally, sports organisations
also need to play a role in the development of comprehensive policies and resources
that foster a culture of inclusion and safety for women in sports, both online and offline.

The case of Joey Barton serves as a stark reminder of the work that remains to be done
in creating a safer and more equitable digital landscape through robust and effective
moderation. By understanding the mechanisms through which online abuse operates,
we can develop more effective strategies for prevention, intervention, and support for
victims. This requires a collaborative effort involving policymakers, technology compa-
nies, sports organisations, and civil society. Ultimately, the goal is to create a digital
environment where everyone can participate fully and safely, regardless of their
gender, race, sexual orientation, age, or other intersecting aspects of their identity. A
comprehensive understanding of the public’s response to controversial figures
demands a critical examination of both the content of the messages and the underlying
mechanisms that shape online discourse. By acknowledging the limitations of social
media as a tool for social change and recognising the potential for unintended conse-
quences, we can work towards developing more effective strategies for addressing
complex social issues.

This study offers a preliminary exploration of online gender-based violence in the
context of football, focusing on the case of Joey Barton. Several limitations warrant con-
sideration. Firstly, the research is primarily based on publicly available data from a single
social media platform, potentially limiting the scope of analysis. Other platforms may
exhibit different patterns of harassment, for instance, Kearns et al. (2023) identify the
prevalence of online hate across multiple platforms in sporting contexts. Secondly, the
focus on a single high-profile individual, while illustrative, may not fully capture the
experiences of women in other areas of the sport.

Future research could expand the analysis to include a wider range of athletes and
sports, allowing for comparative analysis and the identification of broader trends.
Additionally, in-depth interviews with female athletes and sport journalists could
provide rich qualitative data on the impact of online harassment. Exploring the role of
platform algorithms in amplifying or suppressing abusive content is another avenue
for future research. Ultimately, a comprehensive understanding of online gender-
based violence in sport requires a multidisciplinary approach that incorporates insights
from sociology, psychology, media studies, and law.

Future research should explore how cultural values and norms interact with emotional
responses to misinformation. Further research should also be undertaken to understand
the alternative meanings of emojis, with particular regard to gender violence and emoji
violence. By developing a deeper understanding of these dynamics, we can create more
effective interventions to combat the spread of violence against women. Future work
could also seek to explore the relationship between online abuse and offline discrimi-
nation by sourcing data through anti-discrimination charities such as Kick It Out who
are a leading anti-discrimination organisation within football.

Despite the limitations noted above, this study makes significant contribution provid-
ing a fine-grained, intersectional analysis of networked misogyny within sport. Dissecting
the Trigger Events instigated by a high-profile individual, we have demonstrated how
specific platforms like X have been weaponised to incite gender-based violence, blending
misogyny with racism and homophobia. The identification of ‘emoji violence’ as a
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distinct theme offers a novel lens for understanding how symbolic (predominantly
visual) language contributes to online harm. Ultimately, this research provides critical
insight into the mechanisms of digital misogyny and underscores the urgent need for
greater accountability from platforms, sports organisations and public figures to
protect women in sport.
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