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ABSTRACT

Though still of concern, racist abuse within the UK’s football (soccer)
stadiums has declined. However, with the increasing significance of
digital leisure in people’s lives, there is now a large amount of abuse
related to football that is expressed through social media. Digital
communities provide both the means of consuming leisure (watching
football) and “talking” about it with whoever will “listen” Here we
examine the social architecture of networks on Twitter as they
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emerged in response to two incidents in 2020. To do this, we adopt network analysis

Social Network Analysis to reveal the prosumption networks that form
around key “users.” Our article offers empirical insights into racial dig-
ital leisure, addresses what action is needed from sporting organiza-
tions and media platforms, and suggests avenues for future research.

Introduction

Racism' in football (soccer) is well documented from accounts of lived experience
(Kopczyk & Walker-Khan, n.d.; Moran, 2000) and public displays, either from people
in the stands or from users on social media platforms (McGregor, 2021; Russell, 2021).
In the United Kingdom (UK), more outrage has focused on incidents “over there” in
other countries, like Spain, Russia and Bulgaria (McNulty, 2019), rather than here in
the UK. This downplaying of home grown expressions of racism reflects a very narrow
understanding of racism, overlooking differential treatment and a lack of opportunity
to assume positions of responsibility in clubs and leagues, never mind the casual
racism encountered daily by people in the UK. As the internet continues to shift
people’s sense of time and space—reframing their leisure (Pang, 2021)—English football
is currently grappling with online racism.
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Even before the Covid-19 pandemic threw greater emphasis on digital technologies
as a leisure environment (Bond et al., 2021; Lashua et al., 2021) and emptied stadia,
it had become clear that racists were taking to social media to voice their abuse
(MacInnes, 2019). For example, a recent survey by the Professional Footballers’
Association, of 44 high-profile footballers, is noteworthy here as they reported that
43% of Premier League players had “experienced targeted and explicitly racist abuse
on public Twitter” in the six weeks of the Premier League’s Project Restart (PFA, 2020,
p. 1). This online racism experienced by premier league players results from fans,
spectators and observers engaging in online community communications, or what
Spracklen (2015) calls “digital leisure”® Furthermore, as people (or groups, or organi-
zations) engage in this digital leisure space relatively freely and unaccountably, this
can lead to hate, abuse and mistreatment of others (Kavanagh et al., 2016).

Our focus here is on Twitter (now rebranded as X), where users (people, groups
or organizations) publicly engage in dialogue/conversations, which are prosumed. By
this we mean that users are both producers and consumers of information and content
(Bond et al., 2021, 2023) which becomes material for others to consume and
re-produce—or prosume. Thus, when the topic of conversation centers on racist sen-
timent, Twitter can become an “amplifier and manufacturer of racist discourse” or
what Matamoros-Ferndndez (2017, p. 930) calls “platformed racism.

Our study coincided with the global outcry following the murder of George Floyd
by Minneapolis police in May 2020, which sparked the #BlackLivesMatter movement.
When Premier League matches resumed after the COVID-19 break, the league responded
to pressure from club captains and the Professional Footballers’ Association by showing
solidarity against racism (Sky Sports, 2020). Players’ names on shirts were replaced
with “Black Lives Matter” for 12 matches, and teams began “taking a knee” before
games (The Guardian, 2020). Despite some fan booing, a PFA report later showed
overwhelming player support for continuing this gesture, though there was a backlash
from far-right groups, including under the slogan “White Lives Matter” (BBC, 2020).
The “White Lives Matter” slogan represents a racist response to the Black Lives Matter
movement originating in the United States of America, whose focus is “dedicated to
promotion of the white race..” (SPLC, n.d.). The #WhiteLivesMatter slogan and its
meaning were adopted by the British Patriotic Alternative Group, who are considered
to be “...a white nationalist group who engage in street level activity against a number
of themes including anti-immigration, anti-LGBT+ and anti-multiculturalism issues”
by the National Police Coordination Center (NPCC) in the UK (NPCC, 2023, p. 6.)
and described as “Britain’s largest far-right white supremacist movement” (Kendix, 2023).

Our contribution is two-fold. First, we provide insight into how conversations about
race in UK football are structured, specifically within the Twitter platform. Second,
we frame racism on digital platforms as prosumed digital leisure networks, blending
theories of leisure, networks and prosumption to offer a broader theoretical basis to
study digital leisure.

Digital leisure, prosumption and networks

Except for a small minority, modern society is increasingly digital (Lupton, 2014),
creating digital communities through technological advancements, specifically Web 2.0
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(Castells, 2011, 2015). Commonly, Web 2.0 refers to applications that share a
user-generated production function as users become active producers (Lai & To, 2015;
Orenga-Rogla & Chalmeta, 2016). For example, popular Web 2.0 applications like
Twitter, Facebook (now Meta), Instagram, Snapchat, Tik Tok, Pinterest, among many
others, all require users to produce content for others to consume, otherwise they
have no product offering. Therefore, Web 2.0 applications rely on a user becoming
producer as well as consumer, mostly occurring simultaneously, which (Ritzer &
Jurgenson, 2010) term prosumption. This prosumption, creates networks of information
controlled by users’ interactions (Constantinides & Fountain, 2008; Goodchild, 2007).

These user interactions mostly reflect users’ digital leisure supported by Web 2.0
applications. As Schmalz et al. (2015, p. 20) observe, “social media sites (SMS) have
burgeoned into a popular leisure pursuit with millions of users worldwide.” This virtual
leisure space allows new, entirely different forms of computer-aided social interaction,
affording ease of access as well as the potential to assume new, personalities or iden-
tities (Matijasevic-Obradovic, 2014; Vakhitova & Reynald, 2014). However, rather than
being separate alternate spaces, the digital leisure space is an extension of the physical
intertwined with the virtual world (Kavanagh et al., 2016). Like the physical world,
leisure tastes, preferences and experiences in digital communities are developed through
micro-interactions. The difference of course being that the interactions in digital
communities are mediated through computers.

Still, the micro-interactions in both worlds are an outcome of and an antecedent to
actors’ networks. That is, the micro-interactions one engages with create a larger net-
work of interactions, which in turn leads to further micro-interactions within the larger
network (outcome). Conceptually, Granovetter (1985, 2005) termed this “embeddedness,”
relating to how social structures (networks) impact economic action and behavior
(interactions). Therefore, networks underpin the digital communities and the prosump-
tion they are built on (Bond et al., 2021, 2023).

Racialized digital leisure

Prosumed digital communities also provide an exemplar of the ambivalence in the
concept of leisure as: “on the one hand it relates to freedom, but on the other it is
also a term... that signifies permission or licence” (Blackshaw, 2010, p. 4). Essentially,
people choose how to use their time within a regulated environment. Unfortunately,
the freedom provided by digital spaces allows some people to voice their racist abuse
(Maclnnes, 2019). Using digital leisure space to engage in racist rhetoric forms plat-
formed racism whereby digital platforms amplify and manufacture the rhetoric
(Matamoros-Fernandez, 2017). The notion of platformed racism is rooted in prosump-
tion since the rhetoric is initially prosumed in the digital leisure space manufacturing
the rhetoric (Bond et al., 2021, 2023). In turn, the rhetoric also becomes embedded
within the networks of networks, meaning the sentiment becomes amplified as it
becomes (temporally at least) the norm (Granovetter, 1985, 2005). For example, when
analyzing the prominence of racism within fans’ notice boards (Cleland, 2014) con-
cluded that expressions of racism in this part of people’s leisure lives were “unlikely
to change for the foreseeable future” (p. 329). Similarly, within online fans’ forums
(Kilvington et al., 2022) found that most users condemned racist incidents and behavior
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but had a limited appreciation of what constitutes racism, which limited their ability
to recognize it. Similarly, Black et al. (2024) found Twitter became an online commu-
nication space that promoted alt-right and far-right agendas while focussing on EUFA
European Championships in 2020.

In this paper, we investigate whether there are “communities without propinquity”
where people congregate in their leisure time within social media (Calhoun, 1998)°
to manufacture and amplify racist rhetoric. In our case, these are online spaces where
people connect with others who share similar interests and hold similar values, although
they are physically distanced from each other. Following Daniels (2013, p 701) these
communities are imagined, but an “important venue for creating racial meanings”
Consequently, we see social media sites as digital leisure spaces, where racist meaning
is created through conversations stemming from the physical world.

To examine these spaces, we conducted social network analyses of two incidents:
1) responses to the English Premier League’s position on Black Lives Matter and 2)
the White Lives Matter response to the Premier League’s Black Lives Matter position.
Our concern was to answer the following research questions:

RQl: How are the user networks involving the #BlackLivesMatter and the
#WhiteLivesMatter incidents structured on Twitter?

RQ2: Which users were most influential within the #BlackLivesMatter and the
#WhiteLivesMatter incidents on Twitter?

Methods and data

Following previous research analyzing Twitter conversations, we employed social
network analysis (SNA) to analyze the overall structure of the incidents as well as
identify structurally influential users. For example, Yan et al. (2018) used SNA to
analyze student-athlete activism on Twitter, and Yan et al. (2019) used SNA to analyze
Twitter conversations of the UEFA Champions League Final. Naraine and Parent
(2016) analyzed Twitter conversation networks using SNA to identify central users
for two American sports organizations, Hambrick (2012) analyzed information spread
on Twitter for two cycling races using SNA. Bond et al. (2021, 2023) also used SNA,
as a way to identify and measure prosumption value in Twitter networks instead of
the more common influence metrics of likes, followers and retweets. We extend this
growing body of work by employing SNA to examine key elements of prosumption
and identify the structure of racialized conversations within Twitter networks related
to sports. Using the two aforementioned key moments from 2020 specifically per-
taining to racial discrimination, we used SNA to help us understand how racialized
conversations around English football are structured on Twitter. Importantly, SNA
allows us to analyze both the overall structure of, and influential users within, Twitter
conversations, thereby helping to answer our research questions. Data were gathered
and analyzed using NodeXL (Smith et al., 2010) and Gephi software (Bastian
et al., 2009)*.

In our analysis of Twitter networks, users (@userl...@user(n)) are what social net-
work analysts refer to as “vertices” or “nodes” (V), and the communications representing
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ties connecting users (relational ties) are what are referred to as “edges” (E) in SNA.
Together, nodes (V) and edges (E) form a graph (G), often written as G=(V,E).
Therefore, a network is created by nodes interacting with one another. These interac-
tions (or relational ties) can take different forms:

i.“Follows” - @Userl follows @User2;

ii. “Followed” - @User2 follows @Userl;

iii. “RepliesTo” — @Userl responds to a message posted by @User2;

iv. “Mentions” — @Userl creates a message containing but not starting with @User2;

v. “Retweet” - @Userl publicly re-shares the post of @User2 for their own
followers;

vi. “Like” - @Userl likes @User2’s post, publicly displaying their appreciation.

A “Tweet” is a message created by @Userl that does not mention another user, but
this can be “ReTweeted” or “Liked” by other Users. Therefore, connections (edges) are
directional meaning that, for example, just because @Userl likes @User2’s post, it does
not imply a relational tie between @User2 and @Userl. In SNA language this is often
written as E; € {0,1}, with E; =1 when there is a connection (like, retweet or reply)
between nodes i and j, and Eij = 0 where a connection does not exist. For our pur-
poses, we are interested in the transactional interactions of “likes” or “retweets”
between users.

Overall structure

To understand the overall structure and answer RQI, we applied the modularity algo-
rithm of Blondel et al. (2008) since it performs well with large networks and is rela-
tively less computationally heavy. In cases of high modularity the overall structure
comprises smaller, densely connected communities (or modules) with sparse connections
to other communities. Based on Granovetter’s (1985, 2005) embeddedness theory,
racialized rhetoric would be amplified more within dense communities than sparse,
loosely connected ones. Additionally, densely connected communities are a result of
higher levels of prosumption, reflecting, in our case, the manufacturing of racialized
rhetoric within digital leisure.

Himelboim et al. (2017) proposed different typologies of Twitter networks, as shown
in Figure 1. In the common hub-and-spoke star-shaped structure, only a few nodes,
often “experts,” take a central position (Park & Thelwall, 2008; Wang et al., 2010;
Welser et al., 2007). Depending on the direction of the connection, this can be clas-
sified as either “broadcast” (many nodes pointing to one or few) or “support” (one
node pointing to many), the former often representing traditional media processes
(Himelboim et al., 2017). However, the hub-and-spoke structure is not dense and
cohesive, as there is little connection between nodes, and it offers little embedded
prosumption and has little ability to manufacture or amplify racist rhetoric. In contrast,
divided or unified structures provide the most embedded prosumption since they both
have high density, which leads to embeddedness within the network (Coleman, 1990;
Granovetter, 1973). The difference between the two is that divided structures are highly
clustered, whereas unified structures are not. Thus, large modularity demonstrates a
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Figure 1. Six types of Twitter social media networks.
Source: Smith et al. (n.d.) based on Himelboim et al. (2017).

divided structure that provides more likelihood of racialized rhetoric becoming embed-
ded within people’s digital leisure space.

Measuring influential individual users

To identify influential individuals and answer RQ2, we used three prestige network
measures to assess the influence of individual users: betweenness, domain prestige,
and proximity prestige. Betweenness centrality is an indicator of prestige, referring to
the extent to which any particular user is involved in the shortest path (geodesic
distance) between two unconnected users. It provides a measure of how important
that user is to the indirect links between all other users. Thus, a user’s betweenness
centrality demonstrates how important they are for information flow throughout the
network, in this instance, the racialized rhetoric.

Since embeddedness is also about the connections of connections (Granovetter,
1985), domain prestige is also calculated. This measure reflects the proportion of nodes
interacting directly or indirectly with node v (Lin, 1999; Wasserman & Faust, 2009).
Domain prestige also captures any indirect influence gained from further prosumption
from unconnected nodes to node v. This measure is also normalized to fall between
0 and 1, reflecting the proportion of the network that points toward node v, whether
directly or indirectly.

To account for Burt’s (1992) position that connecting unconnected nodes provides
an advantage, in this case influence over the racialized rhetoric, proximity prestige
was calculated. Proximity prestige takes the domain prestige for node v and divides
it by the average geodesic distance of a node’s connections to identify its importance
in creating proximity for other nodes (Zhao et al., 2015). Again, between 0 and 1,
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the higher proximity prestige shows node v has an influential position created by the
direct prosumption of others.

Much of our analysis is concerned with the structure of the networks, and influ-
ential users. In furtherance of that we have taken our lead from the principles of
situational ethics advocated by the British Sociological Association (BSA) “that can
allow for discretion, flexibility, and innovation” (British Sociological Association, n.d.,
p- 3). On the one hand, posts on Twitter are very much in the public realm, which
is why so many politicians use them so enthusiastically, and in examining Twitter
posts we are not disclosing personal information or intruding on private exchanges.
On the other hand, the BSA is keen that research should treat the material gathered
from social media with the respect that would be afforded to other research partici-
pants. Advice from Papademas & the International Visual Sociology Association (2009)
suggests:

Confidentiality is not required with respect to observations in public places, activities con-
ducted in public, or other settings where no rules of privacy are provided by law or cus-
tom. Similarly, confidentiality is not required in the case of information available from
public records. (p.254)

Our way through this sensitive area has been to name those who clearly make it
their business to communicate their views to a wider public while anonymising those
who may simply be offering a comment in their leisure time.

Findings
Incident 1: the Premier league’s response to Black Lives Matter

When matches resumed after the first UK anti-virus lockdown and in response police
murder of George Floyd, Premier League players wore “Black Lives Matter” on the
back of their shirts in place of their surnames and took a knee before the start of
games’. This provided an opportunity to observe the resultant Twitter conversation
centering on the Black Lives Matter support within UK football. We scraped 35,060
interactions between 16,497 Twitter users, between 17 June 2020 and 26 June 2020
using the search string, “Black Lives Matter” OR “BLM” AND “Premier League” OR
“EPL” with NodeXL Pro software.

The overall structure

Figure 2 shows the overall structure of prosumption among Twitter users triggered by
the Premier League’s response to the Black Lives Matter movement. The colors rep-
resent the different “communities” that are identified through the modularity analysis.
Light grey nodes represent those not in the main community structures.

The overall structure has pockets of centralized communities with a somewhat
decentralized core, which shows these communities tend to center around individual
users: @premierleague, @bleacherreport, @bbradley_mans, @darrenplymouth, @
ukchange, @leaveeuofficial, @naahwoke. However, except for communities centered on
the @premierleague and the @bleacherreport, there is considerable interaction between
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Figure 2. Network of tweets relating to the Premier League and BLM.

the communities, creating a decentralized core, which suggests users prosume content
across communities. Therefore, this shows a structure similar to the broadcast hub-and-
spoke, with elements of a unified structure given the decentralized core (Himelboim
et al., 2017).

Influential users

Calculating the measure of betweenness gave us an indication of users’ importance in
relation to information flow through the network. The betweenness scores show the
summed geodesic distance in which the user is involved, so a high number demonstrates
the user is important within the structure. Unsurprisingly, Table 1 shows the Premier
League is the most influential in terms of betweenness as this is the organization at
the center of the conversation. However, rather less expected is the users with high
influence within the network, like @leaveeuofficial, @darrenplymouth and @naahwoke,
all exhibit what we consider right-wing or racist rhetoric within their user accounts.
For example, the biography of @leaveeuofficial has the title, “Continuing the fight for
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Table 1. Top 20 influential users based on betweenness centrality (Premier League and BLM
network).

User In-degree Out-degree Betweenness centrality
premierleague 1203 1 48839313.011
leaveeuofficial 1709 1 33729856.779
ukchange 1055 0 21438898.728
bleacherreport 812 1 17336817.427
skynews 324 4 15632437.458
darrenplymouth 694 2 12510619.466
bbradley_mans 637 1 11145528.079
naahwoke 554 3 8994453.658
independent 142 3 8981069.026
melissareddy 114 2 7659333.009
goley_harar 0 13 7312208.672
sportfire4fan 0 9 7183195.067
mich8lee 322 1 7003327.000
shawng927 255 1 5527648.630
blaiklockbp 276 1 5100740.558
prisonplanet 268 1 4971452.121
blagbonez 224 1 4929074.782
skysportspl 164 1 4633055.593

the 17.4m” (referring to the Brexit vote) with an image of a flexed bicep. This account
used football as a vehicle to challenge the anti-racism BLM movement, tweeting:

The Premier League has demanded all teams players wear shirts with “Black Lives Matter”
written on them alongside the BLM logo. The irony of the fervently capitalistic Premier
League promoting an organisation which wants to abolish capitalism is something clearly
lost on them.

The Tweet was accompanied by a photograph of players and officials taking a knee,
overprinted with: “KICK POLITICS OUT OF FOOTBALL. BLM OBJECTIVES: Abolish
the Police; Smash capitalism; Close all prisons” The headline of course parodies the
original slogan of Kick It Out: “Let’s Kick Racism Out of Football”

The user @naahwoke’s public biography on the platform contains:

Ubergammon.

Never apologise to the Wokists. Never kneel.

Stand up and have some self-respect.

“One word of truth outweighs the world.” - Solzhenitsyn

While this user did not tweet specifically within our dataset (they retweeted a tweet
from other users), they had a high level of influence. Their biography clearly shows
a negative response to the #BlackLivesMatter response within UK Football “Never
kneel. Stand up and have some self-respect” and they also shared a petition from the
@ukchange account campaigning against the Premier League’s response.

The user account @darrenplymouth is less overtly against the BLM movement,
though their updated biography reads: “Chemist | British [Flag of United Kingdom] -2021,
the year where ignorance serves evil”® This user tweeted:

Do you support the premier league promoting Black Lives Matter on the back of footbal-
ler’s shirts?
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Absolutely not. A total disgrace and a cave in to threats from a neo-Marxist mob. Whats
the problem with All Lives Matter? I will never watch Premier League!

This promulgates the common, but possibly sometimes deliberate, misunderstanding
of the phrase, “Black Lives Matter” While this tweet was subsequently deleted from
this user’s account, the prosumed interactions in response remain, supporting their
rhetoric against anti-racism action and the lasting implications of prosumption within
online spaces. One user responded: “The Premier League should ditch BLM now before
they lose too much of their precious money/supporters to fund their newly woke
players” Another wrote in response: “@SkySportsPL @SkySportsNews @premierleague
is this what you support through allowing #BLM on backs of shirts?”

While other influential users are traditional news outlets such as @independent (The
Independent newspaper) and @skysportspl, a member of parliament appears in a central
position. Conservative MP, Ben Bradley (user @bradley_mans), is critical of the BLM
movement and the Premier League’s response, claiming it is divisive and not helpful.

This incident also produced support hub-and-spoke structures around two users
with no in-degree but a higher out-degree. This means that both users @sportfire4fan
and @goley_harar are engaging with others’ conversations rather than others engaging
in their conversations, so while they have high betweenness scores (interacting with
many), they are not leading the conversation.

The prestige scores in Table 2 reinforce the right-wing user prominence and influ-
ence. @leaveeuofficial, @ukchange, @bradley_mans, @darrenplymouth and @naahwoke
are critics of the Premier League’s support for the BLM movement, and all have high
domain and prestige scores, thus central to the conversations. As there is little differ-
ence between domain and proximity prestige scores, most of the influence comes from
direct interaction, or direct prosumption.

It is clear that the Premier League’s response to BLM is entangled in the politici-
zation of sport and wider issues of nationalism in England as well as populist politics
such as those surrounding Brexit.

Incident 2: White Lives Matter Banner
On 22 June 2020, a fan of Burnley FC chartered a plane to fly over the Etihad
Stadium trailing a banner that read “White Lives Matter, Burnley” at the beginning

Table 2. Top 10 users based on domain and proximity prestige (Premier League and BLM
network).

User Domain prestige User Proximity prestige
leaveeuofficial 0.151 leaveeuofficial 0.125
ukchange 0.139 ukchange 0.093
premierleague 0.110 premierleague 0.091
blaiklockbp 0.075 bleacherreport 0.061
imasurvivor66 0.074 darrenplymouth 0.052
bleacherreport 0.061 bbradley_mans 0.050
bbradley_mans 0.059 blaiklockbp 0.042
darrenplymouth 0.057 naahwoke 0.041
naahwoke 0.050 imasurvivor66 0.036

chris_kammy 0.031 mich8lee 0.024
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of the game between Manchester City and Burnley. This was widely interpreted as
indicative of a position that seeks to excuse racism as a defence of cultural identity
(new or neo racism) and as a protest against the actions taken by footballing author-
ities and clubs in support of Black Lives Matter. Therefore, we scraped 1,494 inter-
actions between 1,382 Twitter users on 22 June 2020, using the search string, “White
Lives Matter” OR “WLM” AND “Premier League” OR “EPL” with NodeXL Pro software.

The overall structure. Figure 3 visualizes the overall structure of users’ prosumption of the
“White Lives Matter” banner incident within English football. The colors represent the
different “communities” that are identified through the modularity analysis. Light grey
nodes represent those not in the main community structures.

The overall structure conforms to the broadcast hub-and-spoke model as communities
seem to develop around single potentially influential users (Himelboim et al., 2017).
This is shown by these users having high in-degree measures and low out-degree
measures, demonstrating a traditional one-to-many media broadcast system. However,
given there are multiple, somewhat separate, communities, this also reflects a unified
structure since these communities involve dense interconnection between users within

Figure 3. Network of tweets about white lives matter banner.



12 A.J.BOND ET AL.

the community (Himelboim et al., 2017). Here, content is driven by a few users, and
is then prosumed by other contacted users creating densely connected discussion and
rhetoric.

Figure 3 shows communities generally formed around “experts” in the form of
popular media outlets and journalists such as “rogbennett,” “skynews,” “bbcsport,”
“independent,” “migueldelaney” and “talksport” However, two communities formed
around two openly right-wing users, sharing, commenting and opposing anti-racism
movements. Users “naahwoke” and “tj1969t” consistently share far-right content.
Interestingly, user @naahwoke, was also identified as an influential user concerning
the “Black Lives Matter” incident, albeit on a smaller scale.

User @naahWoke in relation to this incident, wrote the following Tweet:

BLACK PRIVILEGE: The ability to break every law in the country and still remain the
victim...

and retweeted this from @EscapeEUSlavery,

England was a much more peaceful country before:

o Mass immigration

o Multiculturalism

o Diversity

o Refugees

o Asylum seekers

o Cultural Marxism

e Political Correctness

o Muslim Council of Britain
e Momentum

e Black Lives Matter

Similarly, user @tj1969t who has a public Twitter biography which reads:

Abhor political deceit. Despise insincere politicians. Witnessed decline of MSM. Voted Brexit.
Lived through EU shambles. Against globalization. World traveller.

Their recent tweets showed a predisposition against the anti-racism movement, for
example:

Enough. I've had enough. If they want to play with race, that’s fine. I'm WHITE. I'll shop
WHITE. I'll employ WHITE. I'll vote WHITE. I'll welcome everything WHITE. If this has a
negative impact on people of colour, theyll have to deal with it, because I've had enough.

and:

Burnley Football Club don't like a White Lives Matter banner, but theyre delighted to accept
money from WHITE season ticket holders.

The first example was in response to a BBC report on a campaign to put more
pounds into Black-owned businesses, and the second was concerning a statement
from Burnley FC explaining why they disassociated themselves from the White Lives
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Table 3. Top 10 influential users based on betweenness (white lives matter’ network).

User Betweenness
rogbennett 2013525.419
naahwoke 1638507.579
skynews 1601572.223
bbcsport 1373271.258
independent 1135253.429
stirlingblue1 1046381.662
rhyso93 778506.765
migueldelaney 615044.810
tj1969t 467975.178
lemonwhisper 372495.705

Table 4. Top 10 users based on domain and proximity prestige (white lives matter network).

User Domain prestige User Proximity prestige
rogbennett 0.195 rogbennett 0.195
independent 0.119 naahwoke 0.113
migueldelaney 0.119 bbcsport 0.110
indyfootball 0.119 independent 0.079
naahwoke 0.113 migueldelaney 0.076
bbcsport 0.110 skynews 0.057
skynews 0.064 indyfootball 0.050
1969t 0.029 1969t 0.029
burnleyofficial 0.029 beinsports_fr 0.023
beinsports_fr 0.023 burnleyofficial 0.019

Matter stunt. These users are central to their discussion communities through the
prosumption of their right-wing resistance to anti-racism, influencing the rhetoric
within them.

Influential users. The journalist @RogBennet is the most central within this conversation
with the highest betweenness score. As it is the summated score of the shortest paths
for unconnected nodes to pass information, this suggests the network structure is
contingent on the prosumption of @RogBennets content. Much like @RogBennet most
of the other highly influential nodes in Table 3 are expected since they are news outlets
or journalists reporting the story. However, the two aforementioned far-right users @
naahwoke, and @tj1969t also have high betweenness scores, demonstrating their
influence in spreading far-right (racist) rhetoric via digital prosumption. It can, therefore,
be seen that in this network, individual users can be as influential as mainstream media
outlets’.

Similarly, when accounting for influence (prestige) through domain and proximity
prestige measures (direct plus indirect interactions, and direct only interactions,
respectively) individual users “naahwoke” and “tj1969t” remain in influential positions,
using English football to voice and promote far-right opposition to anti-racism (see
Table 4). This confirms that individual users beyond the mainstream media can hold
considerable influence in a digital leisure space. Identifying such users and conver-
sations is integral to dismantling harmful racial rhetoric and preventing its spread.
However, as this analysis is static, focusing on a snapshot of time, we do not know
how these virtual communities of interest developed and for how long. Moreover,
being sanguine, we should note that if these users did not exist, others might
replace them.
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Discussion

Above all, we are reminded that leisure remains an important lens through which to view,
question, debate and understand the world. (Lashua et al., 2021, p. 10)

This paper aimed to understand how the digital leisure space was structured around
two incidents: the responses to the English Premier League’s position on Black Lives
Matter and the White Lives Matter response to the Premier League’s. The results have
shown how, through the networked prosumption of far-right rhetoric, content and
users can gain structural influence in the digital leisure space (Bond et al., 2021, 2023).
In particular, our results show how, even on an open platform like Twitter, the struc-
ture of both incidents generally conforms to the traditional “broadcast” hub-and-spoke
communication structure, where many users cluster around an individual or a small
group of central users (Park & Thelwall, 2008; Wang et al., 2010; Welser et al., 2007).
Through the prosumption of racist or far-right rhetoric from these central users, these
particular incidents created a racialized communication platform similar to those
Kilvington et al. (2022) found within online football message boards. Consequently,
this finding demonstrates the manufacturing of platformed racism discussed by
Matamoros-Fernandez (2017), whereby Twitter (now X), can become an “amplifier and
manufacturer of racist discourse” (p. 930).

Seemingly, the Premier League became a legitimate enemy, allowing far-right users
to feel comfortable expressing their racist views, empirically demonstrating the “per-
mission or licence” users feel in digital leisure spaces to freely express their views,
even racially motivated rhetoric (Blackshaw, 2010, p.4). This may be explained by
digital platforms offering a leisure space granting users the potential to assume new
or true unrestricted personalities or identities (Matijasevic-Obradovic, 2014; Vakhitova
& Reynald, 2014).

Instead of relying on the standard neoclassical economic popularity metrics, we
followed Bond et al. (2021, 2023), who used social network analysis to analyze com-
munity structures and measure structural influence through position within the con-
versation network. The community detection showed distinct digital leisure communities,
with the largest communities centering on identifiably far-right user accounts. The
examples we examined demonstrate how football can often be used to propel far-right
narratives that are driven through networks and prosumed digital leisure, much like
Cleland (2014) and Kilvington et al. (2022) have shown within message boards.

By identifying users at the heart of racialized posts, social network analysis has
assisted in dissecting these prosumed Twitter conversations. The central significance
of just a few lynchpins may suggest that what we have labeled “communities” (albeit
without propinquity) are not true; indeed, they may only be transitory. Although the
users may share a common interest, they lack significant interaction with others in
the “community”; they are very different from groups of fans meeting regularly in the
pub on match days. Yes, there is democracy of access, but the echo chambers we have
identified are insufficient to form a community. This rather supports Calhoun’s (1998,
p. 374) contention that “relationships forged with the aid of electronic technology may
do more to foster ‘categorical identities’ than they do dense, multiplex, and systematic
networks of relationships” As Calhoun asserts, in these multi-user domains:
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...use remains mainly an entertainment-expressive activity, [where] commitment levels are
low, and even intense participation is episodic. Few specifically interpersonal relationships
- dyads, triads, small sub-groups - complement dispersed participation in the loose-knit
whole. (p. 380)

This lack of interpersonal relationships is well illustrated in Figures 1 and 2. This
creates denser structures around influential users, who can then lead the narrative and
norms which become embedded in the echo chamber (Granovetter, 1985, 2005, 2017).

However, just as all locations in a geographical community assume a social meaning,
so too do the positions of users in these digital leisure spaces. Even the briefest of
communications is interpreted in light of how it is positioned vis-a-vis other tweets.
Calhoun warns that in this world of “abstract categories” where direct relationships
are few and far between, identities are presumed, based largely on stereotypes.

Although we have not conducted a formal semiotic analysis, our work has clearly
shown that while there is much “casual racism” (Cleland and Cashmore, 2014) what
is published in the Twitter-sphere cannot simply be attributed to “accidental racists”
Anything but; it is used quite intentionally to hurt and to promote an agenda. Recent
high-profile cases in which elite footballers have been racially abused for events/inci-
dents on the field of play have presumably been targeted by people who follow the
game (we decline to call them fans or supporters). However, users like @naahwoke
and @tj1969t, who attract so much attention, may not be people who follow football,
but simply see football as a convenient vehicle for disseminating their racist views to
a wider audience. Just as far-right groups targeted football stadiums as potential
recruiting grounds in the 1970s and 1980s (Thomas, 2011), so they are using social
media now (Hope Not Hate, 2021).

Conclusions

This investigation has contributed to redressing the dearth of research exploring the
use of social media sites as a digital leisure time activity, bemoaned by Schmalz et al.
(2015). Against a background of growing racial abuse on social media around football
and tardiness on the part of footballing authorities and media platforms in dealing
with it, we have demonstrated how social network analysis can be used to examine
racism in the social architecture of the virtual world where an increasing amount of
people’s leisure time is spent. Following Awan and Zempi (2015) we chose to examine
what we correctly, as it turned out, identified as two incidents directly related to
anti-racism moments in 2020. We have demonstrated how conversations are structured
through prosumption, creating virtual communities of users, and the graphic repre-
sentations have aided this. As with other forms of leisure, people here tend to associate
with people of like mind, given there is little intercommunity connection. This rein-
forcing of each other’s opinion, giving repeated endorsement, appears to make real
the imagined.

We acknowledge that as an exploratory study, this has its limitations. Firstly, the
incident selection; other researchers may have chosen others. Secondly, the data col-
lection was conducted at the time of the incident, gathering data regularly over time
would allow more analysis to assess how structures develop and decay over time. Lastly,
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we only reviewed profiles of influential nodes, not all profiles. We also acknowledge
that there is something about the nature of Twitter that is likely to produce broadcast
networks. In contrast, other social media may, by their very construction, foster denser
networks with clustered structures more akin to “real world” leisure groupings. However,
this investigation has illustrated how social network analysis can be used to understand
the social architecture of exchanges conducted through social media. Our analysis has
shown the dominance of the hub-and-spoke communication model in such circumstances
and highlighted how those with established standing/recognition are well placed stra-
tegically to have their views heard. Our research to date has also suggested some avenues
for future research. One of these will be for us to follow the rise and fall of these
conversational communities to assess their decay rate. Another is to incorporate a
mixed-method approach and use in-depth qualitative analysis to offer a more critical
semiotic interpretation of the tweets that are the ties between users within such social
networks. This will help to identify the covert racial discourse that was a concern to
Love and Hughey (2015) and which might escape Al algorithms even if social media
companies are successfully pressured into being more vigilant. Indeed, the extent to
which the racist and far-right rhetoric—explicitly to covertly—within these communi-
cation communities is present only through the digital platform X and not in their
physical world is an interesting challenge for future research to address.

Notes

1. We take racism here to include “cultural racism” (othering on the basis of culture and ethnic-
ity rather than presumed genetic characteristics) and “new racism” (presented as defending
what is ours rather than attacking others).

2. See also the special issue of Leisure Sciences on digital leisure: 2018, 40(4).

In this he was revisiting the work of Melvin Webber (1963).

4. NodeXL is one of the leading software packages for collecting, analysing and visualising social
media relational data, while Gephi is the leading freely available open-source software for
visualising and analysing network data.

5. Though the Guardian noted that this was an initiative that originated not within the Premier
League itself but with club captains and the Professional Footballers’ Association: https://www.
theguardian.com/football/2020/jun/11/premier-league-shirts-to-show-support-for-blac
k-lives-matter-and-nhs-minute-silence-coronavirus

6. During the course of writing this paper it was updated again to read, “Chemist | Teacher |
[British Flag of United Kingdom] Independent Councillor Candidate #Peverell. I have NO
allegiance to anyone or any party except the people of #Plymouth. #GameOn”

7. We do not know whether “naahwoke” is an individual, multiple people or an organisation.
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