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As a first step in the project’s efforts to identify the actual needs of 
Roma communities, a qualitative study was conducted. The study 
was aimed at better understanding the hostile relationship between 
the media and Roma communities in Bulgaria by identifying its most 
prominent manifestations. The included text is an edited version of a 
more detailed report from the qualitative study and it describes the 
main channels, approaches and traits of anti-Roma narratives, myths 
and images in Bulgarian media. The study is based on qualitative data, 
gathered in two stages. The first stage includes desk research, which 
identified the most important online media channels for dissemination 
and popularization of anti- Roma hostilities and narratives.

The second phase of the study consists of focus group discussions with 
representatives of the Roma communities and aims at identifying the 
influence of anti-Roma media and online narratives and messages on 
the Roma communities themselves. 11 focus groups were conducted 
in July and August of 2020 with Roma people from 10 different 
Bulgarian locations. The focus group participants included activists, 
Roma mediators, Roma leaders, Roma youths, pupils and tutors from 
mixed and segregated schools. The focus groups were conducted with 
respondents from Lom, Montana, Septemvriitsi, Novi Pazar, Plovdiv, 
Sliven, Yambol, Vidin, Sofia, and Razlog. The participants had different 
profiles, reflecting the diversity of the Roma communities in terms of 
origin, social status, ethno-cultural and religious affiliation, levels of 
obtained education, gender, age, self-identification, language, income 
and different levels of inclusion into the micro- and macroeconomic 
processes in Bulgaria. The following analysis answers three main 
questions: What are the main characteristics of successful channels, 
spreading anti-Roma disinformation? How do anti-Roma narratives 
affect Roma communities? What is the relationship between anti-Roma 
disinformation and the attitudes of Roma people toward integration 
and autosegregation? 
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CONTEXT 
The issue of discrimination of the Roma minority in Bulgaria has been 
consistently brought to the forefront of political debate. Roma people 
have persistently been subjected to exclusion and acts of violence, 
motivated by ethnic hate (Council of Europe, 2020:11). The racist public 
and political discourses in Bulgaria have persistently been criticised 
by the European Commission against Racism and Intolerance and 
identified as one of the main drivers of persisting anti-Roma and racist 
attitudes in the country (Council of Europe, 2014:15-16). Most recently, the 
report of the Commissioner for Human Rights of the Council of Europe 
from her visit to Bulgaria in November 2019 attested to the seriousness 
of persisting racism and discrimination against minority groups in 
Bulgaria, manifested through hate crimes and the prevalence of hate 
speech, especially against the Roma community (Council of Europe, 
2020:4). Research, previously conducted by the CSD and ARC Fund11 has 
indicated that not only hate speech and hostility against Roma people 
is the most popular and commonly accepted form of exclusion from 
public and civil life, but it also causes the most active engagement from 
social media users. 

Hate speech has been encountered in mainstream media channels 
and on social media (Daskalova, 2015:2). It has been normalised through 
its frequent use by social media users, political commentators, experts, 
and even renowned and “impartial” journalists (Daskalova, 2015:2). News 
discourses in traditional print and TV media have perpetuated the 
trend of structural exclusion of the Roma minority in Bulgaria (Bahar, 
2018). The media focus in printed periodicals has developed the image 
of Bulgarian Roma around the notion of “otherness”, which relies on 
the myths of Roma criminality, inherent nature of Roma people, the 
assertion that Roma people drain the national and EU resources, and 
of the evil satanisation of particular members of the Roma minority 
(Indzhov, 2012:25-30). Roma people remain the most negatively 
represented minority group in Bulgaria (Spasov, 2017:13). 

Those identified negative media tendencies in the portrayal of the 
Roma minority in Bulgaria and their uncovered correlation with the 
discriminatory attitudes and practices are coupled with extremely low 
levels of discrimination complaints by Bulgarian Roma people2 (EU-
1. These conclusions are outlined in an unpublished report, written by the CSD. The
report has been developed for the purposes of the YouthRightOn project, funded by the
European Commission’s Internal Security Fund of Directorate-General Migration and
home affairs. The report is based upon the findings of a mixed method study of Bulgarian 
youths’ attitudes and media consumption habits in relation to trends of radicalisation.
These conclusions draw upon data, gathered through desk research, a quantitative
study (employing a detailed questionnaire) and a qualitative study (employing focus
groups).
2. Bulgarian Roma attest for the lowest number of experienced discrimination rated
“based on ethnic origin” among EU countries with only 19%. In comparison, the highest
established rates were in Portugal (61%), Greece (41%), and Croatia (42%).
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MIDIS II:29). Roma people in Bulgaria appear far less likely to either report 
cases of experienced discrimination, or identify certain behaviours as 
discriminatory towards them (EU-MIDIS II:49). This tendency could 
stem from Roma people’s established belief that “nothing would 
happen or change as a result of reporting a discrimination incident3”,3 
which indicates a systemic level of mistrust in the social cohesion and 
in governmental authorities and institutions. Furthermore, this factor 
could indicate that Roma people need to be further educated within 
their communities on how to identify and tackle discriminatory and 
hostile media against ethnic minorities. The CARE FOR TRUTH project 
tackles this particular objective through training and educating key 
change players, activists, educators and advocates from the Roma 
communities. The aspirations for a multiplier effect of spreading 
awareness and Roma empowerment is foundational to the broader 
structural process of tackling discrimination and anti-Roma attitudes 
and rhetoric.

Definitions And Concepts

The study analyses the main components and specificities of media-
disseminated anti-Roma hostility in Bulgaria. The topic is approached 
through the framework of structural antigypsyism, which consists not 
solely of individual acts of prejudice, but also includes institutionalised 
and/or covertly internalised beliefs of Roma people’s inferiority 
to ethnic Bulgarians. This report adopts five key definitions and 
concepts: antigypsyism, media hostility, hate speech, fake news, and 
disinformation.

Antigypsyism. This report adopts the working definition of 
antigypsyism, developed by the Alliance against antigypsyism, which 
defines the concept as “a historically constructed, persistent complex 
of customary racism against social groups, identified under the stigma 
“gypsy” or other related terms,  and incorporates 1) a homogenizing 
and essentializing perception and description of these groups; 2) The 
attribution of specific characteristics to them and 3) discriminating social 
constructs and violent practices that emerge against that background, 
which have a degrading and ostracizing effect, and which reproduce 
structural disadvantages” (Bulgarian Alliance Against Antigypsyism, 
2017:5).

Thus, manifestations of antigypsyism include, but are not limited to, 
hate crimes, ethnically based violence, hate speech, as well as more 
covert casual practices of using derogatory terms, offensive language 
and stigmatising practices. Antigypsyism is not solely a personal 
prejudice. It is systemic interdependence of institutional exclusion and 
3. 66% of Bulgarian Roma refer to this argument in justification of not reporting an
incident of discrimination while applying for a job (EU-MIDIS II:49).
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the practices, which legitimise and normalise it in the everyday life and 
perceptions of society. 

Media hostility. This study defines media hostility as a manifestation 
of negative narratives, based upon hostile myths and images of Roma 
people, including manifestations of prejudice (Tolsma, 2009:148). Media 
hostility is one of the observable manifestations of antigypsyism, as 
it perpetuates ethnic hostilities, through the normalisation of ethnic 
exclusion, discrimination and prejudice by narrating the finer (and 
rougher) inter-group distinctions between the majority and the minority 
into reality. Hostile media narratives reaffirm hostile everyday attitudes 
and bind them to an overarching ideology of ethnic distinction. Media 
hostility utilises the classic “us vs them” narrative of the relationship 
between the Roma minority and the majority of ethnic Bulgarians, 
where both juxtapositions are painted in extremes – one is entirely 
good and righteous and the other – entirely bad and evil.

The manifestations of media hostility against Roma people include 
publicly disseminated hate speech and fake news targeting the Roma 
minority and leading to general disinformation among both the majority 
and among the minority group and includes degrading, ridiculing, and 
offensive language, which might be normalised to serve the purpose of 
perpetuating ethnic distinctions and intolerance. 

Hate speech. The most common definition of hate speech, which has 
been employed in analysing this phenomenon in practice, comes from 
the Council of Europe and defines the notion as „all forms of expression 
which spread, incite, promote or justify racial hatred, xenophobia, 
anti-Semitism  or  other  forms  of  hatred  based  on  intolerance,  
including: intolerance  expressed through aggressive  nationalism  
and  ethnocentrism,  discrimination  and  hostility against minorities, 
migrants and people of immigrant origin“ (Council of Europe, 1997: Rec. 
No. R 97). 

In defining hate speech and identifying its manifestations, we need 
to also account for the contextual specificities of this phenomenon 
across EU states. This study considers anti-Roma hostility as a 
specific manifestation of hate speech, which pertains to the everyday 
normalisation and spread of antigypsyism.

Fake news and disinformation. For the purposes of this study, fake news 
is defined through the prism of disinformation. It consists, therefore, of 
any misleading information, inciting and drawing upon existing social 
and political prejudices, such as the institutional spread and legitimation 
of antigypsyism, which has been publicly disseminated.

Manifestations of fake news, defined along those lines, would include 
any false information, which has been disseminated by media 
outlets (regardless of whether the intent of the article was to cause 
disinformation, or if it was a result of journalistic negligence) and any 



false information, which has intentionally or just carelessly been shared 
or created by social media groups and users. 

Hate speech, fake news, and disinformation are analysed by this report 
as a constituting element of anti-Roma media hostility and the following 
sections delve deeper into this process’ specificities, manifestations and 
channels for dissemination.

The following report contributes to this goal by analysing Roma 
people’s perceptions of the media and online environment’s influence 
over their experiences of living in Bulgaria, providing a literature review 
outlines the main concepts and definitions, a discussion of results 
from a desk research, and a data analysis through focus groups with 
representatives of the Bulgarian Roma communities.
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DESK RESEARCH FINDINGS 
The following part of this report discusses the main findings of a 
conducted desk research on the topic of anti-Roma media hostility. The 
desk research includes two main components. Firstly, an observational 
study of the most prominent channels and approaches for spread of 
anti-Roma disinformation and fake news was conducted. Secondly, a 
discourse analysis of media materials and online content outlines the 
most popular anti-Roma public narratives in Bulgaria.

OBSERVATIONAL STUDY OF ONLINE CHANNELS FOR  
DISSEMINATION OF ANTI-ROMA MEDIA AND ONLINE HOSTILITY

The observed channels for online dissemination of anti-Roma hostility 
include Facebook, Blitz.bg, 24chasa.bg, NovaTV, plovdiv24.bg, rodopi24.
com, and zapernik.com.

blitz.bg

Blitz.bg is selected for an object of observation, due to the website’s 
uncontested dominance in the News and Media category of popular 
websites. It is the only news website, appearing in the top 10 of most 
visited websites in Bulgaria. Blitz.bg is also representative of a news 
website with a bad reputation, as it is infamous for its misrepresentation 
and misinformation practices (Spassov, 2017). As a news website with 
information-based content, the units of analysis, uncovered in Blitz.bg 
are news articles in written format, as well as the accompanying images, 
which visualise the narratives.

24chasa.bg

24chasa.bg is the first “highly reputable” media outlet, which appears 
in the ranking of popular websites. It is the online platform of one of the 
biggest informational periodicals in Bulgaria and has been selected for 
the observational study as representative of “serious” journalism and 
reporting. The examined units are news articles in text and images. 

„Lords Of The Air“

The Nova TV show “Gospodari na Efira” has been selected for an object of 
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the observation as a representation of the most popular satire content 
in Bulgaria. The Roma-related narratives, employed in the show, have 
been accessed through archived videos, still available on YouTube. 
Analysing the content of “Gospodari na Efira” videos on YouTube allows 
the study to incorporate an intersection of two very popular online 
media channels – Nova TV (whose online streaming platform ranks 
the highest among national TV networks, according to Similarweb) 
and YouTube (which is the second most utilised peer-to-peer online 
platform in Bulgaria). Analysing YouTube videos also allows the study 
to include a variety of formats in the online media observation, thus 
assessing text, images and video. It further improves the representation 
of communication formats, which now include informative content 
(news) and leisure content (satire shows and memes).  

plovdiv24.bg, rodopi24.com and zapernik.com

These websites emerged as particularly active and “aggressive” 
disseminators of anti-Roma hostility online, during our observation of 
Facebook activity. They have been included in the observational study 
as representative of regional media and news online platforms, which 
demonstrate outstanding levels of anti-Roma hostilities.

Facebook

Radical Facebook groups and forums as drivers of antigypsyism. The 
most popular unifying discourse of anti-Roma groups of people revolves 
around “liberalism” and its threat to the nation state.41YouthRightOn 
established a strong correlation between the passive exposure to far-
right narratives online and young people’s readiness to become involved 
in anti-Roma activities in real life.52

Political Party Facebook platforms, spreading hostile narratives. 
Political actors use their platforms to easily access like-minded 
audiences. Most of them are also politically represented (members of 
Parliament, Ministers or local government officials), and their opinions 
and statements are often covered by traditional and online media 
channels. According to a survey (Alpha research, 2020:3), in December 
2019 and January 2020, 21.6% of Bulgarians openly declared to hate 
Roma people. It illustrates that the manifestation of anti-Roma hostility 
is more concealed, institutional, and achieved through systemised 
manners, rather than through personal explicit hate and prejudice. 

4. As established by the study, conducted by the CSD and ARC Fund for the purposes of
the YouthRightOn project.
5. Such as participation in an anti-Roma protest and in a youth anti-Roma/anti-migrant
vigilante initiative, where activism readiness was measured on a scale 1-3 depending on
whether active or passive.
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Anti-Roma hostility is the most popular discriminatory attitude among 
Bulgarian youth and social media consumers.63

Entertainment-related Facebook groups and forums as ‘normalisers’ 
of anti-Roma hostility. There is an overwhelming number of Facebook 
pages mocking the “Gypsy-ness”74of Bulgarian Roma. Their role is 
mainly in the covert manifestations of antigypsyism in media and online. 
Thus, they serve as normalisers of anti-Roma hostility, by injecting those 
attitudes in “normal” communication spaces.

Five Facebook groups stand out as especially popular disseminators of 
stigmatizing content, presented for the purposes of entertainment and 
fun for outside onlookers: Laughs, Jokes and Anecdotes „Смях, шеги и 
вицове“ with 156 065 followers), Laugh to tears („Смях до сълзи“ with 40 
503 пfollowers), Laughs.bg („смях.бг“ with 35 001 followers), The Gypsy 
Idiocy („Простотията Циганска“ with 15 422 followers), and Laugh to 
the Break Point Club („Клуб смях до скъсване“ with 133 followers). It 
is important to note, that out of the five Facebook groups, only one is 
openly declared as aimed against the Roma people – “The Gypsy Idiocy”. 
A common place for all of the mentioned Facebook groups is the use 
of a “borrowed content” – videos and jokes, created and gathered from 
other sources (mostly mass media), but further shared and exchanged 
among the group members. Therefore, the role of these Facebook 
pages is not to create original content, rather they are utilized mostly 
to create connections and foster communities. These Facebook groups 
unite the community of social media users of this particular content, 
thus excluding the dreators of the jokes, as well as the objects of the 
jokes. 

The most popular source of “funny videos” ridiculing the Roma 
community and its members are the compilation videos, produced by 
the popular TV show Gospodari na Efira” (Господари на ефира) and then 
reposted by Facebook users and groups (see for example a Facebook 
post by Laughs.bg from 08.04.2014. (Smyah.bg, 2014), or the shared 
publication of Dupe TV in “The Roma Idiocy” Facebook group on the 
21.04.2020 (Dupe TV, 2020)). The TV show has been off the air since 2019. 
However, the content produced throughout its decade-long history on 
TV is still popular on social media platforms like YouTube and Facebook. 
This content is regularly reposted and shared through Facebook users, 
who elongate their public life and presence. The narratives employed 
by both the leisure content providing Facebook pages and the YouTube 
videos of Gospodari na Efira compilations centre on established and 

6. As established by the study, conducted by the CSD and ARC Fund for the purposes of
the YouthRightOn project.
7. Here and in any future references the term “Gypsy-ness” is used to indicate the
generalised perception of the “typically Roma” behaviours and traits. “Gypsy-ness” is
approached through its ideologised meaning, which has been created and supported
by public narratives and attitudes. With the term “gypsy-ness” we mark the stereotypical
perceptions against the Roma community, rather than the actual experiences and
realities of the Roma people in Bulgaria.
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popularised narratives of ridicule and dehumanisation of the Roma 
community and its members.

Online Pro-Integration Activism Space

Examples of the online pro-integration activism space as a counterpoint 
to anti-Roma narratives  are the online platforms of The Roma Standing 
Conference and websites like Marginalia.bg. These media outlets have 
been popularised and brought into public discussion by intellectuals 
(mostly journalists and University professors), thus attempting to 
establish a broader debate and to challenge the mainstream views of 
normalised antigypsyism (see. for example, Marginalia, 2020). Those 
early steps form a necessary ground for a public forum, which shifts the 
public opinion away from unproblematised anti-Roma attitudes and 
beliefs in Bulgaria. In order for those voices of pro-integration efforts to 
be sustained and grounded into a social climate, a media approach of 
acceptance and cultural tolerance needs to be fostered. 

CHANNEL SPECIFIC APPROACHES FOR SPREADING ANTI-ROMA 
DISINFORMATION  

Mainstream media relies on fake news, disinformation and stereotypical 
images, as key communication forms to normalise anti-Roma hostility, 
using already established myths and stereotypes against Roma people 
to spread the message that they are not susceptible to integration 
into the Bulgarian society, leading to the stigmatisation of the Roma 
ethnic group and is subsequently easily appropriated for political and 
sensational purposes. 

Simultaneously, they construct identifying images of Roma people and 
specific traits of Gypsy-ness, which permeate the public domain and the 
mainstream attitude toward minority groups. The specific approaches 
of mainstream media are: the fake news and stigmatisation, produced 
by online news media websites; misleading visualisations, employed by 
news media outlets; the falsely represented expertise in online news 
media; humour and sarcasm, weaponised by Facebook groups and 
forums; and the one-dimensional image of Roma people in the public 
domain as a whole. 

Online News Media Websites As Producers Of Fake News And 
Stigmatisation

Anti-Roma disinformation and hostility has been incorporated within 
traditional media narratives and storylines. Information, which fits into 
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a pattern of negative perception, is more likely to appear real to both 
journalists, who are competing for speedy updates and are therefore 
willing to compromise fact-checking for the benefit of sensationalism, 
and audiences, who are more inclined to believe (and consume) 
information, which fits easily into their already established worldview. 
Therefore, the success of fake news stories could be explained by the 
systemic and popular, deeply rooted hostility toward Roma people. 

News Articles’ Visualisation As A Component Of Fake News And 
Hostile Narratives

Fake news on Roma-people is usually published by sensationalist 
websites and social media, which often reuse staple images of Roma 
people protesting, of a group of men beating up another man, or of 
other stereotypical scenes, which have nothing to do with the actual 
occurrence, which the article is reporting (see. for example, Blitz, 2020), 
perpetrating prejudice against Roma community (see. for example, 
Percheva, 2020). It also serves a more covert purpose of linking concrete 
Roma faces to the abstract image of criminality and moral depravity. It 
also serves a more covert purpose of linking concrete Roma faces to the 
abstract image of criminality and moral depravity.  

The Faking Of Expertise In Online Media 
Publicly recognisable personalities and celebrities express their opinion 
on matters, regarding Roma people and receive a high level of public 
engagement. As celebrity faces are recognisable, audiences tend to 
trust their opinions. However, their higher public status creates an 
illusion of a more informed and valuable opinion, although they never 
possess expertise on integration and Roma-related topics. This effect is 
enhanced by the lack of actual expert opinions dealing with the topic of 
integration and Roma-related matters in news media websites.  

Humour As A Code Of Unity And Exclusion In Facebook Groups 
And Forums

The “leisure uses”85of Facebook, although rarely inciting direct action, 
influence the perception of users in implicit ways. Most importantly, 
the consumption of “a socially accepted” entertaining content could be 
defined as a mechanism for soft influence over the users’ perceptions 

8. By “leisure uses” we refer to the consumption of content, which is purely aimed at
entertaining the online user and could be considered “light content” – one that does
not incite any sort of action, does not earnestly declare itself as serving an ideological
purpose, and does not declare itself as factual or informative.
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and beliefs, achieved through the “normalisation” of the provided 
content. 

Humour and sarcasm are used as tools for reaffirming the dominating 
narratives about Roma people’s inherent cultural and moral inferiority. 
It plays with deeply rooted ideas and prejudice (such as Roma people’s 
illiteracy and inability to conduct moral labour), without naming and 
explaining the discriminatory assumptions. These discriminatory 
narratives are hostile and lead to disinformation, which exaggerate and 
stress the inherent ethnic polarisation in the country. Although they do 
not directly incite violence, hatred and discrimination, these narratives 
are harmful and contribute to structural antigypsyism in Bulgaria. 
Disinformation is achieved not particularly through presenting false 
facts (although such might be presented) or seeking to misinform 
and mislead. The disinformation, which stems from narratives, which 
exaggerate and stress the inherent ethnic polarisation in the country, 
is based upon re-establishing the norms of normality and falsely 
portraying them as juxtaposed to everything inherently Roma. Thus, 
such narratives are also hostile, although not directly inciting violence, 
hatred and discrimination. Such narratives of ridicule are harmful and 
contribute to structural antigypsyism in Bulgaria.

The Generalized Gypsy-Ness And The One-Dimensional Depiction 
Of Roma People In The  Public Domain

The general media image of Gypsy-ness is constructed by a complex 
multi-layered interdependence of specific “typically Roma” images, 
myths and clichés. These “fit” well together into a general narrative 
of Roma people’s inferiority to Bulgarians and their civil and moral 
degradation.

These descriptions (employing myths, images and clichés) serve as a 
justification and construct an image of Roma people as inferior. This 
one-dimensional image of Roma in the media allows for Roma people 
to be perceived as Roma first, and rarely as people. 

DISCOURSE ANALYSIS OF ANTI-ROMA NARRATIVES, MYTHS, 
AND IMAGES IN THE MEDIA AND ONLINE

The hostile narratives against Roma people in Bulgaria follow a steady 
trajectory of peaks and lows – both dependent upon one another in 
order to sustain and produce an overwhelming normalisation of 
antigypsyism and of individual prejudices.

The most prominent hostile anti-Roma public narratives in Bulgaria are 
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heavily employed by media and online channels in order to perpetuate 
the stereotypical images of Roma people. The most explicated anti-
Roma narratives, which have been identified in the CARE FOR TRUTH 
qualitative study are: “Roma people are criminals and deserve harsh 
punishments”, “Roma people deserve to be excluded from society, as 
they cannot fit into social norms of public decency”, “Roma people 
are morally unfit to be Bulgarian citizens”, “Roma people are the evil, 
from which Bulgarians suffer”, “The integration of Roma people in 
Bulgaria is impossible”. Each one of these narratives is associated 
with a negative image of Roma people, which is used by the media to 
normalise Bulgarian hostility against ethnic minorities, sustaining anti-
Roma hostile narratives both in media discourses and in the everyday 
perceptions of Bulgarians.

Narrative: Roma people are criminals and deserve harsh 
punishments  
This narrative is mainly based upon the portrayed inherent criminality 
of Roma people. Media coverage contributes to the construction of this 
idea, through the use of the image of Gypsy-ness as criminality and the 
myth of the inherent opposition between state authority and Roma 
people. 

The image of Gypsy-ness as criminality. The most popular topic for 
media stories, relating to Roma people, is the topic of Roma criminality. 
Bulgarian media coverage links criminality as a trait of a “universalised” 
image of Gypsy-ness. The criminalisation of the image of Roma people 
further serves the purpose of “universalising” the inherent Gypsy-ness. 
The media-represented global linkage of Roma people and Gypsy-
ness is also utilised for adding multiple layers of criminality to the 
depiction of Roma people through the demonstrated practice of its 
“internationalisation”. 

In this case, the narrative is intentionally phrased in terms of “them” 
vs “us” as a means to separate the Bulgarians from the compromised 
morality of Bulgarian Roma. Thus, Bulgarian-ness“96is opposed to 
Gypsy-ness both linguistically and representatively.

The myth of the opposition between state authority and the Roma. 
Roma people’s otherness is most successfully demonstrated through 
oppositions. One of the most popular images of opposition, which is 
often ascribed to Roma people and Roma communities is the opposition 
between Roma and State authority. 

9. Here and in any future references the term “Bulgarian-ness” is used to indicate the
ideologized patriarchal and traditional concept of how to properly experience the Bulgarian 
ethnic identity. With the term “Bulgarian-ness” we mark the publicly disseminated ideas
of what constitutes “traditional Bulgarian ethnic values”, rather than defendable actual
experiences and realities of the ethnic Bulgarians.
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Narrative: Roma people deserve to be excluded from society, as 
they cannot fit into social norms of public decency
The narrative of impossible Roma integration into the Bulgarian society 
is supported by the continuous reassertion of Roma people’s inherent 
inferiority and inability to fit into social norms. 

The image of Roma illiteracy. The main object of ridicule of Roma 
people is crafted around the demonstration of Roma people’s illiteracy 
and inability to express themselves, while interviewed by media. 
Mispronunciations and misspeaking are ridiculed to a degree as to 
not only diminish the content of the information, which the Roma 
interviewee is trying to convey, but also to dismiss any further attempt 
for voicing of opinions in a Roma accent. 

Steps need to be taken in the direction of providing a more extensive 
public participation of opinions, phrased, voiced and argued by Roma 
people. The narratives of mocking the portrayed Roma illiteracy also 
serve the purpose of presenting Roma opinions as invalid, due to their 
inherent illogicality. 

The myth of the inferiority of Roma bodies – the images of the 
Welfare queen and the Charmant Lady. The image of Roma women 
is constructed as a complex intersection of illiteracy and „unwoman-
ness”, indicating Roma people’s inability to conform to gender roles. 
The mockery of illiteracy intersects with inadequate performance of the 
role of motherhood, being presented as deprived of the natural morality 
of “womanhood”, being reduced to selfish economically motivated 
“welfare queens”10,7and using their children as tools for personal gain.  

Media makes use of sarcasm and mockery, aimed at ridiculing the 
gender identity and mannerisms of members of the Roma community, 
portraying the inherent inadequacy of Roma people to take moral 
roles. The dominating narrative of “impropriety” of the Roma bodies 
and gender performances contributes to the moral and cultural 
boundaries. Their media representation and practical application 
reaffirms the nationally accepted practices of exclusion of Roma people 
as a constituent of institutional and cultural antigypsyism.

Narrative: Roma people are morally unfit to be Bulgarian citizens
Even, when the acts of Roma people are not illegal, the media coverage 
still classifies them as inappropriate and unacceptable by presenting 
them as immoral and therefore not belonging to the pure national 
body. The linkage between Roma immorality and the inappropriate 
enactment of a Bulgarian nationality is narrated through stories 
10. The term “welfare queen” has been previously used to depict the notion of discrimination 
against African-American women, whose sole source of income is from social benefit and 
welfare (see. Bonilla-Silva, 2006).
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of Roma people’s disrespect to symbols and artefacts of national 
importance and emblems of humanity and spirituality. The narrative 
of Roma people’s immorality plays a role of depicting Roma people as 
villains and Bulgarians as victims on both material and symbolic levels.

The image of Roma as barbaric non-humans. Media narratives of 
Roma people’s otherness depend on not only presenting Roma people 
as different from Bulgarians, but also on presenting Roma people 
as evil. Thus, Roma people easily fit into the role of the villain, while 
Bulgarians are portrayed as long-suffering victims of ethnic clashes, 
both physical and ideological. Therefore, Roma poverty is villainised, 
whereas Bulgarian poverty is sanctified.

The myth of Roma bodies as public property. The de-humanisation 
of Roma people legitimises the implicit practice of media treatment of 
Roma people, as if their bodies are public property. Although in present 
times bold claims such as “Roma do not own their bodies” would 
probably only be present in extreme far-right platforms (if even there), 
the subtle acts of utilising imagery of Roma people (and especially of 
Roma women) for amusement and ridicule, demonstrate the attitude 
toward ownership and disregard of personal space and privacy. The free 
sharing of images and videos of Roma women either dancing (see. for 
example, Muzika, 2020) or in overly sexualised poses and barely clothed 
bodies and images of the faces of Roma children is indicative of the 
attitude toward regarding Roma bodies as “public property”. 

Objectification, dehumanisation, and demonisation are the most 
popular tools for enhancing the distinctions between the “us” and 
“them” group, consolidating the unity of the inter-group, reasserting the 
boundaries against the outgroup through intimidation and denigration, 
and promoting ethno-violence (Baider and Kopitowska, 2018:2).

Narrative: Roma people are the evil, from which Bulgarians suffer
The distinction between “us” and “them” is further fused with influence 
through the portrayal of “them” as the “evil wrong doer” and us as 
the “innocent victim”. The distinctions between “us” and “them” are 
elevated to the level of juxtapositions through the assignment of power 
dynamics and a narrative with a villain and a hero. This process is 
supported by the media narrative, that Roma people are the evil, from 
which Bulgarians suffer. 

The image of Roma as political sell-outs. The image of Roma people, 
as political sell-outs encompasses the belief, that Roma people 
traditionally sell their votes to the one political party, which outbids the 
others in the wake of elections. Thus, media narratives portray Roma 
people as an ignorant and not politically involved mass, inciting the 
image that corruption and improper democracy are assisted by the less 
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educated, less civically involved masses of Roma people, who sell their 
democratic rights for money and personal short-term benefits. Thus, 
they are portrayed by media not as citizens, rather as fake and unworthy 
beneficiaries of civil rights, who willingly participate in perpetuating the 
established corrupt practices in Bulgaria. 

The myth that Roma people are parasites to public funding. Apart 
from being depicted as moral parasites, who take advantage of public 
spaces, Roma people have been consistently perceived as social 
parasites, taking advantage of available civil rights. Most notably, the 
narrative of taking advantage of social benefits, has become one of 
the key arguments claiming that Roma people are social parasites, 
perceived as economic non-contributors to the well-being of the 
country and blamed for taking advantage of the achievements of tax-
paying Bulgarians.

SUMMARY OF THE FINDINGS OF THE DESK RESEARCH

The conclusions from the conducted desk research identified some 
key trends to the dissemination and influence of fake news and 
disinformation about the Roma community in Bulgaria:

• Anti-Roma media hostility cannot be limited to openly declared
hate speech and fake news. There is also the perpetuation of
stereotypical images and harmful, prejudicial narratives about the
Roma people.

• Although differently, both “renowned” and “leisure” channel for
communication and information contribute to the media hostility
against Roma people and communities in Bulgaria.

• The most prominent characteristics of the channels for anti-
Roma disinformation cannot be generalised. On the one hand,
mainstream media employs anti-Roma messages and stereotype-
based narratives in their general representation of Roma-related
topics. On the other hand, the most aggressive platforms and
channels for anti-Roma hostility employ various tactics for
misinformation and misrepresentation, such as fake news and
stigmatisation, non-relevant visualisations, the faking of
expertise of public figures, humour and sarcasm, and the one-
dimensional representation of Roma people and gypsy-ness.

• Hostile media narratives against Roma people in Bulgaria are
constructed of myths and prejudicial images, which are exploited
for the popularisation of broader narratives of antigypsyism. The
identified prejudicial narratives, discussed in detail in this report
are: “Roma people are criminals and deserve harsh punishments”,



“Roma people deserve to be excluded from society, as they cannot 
fit into social norms of public decency”, “Roma people are morally 
unfit to be Bulgarian citizens”, “Roma people are the evil, from which 
Bulgarians suffer”, “The integration of Roma people in Bulgaria is 
impossible”.

• The explicit media/public discussion of integration are
ambiguous. There are examples of polar opposites in the public
discourses: intellectuals, who lobby for a shift towards tolerance, and
intellectuals, who oppose integration, by describing it as means for
achieving the oppression of the majority.

• The implied notion of integration in media discourses draws upon
the popularisation of anti-Roma discourses and the developed
negative images and myths. The media picture of integration is one
of opposition, being illustrated as impossible, due to the inherently
non-integrational nature of Roma people.

The desk research concludes that anti-Roma media hostility has two 
manifestations. On the one hand, there is explicitly discriminatory 
content, which often includes hate speech and anti-Roma propaganda. 
On the other hand, there is an implicit use of negative stereotypical 
images and myths, which perpetuate the normalisation of anti-Roma 
attitudes.
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FOCUS GROUPS FINDINGS 
The key conclusions about Roma communities’ perceptions and 
experiences of the media and media hostility are useful to present 
insight into 1) key practices and uses of media by Roma people, 2) effects 
of fake news and disinformation on the Roma communities, and 3) to 
highlight possible future actions, to counter misinformation and anti-
Roma misrepresentations in media and online. Those main conclusions 
provide the basis of seven recommendations toward the content and 
prospective objectives of the methodological and practical manuals for 
the training of Roma activists in Bulgaria. 

MAIN INFORMATION CHANNELS USED BY 
THE ROMA COMMUNITIES

The most popular information channels among our respondents 
include various sources of information. Interestingly, respondents 
mentioned social media platforms, national TV outlets, online sources 
of leisure content, as well as some highly renowned media channels, 
which employ complex political analyses and represent an alternative 
to the easily digestible “yellow websites“11.1

Social Media And Facebook
Facebook stood out as the most popular source of information among 
our respondents from the Roma community, regardless of age: the 
students and youths mentioned Facebook as a main channel for spread 
of news and information, as much as more mature and established 
members of the Roma communities.

Nationally Disseminated Tv
Big media outlets are largely distrusted by the Roma communities and 
perceived as dishonest, perceived as corrupt or in service of big political 
interests, or they are ignored by Roma people altogether. National 
and big media outlets are (somewhat) popular mostly because of 
their accessibility. Those could be utilised for an awareness building 
campaign aimed at the ethnic majority, rather than the Roma minority, 
which does not feel represented or properly illustrated by neither one 
11.“Yellow websites” is a term used by one of our respondents – a Roma leader in Razlog. 
He used this self-made term in order to relate the currently popular websites in Bulgaria. 
The most important specificities of “yellow websites”, to which the respondent referred 
included short and easy to read articles, big titles and questionable information. 
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of the mainstream media channels. The video content, which Roma 
people mentioned to have used was accessed through YouTube and 
was of a recreational, rather than informative nature. 

“I mainly watch all types of videos on YouTube – mostly self-
development videos. I read such articles on Google as well.”  

(Activist, Razlog)

Analytical And Highly Reputable Sources
Alternative examples of news media, which were also mentioned (very 
rarely) by our respondents as possible channels for communication, 
included some smaller TV stations or particular websites, disseminating 
popular knowledge or leisure content. A notable exception to this trend 
was provided by a student in Sliven, who seemed to be well informed 
of the media environment in Bulgaria and provided some examples of 
media outlets, known for their political analysis and in-depth journalism:

“I guess it depends what media channels you use for information. 
If you take a look at NovaTV, bTV, about two months ago, during 

the peak [of the pandemic], when the measures were stricter, there 
were different news reports, which of course presented the Roma 

communities extremely unfavourably. (…) When it comes to media 
sources, which I suppose everyone should read, and which are ethical 

and highly objective, those would be Deutsche Welle, Free Europe, 
Capital, Dnevnik, Bivol and may be one or two more. I suppose, those 

exact media sources, which I use, they are quite objective and there 
is not the attitude of PIK, Bradva, and the rest. These are the cool and 

ethical media, which do not ethnicise any issues.”(Youth, Sliven)

However, these sources, however reputable, are not popular among 
Roma communities, due to trivial reasons, such as 1) the high language 
they employ in their articles, 2) the complex issues they discuss, and 3) 
their non-sensationalist approach to facts.

“The question of how many Roma people use those [reputable] 
sources are on point. If I had to guess, it would be less than 1%.”( 

Roma leader, Sliven)

These results indicate, that the most appropriate channels for 
challenging anti-Roma fake news and disinformation among the Roma 
communities, would mainly be online channels, including platforms, 
which share leisure content or popular knowledge (rather than only 
information and news media outlets) in an easily accessible manner.

Health Mediators As The Most Reputable Source Of Information
In all of the Roma communities, included in this study, respondents 
pointed out the health mediators’ importance and key role in spreading 
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news, informing the communities, and challenging disinformation. 
Health mediators serve a crucial role in connecting the Roma 
communities to the outside world, to the state and local institutions 
and to any and all figures of authority (which tend to be distrusted by 
people in the communities):

“We are like a small local municipality. (…) I joke that the only thing we 
do not do yet is issue passports.” (Health mediator, Novi Pazar)

Furthermore, the methods of communication, utilised by health 
mediators are very personal and exemplify the individual approach, 
where every single member of the community feels listened to, cared 
for and appreciated. For example, our health mediator respondents 
shared numerous stories of personally helping people, who were being 
discriminated against, but once represented by a mediator, were quickly 
better received by administrators in official institutions.

Health mediators are recognisable and highly revered figures in Roma 
communities. They often contribute to the creation of knowledge and 
dissemination of information. In many places they have replaced the 
media as distributers of trustworthy information and have learned to 
digest and present complex information from the source directly to 
concerned citizens:

“Most of the information, shared on Facebook by some random sites, 
is just a lie that aims to intimidate people and make them even more 

afraid. The best source of information [with regard to coronavirus] 
is the website of the Ministry of Health. We mainly inform people 

through brochures.”  
(Health mediator, Lom)

Health mediators employ potent approaches in their communication 
with members of the community, as well as with institutions. Their 
unique positionality allows them to navigate both of these social 
spheres and to mediate the relationship and communication between 
them, being well suited to identify and challenge fake news and the 
effects of disinformation and panic among Roma communities. 

Most importantly, health mediators are equipped to challenge 
disinformation and change the opinion of people in the Roma 
communities through their personal actions, arguments and 
reputation. These encounters have been successful purely because 
health mediators are highly reputable and trusted members of the 
Roma communities. Most notably this tendency has been illustrated 
by an activist in Montana through her short answer to the question “If 
you were to receive conflicting information on a certain topic, where 
Facebook says one thing, and [the health mediator in your community] 
says another, who do you trust?”:

“The health mediator! I trust her, because she is my friend!” (Activist, Montana)



20

The most efficient channels of communication and information among 
Roma communities are those, which support the non-linear model of 
communication. With all of their weaknesses, social media platforms 
allow for bigger agency of the audience – this seems to be a deciding 
factor for Roma people. Members of the Roma communities need to be 
able to personally assess the origin of the information, which reaches 
them. This is why Facebook is the most popular channel for information 
and the health mediators (judged by their personality) are the most 
trusted source of information.

Future digital literacy building campaigns and approaches should 
utilise social media as the main channel for reaching and informing 
Roma people. Any sort of community action, involving Roma people 
and aiming their empowerment or citizenship, would have no potential, 
unless it heavily incorporates Roma mediators and activists. They are 
the most appropriate target for popularisers, multipliers, educators, 
influencers or any other type of community energisers. 

MEDIA HOSTILITY – THE ROMA COMMUNITY’S PERSPECTIVES 

The media hostility against the Roma community was mostly 
considered by our respondents to be something normal, or at least in 
line with the general attitude of society. Therefore, our respondents 
did not necessarily acknowledge the vital consequences, which media 
representations have on the forming of public opinion. Rather, the 
“media problem” (although diagnosed and noted as such) was generally 
perceived as just another manifestation of the discriminative nature of 
the Bulgarian society. However, all of our respondents agreed that the 
media environment in Bulgaria is hostile against minority groups, and 
especially against the Roma minority. Our respondents believed that 
efforts to change those tendencies would only be a step in the right 
direction.

Popular Understandings Of Fake News And Disinformation
The most frequent definition of fake news and disinformation, employed 
by our respondents, was exhaustive and practical in its simplicity:

“Fake news means distortion of the truth.” (Youth, Sofia)

When confronted with the direct question “What do you think 
“fake news” means?” most respondents had an idea about such a 
phenomenon. They often provided their own explanations (such as the 
one cited above), which defined fake news and disinformation. However, 
it was a little bit more challenging for respondents to think of examples 
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of fake news, which they had themselves “fallen for” or believed in.

“To me fake news is also when they advertise a certain product for a 
particular price and then it turns out that they sell you something of 

way lower quality. I have fallen for that sham.” (Health mediator, Lom)

This demonstrates our respondents’ understanding that any lie, 
disseminated through publicly accessible channels, was fake news. But 
they could rarely think of examples of fake news. This is a meaningful 
conclusion, combined with the result that most (if not all) of the 
respondents could provide an example of hostile media articles, which 
perpetuated anti-Roma stereotypes and prejudicial narratives. Coupled, 
those two results demonstrate, that there is a disparity between Roma 
people’s understanding of what can be categorised as fake news, on the 
one hand, and the “normality” of anti-Roma media hostility in Bulgaria, 
on the other. 

This study, however, detected the respondents’ high sensitivity and very 
firm grasp on both the effects of and the manifestations of particular 
disinformation campaigns and media hostility. Most popularly, fake 
news was perceived as something, in which mostly illiterate people 
could possibly believe. Prejudicial narratives and hostile anti-Roma 
myths and images were considered to be something, in which only 
non-Roma people could believe.

Distinction Between Fake News And Disinformation
Fake news is one of the components of the hostile anti-Roma media 
environment in Bulgaria. Disinformation (the process of influencing 
people’s belief, which are based upon questionable or unfounded 
information) is one of the main effects of the hostile media environment. 
Fake news is one of the key tools, used (intentionally or unintentionally) 
to achieve the effects of disinformation. For this analysis, disinformation 
is perceived as a social process of subscribing to false beliefs and views 
of reality, while fake news is the specific units (examples) of false or 
misleading media and social media stories. 

One conclusion from this study is that simply fighting fake news would 
not be a sufficient approach in challenging the broader processes of 
disinformation in the Roma communities and in the Bulgarian society 
as a whole. However, challenging anti-Roma hostility in media and 
popular online channels (in its complex manifestations and diverse 
means for popularisation) is still considered to be the post potent 
approach to challenging disinformation and the anti-Roma social 
sentiments in Bulgaria. 
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TYPES OF DISINFORMATION AND FAKE NEWS, 
WHICH AFFECT THE ROMA COMMUNITIES

A key distinction, which came up during the analysis of the conducted 
focus groups was with regard to the intended recipient of fake news 
and disinformation. Disinformation tendencies, which concern the 
Roma communities in Bulgaria can be hereby analytically categorised 
in two main groups: disinformation about the Roma communities and 
disinformation among the Roma communities.

On the one hand, respondents testified to a trend of successful 
disinformation campaigns, which were exceptionally popular among 
members of the Roma communities and led to real-life consequences. 
Such types of media/online media hostility can be defined as 
disinformation among the Roma communities. On the other hand, 
respondents acknowledged the negative media influence of the 
stereotypical and prejudicial depiction of Roma people in mainstream 
Bulgarian media. Such types of media hostility can be defined as 
disinformation about the Roma communities.

SUCCESSFUL FAKE NEWS AND DISINFORMATION CAMPAIGNS 
AMONG THE ROMA COMMUNITIES – WHAT ARE THEY AND HOW 
TO TACKLE THEIR INFLUENCE?

The two main factors for successful disinformation campaigns among122 
the Roma communities are the wide-spread illiteracy of Roma people 
and the flawed relationship between Roma people and public authority 
(including media). A critical audience, with resources for fact checking 
is believed by our respondents to be the most potent counteraction of 
fake news and deliberate disinformation campaigns. 

Negative public opinion about this ethnic group fuels (or is fuelled by) 
the overwhelming negative attitudes of the governmental agencies 
and of society as a whole.  Interestingly, the distrust in government and 
official authority is coupled with a naivety in news, spread by Facebook 
(probably because those are perceived as more authentic). 

12. An important clarification needs to be made, with regard to the spread and nature
of these disinformation campaigns. Roma communities were not the only “victims” of
either one of the popular conspiracy theories, which were widely disseminated mostly
on social media platforms like Facebook. Members of the Bulgarian ethnic community
also believed the fake news about “COVID-19 as a sham” and the National Strategy for the 
Child.
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“COVID-19 IS FAKE!” – The distrust in authority and prevalence of 
personal experiences
In March 2020, Bulgaria became one of the first countries to impose 
strict lockdown, as early as March 13th. Strict measures were imposed 
on a national level. Bulgarians were ordered to shelter in place, with the 
small exception of leaving their homes for grocery and pharmacological 
shopping. Checkpoints were installed at the exits of towns and cities in 
order to ensure that no one is travelling out of town unnecessarily.

The coronavirus pandemic hit the Roma community particularly 
hard, due to the closure of the cities. In almost every town and city in 
Bulgaria, the Roma are segregated into neighbourhoods specifically 
designated for them, which are popularly called ‘ghettos’ by the media 
(see. for example, Dzhambazki.com, 2008). During the coronavirus 
lockdown, rumours surfaced around the spread of COVID-19 by the 
Roma communities – news media reported how the Roma are not 
complying with the pandemic measures and were leaving their homes, 
which supposedly dramatically helped the spread of the virus (see. for 
example, 24chasa.bg, 2020b). This led to the government making the 
decision to restrict the entry and exits of the “ghettos” in some of the 
cities where the spread of COVID-19 was perceived to be too high. Media 
outlets attributed this decision to Roma people’s incompliance with the 
legal measures (see. for example, Nova.bg, 2020). 

The distribution of COVID-19 related fake news, concerning Roma 
communities, was twofold. On the one hand, media outlets claimed 
that Roma people were responsible for the spread of COVID-19 (Petrov, 
2020). On the other hand, disinformation about the existence and 
nature of the virus was being distributed among members of the Roma 
communities. 

Fake news on the verge of conspiracy theories started spreading among 
the Roma community, that the virus does not exist and that it was a way 
to keep them segregated and closed off:

„Roma people were told that there is no virus and that everything 
was an elaborate plan to keep them confined in the neighbourhood.” 

(Youth, Sliven)

Overwhelmingly, our respondents testified to the fact that Roma 
people did not believe that a dangerous virus truly was out there. There 
are two main reasons for Roma people’s distrust in the news media 
and official governmental information. Firstly, Roma people have 
suffered from the anti-pandemic measures more severely, than they 
have suffered from the health-related issues of the pandemic itself. 
The predominantly Roma neighbourhoods were subjected to stricter 
measures, in comparison to other spaces in the country. Roma people 
were not allowed to leave their respective neighbourhoods (whereas 
other segments of the population were confined within the boundaries 
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of their hometowns and cities). These confinements resulted, among 
other things, in loss of employment (as Roma people were not 
allowed to go to their workplace, if it was outside of their respective 
neighbourhoods). Simultaneously, the victims of the COVID-19 virus 
were not as visible (where any occurred) and not as overwhelmingly 
distributed, as the authorities might have claimed. The anti-pandemic 
measures had more tangible negative consequences to the everyday 
reality and perceptions of Roma people, compared to the actual 
disease13.3 

The desire to come up with an interpretation (or to subscribe to one) 
that makes more sense with regard to Roma people’s lived reality and 
their personal experience emerged. By believing in the conspiracy 
theory that the virus was a sham, Roma people were making sense of 
the world through facts through a combination of wishful thinking and 
making sense of their own reality.

“It’s easier to believe in something made up, because [Roma people in 
my community] didn’t want [the ghettos in Yambol] to be closed.”  

(Health mediator, Yambol)

In order for people to be able to come up with alternative (to the 
officially provided) explanations to their current reality, there must be 
1) a disparity between the official version and the lived experience and
2) a space for re-interpretation of facts. The space for re-interpretation
of official facts emerges, when there is an overwhelming belief that the
official interpretation might not be truthful and is therefore not entirely
trustworthy. Bulgarian media (and the official authorities as a whole)
have a complex relationship with the Roma communities. As discussed
in previous sections of this report, media outlets rarely address the
interests of the Roma community favourably and usually perpetuate
the overwhelming hostility toward this particular ethnic group. These
tendencies are not overlooked by Roma people.

“We, the Roma are accused of all sorts of things (…) and this is 
why they say – everything spreads because of the Roma and their 

neighbourhoods (…) Regardless of what has happened, if someone 
has done something and he is Roma, they will always highlight 

that.”(Activist, Montana)

This flawed relationship between the Roma communities and the 
official authorities and media create an overwhelming atmosphere of 

13. Among our respondents, it was solely the health mediators, who had faced the virus
and its real dimensions face-to-face. The more popular opinion, among Roma people was 
that the virus story was a sham, mostly because they had not seen it with their own eyes.
Furthermore, the health mediators shared, that their biggest challenge in working with
the Roma communities during the pandemic was to convince people, that the threat
was actually real and that (most of the) measures were necessary (excluding the health
mediators in Montana, who were also forced to take on the duties of paramedics and
medical personnel, who were afraid to enter the Roma neighbourhoods and “out-sourced” 
the duties of initial checks and communication with potential COVID-19 patients).
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mutual distrust. The distrust in government and official media outlets 
creates more space for acceptance of alternative stories and a more 
enhanced vulnerability to the belief that ‘alternative facts’ can exist 
and be as reliable as official facts, supported by data and expertise. The 
authority of facts and expertise is undermined by the inherent distrust 
in the presumption that the government and the media are acting with 
the Roma community’s best interest in mind. This phenomenon of the 
flawed relationship between the Roma community and authority and 
media representation paves the way for efficiency and popularity of 
fake news and the success of disinformation. The Roma communities’ 
susceptibility to distribution and fake news on the issue of COVID-19 
finds its roots in the mass media portrayal of the Roma – that they are 
responsible for everything bad in society which now, in the eyes of our 
respondents has been extended to coronavirus. The consequences of 
these narratives materialise in Roma people’s adherence to alternative 
sources of information and figures of authority.

“The National Strategy for the Child aims to kidnap children for 
Norwegian gay couples” – emotional topics and irrational fears
The abovementioned example of wide-spread disinformation among 
Roma communities is not unprecedented. In fact, it could be interpreted 
as another manifestation of Roma people’s distrust in official authority 
and information sources. The conspiracy theories about the government 
intentionally acting in a manner, which excludes and discriminates 
against Roma people in Bulgaria were introduced as early as 2019. 
In 2019, the Roma community was hit by one of the biggest cases of 
disinformation and spread of fake news144вthat Bulgaria had seen. It all 
stemmed from the created National Strategy for the Child (2019-2030). 
It was drafted in 2018 and suggested amendments in the laws in favour 
of child abuse prevention and extended child protection, building upon 
the previous Strategy (National Strategy for the Child, 2008-2018).

A disinformation campaign (supported by those in favour of a more 
‘traditional family’, including one of the governmentally represented 
parties, IMRO155 (News.bg., 2019)), which gained popularity on Facebook 
in 2018/2019. According to the fake news, the new National Strategy for 
the Child was co-funded by Norway and was promoting amendments 
to the law, which would allow for the state and social services to take 
away children from their families ‘based on the Norwegian model of 
14. Тhe “wide-spread” nature of this news was illuminated by our respondents’ response
to the questions about fake news – the initial example, which they were always ready to
point out, was the case with the National Strategy for the Child.
15. As a result of this fake news campaign, the National Strategy for the Child was
withdrawn with no further explanations (https://www.eurochild.org/news/news-details/
article/bulgarias-national-strategy-for-the-child-2019-2030-withdrawn-following-
disinformation-campaigns/?no_cache=1).
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child protection’ (Ditchev, 2019). In its essence, the fake news narrative 
claimed that children could be taken away from their parents for trivial 
reasons (such as not buying a toy, for example) and then forcefully 
adopted by Norwegian same-sex couples16.6

This disinformation campaign led to a wide-spread fear that children 
will be taken away from their parents, especially from Roma parents 
who have little to no resources for counter-reaction. The fear-induced 
panic escalated in places like Sliven, where Roma people quickly picked 
their children from school before the end of the school day, so that they 
could keep them safely away from the authorities (who they believed 
were out to practically kidnap children with little or no explanation).

 “I don’t know how, but the news came to our neighbourhood and 
reached people’s attention, that some people came and took kids 

away, without the parents’ knowledge. (…) People just heard that their 
children would be taken away and panic ensued. That’s what any 

parent would do, I would do that, so would you, if you hear that you 
might lose your child. So, people just ran to the [predominantly Roma] 

schools and took their kids home.” (Activist, Sliven)

Our respondents from Sliven further elaborated, that Roma people’s 
fear of losing their children was also fuelled by a video, which had 
previously been circulating among members of the community. In this 
video, a man explains that their children will be taken away from them 
and given to Dutch families for no apparent reason (Actualno.com, 
2019). Graphic details of actual scenes of a child being taken away were 
also included.

“This all came from the media. Foreign media disseminating videos 
of children, who were taken away from their parents. The mother is 

crying, the child is having a tantrum, the police and the social services 
are just claiming the child, without consulting the parent. And our 

people, whatever they see on TV and on social media, think is going to 
happen to them as well.”(Activist, Sliven)

Fortunately, the biggest consequence of this disinformation was that 
Roma missed a few days of school. However, this occurrence illuminated 
some troubling trends, regarding the relationship between Roma 
people on the one hand, and governmental authorities and media, 
on the other. Some of our respondents used this opportunity to draw 
conclusions about the nature of this relationship:

“There was an idea to test how quickly the community can be 
mobilised. (…) It was a good experiment, which showed that people 

aren’t rational; it’s easy to manipulate people’s emotions.”  
(Student, Sliven)

16. Needless to say, that this interpretation of the text of the proposed new Strategy is not 
truthful and has no basis in facts or the actual legal adjustments proposed.
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This disinformation campaign was seemingly successful for a while, as 
parents from other cities like Karnobat, Yambol and Assenovgrad were 
thrown into panic and started withdrawing their children from school. 
This escalated and resulted in a strong police presence in the Roma 
neighbourhoods. Some of our respondents even saw an organised 
political act, behind this occurrence. According to Roma activists, 
this whole campaign was fabricated so that 1) the tensions in the 
already segregated and marginalised Roma neighbourhoods can be 
exacerbated, leading to even more negative opinions about the Roma; 
and 2) that the Roma could withdraw their children from school, thus 
aiding the ongoing narrative of Roma illiteracy and the idea that the 
Roma do not let their children attend school.

Regardless of whether this was organised group political action 
(intentional disinformation), or just an unfortunate chain of coincidences 
(fake news leading to serious consequences), this exceptional occurrence 
managed to draw upon already existent characteristics of the Roma 
communities’ vulnerabilities toward fake news and disinformation. Just 
like in the case with COVID-19 disinformation, the false information lead 
to actual consequences because it was coupled with distrust in authority 
and because the fake stories resembled a reality, which seemed to more 
accurately depict the lived experiences of Roma people .177

“It was for the better!” – Can fake news campaigns be a positive 
thing?
Social services perceived as the enemy, from whom Roma parents 
need to protect themselves, is not a new notion. The juxtaposition 
between authorities and the Roma community (exacerbated by media 
representations as demonstrated in section V.1.2. of this report) has 
always been central to the lives and livelihoods of the most marginalised 
and excluded members of society. This trend is illustrated by a story 
about overcoming fake fears through cleverly applied “positive fake 
news”: 

“I would like to share a fake news story, which [my colleague] and 
I came up with. It really was fake, but it was for the better. It must 

have been in 2006, when we started working as health mediators. 
We had a meeting with all of the general practitioners, who practice 

17. On the one hand, this reality refers to Roma people’s familiarity with cases of children
taken away from their families. Our respondents in Sliven testified that there have been
exceptional cases, when social services have taken children away from their parents, due
to neglect or other such reasons. On the other hand, there is an overwhelming feeling
that Roma children are not safe outside of their homes. Respondents in Sliven told stories 
of Roma children, who were bullied and/or physically harmed by older kids, committing
actual hate crimes, based upon ethnic hatred. Regardless of whether those stories are
true, they are imprinted in the local Roma people’s memories and perceptions of the
world, which they inhabit. More specifically, a world, where Roma children are not entirely 
safe, unless they are at home with their parents.
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in Lom. So they explained that in [one of the predominantly Roma] 
neighbourhood all of the mothers have refused to bring their children 

in for vaccines. So we go out to speak to the mothers and they 
basically explain to us, that they will not vaccinate their children, 

because vaccines are bad for children – they make them sick, 
paralised, etc. We go back the second day – we speak to them for 

hours, they still refuse to vaccinate their children. So [my colleague] 
and I are sitting in our office, wondering how to solve this issue. 

Because if a child is not vaccinated, some illnesses and diseases will 
begin to spread and so forth. So the two of us decide to basically go 

back to the neighbourhood and just lie to the people. Just create 
some fake news. So we go back to the neighbourhood and tell people: 
Listen here, people, if you do not go vaccinate your children by Friday, 

your doctors will send a note to the social services and you will no 
longer be able to get any sort of benefits. (…) A few days later we get 

calls from the general practitioners asking us: What did you guys do? 
There is a queue in front of our offices – we cannot manage the flow 

of mothers bringing their children for vaccination. So sometimes, may 
be, fake news might have a positive outcome.”(Health mediator, Lom)

This example demonstrates, that knowing the specificities of “believable 
fake stories” could be employed not only to educate people and foster 
their critical thinking, so that they no longer fall victim to disinformation. 
Knowledge about the finer details in believable “fake stories” could be 
applied to counter other fake stories. However, it is important to note, 
that once again, a key component of a successful “fake news campaign” 
is the reliance on the flawed relationship between Roma communities 
and figures of authority.

“Bill Gates is spying on us” – the fear of an invisible enemy
The fear that some foreign influence is tampering with vaccines and 
making children sick is not new. Furthermore, this negative sentiment 
against vaccines (Popovski, 2018) has been exacerbated by the COVID-
19-related conspiracy theories. The foreign or unknown enemy is a
serious threat which has been hard to tackle by the health mediators
among our respondents.

Our respondents mentioned the fake news, surrounding the conspiracy 
theory about the origin of the COVID-19 virus. More particularly, the 
fake news campaign claims, that the virus is artificially created by the 
software mogul Bill Gates (Mileva, 2020), who will then get involved in 
the development of a vaccine, through which tracking devices will be 
implanted into non-suspecting citizens. This conspiracy theory is not 
exclusively disseminated in Bulgaria, but exceptionally popular among 
Bulgarian Facebook users (Newsroom, 2020).
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„Our biggest challenge currently is that people no longer believe 
in the vaccines. They think that something bad is going to get 

transfused into their children’s blood. (…) We now need to explain to 
people, that the regular vaccines have nothing to do with the COVID. 

(…) This did come with the coronavirus. People now think that some 
chips will be injected into them. You know how Facebook is, there are 

all sorts of nonsense. And this is a problem, because some people 
believe in those things.”(Health mediator, Vidin)

This example provides an illustration of another variation of mistrusted 
authority. Here, however, the far-away evil conspirators are perceived to 
be acting on a global level. The idea that Bill Gates is trying to control the 
entire planet illustrates the notion that people have really lost control 
over their lives and have no rational explanation as to why things are 
going unexplainably bad for them.

Based upon the identified popular cases of widespread fake news 
and disinformation campaigns, we could draw the conclusion that in 
order for ‘alternative representations of the truth’ to be acceptable to 
the Roma communities, those representations need to entail Roma 
people’s inherent distrust in the government and news. These two 
vital conditions make Roma people especially susceptible to such 
conspiracy-theory-based fake news.

Fake news stories incorporate the following components:

• The sense of an imminent threat (albeit real or perceived) to some
of the fundamentally valued components of their actual everyday
reality.

• The image of a far-away and unfamiliar enemy.

• A storytelling comprehensively matching Roma people’s lived reality 
of opposition between Roma communities and the authorities/
media.

• A story which has been previously disseminated but is now activated 
to serve the purposes of disinformation. Preferably and emotionally
charged one.

The most important factors contributing to the Roma communities’ 
vulnerabilities were the high levels of illiteracy in Roma communities, 
the limited channels for information, and the low levels of affinity with 
media and digital literacy. 
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MEDIA APPROACHES FOR SPREADING DISINFORMATION ABOUT 
THE ROMA COMMUNITIES, WHICH REACH MEMBERS OF THESE 
COMMUNITIES

Anti-Roma hostility contributed to the general disinformation of non-
Roma people, through the practices of perpetuating harmful anti-Roma 
narratives in mainstream media, making popular public opinion anti-
Roma, hindering any effort of the Roma community to shift the negative 
images and myths, which lead to antigypsyism and discriminatory 
practices. There was a general sense among our respondents, that 
mainstream media and the popular public opinion was anti-Roma. 
This emotional internalisation of the normalised anti-Roma hostility in 
media (and in society) established Roma people’s sense of a general 
discriminatory media environment in Bulgaria. Thus, Roma people felt, 
that the media in the country were not working for them and with their 
best interest at heart. Rather, media and their messages were perceived 
as something, which hindered any effort of the Roma community to 
shift the negative images and myths, which lead to antigypsyism and 
discriminatory practices.

Most notably, our respondents had identified the media myths of Roma 
criminality; of the presented parasite-like nature of Roma people, living 
on benefits; of Roma people’s inherent inferiority, which leads to the 
villainisation and moral depravity of the ethnic community.

Our respondents from Roma communities described media 
hostility, the practices of fake news and disinformation as one of the 
mechanisms for exclusion of the minority groups from public life and 
debate. Furthermore, our respondents identified four tactics, which 
media channels employ in making those prejudicial arguments. These 
include ethnicisation of issues, intentional misleading, sensationalism, 
and intentional deprivation of Roma people from their voices.

The ethnicization of issues
What our respondents referred to as “ethnicisation” of certain issues, 
consists of the journalistic practice of highlighting the Roma ethnic 
background, linking the Roma people to criminality, treating them as 
“lesser than” and “inherently different” from the ethnic Bulgarians.

“[Only when Roma people have perpetrated a crime] does the issue 
get ethniciesed. Nobody raises their voice over Bulgarians conducting 

crimes. Nobody would ever say “A Bulgarian beat up an elderly 
woman”. This is just not the practice of informing the public. Whereas, 

if a Roma person had done it, nobody would miss highlighting that!” 
(Roma leader, Sliven)
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Our respondents identified a practice of “ethnicisation” of problems, 
which directly diagnoses the social condition behind all of the media 
narratives, treating Roma people as “lesser than” and “inherently 
different” from the ethnic Bulgarians.

Intentional misleading, due to corruption of the media
Roma people’s distrust in media transpired in Roma people’s 
perceptions of how media served the purposes of disinformation – 
through corruption of the particular media outlets, which intentionally 
mislead people:

“Media could challenge people’s perceptions. They could serve to 
confuse, to create false ideas. The media owners are at fault here. 

Mostly, the owners of the big media, which are known to represent 
private corporate interests and merely mention what suits them, 

rather than tell the truth. (…) People who own media are more 
resourceful than bank owners, because they can enslave two billion 

people on Earth, as we can see.” (Activist, Septemvriitsi)

This grand explanation of the inherently flawed nature of Bulgarian 
media is based in the generally negative opinion of Roma communities 
about Bulgarian media. None of our respondents had positive examples 
of mainstream media ever apologising or refuting false or negative 
statements, which they had previously made. 

Sensetionalism, based upon established prejudice
Fake news and disinformation are perceived as another example of how 
societal structures work for the benefit of the majority and achieve the 
goal of excluding the minority. Anti-Roma disinformation and fake news 
about the Roma community were often used as a political strategy to 
disperse public attention, which should otherwise have been focused 
on a political scandal or a story. 

According to our respondents, this easily achievable agreeable 
audience’s comfort was utilised by media as a divergence strategy. 
Whenever news stories emerged about high level corruption or white-
collar crime, the perceived as corrupt media would protect their 
“patrons” and shift the media attention back to the convenient villains 
– the Roma communities.

The topic of Roma criminality especially is perceived by our respondents 
as exploited for the purposes of distraction:

“When there is a problem with [a certain politician or a very 
connected businessman], whenever a news story breaks about 
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them, all of a sudden the media start to shift their gaze to the Roma 
problems: who killed whom, who stole what, who did what. The 

attention is immediately being shifted.” 
(Social worker, Novi Pazar)

Intentional deprivation of Rome people of their voices
Roma activists have noted that there has not been a proper representation 
of the diversity and variety of Roma people in media, with regard to their 
varying levels of literacy and education. Media deprive Roma people of 
their voices by obstructing diverse representation, particularly the more 
educated and literate members of the Roma communities, in order 
to perpetuate the prejudice and already established images of Roma 
people as illiterate and uneducated people.

“I have personally witnessed reporters, who have come to Roma 
communities and refused to interview me. Instead, they intentionally 

sought out people, who were not articulate in Bulgarian and could 
not properly speak to the issues at hand.”(Youth, Sofia)

Thus, media deprive Roma people of their voices by depriving them 
Roma community of diverse representation, in order to perpetuate the 
prejudice and already established images of Roma people as illiterate and 
uneducated people. Challenging the systemic issues of antigypsyism 
through an opposition of media hostility would require inclusion of 
Roma voices. Particularly those, which have been persistently left out 
of media representation and coverage – the more educated and literate 
members of the Roma communities. Neither one of our respondents felt 
like they were represented by popular media outlets, nor did they feel 
like mainstream media targeted Roma communities as an important 
component of their audiences.

EMOTIONALLY CHARGED ASPECTS OF ANTIGYPSYISM 

Real Life Discrimination And Media Hostility As Internalized 
Factors For Roma Self-Perception

Some respondents shared stories about discrimination and prejudice, 
they have encountered in real life, while others had relevant online 
experiences to share with regard to online discrimination and public 
hostility. All of our respondents had experienced discrimination and 
faced challenges to their social and economic lives, which stemmed 
from their ethnic background and how it was perceived by others.
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Direct antigypsyism and covert microagressions
Some manifestations of discrimination were perceived by respondents 
as components of normality and were not confronted. Some of our 
respondents did not challenge subtle signs of discrimination, but were 
keenly aware of such microagressions against them:

“They never say [that they think we should not get high grades, 
because we are Roma], but they look at us funny. I sense these kinds 

of things.” (Student, Lom)

Perhaps the most classic example of real-life prejudice (mentioned by 
our respondents), which had also crossed into the online realm, was 
the statement “You are not like the rest of them”.  Our respondents 
testified, that was the most common response to their attempts to 
challenge prejudice. Our respondents told stories about attempting 
to oppose the generalisations of anti-Roma myths in conversations 
with members of the majority of ethnic Bulgarians. Our respondents’ 
strategy consisted of providing a counterexample of the prejudicial 
stories, by demonstrating themselves as educated, literate, non-criminal 
and highly productive members of society. In response, Roma people’s 
arguments were refuted with the mere statement “You are not like the 
rest of them” – thus reclaiming the authority over the production of 
dominating truth and painting our respondents as an exception, rather 
than as a representation. Treating our respondents as “exceptions from 
the general rule” allowed ethnic Bulgarians to retain their prejudicial 
attitudes toward Roma people and to reconcile them with the tangible 
proof of their falseness (in the face of our respondents).

This study has found, that the inter-personal discriminatory (anti-
integrational) statements are oriented around the same sentiment 
– “Gypsy-ness is inherently bad and lesser than”. The approaches for
challenging the negative representation of Roma people online and in
media could draw upon the proposed mitigation strategies, which our
respondents had identified as potentially effective in representing the
other side in arguments and discussions:

• Sharing facts - referring to both historical accomplishments, and
to current success stories about Roma people’s contributions to
society;

• Providing positive personal examples – telling the stories and
showing the faces of successful Roma people;

• Demonstrating expertise and knowledge to challenge prejudice,
as well as fake news about the Roma – disproving disinformation
through factual counteraction, by referring to official and reputable
sources, which negate false claims and prejudicial assumptions.

Those identified mitigation strategies could be used in activism, 
in advocacy and in the development of media/online publications, 
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creating spaces where Roma people could feel safe and supported, 
and challenging the normalisation of antigypsyism.  This contribution 
to knowledge is a necessity in order to 1) create spaces, where Roma 
people could feel safe and supported and obtain more self-esteem in 
embracing ethnic background and 2) it challenges the normalisation of 
antigypsyism, which is often utilised for sensationalism and reaffirmation 
of “common sense” among members of the ethnic majority. 

The debate about integration – intergroup tensions among Roma 
people
Integration was mostly perceived by our respondents as an individual 
action:  

“Integration is not the correct word. It should be socialisation. These 
people have been here for so many years, how are you going to 

integrate them? They just need to be lead out of this capsule, this 
marginalised environment” 

(Social worker, Novi pazar)

This debate around integration was also heavily influenced by Roma 
people’s perception of the influence of the disinformation about the 
Roma community. Because of the media practice to portray integration 
as impossible due to Roma people’s inherently non-integrable nature, 
they believed that integration is solely a task to be achieved by Roma 
people themselves. The internalisation of media hostility has led to 
inherent fears that those stereotypes might actually be true (about 
certain members of the Roma community, the “marginalised”). 

However, tackling disinformation and media hostility requires 
challenging the effects which those processes have on the Roma 
community and on society and other ethnic groups about the Roma 
community. Thus, any strategies, aiming to challenge the effects of 
fake news and disinformation need to address both the disinformation 
about the Roma communities and the disinformation among the Roma 
communities. This is how antigypsyism can be challenged and tackled 
by Roma people and for Roma people. 

SUMMARY OF THE FINDINGS OF THE FOCUS GROUPS 

The main conclusions from the analysis of the data, obtained through 
conducted focus groups identified some key trends, which can be either 
challenged or utilised in the attempt to tackle fake news and anti-Roma 
disinformation in media and online:
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• In order to overcome the general media hostility and anti-Roma
disinformation, efforts need to be taken to address the results of
disinformation both in Roma communities and among members
of the majority of Bulgarians.

• The popular media and online information channels, used
by Roma people are Facebook, YouTube, Google. To a lower
extent, Roma people also inform themselves through nationally
disseminated TV networks, and some highly reputable analytical
media channels. However, mainstream media channels are
perceived mostly negatively, as they are not considered to be
working in the interest of the Roma communities.

• The most reputable channel of information among Roma people are 
the health mediators. They realise the linkage between institutions
and Roma community, they have the most influence in refuting
fake news and supporting members of the Roma communities.

• There are two distinct types of media hostility toward the Roma
community. On the one hand, there is disinformation among
the Roma communities, and on the other hand, there is media
disinformation about the Roma communities. Disinformation
among the Roma communities mostly affects their actions and
fears of real life occurrences. Disinformation about the Roma
communities mostly affect their self-esteem, emotional well-being
and their perceptions of their own place in society.

• Fake news and disinformation have an ambiguous relationship with
the Roma communities. In order to challenge media hostility and
antigypsyism, both types of disinformation need to be tackled.

• Fake news and disinformation among the Roma communities
achieve their goal of spreading panic and causing irrational
fears and actions, through playing with Roma people’s emotions
and relying upon their general distrust in official authority’s good
intentions.

• All previously identified anti-Roma hostile media narratives reach
Roma communities. Furthermore, Roma people have identified
tactics used by mainstream media to perpetuate these narratives
and their accompanying negative images and anti-Roma myths.
Those tactics are “ethnicisation” of issues, intentional misleading,
sensationalism, political strategies and intentional deprivation
of Roma people from their voices.

• Media hostility appears to have a complex effect on Roma people’s 
perception of the processes of integration and particularly Roma
people’s responsibility in achieving those processes. On the one
hand, due to media narratives, Roma people perceive integration as
a personal and individual action, which is to either be achieved on
one’s own, or not. On the other hand, autosegregation is perceived



as a harmful (also individual) practice of perpetuating marginality 
and exclusion. Autosegregation is largely perceived by Roma people 
as the only important obstacle to integration.
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The analysis of the most common myths about the Roma in Bulgaria was 
aimed to support the process of capacity building among Roma activists, 
mediators and teachers educating children in a mixed environment of 
Roma and Bulgarians, to enable them to discern and show others the 
fake news and anti-Roma disinformation that leads to ethnic tensions 
and forms negative prejudices towards Roma communities. 

An important task of the report is to provide topics for reflection on how 
Roma activists can provoke the critical thinking of the people in the 
community towards changing their behavior, which is sometimes the 
basis of myths that weed over with false information and lead to conflicts. 
They, in turn, are increasingly encapsulating Roma communities, setting 
them up against everyone outside of them, regardless of whether one 
is sympathetic or hateful. This closes the circle.

The report refers to statistics and research results, but is not an 
academic piece of work - it builds on the work of both researchers 
and objective journalism, sociological research and statistics from 
official Bulgarian and EU institutions. The findings are of the authors, 
who rely on the above sources and analyse them with their expertise 
and experience in working with Roma communities, media research 
and social networking. By debunking the myths, the report will help 
the trained Roma activists and mediators to support the people in the 
neighborhoods navigate in the huge volume of various information and 
sift out false information from the true.

This report is not intended to enter into an academic, much less into a 
political debate with any of the authors of false and malicious allegations. 
It will refute deliberately unreliable facts through easily verifiable data 
from official sources, such as the National Statistical Institute (NSI), 
Eurostat, the websites of the Agency for Social Assistance (ASA), the 
Employment Agency (EA), etc., as well as from studies conducted by 
leading and reputable organizations dealing with these issues.
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