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This article analyzes the dynamics of online discourse surrounding LGBTQ+ communities in the
comments sections of Ukrainian social media (Instagram, TikTok) in the context of Russia’s full-
scale war against Ukraine. The study aims to identify, classify, and analyze the dominant narra-
tives that reflect perceptions of LGBTQ+ individuals in the online space, as well as to examine the
sentiment of discussions and their platform dependency. The paper employs a hybrid methodology
based on a corpus of 600 comments from 20 viral videos. Quantitative content analysis and senti-
ment analysis were conducted, along with a qualitative discourse and narrative analysis, to identify
underlying semantic structures. The results demonstrate a pronounced polarization of opinions in
online comments, with 45% being positive, 38.2% negative, and 16.8% neutral. Statistically sig-
nificant differences were found between the platforms: TikTok appears as a space of greater soli-
darity, while Instagram exhibits a higher level of conflict. Five dominant narratives structuring
public communication were identified, the central one being the conflict between a narrative of
equality and various forms of resistance, which exacerbates the vulnerability of LGBTQ+ commu-
nities. The study’s conclusions demonstrate that despite a significant level of hostility, the overall
dynamics of expressions on social media during the war indicate a gradual increase in support for
LGBTQ+ communities. This inference suggests a discrepancy between the sentiment of online
reactions and data from previous sociological surveys. This process is a significant indicator of the
value transformation within Ukrainian society. The practical significance of the work lies in provid-
ing recommendations for media and platforms on enhancing digital inclusion.

Keywords: LGBTQ+, content analysis, narrative analysis, social media, online comments, Tik-
Tok, Instagram, war

Citation: Polishchuk, L. (2025). “The War on an Invisible Front”: Narratives about LGBTQ+ in Insta-
gram and TikTok Comments. Current Issues of Mass Communication, 38, 69-83.
https://doi.org/10.17721/CIMC.2025.38.69-83

Copyright: © 2025 Leonid Polishchuk. This is an open-access draft article distributed under the terms
of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution, or reproduction in
other forms is permitted, provided the original author(s) or licensor are credited and that the original
publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution,
or reproduction is permitted if it does not comply with these terms.


https://cimc.knu.ua/index
https://doi.org/10.17721/CIMC.2025.38.69-83
https://doi.org/10.17721/CIMC.2025.38.69-83

ISSN 2312-5160
online ISSN 2786-4502

«BiiiHa MPOTH HEBUAMMOTO (PPOHTY»:
Hapatuu npo JI'bTK+ B komenTapsax Instagram i TikTok

Jleonin ITominmyk
Hanionansuuii yHiBepcuteT «KueBo-MormisHcpka akageMis», YKpaina

VY cratTi aHami3yeThCs IMHaMiKa OHNaiH-1uckypey HaBkoso JITBTK+ chinbHOT B KOMeHTapsix
YKpaiHChKUX comianbHuX Mepex (Instagram, TikTok) B ymoBax moBHoMacmTaOHOI BiliHu Pocii
npotu Ykpainu. MeToro 1ociipkeHHs € ineHTrdikaiis, kiacugikalis Ta aHaji3 J0MiHAHTHUX Ha-
patuBiB, 110 BigoopaxarwTs cripuitHaTTs JITBTK+ nroneii B oHIaliH-IPOCTOPI, @ TAKOXK aHAI3 TO-
HaJBHOCTI 00TOBOPEHS Ta ii 3a1eXXHOCTI Bix I1aTdopMu. Y pobOTi 3aCTOCOBAHO TiOPUIHUN METON:
Ha OCHOBI Kopycy 3 600 koMmeHTapiB mix 20 BipaIbHUMH Bifieo OyiI0 IPOBEICHO KiIbKiCHUH KOH-
TEHT-aHali3 13 3aCTOCYBaHHSAM aHaJi3y TOHAIBHOCTI, a TAKOXK SKICHHH JUCKYpC- Ta HapaTHBHUMA
aHaJI3 [y BUSABJICHHS IMTMOMHHUX CMUCTIOBUX CTPYKTYp. Pe3yibTaTh 1eMOHCTPYIOTh BUPAXKEHY
MOJIAPH3AMiIo JyMOK B OHJIAifH-KoMeHTapsax: 45% 3 HuxX Oymu mo3utuBHEMH, 38,2% — HeraTHB-
HHUMH, 16,8% — HelTpaIbHIMH. BHABICHO CTATHCTHYHO 3HAUYILI BiIMIHHOCTI Mix ITaT(hOpMaMu:
TikTok € nmpocTopom 6ibLI0T conimapHOCTI, Tl sk Instagram [eMOHCTpY€ BUIIKI piBeHb KOH]-
TKTHOCTI. IneHTH(hiKoBaHO I’SITh JOMiHAHTHHX HApPATUBIB, IO CTPYKTYPYIOTh IIyONiuHy KOMYHi-
Kallifo, EHTPAJILHUM 3 SIKHX € KOH(IIKT MiXK HapaTHBOM PIBHOCTI Ta pi3sHUMH (opMaMu OIopy,
o nocuittoe Bpa3nuBictb JITBTK+ cninbHOT. BUCHOBKH TOCHIKEHHS JIEMOHCTPYIOTb, IO T10-
NpY 3HAYHUI PiBEHb BOPOXKOCTI, 3arajbHa JWHAMiKa BHCIIOBIIIOBaHb y COIMEPEkKax B yMOBax
Bil{HM CBIIYUTH Npo noctymnose nocuiienHs miarpumkn JITBTK+ croinbHOT. e Bkasye Ha po30ixk-
HICTh MK TOHAJBHICTIO OHJIAWH-pEaKLiii Ta JTaHUMHU MOIEPEAHbO MPOBEICHUX COLIOJOTTYHUX
onuTyBaHb. Leil mpolec € BaXXIMBUM MapKepoM LiHHICHOI TpaHCopMallii yKpaiHChbKOro Cyci-
nbeTBa. [IpakTHuHE 3HA4YCHHS POOOTH MOJSIrae y HaJaHHI peKOMEHIALH uis Meia Ta miathopm
00 HOCUIICHHS [U(POBOT IHKIIO3I.

Kniouogi crosa: JITBTK+, KOHTEHT-aHai3, HAPATUBHUI aHAII3, COLIAJIbHI MEPEKi, OHIIAHH-KO-
menTapi, TikTok, Instagram, BiitHa

The representation of LGBTQ+ communities (standing for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Transgender, Queer — an umbrella term for non-heterosexual and non-cisgender identities — and
+, representing all other gender identities and sexual orientations) in the media serves as a key
source of social knowledge about their identity, influencing the formation of public attitudes
(Mclnroy & Craig, 2017; Randev, 2022). A prolonged lack of positive portrayals in traditional
media has contributed to the marginalization of these groups (Gross, 2001). In this context, Stuart
Hall (1997) interprets representation as a process of constructing meaning that depends on cultural
codes and interpretive practices, thereby highlighting the relativism in the depiction of gender and
sexual diversity.

Social networks, as a key type of online platform (specifically, interactive digital media plat-
forms), differ from other forms of digital content (e.g., forums or static websites) in their interac-
tivity, algorithmic distribution, and capacity for real-time engagement. These characteristics make
them a unique environment for community formation and the exchange of ideas.

Social media have become an integral part of the daily lives of LGBTQ+ youth, providing a
space for self-expression, emotional support, and access to relevant information (Craig et al.,
2021). Within this interactive context, comments on posts have become a central arena for
expressing public opinion, making them a valuable data source for analyzing sentiments in online
discourse (Alafwan et al., 2023). These virtual spheres enable the open discussion of sensitive
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topics, thereby forming a “digital public sphere,” the analysis of which is crucial for the social
sciences. This problem becomes particularly relevant in Ukraine during the full-scale war, which
has radically transformed the social landscape and exacerbated the vulnerability of LGBTQ+
communities (Margalit, 2019).

Russia’s war against Ukraine has not only a physical dimension but also an invisible one — a
struggle over ideology and societal values. This virtual “war on an invisible front” unfolds on
social media, where narratives of tolerance and support clash with those of aggression, disinfor-
mation, and prejudice that can deepen social divisions. This struggle goes against a backdrop of
global ideological confrontation, where, as researchers note, Russia openly positions its invasion
as a defense of “traditional values” against a perceived “liberal and decadent West” (Luciani &
Shevtsova, 2024; Tsaturyan, 2024). Therefore, analyzing online discourse is critically important
for understanding the transformations occurring in society.

The full-scale war has created a unique social paradox: sociological surveys record an unprec-
edented increase in tolerance and support for equal rights for LGBTQ+ individuals, partly due to
their participation in the country’s defense (Kyiv International Institute of Sociology, 2024). Con-
currently, Alon Margalit (2019) notes that armed conflict significantly exacerbates the vulnerabil-
ity of LGBTQ+ persons who already face violence and discrimination in peacetime. Notably, the
rights of LGBTQ+ people are an integral part of universal human rights, which prohibit discrimi-
nation based on sexual orientation and gender identity, as enshrined in international documents
ratified by Ukraine, such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and the European
Convention on Human Rights (1950). These rights are interconnected with national legislation,
yet the current Law of Ukraine “On the Principles of Preventing and Combating Discrimination”
(2012) does not explicitly include sexual orientation and gender identity among its protected char-
acteristics. This creates a legislative gap, which Draft Law No. 13597 (2025) — registered but not
yet adopted — aims to close. On the other hand, research acknowledges the potential drawbacks of
social media during crises, such as the dissemination of disinformation and the amplification of
harmful narratives that can exacerbate existing social tensions and vulnerabilities (Ye et al., 2023).
As Marian Blanco-Ruiz and Clara Sainz-de-Baranda (2018) point out, digital media are a battle-
ground for visibility, where marginalized groups often find more opportunities to create commu-
nities of support compared to traditional mass media.

The aim of this study is twofold: first, to reveal the dynamics of narratives concerning
LGBTQ+ communities in social media comments, and second, to develop an empirical model of
their impact on online perceptions and media discourse amid the war, with the overarching goal
of offering practical recommendations for moderation policies and strengthening digital inclusion.

The object of the study is user reactions to content about LGBTQ+ communities on the social
networks Instagram and TikTok. The subject is user comments under video content that reflect
attitudes toward LGBTQ+ topics.

This research makes both a theoretical and practical contribution to understanding how
LGBTQ+ content is perceived in the online space during the war. In the media sphere, it enriches
knowledge about the construction of identities in the digital environment by integrating theories
of narrative and representation with empirical data from platforms where algorithms shape
discourse. It also provides empirical insights into emotional reactions, stereotypes, and values,
which can be used to improve moderation mechanisms and communication strategies on social
media. More broadly, it contributes to the development of digital sociology and queer studies
through an analysis of 600 comments under 20 viral videos with over 10 million views, assessing
polarization in online discourse.

To empirically test and quantitatively verify the relationship between platform characteristics
and the tone of discourse amid the war, we formulated the following operationalized hypotheses:
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Hypothesis 1: The discursive environment on TikTok is characterized by a higher proportion
of supportive comments towards LGBTQ+ communities compared to Instagram, reflecting
differences in audience demographics and communication culture on these platforms.

Hypothesis 2: Negative comments on both social networks reproduce persistent stereotypical
narratives and provoke chain reactions, thereby escalating digital conflict and increasing the
vulnerability of LGBTQ+ communities.

Hypothesis 3: The sentiment of public discussions in the online space is more negative than
the general societal attitudes recorded in sociological surveys, indicating a discrepancy between
online communication and broader social trends.

To achieve the aim, we set the following research objectives:

1. To identify thematic clusters in comments under LGBTQ+ content on Instagram and
TikTok, analyze their sentiment (positive, negative, neutral), and establish associations between
themes and emotional reactions in the context of war.

2. To identify and classify dominant narratives (support, resistance, ambivalence, etc.), assess
their prevalence and dynamics in response to different types of content, in order to identify
prevailing discourses.

3. To examine how the discovered narratives mirror and potentially influence broader public
discussions on LGBTQ+ inclusion amid the national crisis, comparing the results with existing
sociological data on support for the LGBTQ+ community in Ukraine to trace patterns of
convergence or discrepancy.

This research contributes to a deeper understanding of the sociocultural dynamics in
algorithmically governed spaces where perceptions of vulnerable groups emerge, spread, and are
contested, providing a basis for future interventions in digital communication during conflicts.

Literature Review

Social media have become a pivotal tool for LGBTQ+ communities, facilitating not only the
dissemination of information but also the creation of safe spaces for self-identification and advo-
cacy (Andika et al., 2024; Eickers, 2024; Berger et al., 2022). A synthesis of existing research
indicates that these platforms serve a dual function: on one hand, they enhance the visibility of
marginalized groups, and on the other, they foster the formation of a collective identity through
interaction and support. For instance, as Muhammad Fauzi Fitri Andika et al. (2024) note, Insta-
gram serves as an effective tool for overcoming stereotypes and promoting inclusivity, providing
LGBTQ+ communities with a space for authentic self-expression, advocacy, and the formation of
a multidimensional identity. Similarly, TikTok is famous as a platform that promotes the visibility
of LGBTQ+ content and can positively influence the perception of this community among users,
notably by increasing levels of acceptance, even if the topic causes some anxiety in parts of the
audience (Romadlon et al., 2022). Research by Matthew Berger et al. (2022) supports these find-
ings, highlighting how social media has become a space where young people can explore their
identity, receive peer support, and avoid isolation — a particularly crucial function for those without
access to physical LGBTQ+ communities. At the same time, social networks allow LGBTQ+ users
to control the process of disclosing their identity through strategies of anonymity and content ac-
cess restrictions (Berger et al., 2022). In synthesis with Gen Eickers (2024), who presents social
media as a space that fosters a sense of belonging for LGBTQ+ individuals by enabling interaction
with people who have similar life experiences, it becomes evident that these platforms not only
facilitate individual self-expression but also promote collective solidarity, shaping a sense of com-
munity amidst marginalization.

Despite these positive aspects, the literature actively explores the risks that accompany the
opportunities social media offers, creating a comprehensive understanding of their role for
LGBTQ+ communities. Social networks, despite their inclusivity, can be platforms for cyberbul-
lying, hate speech, and discriminatory expressions, which have serious negative consequences for
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the physical and mental health of adolescents and young adults (Abreu & Kenny, 2018). This point
aligns with a broader analysis of comments as a method for gauging online audience reactions to
LGBTQ+ subject matter (Insight Public Organization, 2021; Hayman, 2024), a domain where neg-
ative dynamics often prevail. A study by Paula Carvalho et al. (2023) analyzed 20,056 Portuguese-
language comments on YouTube, manually classifying them by types of expression: hate speech,
counter-speech, offensive language, and other categories. The results showed that about 70% of
the comments had a negative or very negative sentiment. A significant prevalence of covert hate
speech, manifested through irony or sarcasm, was characteristic of discourse about the LGBTQ+,
as was a high level of counter-speech (Carvalho et al., 2023). In a similar vein, research by Kaden
Hayman (2024) examined 100 comments under an Elle Magazine Facebook post about 30 famous
LGBTQ+ individuals and found that 86% of these comments contained hostile or intolerant state-
ments. The main themes of negative rhetoric included a desire to ignore LGBTQ+ topics, religious
prejudice, the perception of LGBTQ+ identity as an illness or a trend, and overt disgust (Hayman,
2024). The NGO "Insight" (2021) further supported these conclusions with a large-scale study of
the Ukrainian segment of Facebook, utilizing algorithmic analysis of 11,900 comments. The study
found that 46% of comments had a neutral tone, 21% expressed support for LGBTQ+ communi-
ties, and 33% contained negative statements. Among the negative comments, 80% conveyed ste-
reotypes and pseudoscientific claims, while overt calls to violence were rare. In sum, these studies
demonstrate that social media comments reveal a complex spectrum of online reactions toward
LGBTQ+ communities, ranging from overt hostility and subtle aggression to a substantial portion
of neutral or supportive positions. It highlights the necessity of employing varied research meth-
odologies and considering local contexts better to understand the climate of online discourse and
combat bias.

Existing empirical analyses of audience reactions, such as the study by Insight (2021), focus
on Facebook, while Instagram and TikTok — key platforms for youth audiences — remain largely
unexplored in the Ukrainian academic field. Despite a gradual increase in attention to LGBTQ+
topics in the Ukrainian media landscape, there is a current lack of empirical research that system-
atically analyzes audience reactions, particularly comments under media content, in the context of
Russia’s full-scale war against Ukraine. To date, available research has predominantly focused on
the general dynamics of LGBTQ+ media representation in the post-Euromaidan period and during
the conflict in Donbas. For example, Maryna Shevtsova (2017) notes that after Euromaidan, there
was an increase in the public visibility of LGBT communities. However, homophobic narratives
persisted in public discourse, particularly in the rhetoric of right-wing radical groups. Maria Te-
teriuk (2016) highlights that within the discourse of “national unity,” LGBT people were either
excluded or forced to integrate through homonationalist strategies, which, in turn, created risks of
further marginalization for the most vulnerable groups within the community. Therefore, notwith-
standing the growing media focus on LGBTQ+ topics, the perception of this issue within society
continues to be contested.

A context where the struggle for LGBTQ+ rights acquires a distinct geopolitical dimension
exacerbates this contradiction (Verpoest, 2018). Russia’s full-scale invasion is not only a military
aggression but also an ideological project, openly positioned as a defense of “traditional values”
against a supposedly decadent West (Luciani & Shevtsova, 2024). In this paradigm, Russia sys-
tematically employs anti-LGBTQ+ rhetoric as a foreign policy tool that analysts describe as a clash
of competing “projects of modernity”: while Western democracies signal their modernity through
the protection of minority rights, Russia promotes an alternative model based on patriarchal values
(Luciani & Shevtsova, 2024; Tsaturyan, 2024). This ideological conflict is instrumentalized
through the process of securitization, whereby a specific group — in this case, LGBTQ+ individuals
— is constructed as an existential threat to the nation, its values, and its security (Luciani & Shev-
tsova, 2024). As researchers note, the Kremlin has for years used state media to foster a positive
association between anti-LBGTQ+ views and anti-Ukrainian sentiments, effectively linking these
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two issues into a single anti-Western narrative (Tsaturyan, 2024). This geopolitical struggle man-
ifests directly in the Ukrainian media space, where Russian and pro-Russian media disseminate
homophobic “formula stories” about LGBTQ+ people as “perverts.” In contrast, pro-Western me-
dia promote a counter-narrative of “heroes,” turning Ukraine into a “fulcrum of geopolitical con-
tests” (Soroka et al., 2022).

Russian information operations also purposefully use LGBTQ+ topics on social media to
deepen social divisions in Western countries, including Ukraine, by creating and spreading memes
that simultaneously appeal to both progressive and conservative groups to provoke conflict (Jones,
2020). Notably, an analysis of the Ukrainian social media segment during the full-scale invasion,
conducted by “Detector Media,” revealed that Russian propaganda deliberately uses LGBTQ+
themes to discredit Ukraine’s European choice, spreading manipulative narratives about “Gay-
ropa” and using homophobic imagery to denigrate Ukrainian authorities and military personnel
(Bilousenko et al., 2022). Thus, the negative narratives circulating on social media are often not
merely spontaneous expressions of prejudice but local echoes of a transnational, instrumentalized
anti-gender ideology. At the same time, the full-scale war has also triggered a reverse process —
desecuritization — where the participation of LGBTQ+ people in the country’s defense contributes
to their integration into the national narrative and reduces their perception as a threat (Luciani &
Shevtsova, 2024). When synthesized with global research, the Ukrainian context illustrates how
crisis events like war intensify polarization, where the positive aspects of visibility (as in Andika
et al., 2024) collide with the risks of marginalization (as in Abreu & Kenny, 2018), underscoring
the necessity of localized empirical analyses to understand the dynamics in conflict settings.

Method

Sample Rationale and Data Sources

This study aims to analyze public reactions in comments on LGBTQ+ topics within the
Ukrainian digital space during the full-scale war. Following the recommendations regarding the
need to study new media platforms (Alafwan et al., 2023), the analysis focuses on content from
influential Ukrainian accounts on the social networks TikTok (“USE PRO TSE” [ALL ABOUT
IT]!, PrEP.com.ua?) and Instagram (Get Test, PrEP.com.ua*), which are key platforms for the
dissemination and discussion of LGBTQ+ issues. The selection of these accounts is justified by
their popularity among youth and adult users, as well as their specific audience characteristics:
TikTok is oriented toward dynamic, short-form content with high engagement (predominantly a
younger audience of 18-34 years), whereas Instagram ensures broader reach through visual repre-
sentation and transmedia distribution, including automatic content sharing to Facebook feeds. This
feature enables engagement with older groups (35+ years) and promotes demographic diversity.
Consequently, this approach enables a comparison of reactions across different social networks,
taking into account their demographic differences.

The choice of these four accounts (which are created by an LGBTQ+ public organization) is
explained by their significant cumulative reach and influence. E.g., the “USE PRO TSE” profile
on TikTok has 123,400 followers and has received 7.5 million views over the past year (from
September 23, 2024, to September 25, 2025, according to the platform’s built-in analytics), while

' USE PRO TSE. (n.d.). Videos [TikTok profile]. TikTok. Retrieved July 17, 2025, from
https://www.tiktok.com/@pro.sekec.

2 PrEP.com.ua. (n.d.). Videos [TikTok profile]. TikTok. Retrieved July 17, 2025, from
https://www.tiktok.com/@prep_ukraine.

3 Get Test. (n.d.). Posts [Instagram profile]. Instagram. Retrieved July 17, 2025, from
https://www.instagram.com/gettest.com.ua/.

4 PrEP.com.ua. (n.d.). Posts [Instagram profile]. Instagram. Retrieved July 17, 2025, from
https://www.instagram.com/prepcomua/.
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PrEP.com.ua on TikTok has 27,200 followers and 3.8 million views during the same period. These
metrics were obtained through a thorough review of page statistics automatically calculated by the
social networks, ensuring the accuracy and objectivity of the data.

Acknowledging the potential methodological challenges related to the algorithmic nature of
social media and the specific audience of public organizations, we developed the research design
to ensure maximum validity and analytical depth. A key argument for the chosen sample is that
the analyzed content reaches far beyond a loyal audience or so-called “filter bubbles.” The
accounts’ statistical data convincingly show that the vast majority of views are generated not by
followers but through algorithmic recommendations to a broad audience. For example, for the
“USE PRO TSE” account, 50.7% of traffic comes from the “For You” recommendation feed,
while followers account for only 1.4% of views (as of September 25, 2025). Similarly, the average
share of views from non-followers for the analyzed videos is 97%. The same situation applies to
the selected Instagram pages, where 95% of viewers are not followers, and only 5% are
subscribers. This position demonstrates that the content reaches a broad and heterogeneous
audience, making their reactions a valuable cross-section of the public online discourse that
emerges in these digital spaces.

A demographic analysis of the audience also refutes the notion that the content is exclusively
targeting teenagers. The core audience on TikTok consists of young adults: the 18-24 age group
constitutes 43.4% for “USE PRO TSE” and 44.6% for PrEP.com.ua, while the 25-34 age group
makes up 33.2% and 35.2%, respectively (as of September 25, 2025), with a smaller share of older
groups (35+ years — 15.5%), which nevertheless ensures the representativeness of the adult
audience. In turn, on Instagram, the age distribution of viewers is as follows: 25-34 years — 26.8%,
35-44 years — 24.9%, 45-54 years — 19.5%, and the 55-64 age group constitutes 12.7% of the
audience. Transmedia distribution plays a key role here: videos published on Instagram are
automatically shared on Facebook. It is through this mechanism that older age groups, who are
traditionally more active on Facebook, are effectively engaged. This case enables an expansion of
reach and the inclusion of comments from a more diverse audience, encompassing a wider range
of ages and viewpoints.

For the analysis, 20 viral videos (i.e., those that garnered a significant number of views and
interactions; 12 from TikTok, 8 from Instagram) published between 2022 and 2025 were selected.
This period encompasses the onset and progression of Russia’s full-scale war against Ukraine,
enabling an examination of the evolution of discourse under crisis conditions. The total number of
views for these videos exceeds 12 million (precisely 12,248,101 views as of September 25, 2025,
according to platform analytics). The average view count for a TikTok video is 652,412, with the
most popular video amassing 3,433,500 views; for Instagram, the average is 552,395 views (as of
September 25, 2025). Such a focus on viral content ensures the representation of reactions from a
broad audience, as these videos entered the recommendation feeds of not only a niche demographic
but also the general public, thereby reducing potential loyalty bias. From each video, we collected
the 30 most popular comments (those that received the most likes and replies), comprising a total
corpus of 600 comments. This approach, unlike random sampling, allows for the analysis of
reactions that achieved the most outstanding visibility and support, and consequently have the
most significant impact on shaping public discourse, as they are listed first, seen by most users,
and capable of provoking chain discussions or agreement.

Potential limitations of algorithms, which may promote content only to interested users and
amplify polarization (e.g., more positive sentiment on TikTok due to its younger audience), were
minimized by focusing on viral videos with high non-follower reach. This situation is in line with
a balanced gender and age distribution of the audience: the gender composition was established
based on an analysis of statistics across all accounts (average figures: 42% male, 57% female, 1%
other). Therefore, bias is minimal, while the sample captures a heterogeneous spectrum of opinions
from the active online audience.
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Data Analysis Procedure and Methods

Data analysis was conducted in two stages using a hybrid approach that combines quantitative
and qualitative methods. The first stage employed quantitative content analysis with manual
coding, which, facilitated by discourse analysis (Fairclough, 1995), allows for the consideration
of contextual nuances such as irony, hidden meanings, and sarcasm that are inaccessible to
automated systems (Neuendorf, 2017; Schreier, 2012). Each comment was classified by its tonality
within Sentiment Analysis as positive, negative, or neutral. Besides, we performed thematic coding
to identify key discussion topics. To enhance the reliability of categorization, the author
independently verified the consistency of code application by re-coding a portion of the sample
(20% of the corpus) after a time interval (Krippendorff, 2004, 2019). Furthermore, to assess inter-
coder reliability, Krippendorff’s alpha was calculated on a pilot subsample (n = 100 comments),
yielding a value of 0.83, which indicates a high level of agreement (Krippendorff, 2019).

To increase methodological transparency and ensure the replicability of the results, a
comprehensive coding scheme was developed for this study. It contains categories for tonality,
thematic blocks, narrative markers, typical linguistic patterns, and examples (Template for
analyzing..., 2025). This scheme was formed through inductive analysis, taking into account the
context of the comments, and it reflects the specific reactions of users to LGBTQ+ content on
social media. Additionally, to ensure replicability, the coding sheet includes examples from the
actual comments. The ethical aspects of data collection were considered; the comments are public
and have been anonymized without identifying the users.

The second stage employed narrative analysis (Riessman, 2008) to identify deep semantic
structures within the comments. Narrative theory, which has evolved from a structuralist focus on
motives and functions (Burke, 1945; Barthes & Duisit, 1975) to cognitive and sociocultural studies
of meaning- and identity-making (Bruner, 1991; Ricoeur, 1984), allows for the examination of
stories as a fundamental mechanism for understanding reality. In this study, we regard a narrative
as a stable interpretive framework that is reproduced in comments to make sense of LGBTQ+
topics. It is operationalized through the following components: (1) thematic focus, (2) typical roles
(hero, victim, antagonist), (3) central conflict (e.g., tradition vs. modernity), and (4) a value-
ideological frame. Narratives were identified inductively by detecting recurring plot structures
within the thematic clusters established during the content analysis phase. This approach enables
the distinction between themes (what is being said) and narratives (how it is being said, within the
context of a specific plot logic).

This comprehensive methodology ensures a deep and well-founded analysis of public
discussions in the most influential digital spaces where perceptions of LGBTQ+ communities are
currently being formed and contested in the context of war.

Results

This section presents the empirical results of the study, obtained through a hybrid analysis of
600 comments. The data are structured according to the research objectives and aim to sequen-
tially verify the stated hypotheses.

1. Quantitative Sentiment Analysis and Hypothesis Verification

In line with the first research objective, we conducted a quantitative sentiment analysis of
the comments (n = 600) to identify the audience’s emotional reactions. The results demonstrate a
pronounced polarization of online sentiment (see Figure 1). Of the total corpus, 45% (n = 270) of
comments expressed a positive sentiment, 38.2% (n = 229) a negative sentiment, and 16.8% (n =
101) were neutral. While positive reactions represent the largest single portion, the cumulative
share of negative and neutral comments (55%) points to profound ambivalence and considerable
tension within online discussions on LGBTQ+ issues amid the war.
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A comparative analysis of the platforms revealed statistically significant differences, which
is key to verifying Hypothesis 1. On TikTok (n = 360), positive comments were dominant
(49.4%), while negative and neutral comments accounted for 28.3% and 22.2%, respectively.
This condition confirms the platform’s association with the amplification of solidarity dis-
courses. In contrast, Instagram (n = 240) exhibited an opposite dynamic: negative comments pre-
vailed (52.9%), while positive ones accounted for only 38.3%. This identified contrast between
the platforms is not a methodological artifact or a study flaw but a central empirical finding that
supports Hypothesis 1 regarding the different nature of online discourses depending on the spe-
cifics of the social network and its audience. Furthermore, the pronounced negative tone of
online discourse, which contrasts with data from nationwide sociological surveys indicating
growing tolerance, provides empirical support for Hypothesis 3 regarding the discrepancy be-
tween the tone of online discourse and broader societal trends.

Figure 1.
Comparative Distribution of Comment Sentiment Regarding LGBTQ+ on TikTok and
Instagram

200 W Paositive
B Hegative
0 Meutral
150
100
&0
0

TikTak (n=360) Instagram (n=240)

2. Dominant Narratives and Their Structure

In accordance with the second research objective, the identification and classification of
dominant narratives were conducted (Table 1). Although the quantitative analysis indicated a
prevalence of positive comments (45%), the qualitative narrative analysis revealed a significant
asymmetry in their structure. Supportive reactions were largely homogeneous, consisting of
general statements about equality, which allowed them to engage in a single “narrative of
equality.”

In contrast, the negative comments, despite their slightly smaller share (38.2%), exhibited a
significantly higher level of narrative complexity and diversity. Drawing upon the
methodological definition of a narrative as a stable interpretive framework with its own thematic
focus, roles, central conflict, and value-ideological frame, four heterogeneous narratives of
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resistance (i.e., those that are diverse in their logic and argumentation) were identified:

exclusion, sinfulness, hierarchy of priorities, and threat to children.
The active reproduction of stereotypes and the provocation of chain reactions within these

four narratives confirm Hypothesis 2, which posits that negative comments contribute to digital

escalation and exacerbate the vulnerability of LGBTQ+ communities.

Table 1.
Structural Analysis of Dominant Narratives in Comments about LGBTQ+ on TikTok and
Instagram

Narrative Structural Components Example Comments

1. The Narrative of
Equality: “LGBTQ+
are People Just Like

Everyone Else”

Thematic Focus: Human rights, equal-
ity, freedom of expression, support for
LGBTQ+ service members. Typical
Roles: LGBTQ+ individuals as heroes;
supporters as helpers; homophobes as
antagonists. Central Conflict: Human-
ism & Empathy vs. Intolerance & Preju-
dice. Value/Ideological Frame: Liberal
values, recognition of every person’s
dignity.

“Love is love. Every-
one has the right to be
happy.” “Thanks to
our LGBTQ+ defend-
ers! Respect.” “Every-
one should be equal in
their rights.”

2. The Narrative of
Exclusion: “They
Don’t Belong Here”

Thematic Focus: The very presence of
LGBTQ+ individuals in the public
sphere. Typical Roles: LGBTQ+ as ob-
jects of hatred; commenters as aggres-
sors. Central Conflict: Existence vs.
Annihilation/Exile. Value/Ideological
Frame: Radical intolerance, assertion of
dominance through humiliation.

“Fi#king fittgots, g#t
the fi#tk out of
Ukraine.” “Ew, gay.”
“You people need to
be cured.”

3. The Narrative of
Sinfulness:
“LGBTQ+ is a Devi-
ation from God’s
Laws”

Thematic Focus: Public visibility of
LGBTQ+ as a challenge to religious
norms. Typical Roles: LGBTQ+ as sin-
ners; the “traditional family” as a victim;
commenters as defenders of faith. Cen-
tral Conflict: Piety/Nature vs. Sin/Per-
version. Value/Ideological Frame:
Conservative, religious values; the exist-
ence of a single, correct, God-given or-
der.

“This is a sin. God
created man and
woman.” “Sodom and
Gomorrah.” “There is
no place for perver-
sion in the Kingdom of
God.”

4. The Narrative about
Hierarchy of Priori-
ties: “LGBTQ+ is not
a Priority Because of
the War”

Thematic Focus: LGBTQ+ rights in the
context of war. Typical Roles:
LGBTQ+ activists as “internal ene-
mies”; true patriots as heroes; comment-
ers as arbiters of relevance. Central
Conflict: War/Survival vs. “Inappropri-
ate” rights and activism. Value/Ideolog-
ical Frame: Militarized patriotism,

“We have a war going
on, and you have your
parades. Don’t you
have anything better to
do?” “Send them to
the front, not to a pa-
rade. Where is the
TCR [Territorial Cen-
ter of Recruitment]?”
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where civic value is defined solely by “While our boys are
participation in national defense. dying, these people
are here demanding
their rights.”
5. The Narrative of Thematic Focus: The visibility of “This is fH##got propa-

Threat to Children: LGBTQ+ in media as a threat to minors. ganda that corrupts
“LGBTQ+ is Propa- Typical Roles: LGBTQ+ as seducers; our children.” “Stop

ganda” children as innocent victims; comment- | showing this, children
ers as saviors of childhood. Central are watching.”

Conflict: Innocence/Normality vs. De- | “Homo-propaganda is

pravity/Ideological Influence. a threat to the family.”

Value/ldeological Frame: Paternalistic
anxiety for the future generation, pro-
tecting children from “harmful” infor-

mation.

3. Associations Between Content Themes and Discursive Practices

In line with the third research objective, the analysis revealed a clear correlation between the
themes of the video content and the dominance of specific narratives. Content that integrated
LGBTQ+ individuals into socially approved roles activated the narrative of equality. The most
positive reactions and support were elicited by videos featuring military service members (e.g.,
Viktor Pylypenko®), endorsements from famous personalities (Olya Polyakova®, Anna Trincher?),
and discussions about civil partnerships. Conversely, videos that challenged traditional gender
norms activated narratives of resistance. Content about transgender people showed the highest
level of aggression (particularly a video about a transgender woman’s experience at a recruitment
center), gender-nonconforming appearance, and Pride marches. This inference demonstrates a
social paradox: a readiness for solidarity with LGBTQ+ individuals who fit the image of a “heroic
citizen,” alongside simultaneous resistance to accepting aspects of identities that fall outside
heteronormative perceptions.

A deeper qualitative analysis of the comments revealed complex discursive practices
underlying these narratives. E.g., the phrase “Send them to the front, not to a parade” is not merely
a call to action but a complex statement that simultaneously affirms a heteronormative ideal of the
citizen-defender and stigmatizes public forms of LGBTQ+ representation. The reactions display a
wide range of tones, from overt aggression to restrained support and irony. Even a seemingly
neutral comment like “it is not for me, but let them be” functions as a form of tolerant distancing
that passively reinforces the social norm. Lexical patterns and micro-memes play a distinct role.
Phrases like “don 't you have anything better to do?” or “but the children are watching” operate as
recurring formulas that construct a social hierarchy of problems and lend the force of a social norm
to condemnation.

In contrast, expressions like “so proud of you,” “you are not alone,” and rainbow emojis
become markers of solidarity. Sarcasm and self-irony (e.g., “bring back landline phones!!!”) are
often present in comments, serving as a defense mechanism to discuss taboo topics in a lighter

5 PrEP.com.ua, “Gay Serviceman Viktor Pylypenko Responds to Hateful Comments,” Instagram video,
December 14, 2024, https://www.instagram.com/reel/DDkagEhN1bz/

¢ USE PRO TSE, “Olya Polyakova Supported the LGBTIQ Community at a Concert in the Palace of
Sports,” TikTok video, October 28, 2024, https://www.tiktok.com/@pro.sekc/video/7430879639482141958
7 USE PRO TSE, “How Does Anna Trincher Feel about the LGBT Community?,” TikTok video, April 23,
2024, https://www.tiktok.com/@pro.sekc/video/7361087307937516806
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tone, simultaneously diffusing and highlighting the existing conflict. These observations reveal
the complex, multi-layered structure through which perceptions of LGBTQ+ communities are
formed, disseminated, and contested in the digital space during wartime.

Discussion

The results of this study not only affirm the profound polarization within Ukraine’s online
environment concerning LGBTQ+ issues but also uncover a central paradox of the contemporary
digital landscape: various platforms operate as separate social ecosystems, each with its own norms
of discourse. Specifically, the conclusion that Instagram serves as an arena for significantly more
negative reactions appears, at first glance, to contradict the findings of Andika et al. (2024), who
viewed the platform as a tool for promoting inclusivity. However, this discrepancy can be clarified
by the unique socio-political context of Ukraine. During full-scale war, social networks have
evolved into a space not only for communication but also for expressing collective stress and
anxiety (Ye et al., 2023). Plausibly, the higher level of aggression on Instagram — which, through
its integration with Facebook, reaches an older and more heterogeneous audience — is a
manifestation of this wartime stress, which is channeled into hostility toward the “other.”

Furthermore, this hostility is not an exclusively internal phenomenon; it is fueled and
structured by external disinformation campaigns. The narratives of resistance identified in the
comments (“sinfulness,” “threat to children,” “not a priority”) largely align with the key messages
of Russian propaganda, which purposefully constructs the image of “Gayropa” and uses LGBTQ+
topics to divide Ukrainian society (Bilousenko et al., 2022). Consequently, negative comments are
often not so much original thoughts as they are a retransmission of sown narratives, which is a
practical manifestation of the securitization of LGBTQ+ communities (Luciani & Shevtsova,
2024). Thus, the data obtained do not refute previous research but rather contextualize it,
demonstrating that the role of social media is not static and changes dramatically under the
influence of crisis conditions.

At the same time, despite a significant level of negativity, the study’s results indicate an
important shift toward growing support for LGBTQ+ communities, which is consistent with
national data from KIIS (2024) and shows a positive trend compared to the pre-war analysis by
the NGO “Insight” (2021). This paradoxical growth in tolerance amidst an existential crisis can be
interpreted within the framework of Ukraine’s struggle for its own civilizational identity. As stated
in the article’s title, the war also takes place on an “invisible front” — the front of values. In this
context, support for human rights, including LGBTQ+ rights, becomes a marker of belonging to
the European democratic world and a conscious dissociation from the authoritarian, homophobic
ideology of the aggressor, which instrumentalizes anti-LGBTQ+ rhetoric as part of its geopolitical
struggle against the West (Luciani & Shevtsova, 2024; Tsaturyan, 2024). The negative narratives
identified in this study, such as “threat to children” or “sinfulness,” are concrete examples of the
“formula stories” spread through pro-Russian media to construct the image of LGBTQ+ people as
“perverts” (Soroka et al., 2022). Thus, the narrative of equality, particularly prominent among a
younger audience on TikTok (Romadlon et al., 2022; Berger et al., 2022), is not merely an
expression of personal views but also an element of broader civic resistance and national self-
determination.

These findings have significant practical implications for the media sphere and digital
inclusion policies. For journalists and content creators, the need to transition from simple
terminological literacy to narrative competence becomes evident. It means not only using correct
terminology but also consciously working to counter dominant narratives of resistance, such as
“not a priority” or “a threat to children.” Understanding the phenomenon of “conditional
inclusion,” media outlets should strive for the ethical and balanced representation of the full
diversity of LGBTQ+ communities, paying special attention to the voices of the most marginalized
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groups, particularly transgender people. Concurrently, responsibility also lies with the platforms
themselves. Effective moderation must evolve from reacting to individual trigger words to
contextual analysis that can recognize entire hostile narratives. Furthermore, to ensure equal
opportunities for visibility, greater transparency is needed regarding the algorithmic promotion of
“sensitive” content to avoid the potential “shadow banning” of LGBTQ+ topics. Thus, enhancing
digital inclusion means creating an environment that guarantees not only the right to presence but
also safety from harassment and visibility in the information flow.

Despite the significance of these findings, it is important to acknowledge certain limitations
of this study, which in turn open up prospects for future research. First, the focus on two platforms
(TikTok and Instagram) does not allow for the extrapolation of the conclusions to the entire
Ukrainian digital space, particularly to specific environments like Telegram or YouTube. Second,
although the analysis of viral content allowed for the inclusion of a heterogeneous audience, it
does not capture the dynamics within less popular, niche discussions. At the same time, we must
emphasize a unique methodological advantage of this work: the researcher’s position as the author
of the analyzed content provided full access to all comments, including those automatically hidden
or restricted by the platform. It reduced the risk of missing a significant portion of adverse reactions
and increased the validity of the data. Future research could adopt a longitudinal approach to track
the evolution of narratives over time and could also expand the analysis to include comparisons
with other platforms and content types.

Conclusions

This research, which analyzed the dynamics of narratives within the online discourse on
LGBTQ+ communities on Ukrainian social media amid the full-scale war, yielded several key
findings. Firstly, we empirically verified that the digital public sphere is not monolithic but con-
sists of fragmented ecosystems: TikTok predominantly functions as a space for solidarity, while
Instagram, with its Facebook integration, serves as an arena for considerably higher levels of
conflict and animosity (in confirmation of Hypothesis 1). Secondly, five dominant narratives
were identified (equality, exclusion, sinfulness, a hierarchy of priorities, and threat to children)
that act as instruments for perpetuating stereotypes and escalating conflict, thus confirming Hy-
pothesis 2. Thirdly, the high share of negative comments supports Hypothesis 3, which concerns
the discrepancy between the more hostile online discourse and the general rise in tolerance docu-
mented by sociological surveys.

The study’s theoretical contribution is the articulation of the “conditional inclusion” phe-
nomenon, wherein acceptance of LGBTQ+ communities is contingent upon their representation
conforming to dominant social norms (or prevailing patriotic frameworks). In contrast, the visi-
bility of more marginalized groups (notably transgender individuals) still encounters significant
opposition. The practical value of the study lies in formulating recommendations for media and
platforms to strengthen digital inclusion by fostering narrative literacy and implementing contex-
tual moderation.

Finally, the analysis of social media comments demonstrates that the fight for equality and
human rights is an inseparable component of the victory on the “invisible front” — the battle for
values that will shape the future of a democratic and inclusive Ukrainian society.

Declaration of generative artificial intelligence and technologies using artificial intelligence in the
writing process. The authors did not use artificial intelligence tools in the preparation of this article. The
authors of the article bear full responsibility for the correct use and citation of sources.
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