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Which Identity Frames Boost Support for and Mobilization in the
#BlackLivesMatter Movement? An Experimental Test
TABITHA BONILLA Northwestern University

ALVIN B. TILLERY JR. Northwestern University

The Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement has organized hundreds of disruptive protests in
American cities since 2013 (Garza 2014; Harris 2015; Taylor 2016). The movement has garnered
considerable attention from theU.S.media and is well recognized by theU.S. public (Horowitz and

Livingston 2016; Neal 2017). Social movement scholars suggest that such robust mobilizations are
typically predicated on clear social movement frames (Benford and Snow 2000; Snow et al. 1986). Tillery
(2019b) has identified several distinct message frames within the social media communications of BLM
activists. In this paper, we use a survey experiment to test the effect of three of these frames—Black
Nationalist, Feminist, and LGBTQ+ Rights—on the mobilization of African Americans. We find that
exposure to these frames generates differential effects on respondents’ willingness to support, trust,
canvass, and write representatives about the Black Lives Matter movement. These findings raise new
questions about the deployment of intersectional messaging strategies within movements for racial justice.

INTRODUCTION

I n August 2012, Marcus Anthony Hunter, an urban
studies scholar at the University of California, Los
Angeles, was the first to post the hashtag #Black-

LivesMatter on Twitter (National Public Radio 2019).
The hashtag began to go viral on the social media
platform after Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors, and Opal
Tometti posted it on July 13, 2013 to protest a jury’s
decision to acquit George Zimmerman in the shooting
death of Trayvon Martin, an unarmed African Ameri-
can teenager, during a confrontation in Sanford, Florida.
In the years since this viral post, #BlackLivesMatter has
been tweetedmore than 35million times—making it one
of the three most used hashtags on the Twitter platform
(Freelon, McIlwain, and Clark 2016; Garza 2014;
Hockin and Brunson 2018). The phrase Black Lives
Matter (BLM) has also acquired an off-line life as the

animating principle andmantra of themovement against
police brutality in Black communities in the United
States (Bonilla and Rosa 2015; Jackson and Welles
2016; Rickford 2016; Taylor 2016, 13–15). Hundreds of
large, disruptive Black Lives Matter protests have been
staged in American cities since 2014. Public opinion and
media studies have reported that these protests have
registered in the national consciousness (Horowitz and
Livingston 2016; Neal 2017; Tillery 2017).

As is often the case when new movements emerge
(Gusfield 1994, 59; Zald 1992), the Black Lives Matter
movement has also become the subject of scholarly
inquiry about how its origins, tactics, and effects fit into
existing theoretical paradigms and how it is understood
by others (Freelon, McIlwain, and Clark 2016; Harris
2015; Lebron 2017;Merseth 2018; Rickford 2016; Taylor
2016; Tillery 2019b). The consensus within this burgeon-
ing literature is that the Black LivesMattermovement is
akin to the New Social Movements—like Germany’s
antinuclear movement or the OccupyWall Street move-
ment in the United States—that have emerged in
advanced industrialized societies since the 1980s (Harris
2015, 35–36; Rickford 2016, 35–36; Taylor 2016, 145–
148, 156–159; Tillery 2019b). Under this formulation, we
can expect the activists associated with the Black Lives
Mattermovement to evince less concern withmobilizing
resources to affect public policy debates or shift the
trajectory of political institutions than did their prede-
cessors in the Civil Rights Movement of the 1950s and
1960s (Johnston, Larana, and Gusfield 1994; Melucci
1989; Pichardo 1997). We can also expect Black Lives
Matter activists to replace resource mobilization in the
service of instrumental demands with a “politics of
signification” that seeks to create a space for and repre-
sent their distinctive identities within postindustrial cul-
tures (Johnston, Larana, and Gusfield 1994; Melucci
1989). In other words, we should observe Black Lives
Matter activists devoting considerable attention to mes-
saging about the various identity groups that they pur-
port to represent in the public sphere.
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Scholars of social movements have long acknow-
ledged the importance of “social movement frames”
both to generate support for and tomobilize individuals
to participate in social movements (Goffman 1974;
Snow and Benford 2000; Snow et al. 1986; Tarrow
1992). Indeed, many scholars argue that the difference
between successful and unsuccessful movements hinges
on the ability of their core activists to behave as “sig-
nifying agents actively engaged in the production and
maintenance of meaning for constituents, antagonists,
and bystanders or observers” (Snow and Benford 2000,
613). The focus on frames within social movement
studies has corresponded with the rise of the New
SocialMovements. Despite this fact, there has not been
much empirical work on how the identity frames
deployed by the leaders of New Social Movements
shape public opinion and affect micromobilization.
Instead, social movement scholars have tended to sim-
ply catalog the rise of new frames and describe howwell
they seem to “resonate” with collectivities during pro-
tests (Benford and Snow 2000; Keck and Sikkink 1998,
223–226; Snow and Benford 1992; Snow and Machalek
1984). In most social movements, the framing of the
movement is competitive (Carroll and Ratner 1996;
Benford and Snow 2000; Zald 1996)—that is, activists
from different branches of a movement tend to com-
pete with one another to elevate their message to the
position of “master frame” or dominant narrative of
what the movement is about (Mooney and Hunt 1996;
Snow and Benford 1992, Bonilla and Mo 2019). Such
competition has largely been absent from the history of
theBlack LivesMattermovement. On the contrary, the
most visible Black Lives Matter activists quickly
coalesced around the view that intersectionality is the
“master frame” of the movement (Chatelain and
Asoka 2015; Garza, Tometti, and Cullors 2014).
The concept of intersectionality grows out of the rich

intellectual tradition of Black feminist thought in the
United States (Collins 1990; Crenshaw 1991; Lorde
1984). The central idea animating intersectionality the-
ory is that marginalized individuals exist and experience
their racial, gender, sexual, and class identities concur-
rently (Hancock 2007; Jordan-Zachary 2007; Nash
2008). This means that interconnected forms of disad-
vantage exist for those who identify as part of marginal-
ized groups across multiple identities, and this form of
discrimination is unique to those with overlapping or
intersectional identities, as first defined, described, and
documented among African American women (Cren-
shaw 1989; Hancock 2007). The corollary of this idea is
that marginalized individuals must “confront”what Col-
lins (1990) calls “interlocking systems of oppression,”
based on their class, gender, race, and sexual identities
(3). Several recent studies in political science have dem-
onstrated that recognition of their intersectionality is a
prime motivator of African American women’s behav-
ior in politics (Brown 2014; Brown and Gershon 2016;
Simien and Clawson 2004; Smooth 2006).
Our goal in this paper is to understand how the

messages emanating from the leaders of the Black
Lives Matter movement about their gender, sexuality,
and racial identities work as social movement frames

shaping both the attitudes that rank-and-file African
Americans hold about the movement and their willing-
ness to participate in it. We ask whether a framing
strategy grounded in intersectionality theory works to
mobilize African Americans to support and participate
in the Black Lives Matter movement. Does framing the
Black LivesMatter movement as addressing the “inter-
locking systems of oppression” lead to the same or
greater levels of support for the Black Lives Matter
movement andmobilization amongAfricanAmericans
as when the movement is framed more broadly as a
fight for racial justice? Or, do movement frames predi-
cated on marginalized subgroup identities function as
micromobilizers for those bearing overlapping iden-
tities? We answer these questions through a survey
experiment designed to test whether the subgroup
frames are as potent as a frame based on racial identity
for encouraging African Americans to adopt positive
attitudes about the Black Lives Matter movement and
engage in political actions to support the movement.

We believe that exploring these questions through
experimental methods is warranted for three reasons.
First, while there is a wealth of excellent qualitative
research on the dynamics of the Black Lives Matter
movement (see, for example, Chatelain and Asoka
2015; Harris 2015; Rickford 2016; Taylor 2016), there is
a dearth of causal research on themovement’s impact on
African American communities. Second, because Black
Lives Matter is the first avowedly intersectional move-
ment to gain significant traction in the American public
sphere, developing theoretical insights about how it
shapes political attitudes and behavior holds great poten-
tial to build theory about the larger category of New
Social Movements. Finally, the notion that movement
frames referencing subgroup identities can be potent
micromobilizers of support and action cuts against a lot
of accumulated wisdom in multiple fields of study.

The remainder of the paper is organized into four
sections. In the next section, we provide the theoretical
context for our experimental study. We also use this
section to present ourmain hypotheses and expectations
based on extant theories. Then, in the “Methods and
Data” section, we describe the design of our experiment
and data collection. In the “Findings” section, we then
report the results of our experiment. The main finding
presented in this section is that, as compared with mes-
sages that focus on group unity, movement frames
predicated on subgroup identities can demobilize sup-
port for Black Lives Matter in segments of the African
American population. The conclusion describes the
broader significance of the findings for our larger under-
standing of the Black Lives Matter movement as well as
the broader literature on social movements.

THEORETICAL CONTEXT AND
HYPOTHESES

This paper falls within the research paradigm on social
movements known as the “framing perspective” (Ben-
ford and Snow 2000; Johnston and Noakes 2005). This
paradigm emerged as a corrective to the limitations
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inherent in the structuralism that defines the dominant
resource mobilization and political process theories of
social movements (Benford and Snow 2000; Snow et al.
1986, 464). According to resource mobilization and
political process theorists, the ability to take advantage
of shifts in the political opportunity structure by mobil-
izing resources—for example, labor, money, facilities,
etc.—and sending strategic signals to dominant elites is
the dividing line between successful and unsuccessful
movements (Cress and Snow 1996; Gamson 1975;
McAdam 1982; Morris 1981). Goffman (1974) initiated
the framing paradigm by pointing to the important role
that ideational factors play in the micromobilization of
a movement’s adherents.
Goffman (1974, 21) defines “frames” as “schemata of

interpretation that enable individuals to locate, per-
ceive, identify, and label” events in their lives and the
broader world. In Goffman’s view, the most robust
social movements occur when there is “alignment”
between the interpretive schemata promoted by the
leaders of social movements and individual partici-
pants. Building on Goffman’s approach, Snow et al.
(1986, 464) argue that “frame alignment is a necessary
condition for movement participation, whatever its
nature or intensity.” Since the mid-1980s, scholars have
devoted considerable attention to the frames that social
movement organizations generate tomove public opin-
ion (Bonilla and Mo 2018; Lau and Schlesinger 2005)
and spur their adherents to take actions in the public
sphere (Gamson 1992; Klandermans 1984; Snow and
Benford 1988).
These studies point to the importance of what Ben-

ford and Snow (2000) call “meaning work” to social
movements. “Meaning work” is “the struggle over the
production of mobilizing and countermobilizing ideas
andmeanings” (613). Under this view, themost import-
ant task of activists is to serve as “signifying agents” in
the “production and maintenance of meaning for con-
stituents, antagonists, and bystanders or observers”
(613). Snow and Benford (1992) argue that social
movement organizations that successfully accomplish
these core framing tasks at the beginning of a “protest
cycle” are more likely to give rise to dominant or what
social movement scholars call “master frames” that
“resonate” with the adherents of the movement. Ben-
ford and Snow (2000) define “the concept of reson-
ance” as “the effectiveness or mobilizing potency of
proffered framings” (619). Snow and Benford (1992)
further argue that resonance is a function of “empirical
credibility, experiential commensurability, and idea-
tional centrality” (140). In other words, the potency
of frames is a function of how well they match up with
the lived experiences of the movement’s adherents.
The most visible activists associated with the Black

Lives Matter movement have embraced the concept of
intersectionality as a core tenet of their activism. This
commitment translates into a framing strategy that
views centering the identities of marginalized sub-
groups—that is, gender and LGBTQ+ identities—
within the African American community as the best
way to reach and mobilize their adherents (Carruthers
2018; Garza 2014; Khan-Cullors 2018; Tometti 2015).

Garza (2014) gives voice to this commitment in her
pamphlet “A Herstory of the #BlackLivesMatter
Movement.” She writes:

Black Lives Matter is a unique contribution that goes
beyond extrajudicial killings of Black people by police
and vigilantes. It goes beyond the narrow nationalism that
can be prevalent within some Black communities, which
merely call[s] on Black people to love Black, live Black,
and buy Black, keeping straight cis-Black men in the front
of the movement while our sisters, queer and trans and
disabled folk, take up roles in the background or not at all.
Black Lives Matter affirms the lives of Black queer and
trans folks, disabled folks, Black undocumented folks,
folks with records, women, and all Black lives along the
gender spectrum. It centers those that have been margin-
alized within Black liberation movements (25).

Garza goes on to say that this intersectional framing
strategy is a necessary “tactic to (re)build the Black
liberation movement” (25). In other words, for Garza,
the Black Lives Matter movement’s robustness as a
movement for racial justice depends on the elevation of
messages about marginalized subgroups within African
American communities.

Empirical research on the Black Lives Matter move-
ment confirms that the type of signification that Garza
calls for in her pamphlet is widespread among Black
Lives Matter activists. Tillery’s (2019b) content ana-
lysis of more than 18,000 tweets by six organizations
affiliated with the Black Lives Matter movement found
that gender, LGBTQ+, and racial identities were
among the main categories proffered by activists as
master frames for the movement. Jackson’s (2016)
qualitative research on BLM activists also confirmed
their commitment to intersectional messaging. “Black
Lives Matter’s organizational founders, and members
of the larger Movement for Black Lives collective,”
Jackson writes, “have insisted on discourses of inter-
sectionality that value and center all Black lives, includ-
ing, among others, Black women, femmes, and queer
and trans folk” (375). Despite these stated commit-
ments from BLM activists, Threadcraft (2017) has
noted that Black female and LGBTQ+ victims have
received less attention in the movement’s condemna-
tions of state violence and rituals of public mourning.

Kimberlé Crenshaw, the progenitor of the term
intersectionality, has recognized the “dilemma” that
sometimes ensues when social movements have to
choose between centering subgroup identities and
pointing to unifying messages to mobilize the larger
African American community (Crenshaw 1989, 148).
These dilemmas have been recognized by others who
have investigated intersectional social movements
(Ayoub 2019; Einwohner et al. 2019; Gershon et al.
2019). The potential conflicts between subgroups that
Crenshaw worried about are precisely the reason that
most social movement scholars assert that promoting
what Gamson (1992) calls a “collective identity”
through master frames that downplay the internal
diversity is the best way to mobilize adherents (Arm-
strong 2002; Hirsh 1990; Lichterman 1999; Polletta

Which Identity Frames Boost Support for andMobilization in the #BlackLivesMatterMovement?AnExperimental Test
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1998; Ward 2008). This viewpoint is bolstered by
experimental research conducted by social identity
and self-categorization theorists in the field of psych-
ology (Huddy 2001; Tajfel 1978; Tajfel and Turner
1979; Turner et al. 1987). These related theories, which
have been well tested and replicated in dozens of
settings, point us to the reality that “individuals are
more likely to see themselves as members of social
groups under conditions in which the use of a group
label maximizes the similarities between oneself and
other group members, and heightens one’s differences
with outsiders” (Huddy 2001, 134).
For understanding how intersectional identities may

alter support and mobilization, we turn to social iden-
tity theory, which purports that individuals see them-
selves as belonging to various groups—members of
sporting teams, neighborhoods, professional guilds,
etc. (Tajfel 1978; Turner 1999; Turner and Tajfel
1979). Once individuals see themselves as part of a
group, they engage in a process of evaluating the
groups that they are a part of—“in-groups”—and
“out-groups” that they do not see themselves as hold-
ingmemberships in (Hinkle andBrown 1990;Hogg and
Abrams 1988; Oakes 1987; Tajfel and Turner 1979).
These evaluations then form the basis for judgements
about the relative social values of these in-groups and
out-groups (Hogg and Abrams 1990). Thus, an individ-
ual’s “social identity” is the end result of this three-step
process of self-categorization, group evaluation, and
the valuation of one’s group memberships vis-à-vis
out-groups (Tajfel and Turner 1979; Turner 1999;
Turner et al. 1987). Our work is based on this idea of
social identity as the main lens through which individ-
uals engage with social movement frames. Further, we
argue that, when social movement leaders attempt to
propagate master frames to stimulate support and
action for their movements, individuals use the three-
step process of self-categorization, group evaluation,
and the valuations of in-groups and out-groups to
determine whether the frame appeals to them. These
determinations inform whether or not the movement
represents an individual’s group and how one values
thier membership within that group.
We assert that these questions are even more pro-

nouncedwhen the leaders of social movements attempt
to build master frames predicated upon multiple social
identities in the ways that the core activists in the Black
Lives Matter movement have attempted to do over the
past several years. This is so because we know that self-
categorization, the first step in the process of personal
identity formation, “is an active, interpretative, judg-
mental process, reflecting a complex and creative inter-
action between motives, expectations, knowledge and
reality” (Turner 1999, 31). As a result, the social cat-
egory that an individual feels she belongs to can shift
quite rapidly in response to a variety of stimuli (Oakes
1987; Turner 1999). The literature is also clear that the
stimuli that seem to matter most in generating these
shifts for individuals in a given “social context” are the
ones that are “salient”—meaning held at “the top of
their mind” (Oakes 1987). Moreover, building on the
same concept of salience, public opinion scholars have

also demonstrated that frames generated by elites to
engage potential adherents must be both cognitively
accessible (Chong and Druckman 2007; Iyengar 1990)
and perceived as applicable to their lives (Eagly and
Chaiken 1993; Higgins 1996) in order for individuals to
embrace them andmodify their attitudes and behavior.

Both the traditional strategies of social movement
leaders and an understanding of social identity theory
indicate that Black Lives Matter should gain traction
from the Black community as a whole by using unifying
messages. For decades, public opinion studies have
shown that African Americans have a strong racial
group consciousness (Chong andRogers 2005; Dawson
1995; Miller et al. 1981; Shingles 1981). Many studies
have also found that racial group consciousness is an
important force motivating African Americans to par-
ticipate in politics at higher levels than those predicted
by their relatively low levels of educational attainment
and income (Harris-Lacewell 2003; Hoston 2009; Olsen
1970; Orum 1966; Verba and Nie 1972; White et al.
2007). Dawson (1995) found that African Americans
also place group considerations at the center of their
decision making as they form attitudes and preferences
about policies and political candidates. Thus, there is
ample reason to believe that collective racial identity
will matter for the modal subject in our sample, justi-
fying our first hypothesis:

H1: Black nationalist frames of the BLM movement will
increase support of the movement among African Ameri-
can subjects.

Black Lives Matter activists have often cast their
commitment to intersectional frames as diametrically
opposed to whatGarza (2014) calls “the narrow nation-
alism that can be prevalent in some Black communi-
ties” (25). The Black Lives Matter activists’ viewpoint
cuts against the findings of public opinion studies that
have shown that African Americans who believe in
some of the key constructs of modern Black National-
ism demonstrate a greater sense of efficacy and a higher
likelihood to participate in politics (Brown and Shaw
2002; Dawson 2003). We anticipate the Black Nation-
alist frame of the Black Lives Matter movement to be a
potent frame generating the mobilization of positive
attitudes and action.

There is a further consideration: by centering gender
and LGBTQ+ identities as the master frames of the
Black Lives Matter movement and downplaying trad-
itional movement frames centered on racial unity, do
the core activists in the vanguard of the movement
generate conditions that weaken their ability to maxi-
mize the support and mobilization of their adherents?
In order to answer this question, we first consider how
amplifying messages around gender identity may alter
support. Again, there are a number of complex factors
to consider. Several studies have shown that group
consciousness grounded in gender identity was a potent
mobilizer of women’s participation in both social move-
ments and electoral politics (Cole, Zucker, andOstrove
1998; Fendrich 1974; Rinehart 2013; Weldon 2011;
White 1999). In addition, a number of public opinion
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studies conducted at the height of the women’s move-
ment in the United States found that African American
women demonstrated a higher commitment to feminist
values than did white women (Hooks 1981; Klein 1987;
Mansbridge and Tate 1992). More recent studies have
also confirmed that feminist consciousness drives Afri-
can American women to heightened levels of engage-
ment, participation, and substantive representation in
the politics of the African American community
(Brown 2014; Brown and Gershon 2016; Simien and
Clawson 2004; Smooth 2006). Building on the findings
of these studies, we believe that the gender identity
frame will have significant resonance and potency as a
mobilizer of African American women.
It is less clear how Black men will respond to frames

of theBlack LivesMattermovement that center gender
identity because there is very little empirical research
on the attitudes of African American men toward
gender equality and feminism.1 One of the few analyses
of gender differences in attitudes toward feminism
within the African American communities finds that
male respondents to the 1993–1994 National Black
Politics Study “are equally and, in some cases, more
likely than are black women to support black femin-
ism” (Simien 2004, 331). In light of this finding, it is
plausible that African American men will also show a
positive response to the gender identity frame. How-
ever, Simien (2004) also found that, despite their
abstract commitments to gender equality, the African
American men that she studied had a difficult time
accepting the premise that gender discrimination was
as big a problem as racial discrimination for African
American women (333). Simien extrapolates from this
finding to theorize that, when asked about both the
women’s movement and the movement for racial just-
ice, “it is more difficult for black men to uphold the
black feminist position because they must consider
whether black women experienced sexism within the
blackmovement” (333). Simien’s argument is bolstered
by the general findings of Davis and Robinson (1991)
that men are less likely than women are to see gender
inequalities in their workplaces and to support the
policies designed to reduce them. Based on these con-
siderations, our second hypothesis follows:

H2: Black feminist frames of the BLM movement will
increase support of the movement among African Ameri-
can women, but they may decrease support among male
subjects.

While the findings of these studies inform our pre-
diction that the gender identity frame is likely to demo-
bilize support and action among the African American
men in our sample, we want to be clear that our theory
is not grounded in an empirical analysis of gender

relations in the African American community. Instead,
it is based on our assumptions about how individuals
weigh the salience of frames against calculations about
their social identities. In short, African American men
may not see the framing of Black Lives Matter around
gender as salient to their core racial and gender iden-
tities. Moreover, we believe that frames that center
gender while simultaneously using the phrase “Black
LivesMatter” likely create what Chong andDruckman
(2007) call a “competitive context” that “will stimulate
individuals to deliberate over alternatives in order to
reconcile competing considerations” (110). The public
opinion literature on framing also suggests that such
deliberations tend to result in individuals choosing the
frame that is the most cognitively accessible and applic-
able to their individual lives (Druckman 2004; Kuk-
linski et al. 2001) as well as the one that invokes deeply
ingrained cultural values and norms (Chong 2000;
Gamson and Modigliani 1989).

Finally, we turn to how an intersectional identity
featuring LGBTQ+ identities may be received.2 Rep-
resentation of Black queer and feminist scholarship is
at the forefront of Black Lives Matter and many Black
activists (Carruthers 2018; Khan-Cullors and Bandele
2018). While the activism of Black LGBTQ+ commu-
nities is not new to the BLM movement, Lorde (1984,
137) details how, through the 1960s, the “existence of
Black lesbian and gay people was not even allowed to
cross the public consciousness of Black America.”
However, the centering of the Black queer feminist
organizations, like Charlene A. Carruthers’s BYP100,
is a shift in the narratives of current Black leadership
(Bailey 2018; Cohen and Jackson 2016; Green 2018).
And, as Black LGBTQ+ individuals continue to be
much less represented in discussions of Black Lives
Matter (Threadcraft 2018), we expect to find that the
LGBTQ+ identity frame will be the least potent of the
three frames that we test in our survey experiment.
Indeed, we expect that only those African Americans
who are in the LGBTQ+ community will be mobilized
in response to the LGBTQ+ identity frame. For those
who are not members of the LGBTQ+ community, we
anticipatemuch less support as the result of a LGBTQ+
frame. Public opinion research has documented the
wide distribution of homophobic attitudes among the
American public (Brewer 2003; Herek 2000; Schulte
and Battle 2004; Sherrill andYang 2000).While accept-
ance of LGBTQ+ Americans has increased markedly
since the 1990s (Brewer 2003; Wilcox and Norrander
2002; Wilcox and Wolpert 2000), a high number of
Americans, in general, remains committed to the view
that homosexuality is “immoral” (Herek 2000).

Studies of African Americans’ attitudes toward their
fellow citizens with LGBTQ+ identities have produced

1 Indeed, almost all of the public opinion studies that have docu-
mented the “gender gaps” between men and women on a wide-range
of political issues and candidate evaluations since the 1980s (Conover
1988; Mueller 1988; Shapiro and Mahajan 1986; Wirls 1986) have
failed to treat racial identity as an important category of analysis.

2 Although we focus primarily on LGBTQ+ and Feminist frames as
distinct from each other in this paper, we wish to acknowledge that
even these categories overlap. For example, Black trans women are
highly stigmatized in the United States, and a high level of violence is
directed toward them (Méndez 2016). Murder rates of Black trans
women are approximately 1 in 2,600 compared with an overall rate of
1 in 19,000 (Talusan 2016).

Which Identity Frames Boost Support for andMobilization in the #BlackLivesMatterMovement?AnExperimental Test
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interesting and mixed results. On one hand, African
Americans are significantly more likely than whites are
to support government policies and interventions to
prohibit discrimination against LGBTQ+ Americans
(Lewis 2003; Pew 2014). At the same time, African
Americans are less likely than are their white counter-
parts to express their personal approval of homosexual
relationships and same-sex marriage (Lewis 2003; Pew
2019). In her landmark study of the HIV/AIDS crisis in
Black America, Cohen (1999) argues that LGBTQ+
African Americans were frequently “hyper-marginal-
ized” within their communities because establishment
leaders did not do enough to frame their issues as
central to the broader racial group’s agenda. Strolo-
vitch’s (2006) large-N study also finds that this tendency
to “downplay the issues” of “marginalized subgroup
populations”waswidespread among national advocacy
organizations even when they had the “good inten-
tions” to provide representations to these subgroups.
Purdie-Vaughns andEibach (2008) have suggested that
such dynamics stem from a type of “prototypical think-
ing” about social identity that leads to the “intersec-
tional invisibility” of marginalized subgroups. Building
on these findings, our final hypothesis is that

H3: Black LGBTQ+ frames of the BLM movement will
have a positive effect onBlackLGBTQ+members, but they
will have no effect or a demobilizing effect onBlack subjects
who do not identify as LGBTQ+.

METHODS AND DATA

We tested our three hypotheses using a survey experi-
ment3 that manipulates how the Black Lives Matter
movement is framed and measures the resulting effect
on an individual’s support for themovement, expressed
generally, and willingness to take action in support of
the movement by contacting a representative about it.
We distributed the survey to an African American
sample (census matched on gender, age, and region)
of 849 respondents through a Qualtrics panel from
February 15, 2019, through February 23, 2019.
As the main objective of this experiment was to

determine which identity frames change how the Black
Lives Matter movement resonates with potential sup-
porters, we presented four different treatments to sub-
jects through short introductions to the movement. It is
unrealistic to expect that mostAfricanAmerican adults
have never heard of the BLM movement, so, in add-
ition, we used a control treatment that provided a basic
description of BLM: “Black Lives Matter was created
in response to the sustained and increasingly visible
violence against Black communities in the US. They
believe in elevating the experiences of Black people as
American citizens with constitutional rights. They are
intentional about amplifying the particular experience
of violence Black people face.”

For our first treatment, the Black nationalist frame of
the Black Lives Matter movement, we provided an
even stronger, unifying statement about the Black
community. The ideology of Black Nationalism has a
long and complex history in African American com-
munities (Bush 1999; Moses 1988; Robinson 2001;
Tillery 2011). The earliest variants of Black nationalist
thought proposed that the solution to the racial oppres-
sion and unequal citizenship in the United States was
for African Americans to establish a separate nation of
their own (Moses 1988; Robinson 2001; Tillery 2011).
Calls for the establishment of a separate nation
declined in the wake of the Civil Rights movement of
the 1960s, but several of the core constructs related to
nationalist ideology continue to circulate in African
American communities (Block 2011; Brown and Shaw
2002; Davis and Brown 2002; Dawson 2003; Harris-
Lacewell 2004; Price 2009). To create this first treat-
ment, we rephrased the last two sentences of the con-
trol treatment to emphasize the Black experience “as a
distinct nation within a nation through an ongoing call
and struggle for reparations for the historic and con-
tinuing harms of colonialism and slavery.” (See Table 1
for the full treatment texts.)

The second and third treatments both signal the
intersectionality of the movement in different ways.
The Black feminist treatment changed the last two
sentences by emphasizing the “particular experience”
of “Black women” as the “most marginalized” group.
The Black LGBTQ+ identity treatment placed
emphasis on the particular experiences of Black
LGBTQ+ individuals in the US by denoting their
experiences as unique and attending to the “particular
experience of non-heteronormative violence that Black
LGBTQ+ individuals face.”

After randomly providing respondents with one of
these treatments, which highlight different social move-
ment frames, we asked the study subjects a series of
questions about their support of the Black LivesMatter
movement, in general, as well their perceptions of its
effectiveness, their trust in its goals, and their assess-
ments of the strategic decision making of the core
activists guiding the movement. (Please see the full text
of these questions inAppendixA.) In addition, we used
a quasi-behavioral metric to measure distinctions
between attitudes of support and real behavior. Fol-
lowing the attitudinal measures, we asked respondents
whether theywould bewilling towrite to the Speaker of
the U.S. House of Representatives, Nancy Pelosi (D-
CA), on behalf of the goals of the Black Lives Matter
movement, and, if respondents agreed, we gave them
space to write her a message.4 Admittedly, writing a
letter of support is not the only signal of support that
individuals can send. However, we argue that this
measure gives a unique opportunity for subjects to

3 The preregistered experiment can be found onAsPredicted: https://
aspredicted.org/q56qq.pdf.

4 Ideally, wewould have liked to ask each respondent to write to their
own representative. However, because elected officials receive cor-
respondence with attached names and addresses, it would be impos-
sible to directly connect respondents and elected officials without also
removing privacy protections. Therefore, we asked for letters to the
Speaker of the House as a proxy for general political support.
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demonstrate a greater level of effort to support BLM
than the attitudinal measures alone and display their
perspective of what BLM stands for while performing a
fundamental feature of BLM’s successes: to change
dialogues about race in this country (Taylor 2016).

RESULTS

We estimated the effects of the treatments on the
dependent variable measures through a standard OLS
regression with robust standard errors and report the
coefficients and 95% confidence intervals comparing
each treatment with the control condition. Tomore easily
interpret the effect of each of the treatments, we first
transformed all dependent variable measures to a 0 to 1
scale, meaning that all estimates can be read as 100 � β
percentage-point differences between the control and the
treatment conditions.We report respondents’ support for
BLM, perceived effectiveness of BLM, and agreement
with the goals of BLM. As another measure of support,
we created an index including three additional variables:
trust in people involved in BLM, trust in BLM leaders,
and belief that BLM speaks for the individual.5

On the whole, the sample roughly matches that of
African American residents of the United States of
America.6 (Table A.1 in the Appendix contains a

descriptive summary of all demographic and dependent
variables. Treatments were fully balanced across various
demographic groups—see Table A.2 in the Appendix.)
As Figure 1 illustrates, respondents generally reported
that they possess high levels of linked fate (μ = 0.77, SE =
0.29) and that identifying as Black is extremely import-
ant to most participants (μ = 0.87, SE = 0.24). In general,
respondents across treatment groups were relatively
familiar with Black Lives Matter (μ = 0.67, SE = 0.27)
and strongly supported BLM across all dependent vari-
ablemeasures (μindex = 0.73, SE= 0.24). (SeeFigure 1 for
a visual representation of these variables.)

Then, we examined the effects of the three different
treatments versus the control on the dependent vari-
ables for the full sample in Figure 2A.7 For all
dependent variables, the Black nationalist treatment,
while mostly positive, produced no statistically signifi-
cant difference from the control. In contrast, both the
Black feminist and Black LGBTQ+ treatments nega-
tively affected agreement with and support for the
Black Lives Matter movement, though not significantly
so. For the Indexmeasure, theBlack feminist treatment
is 4.1% lower than the control (p = 0.088). This effect is
less strong for the Black LGBTQ+ treatment, which
negatively affects responses by 3.1 percentage points
(p = 0.19).

TABLE 1. Full Text of Experimental Conditions

Condition Treatment text

Control Black Lives Matter was created in response to the sustained and increasingly visible violence against
Black communities in the US. They believe in elevating the experiences of Black people as American
citizens with constitutional rights. They are intentional about amplifying the particular experience of
violence Black people face.

Nationalist
treatment

Black Lives Matter was created in response to the sustained and increasingly visible violence against
Black communities in the US. They believe in elevating the experiences of Black people as a distinct
nation within a nation through an ongoing call and struggle for reparations for the historic and
continuing harms of colonialism and slavery. They are intentional about amplifying the particular
experience of the violence the descendants of African people face in their struggle for self-
determination.

Feminist
treatment

Black Lives Matter was created in response to the sustained and increasingly visible violence against
Black communities in the US. They believe in elevating the experiences of the most marginalized
Black people, especially women. They are intentional about amplifying the particular experience of
gendered violence that Black women face.

LGBTQ+
treatment

Black Lives Matter was created in response to the sustained and increasingly visible violence against
Black communities in the US. They believe in elevating the experiences of the most marginalized
Black people, especially those who identify as queer, trans, gender nonconforming, and intersex.
They are intentional about amplifying the particular experience of non-heteronormative violence that
Black LGBTQ+ individuals face.

5 Indices have been demonstrated to be less prone to estimation error
(Ansolabehere, Rodden, and Snyder 2008). For this index, Cron-
bach’s α = 0.92, meaning it is a strongly reliable indicator on standard
scales.
6 Full demographics of the sample as well as balance tests for each of
the treatment groups can be found in Appendix B. The sample
largely matched demographic data of Black adults in the United
States, compared with the most proximate Current Population Sur-
vey in February 2018. In the CPS, 46.1% of Black respondents were
male, the median age was 37, the median income bracket was 35,000–
39,999, and the modal educational attainment was “high school

degree or equivalent” (followed by “some college, but no degree”).
A total of 49.5% percent of the sample were men, 43 was the median
age, 30,000–39,999 was the median income bracket, and “some
college, but no degree” was the modal educational attainment (fol-
lowed by a high school degree). Overall, our sample was slightly older
and slightly more educated but similar on gender and income as the
CPS.
7 Regression tables for this and all subsequent figures can be found in
Appendix C.
8 The full set of results is in theAppendix C, but for brevity we discuss
only the index.
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Per our theory, we anticipated a differential response
to the Black feminist treatment by gender.9 When we
moderated the sample based on the gender of the

respondent, we found consistent results across all treat-
ments, and we present those results in Figure 2B. For
female respondents, we see nonsignificant (positive)
effects of the Black nationalist (β = 0.03, p = 0.39) and
Black LGBTQ+ treatments (β = 0.03, p = 0.30), and
nonsignificant (negative) effects of the Black feminist
treatment (β = -0.02, p = 0.46). In contrast, we found
that male respondents were much more affected by the
intersectional treatments. Again, the Black nationalist
treatment had no significant results on evaluations of
BLM (βNationalist = -0.01, p = 0.76), but both the Black
feminist and Black LGBTQ+ treatments decreased

FIGURE 1. Distribution of Black Identity and Main Dependent Variables

Note: Each subfigure shows the distribution of possible responses with the mean as a horizontal dashed line.

9 There is other salient demographic information that may influence
the treatment results that are not theorized in this paper.We examine
four of these in Appendix D: region, religiosity, education, and age.
We find that those in the South are consistently less supportive of
BLM if they receive the LGBTQ+ treatment. With weaker results,
we also see less support for BLM as a result of the Feminist treatment
among those who are more religious and less support for BLM if less
religious individuals received the LGBTQ+ treatment.
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Blackmale approval of BLM (βFeminist = -0.06., p = 0.07;
βLGBTQ+ = -0.09, p = 0.008).10

We anticipated different results for the LGBTQ+
treatment when we moderate by membership in the
LGBTQ+ community.11 Only 58 subjects identified as
members of the LGBTQ+ community out of 849

respondents, approximately 6.8% of the sample.12 As
Figure 2C shows, for LGBTQ+ members, we see no
message having an effect significantly different from
zero. Because this sample is underpowered, it is impos-
sible to draw any conclusions. However, among the 791
non-identifiers, we see similar negative trends for those

FIGURE 2A. The Effects of Messages on Support for Black Lives Matter

FIGURE 2B. The Effects of Messages on Black Lives Matter, Moderated by Respondent Gender

Note: These figures display the OLS regression coefficients of each group measured against the control condition. The bars show the 95%
confidence intervals.

10 Importantly, controlling for linked fate across all conditions min-
imizes the Feminist treatment effects for Black men. While the result
is still negative, the p-value decreases so that it does not meet
traditional requirements of significance on some variables. This
suggests that higher levels of Black consciousness may increase
support for Black feminism among Black men. We do not see a
similar pattern for the LGBTQ+ treatment.
11 In our questionnaire, we ask about gender and sexuality separ-
ately, and combine these answers to determine membership in the

LGBTQ+ community. We recognize that some members of this
community may have responded differently to a question directly
asking whether they were a member of this community and that this
measure may be somewhat noisy, and due to fewer than optimal
response options on the gender question, it may also be an under-
count.
12 This is relatively consistent with other estimates of the Black
LGBTQ+ population. A 2012 Gallup poll estimates that 4.6% of
Black respondents identified as LGBTQ+.
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who received the feminist message and the LGBTQ+
message(βFeminist = -0.04., p = 0.09; βLGBTQ+ = -0.04, p =
0.13), though these numbers do not quite reach trad-
itional levels of statistical significance.
Fromour hypotheses, we anticipated that support for

BLM would be differential among the intersectional
treatments, though not among the unifying Nationalist
treatment. Indeed, we see differential effects for the
Feminist and LGBTQ+ treatments; however, instead
of mobilizing women or LGBTQ+ members, we actu-
ally see a small but significant decrease in mobilization
amongmen and thosewho do not identify as LGBTQ+,
with strongest results among the Black males in our
sample. Despite these changes, it is important to note
that the support for BLM among men remains higher
than the midpoint of the scale.
By using our second set of measures, the open-ended

letters to Nancy Pelosi, we begin to see further differ-
ences in the precise results of the threemessages.When
we examine the effect that the three treatments have on
political efficacy, we see further support for the general
notion that mentioning specific groups in the general
context of BLM depresses support of the movement.
We also see a hint that, while an emphasis on BLM as a
nationalist movement does not necessarily increase
support, it does change how individuals respond to
the movement. Of the 849 subjects, 504 (59.4%) indi-
cated they would be willing to write a letter of support
for BLM to Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi. Of
those, 448 (53%of the total sample) wrote amessage to
Pelosi, and 56 subjects responded with gibberish, an
unrelated statement, or indicated that they needed
more time to think about what to say.13We coded these

subjects as noncompliant and excluded them from the
substantive analysis that follows. As Figure 3 shows, on
average, the subjects wrote relatively short messages
with 92.38 characters (SE = 146.8). Overall, the treat-
ments did not predict whether or not individuals actu-
ally wrote a response to Speaker Pelosi or whether
individuals even said they would write a response.
(See Appendix Table C.11.) However, regardless of
treatment group, respondents who were more support-
ive of BLM and had higher levels of linked fate were
more likely to write a letter to Speaker Pelosi.

To further investigate whether the various treat-
ments affected how individuals wrote, we hand-coded
all messages. First, we coded dummy variables for
whether respondents specifically mentioned disparities
faced by Black people generally, Black men, Black
women, or Black LGBTQ+ identifiers. Second, we
coded whether or not respondents asked specifically
for Speaker Pelosi to support the BLM movement and
whether or not individuals specifically mentioned the
police. Strikingly, while there were 27 mentions of
Black men, there were only 2 mentions of particular
struggles ofAfricanAmerican women and nomentions
of the Black LGBTQ+ community. Needless to say, the
treatments did not cause differences in particular sub-
group mentions in the letters.

The treatments did, however, alter whether respond-
ents asked for support, invoked police brutality, and
mentioned injustices faced by Black citizens generally,
as displayed in Figure 4A. Only the Black nationalist
treatment positively and significantly increased men-
tions of the police over the control (βNationalist = 0.04, p=
0.04; βFeminist = 0.02, p = 0.24; βLGBTQ+ = 0.02, p = 0.27);
similarly, the only treatment that increasedmentions of
disparities faced by Black individuals was the Black
nationalist treatment (β = 0.05, p = 0.22), but not
significantly so. And, while there was no statistically
significant effect, the Black feminist treatment reduced
petitions for support (β = -0.07, p = 0.11).

FIGURE 2C. The Effects of Messages on Black Lives Matter, Moderated by Respondent LGBTQ+
Identity

Note: These figures display the OLS regression coefficients of each group measured against the control condition. The bars show the 95%
confidence intervals.

13 Prior to treatment, we asked respondents if they had written a
letter to an elected official within the last year. In our sample, 6.7% of
respondents (57) hadwritten to an elected official within the last year.
That 53% of our sample was willing to do so in a survey context is
higher than we would expect without prompting.
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We examine how the intersectional definitions of
Black Lives Matter changed subject engagement in the
messages, displaying these results in Figures 4B and 4C.
It is important to recognize that power decreases signifi-
cantly in these analyses because just over half of our
respondents wrote amessage and the subgroup analyses
further decrease our sample size. Nonetheless, it is
important to note that several differences remain. First,
men who received the Nationalist treatment were more
likely to mention disparities (βNationalist = 0.10, p = 0.11).

Although very little differed for men who wrote, their
messages were shorter if they received the LGBTQ+
treatment (βLGBTQ+ = -37.55 characters, p = 0.07).
Women who received the Nationalist treatment were
more likely to mention the police (βNationalist = 0.06, p =
0.02). The LGBTQ+ condition also increased the likeli-
hood that womenwouldmention the police, though by a
smaller amount (βLGBTQ+ = 0.04, p = 0.08).

Second, due to the small size of this group, we drew
no conclusions from the LGBTQ+ group. The 25%

FIGURE 3. Distribution of Respondents Who Wrote a Message to Speaker Pelosi

FIGURE 4A. The Effects of Messages on Letters of Support for Black Lives Matter
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positive shift in asking for support for BLM as a result
of the LGBTQ+ treatment suggests that this groupmay
be more mobilized, but since p = 0.18, we cannot
confirm this conclusion here. We saw a significant
decrease in the length of messages for the LGBTQ+
identifiers if they received the Nationalist or LGBQT+
treatments (βNationalist = -175.02 characters, p = 0.01;
βLGBTQ+ = -134.41 characters, p = 0.17). For those not
identifying as LGBTQ+, we saw a stronger negative
effect in asking for support as a result of the Feminist
treatment than LGBTQ+ treatment (βFeminist = -0.08, p
= 0.08; βLGBTQ+ = -0.04, p = 0.34). We also saw a
significant increase in mentions of the police for non-
identifiers who received the Nationalist treatment (βNa-

tionalist = 0.05, p = 0.03).What is important to note here is
that, while we do not necessarily see an increase for
women and LGBTQ+ members in the content of their

letters, we also do not see a decrease in thewillingness to
ask for support as a result of the intersectional treat-
ments among men and non-LGBTQ+ members.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The Black Lives Matter movement has organized hun-
dreds of protests against police brutality and other
forms of state violence against AfricanAmericans since
2014 (Bonilla and Rosa 2015; Jackson andWelles 2016;
Rickford 2016; Taylor 2016). The most visible activists
associated with the Black LivesMatter movement have
placed the concept of intersectionality at the heart of
their organizing efforts (Chatelain and Asoka 2015;
Garza, Tometti, and Cullors 2014), and Black Lives
Matter activists practice intersectionality by

FIGURE 4B. The Effects of Messages on Letters of Support for Black Lives Matter, Moderated by
Respondent Gender

Note: These figures display the OLS regression coefficients of each group measured against the control condition. The bars show the 95%
confidence intervals.

FIGURE 4C. The Effects of Messages on Letters of Support for Black Lives Matter, Moderated by
Respondent LGBTQ+ Identity

Note: These figures display the OLS regression coefficients of each group measured against the control condition. The bars show the 95%
confidence intervals.
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consistently centering gender and LGBTQ+ identities
in the socialmovement frames that they deploy to reach
their adherents (Jackson 2016; Tillery 2019b). As we
have seen, the leaders of the Black Lives Matter move-
ment believe that this type of signification is the key to
expanding support for and participation in their move-
ment (Garza 2014). We tested this proposition through
a survey experiment that presented 849AfricanAmeri-
can subjects with four different frames of the Black
Lives Matter movement.
Building on insights from research on social identity

theory, we anticipated that the three identity frames
would have differential effects on segments of the
African American community. We expected that the
Black nationalist framewould be themost potent of the
three frames for mobilizing positive attitudes and
stimulating actions in support of the Black LivesMatter
movement. Surprisingly we found that support for
Black Lives Matter movement did not increase overall
as a result of the Black nationalist treatment exposure,
though we did see changes in how individuals asked for
support and greater specificity within their messaging.
We also predicted that the two frames predicated on

marginalized subgroups, Black feminist and LGBTQ+,
would splinter and sometimes depress mobilization
among our test subjects, and we found support for this
hypothesis. Our predictionwas that these intersectional
frames would increase support among subgroup mem-
bers and possibly demobilize non-subgroup members,
but we only found evidence that intersectional iden-
tities demobilize non-subgroup members.
We predicted that the LGBTQ+ identity frame

would not be salient to most of our test subjects.
Moreover, given our awareness of Cohen’s (1999)
research on the “hyper-marginality” and Purdie-
Vaughns’s and Eisbach’s (2008) arguments about
“intersectional invisibility,” we expected exposure to
the LGBTQ+ frame to demobilize most of the subjects
who were exposed to it. Our findings were consistent
with this expectation. In addition, while we did see
nonsignificant positive mobilization from LGBTQ+
members, we simply did not have a large enough
subsample to draw conclusions about this group.
Importantly, the decrease in support across both inter-
sectional frames was particularly pronounced for the
African American men in our sample.
All in all, these data largely support our hypothesis

that social movement frames based on subgroup iden-
tities can generate segmented public support for those
movements. This has broad implications for the study
of social movements. As we have seen, the leaders of
the Black Lives Matter movement adopted their inter-
sectional messaging strategy in part because they
believed that it would boost support for the movement
in African American communities (Garza 2014; Jack-
son 2016). In recent years, feminist scholars of social
movements have increasingly argued that we should
expect higher rates of participation and greater cap-
acity from racial justice movements that utilize inter-
sectional frames (Brown et al. 2017; Einwohner et al.
2019; Ferree 2009; Lindsey 2015; Terriquez 2015). The
findings from our survey experiment suggest that using

gender or LGBTQ+ identity frames as the master
frame for the Black Lives Matter movement does not
mobilize any particular subgroupmore, but does demo-
bilize African American men. While further investiga-
tion is required to parse out precisely why African
American men demobilize in response to these frames,
this adds to growing literature about the difficulty of
creating movements that are both viewed as intersec-
tional and are widely supported (Ayoub 2019; Thread-
craft 2017).

Further studies should also focus on determiningwhy
African American women are mobilizing more than
men in response to every frame that we exposed them
to in our survey experiment. A raft of recent studies
have demonstrated that, in terms of both their political
behavior and their representation of their community’s
interests as elected officials, African American women
are now the center of gravity in African American
politics (Brown 2014; Gillespie and Brown 2019; Orey
et. al. 2006; Philpot and Walton 2007; Tillery 2019a).
Yet in our study, while it is true that the gender identity
frame had strength in mobilizing African American
women, it was not as potent as the Black nationalist
frame in boosting their activism on behalf of the Black
Lives Matter movement. Jackson (2019) points to key
differences between political responses of African
American women, suggesting that African American
women are generally more responsive to threats to the
African American community. Our research under-
lines the greater responsiveness among women, despite
the movement message, and points to the importance
of investigating howAfricanAmericanwomen respond
in political environments where multiple movement
frames compete for their attention.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIALS

To view supplementary material for this article, please
visit http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0003055420000544.

Replication materials can be found on Dataverse at:
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/IUZDQI.
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