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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

 

Media framing can greatly impact the influence of social movements. Disseminating their 

messages is a social movement’s essential task in its struggle against hegemonic norms. 

Prior research suggests that media frames often marginalize and dismiss social 

movements rather than shedding light on their most important issues and messages. By 

employing a content analysis of three broadcast news networks with differing political 

ideologies and the New York Times, the present study examined news stories to determine 

how the Movement for Black Lives was framed during its initial four years. The study 

measured for marginalization tactics of the media, messages of the movement, each 

outlet’s sourcing trends, and how coverage and overall tone changed over time. The 

results are compared by ideology of the media outlet. Results are discussed with regard to 

similar prior research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 v 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

 

INTRODUCTION……………………………………………………………… 1 

MOVEMENT FOR BLACK LIVES…………………………………………… 3 

FRAME THEORY……………………………………………………………… 5 

MEDIA HEGEMONY THEORY………………………………………………. 8 

MEDIA FRAMING & SOCIAL MOVEMENTS………………………………. 9 

MEDIA SOURCING……………………………………………………………. 15 

MEDIA & RACE………………………………………………………………... 17 

TACTICAL MEDIA…………………………………………………………….. 20 

IDEOLOGICAL LEVEL OF INFLUENCES…………………………………… 21 

METHODOLOGY………………………………………………………………. 23 

RESULTS………………………………………………………………………… 30 

TABLE #1- COLLECTIVE ACTION FRAMES BY MEDIA OUTLET……….. 30 

TABLE #2- MARGINALIZATION FRAMES BY MEDIA OUTLET…………. 33 

TABLE # 3 OVERALL TONE OVER FOUR YEARS…………………………. 37 

TABLE # 4- OVERALL TONE BY MEDIA OUTLET…………………………. 39 

CONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS…………………………………… 39 

APPENDIX A: CODEBOOK……………………………………………………. 43 

WORKS CITED………………………………………………………………….. 48 

 

 

 



 vi 

 

LIST OF TABLES 

TABLE #1- COLLECTIVE ACTION FRAMES BY MEDIA OUTLET……….. 30 

TABLE #2- MARGINALIZATION FRAMES BY MEDIA OUTLET…………. 33 

TABLE # 3 OVERALL TONE OVER FOUR YEARS…………………………. 37 

TABLE # 4- OVERALL TONE BY MEDIA OUTLET…………………………. 39 

APPENDIX A: CODEBOOK……………………………………………………. 43 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Social movements seek to create an image that will mobilize members, gain 

leverage in society, and relay their messages. Media coverage of a social movement can 

have a heavy impact on the success of its efforts (Babb, 1996; Snow & Benford, 2000). It 

is the aim of this research to examine a burgeoning social movement, the Movement for 

Black Lives and its relationship with the media during the initial four years. The present 

study will examine media frames of the Movement for Black Lives to determine whether 

the messages the organization attempts to distribute match up to the frames of the media. 

This study attempts to uncover and understand the language used and the pictures painted 

about the Movement for Black Lives through media frames. It is imperative for media 

research to know how social movements are received by the media.  

Since framing examines the struggle between competing narratives, this study 

also seeks to uncover whether the differences between political ideology of each media 

outlet will change the way the outlet frames the Movement for Black Lives. Some assert 

that media frames are driven by ideology of the media organization (Shoemaker & Reese, 

2009; Tuchman, 1978; Gans, 1979; Gamson and Modigliani, 1987). For this reason, the 

present study will conduct a content analysis of three cable news networks of differing 

ideologies, and one national newspaper. Analysis of said data will determine if the 

movement’s frames match the media’s frames in segments or stories that mention the 

movement. This research will also address whether media’s frames marginalize the 

efforts of the movement, examine who the media uses as sources, and how these factors 

change over a period of the movement’s initial four years.  
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Although a fair amount of research has been done to look at the media’s treatment 

of social movements, little research has been conducted to measure whether the frames of 

a movement are addressed within the media. An examination of the movement-media 

relationship and “journalism’s relationship to political authority and to demands for 

change” is necessary (Carragee & Roefs, 2004, p. 228). Much more needs to be done in 

media framing research to answer Entman's (1993) call for the study of "social theory in 

the largest sense" (p. 58) by asking “who competed to dominate the text” (p. 53) through 

looking at media framing's links to political and social power (Carragee & Roefs, 2004). 

Media frames act as interpretations for the public. Rather than inquiring with someone 

about their lived experience, most people gain their knowledge about an issue through 

their intake of media (DeLuca & Peeples, 2002). In this way, “frames, as imprints of 

power, are central to the production of hegemonic meanings” (Carragee & Roefs, 2004, 

p. 222).  

Particularly regarding social movements, examination of society requires 

understanding its “social and historical context” and “cannot avoid questions of value and 

interests and, ultimately, power” (Shoemaker & Reese, 1996, p. 224). Media holds a 

great deal of power with regard to social movements, as a movement’s messages are what 

sustain their efforts and thus, future research in the field should attempt to understand 

how journalists evaluate and define them (Carragee and Roefs 2004, p. 228). To examine 

this topic, this study will utilize three theories within mass communication: framing, 

hierarchy of media influences, and media hegemony.  
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MOVEMENT FOR BLACK LIVES 

The Twitter hashtag #blacklivesmatter was initially used “after seventeen-year-

old Trayvon Martin was posthumously placed on trial for his own murder and the killer 

[…] was not held accountable for the crime he committed… as a response to the anti-

Black racism that permeates our society” (Garza, 2014, p. 23). The hashtag and 

subsequently the movement took off and grew out of a reaction to a string of highly 

publicized occurrences of police brutality resulting in the deaths of several unarmed 

Black people and the videos of the killings being shared across social media, creating a 

national dialogue. These actions marked the beginning of a movement and sparked 

attention across the United States. This movement is often referred to as Black Lives 

Matter, since this statement as a hashtag on social media is what led to the growth of the 

movement. 

One of the three Black, queer women that created the initial hashtag, Alicia 

Garza, describes the Movement for Black Lives as more than concern over police 

brutality. As can be seen by their platform stance, the movement has its sights set on 

larger goals to “(re)build the Black liberation movement” (Garza, 2014, p. 25). The 

Movement for Black Lives’ goals and tactics are inextricably tied to Black feminist 

theory. The theory functions as an avenue for examining feminist practice and social 

justice activism through the intersections of oppression (Crenshaw, 1991). This can be 

seen in themes tearing down interlocking hegemonic systems in order to deal with the 

root causes of the many forms of oppression. Using a Black feminist lens, Movement for 

Black Lives aims to push a more radical agenda- one that is less focused on compromises 

that result in small policy changes but rather radical calls to change the “structural 
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transformation of the lived condition of marginal communities” (Cohen, 2016). Although 

the Movement for Black Lives has been called the next wave of the civil rights 

movement, the current movement calls for much more radical structural changes than the 

movement of the past and focuses more on long-term goals rather than smaller and more 

short-term fixes (Movement for Black Lives). One of the revolutionary aspects of the 

Movement for Black Lives and one of the biggest differentiations between this movement 

and the civil rights work of previous waves, is its decentralized structure which allows for 

a greater diversity of leaders. The previous movement lacked women, trans, and queer 

people in leadership, and fought for symbolic and legal changes rather than more 

substantial and systemic improvements. This is not to diminish any of the fights for civil 

rights in the past, they worked within the confines of the system and the culture they 

lived within. The Movement for Black Lives is attempting to move past previous 

restrictions and produce even more impactful changes, which certainly would not have 

been able to be accomplished without the toil of those that fought before them. 

The movement as a whole consists of many organizations that come together with 

separate functions but with common goals that unite them to act and identify as members 

of a “united front.” This united front includes over fifty organizations that have agreed to 

a “common vision and agenda” (Movement for Black Lives). The movement as a whole 

offers a platform, as do the organizations that are members of the united front. Some of 

the platform demands are political power, economic justice, ending criminalization & 

dehumanization of Black people, and correcting systemic problems within education, 

social services, & media. It is clear from their platform that Movement for Black Lives 

cannot be separated from resistance created or advanced through its Black feminist roots. 
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FRAME THEORY  

Framing theory in the field of mass communication explains the process by which 

different perspectives of an issue struggle for prominence among news outlets as “a 

central organizing idea or storyline that provides meaning to an unfolding strip of 

events… suggest[ing] what the controversy is about, the essence of the issue” (Gamson & 

Modigliani, 1989, p. 143). Communication scholars often speak of media’s ability to 

shape meaning and thus, reality. Gamson (2004) characterizes the mass media as the 

main avenue by which meaning is contested because everyone in the process of policy-

making “assume its pervasive influence – whether it's justified or not" (p. 243). Within 

this arena where meaning is shaped “various social groups, institutions, and ideologies 

struggle over the definition and construction of social reality" (Gurevitch & Levy, 1985, 

p.18). 

Boykoff & Laschever (2011) aptly describe the framing process within media 

with an analogy of a picture frame capturing the moving target of issues and events. The 

frame emphasizes attention to the parts of the story that fit into the frame, but ignores 

aspects of the situation that fall outside its bounds. “Frames are analytical constructs with 

normative implications” (p. 345). These frames consist of “organized discourse," bits of 

information that fit neatly into the newshole (Gitlin, 1980). These bits of information 

create "persistent patterns… of presentation, of selection, emphasis and exclusion" 

(Boykoff & Laschever, 2011, p. 346). For this reason, frames can be understood as 

selected through a process "driven by ideology and prejudice" Edelman (1993, p. 232). 

Clearly media frames are socially impactful as they act as suggestions to an 

audience about how to interpret an issue (Price, Tewksbury, & Powers, 1995, p. 4). Since 
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media determine the way news is presented, McQuail (1994) argues that social reality is 

constructed largely via mass media “by framing images of reality in a predictable & 

patterned way” (p. 331). In this fashion, journalists exercise a level of control over 

meaning construction and public opinion (Gamson & Modigliani, 1989). Frames allow 

journalists to disseminate information and to categorize and organize news in a way that 

will be best for a wide audience (Gitlin, 1980, p. 7).  

Entman suggests that frame choice for an issue and the salience of the frame 

“promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or 

treatment recommendation” (1993, p. 52). Nelson, et al. (1997) argues that more so than 

salience, “frames influence opinions by stressing specific values, facts, and other 

considerations, endowing them with greater apparent relevance to the issue than they 

might appear to have under an alternative frame” (p. 569).  

It is important to note that audience perception of an issue is not solely dependent 

on news frames of that topic, but individuals weigh the information against their personal 

knowledge and experiences (Price et al, 1997, p. 496; Huang, 1996). Entman (1993, p. 

53) defined individual frames as "mentally stored clusters of ideas that guide individuals' 

processing of information." Media frames do not single-handedly change one’s 

perspective and individual frames are shaped by myriad factors. However, news frames 

do not simply reflect reality- they actively play a part in the shaping of individual’s 

frames (Greenberg & Knight). Hall (1980) points out that the range of possible 

decodings, or interpretations, for individuals taking in media are limited by the frame in 

which the issue is situated. Additionally, it’s important to point out that individuals that 

are not affected by an issue gain their understanding of the situation not from other 
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individuals who directly experience the issue, but through media (DeLuca & Peeples, 

2002). 

 Goffman (1974) began the sociological examination of framing, and later 

Tuchman (1978) and Gitlin (1980) extended that research into media sociology, looking 

at frames delivered through news and how news framing contributes to ideology. As 

Carragee & Roefs (2004, p.221) point out, these roots of framing research examined the 

relationship with social and political power. Many scholars have since focused on this 

hegemonic relationship (Ashley and Olson, 1998; Carragee, 1991; Hallin 1987; Herzog 

& Shamir, 1994; Kellner, 1990).  

Agenda-setting research in mass communication studies the role media plays in 

defining the public debate (McCombs & Shaw, 1972). Some scholars consider framing 

an "extension" of agenda setting theory (McCombs & Shaw, 1993; Tucker, 1998). 

However close to agenda setting, examining frames is different in that it addresses the 

construct of meaning and ways of seeing issues, while agenda setting does not account 

for conflicting presentations of an issue and does not allow for an examination of power 

(Carragee & Roefs, 2004). According to Kosicki (1993), framing allows for a more 

"thorough inquiry into the nature and evolution of controversial issues as treated by the 

media" (P104). Political elites influence news agenda and how it's framed (Bennett, 

1996). It is also through frames that the media paint "certain ideas and political actors as 

rational and thus to be taken seriously, while others are framed as extremist and therefore 

unacceptable" (Boykoff & Laschever, 2011, p. 347). In the present study, two kinds of 

frames will be discussed, the preferred frames of social movements and the frame 

construction of news stories about them. Collective action frames of the Movement for 
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Black Lives include: respectability politics, police brutality, police accountability, 

unarmed killings, Black lives matter, mass incarceration, racial profiling, and systemic 

racism. The present study utilized the following frames to assess marginalization: violent 

crime, property crime, police confrontation, carnival, freak show, incompetence, riot, 

storm watch, witness accounts, generalizations, and statistics. Kinder & Sanders (1990, 

p. 74) characterize frames as "devices embedded in political discourse" and this applies to 

both kinds of frames to be examined.  

MEDIA HEGEMONY THEORY  

Gramsci’s concept of hegemony (1971) accounts for societal ideology (and thus, 

“political order”) through the meaning-making and dissemination of mores by dominant 

groups who seek to establish consent. The ideology evolves with time and through 

resistance. From this perspective, media stories are arenas by which ideologies fight for 

power. Within this arena, groups (such as social movements) can contest these dominant 

ideologies and put forth a more radicalized or alternative approach (Greenberg & Knight, 

2004, p. 154). Social movements pose the most significant challenge to the hegemony, as 

these bring into question the dominant values of a society. Shoemaker & Reese (1996) 

define hegemony as “the means by which the ruling order maintains its 

dominance”(p.237). Gitlin (1980) asserts that hegemony “does not passively exist as a 

form of dominance” (p. 51) because it evolves as new or conflicting ideas merge with the 

old. Hegemony is “continually… renewed, recreated, defended, and modified” (Williams, 

1977, p. 112-113). 

Media frames often consume the political conversation regarding a topic, to such 

an extent these frames dominate the cultural understanding of the issue, understood as 



 9 

“transparent descriptions of reality, not as interpretations” (Gamson, Croteau, Hoynes, & 

Sasson, 1992, p. 382). As such, media “frames, as imprints of power, are central to the 

production of hegemonic meanings” (Carragee & Roefs, 2004, p. 222). According to the 

Marxist tradition, examination of society requires understanding its “social and historical 

context” and “cannot avoid questions of value and interests and, ultimately, power” 

(Shoemaker & Reese, 1996, p. 224). Carragee and Roefs (2004) assert that media 

framing research has not adequately addressed Entman's (1993) call for the study of 

"social theory in the largest sense" (p. 58) by examining media framing's links to political 

and social power, asking “who competed to dominate the text” (p. 53). Carragee & Roefs 

(2004, p. 228) suggest that framing studies working within the media hegemony thesis 

should study the movement-media relationship and “journalism’s relationship to political 

authority and to demands for change.” Research on the relationship between the media 

and social movements allows for a look into reactions to hegemonic frames (resistance or 

acceptance) (Carragee & Roefs, 2004, p. 227). 

MEDIA FRAMING & SOCIAL MOVEMENTS  

Media attention can help build an organization’s standing among audiences, 

mobilize financial and member support, recognize organizational campaign 

achievements, and “maintain internal morale” (Russell, 2013, p. 143). Carroll & Ratner 

(1999) found that movement identity and structure of the organization play a significant 

role in the media strategy of an organization and thus the opportunities an organization 

will have in gaining coverage and maintaining a semblance of control over the frames. 

Framing a social movement is considered, “alongside resource mobilization and political 

opportunity process, as a central dynamic in understanding the character and course of 
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social movements” (Benford & Snow, 2000, p. 611). For these movements, framing 

involves “the politics of signification” of which, social movement actors, media, and the 

government have a hand (Hall 1982).  

Collective action frames serve as the primary avenue for movements to call the 

dominant ideology into question (Carragee and Roefs, 2004, p. 228) and legitimize their 

cause. These frames are crafted by social movements to create meaning for their potential 

audience that offers different or oppositional perspectives to existing frames held by a 

culture (Gamson et al., 1992; Snow et al., 1986; Benford, 1988). Through calls to action 

steeped in meanings and ideology, collective action frames serve to validate and energize 

a movement’s crusade (Benford & Snow, 2000, p. 614; McAdam, 1996, p. 339) by 

“constructing and defining events for an audience through the control of the agenda and 

vocabulary” (Rohlinger, 2002, p. 480). Since social movements challenge the hegemony 

to such a degree, collective action frames are incredibly important to these challenges of 

the dominant ideology. Carragee and Roefs (2004, p. 228) assert that collective action 

frames “sustain movements” and that future research in the field should inquire about 

development as well as how journalists evaluate and define them. 

The following collective action frames used by Movement for Black Lives that 

the present study will use to examine media frames, with explanations on how they 

originated and how they have been used- via slogans, hashtags, individual protests by 

traditional protests groups or celebrity or political elite protestors (hands up, donning 

hoodies with hood up, etc). 

o Respectability Politics- Refers to the assumption that if the victim of police 

brutality had simply looked more respectable, or had a more respectable past, they 
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would have not been interfered with by police. Respectability politics suggest that 

minorities are able to redeem themselves socially and dodge many incidents of 

structural racism by simply adhering to standards of what is considered socially 

acceptable on an individual level. The Movement for Black Lives asserts that 

Black lives should be respected regardless of whether they are considered 

“respectable” citizens (Obasogie & Newman, 2016, p. 543). In many cases of 

police brutality deaths, the news story includes negative background information 

about the victim that typically is not emphasized in other news stories about 

deceased victims. These include but are not limited to: problems in school, 

problems with the law, drug use, domestic violence, mental health issues and 

similar negative circumstances, despite none of these elements being linked to the 

situation that occurred upon the victim’s death. 

o Police Brutality- Reference to deadly or unnecessary force and dismissive 

disrespect for Black lives. 

o Police Accountability- many cases of highly publicized police brutality have even 

been caught on video, yet subsequent law enforcement investigations have seldom 

led to indictments. 

o Unarmed Killings- the Movement for Black Lives focuses mainly on instances of 

police brutality in which the victim was unarmed, highlighting the deadly force as 

an unnecessary tactic.  

o Black Lives Matter- The most popular collective action frame that came out of the 

Movement for Black Lives is “Black lives matter” in response to instances of 

police brutality and killings of unarmed Black people or use of unnecessary force. 
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o Mass Incarceration- Prison abolition is the primary focus of the political platform 

of Movement for Black Lives, seeking to end the U.S. violence against Black 

people via breaking down the prison industrial system.  

o Racial Profiling- Racial profiling is at the heart of the matter of police brutality, 

as the narrative of the criminalized Black man drives undocumented but 

acknowledged issues such as racial quotas for law enforcement. 

o Systemic Racism- This is another focus of the Movement for Black Lives’ 

platform, addressing the problems faced daily by Black people with regard to 

racism that pervades institutions such as education, criminal justice, and more.  

Based on these collective action frames, the present study will analyze news 

frames to determine the answer to the following research questions: 

RQ1a- To what degree are the collective action frames of Movement for Black 

Lives present in news frames? 

RQ1b- Does political ideology of the media organization reflect a difference in 

the relaying of Movement for Black Lives collective action frames? 

The relationship between movements and media is described by Wolfsfeld (1984) 

as “competitive symbiosis” in that it is an unequal need for the other, which means social 

movements must struggle to be heard.  Movements seek media attention that portrays 

them as a legitimate group through their own collective action frames, with focus on their 

important issues and a general understanding for their cause (Gamson & Wolfsfeld, 1993, 

p. 121). From media coverage, social movements generate public discourse and thus 

mobilization, attention to actions and demonstrations that legitimize their cause, as well 

as a broadened focus when the movements are framed sympathetically and garner public 
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support within the social debate of issues at hand (Wolfsfeld, 1984). Because journalists 

want to appeal to as broad an audience as possible, radical organizations with 

controversial frames that challenge cultural norms receive less media attention than 

moderate organizations (Gitlin 1980; Ryan 1991; Barker-Plummer 1997). The same is 

true for journalists’ use of social movement actors as sources or “expert opinions” 

(Rohlinger, 2002, p. 483), another way for movement actors to gain media access, but 

only with moderate collective action frames, avoiding radicalism. These characteristics 

will be more likely if the movement’s activists are used as sources in the media’s 

portrayal, but this is only granted when the movement is seen as respectable, which 

means eschewing disorderly or disruptive actions (as disorder gains attention but not 

respect). Cultural resonance of collective action frames can be what pushes a movement 

toward achieving its goals or failure of an organization (Park, 1998; D’Anjou & Van 

Male 1998; Noonan, 1995). Resonance is dependent upon two related elements of the 

collective action frames: credibility and salience (Benford & Snow, 1988). Aside from 

catering collective action frames and any media communication to what will be 

considered newsworthy by journalists, movement actors must also keep in mind that 

media outlets are not impartial, but function as capitalist organizations and this function 

must be taken into consideration as well. These news outlets invariably have a hand in the 

messages journalists send out to the public (Gans1979; Gitlin1980, Klandermans 1988, 

Ryan 1991). 

It is important to point out the difference between social movements and non-

governmental organizations (NGOs). NGOs are nonprofits whose main goal is 

mobilization and advocacy. Many scholars point out that NGOs can work well with 
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journalists despite journalists’ limits of neutrality (Camaj, 2016; Russell, 2013). 

However, unlike social movements, NGOs are institutionalized, professionalized, and 

competitive (Powers, 2015, p. 429). NGOs are better equipped to play into journalistic 

norms of conflict, spectacle, and news events (Gaber & Wilson, 2005). Journalistic 

standards of newsworthiness make NGOs less free to stimulate progressive discourse 

(Nash, 2007; Fenton, 2010; Powers, 2015, p.  430) or generate the same brand of change 

or questioning of dominant cultural ideologies as social movements, not allowing for 

radical changes (Lovink, 2002a; Lester & Hutchins, 2009; Waisbord, 2011). 

As can be seen in the contrast between NGOs (non-governmental organizations) 

and social movements, movements must choose whether to act in respectable or non-

defiant manner, requesting small (or only symbolic) changes to the dominant ideology, or 

“challenge powerful groups or institutions, risking being denied standing/attention 

altogether and/or being branded as dangerous threats” (Gamson & Wolfsfeld, 1993, p. 

123). It is through framing that media paint ‘certain ideas and political actors as a rational 

and to be taken seriously, while others as extremist and therefore unacceptable” through 

positive portrayals of activist operating within the bounds of acceptable behavior 

(lawfully, etc.) and “belittling dissent citizens who eschew rules and laws” (Boykoff & 

Laschever, 2011, p. 347). The United States media’s relationship with “contentious 

politics” and how the media frames such events negatively have been well documented in 

scholarly research (Gitlin, 1980; Ashley and Olson, 1998; Carragee, 1991; Hallin 1987; 

Herzog & Shamir, 1994; Kellner, 1990; Small, 1994; Snow et al., 2007; Dardis, 2006; 

Xu, 2013). The frames surrounding these social movements studied show that media 

portrayals of civil disobedience such as protests are not only framed negatively but often 
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derided, diminished, or marginalized. Marginalization tactics of a social movement take 

the focus away from the movement’s messages and centers it on characteristics that 

minimize the movement’s efforts. 

RQ2a- Is the Movement for Black Lives marginalized in media portrayals? 

RQ2b- Does the political ideology of the media outlet differ in how often the 

movement is marginalization? 

Most importantly, movement organization must quickly respond to what 

Rohlinger (2002, p. 483) calls “critical discourse moments,” opportunities through social 

occurrences to gain media access. Carvalho (2005, p. 6) defines critical discourse 

moments as “periods and events that create uncertainty and test existing discursive 

positions and constructs, or in contrast, may contribute to their further sedimentation.” 

Lester & Hitchens (2009, (p. 583) suggest that social movements act upon these social 

occurrences in a planned and strategic manner, armed with collective action frames that 

have symbolic resonance can give political actors of these movements a chance to share 

their message.  

RQ3- Does frequency of media coverage of Movement for Black Lives differ 

across time? 

RQ4- Does overall tone of the Movement for Black Lives differ across time?  

MEDIA SOURCING 

Sources are of primary importance to the frame and defining issues (Hall et al., 

1978), being able to lend a “voice” and “perspective” (Entman, 1993). “It is through 

media politics that non-state actors influence people and foster social change” (Castells, 
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2005) but according to work by Bennett, Lawrence, & Livingston (2007), government 

officials are most often sourced for info by US media.  

Hallin’s (1986) study of Vietnam protesters found that media used activists as 

sources when they were deemed respectable and moderate, not engaging in contention or 

dissent (p.197), as such the media was creating the “boundaries… of acceptable political 

activity” (Boykoff & Laschever, 2011, p. 347). In a study examining the Tea Party 

movement treatment by the U.S. media, Tea Party leaders were often used as sources or 

appeared as guests in coverage, lending the movements own messages (& thus frames) to 

news stories. The party gained enough traction to hold a strong presence and secure many 

wins in the 2010 elections (Boykoff & Laschever, 2011, p. 358).  

In their research regarding Movement for Black Lives protest coverage in the 

media 2014 – 2015, (Elmasry & El-Nawawy, 2016) found that, contrary to expectations, 

more protesters were used as sources than the use of officials (police and governmental). 

This might account for (some measure of) the positive portrayal of the protesters and for 

frames characterized as “peaceful” (p. 13). It is important to note, however, that Elmasry 

& El-Nawawy’s study (2016) examined only two papers, both relatively liberal, one local 

to the occurring protests and one national. 

RQ5a- Who is sourced more frequently for information or discussion, the 

Movement for Black Lives activists, protesters, law enforcement, or government 

officials? 

RQ5b- Does the political ideology of the media outlet contribute to its use of 

sources between the Movement for Black Lives activists, protesters, law 

enforcement, or government officials? 
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MEDIA & RACE 

Extant research of racial minorities depicted in news “largely confirm[s] to 

dominate, negative racial stereotypes and privileges White perspectives” (Elmasry & El-

Nawawy, 2016, p. 3). Research by Dixon (2007) examined attitudes toward criminals and 

police dependent on whether either were Black or White. Results showed that heavy 

viewers of news assumed criminals whose race was not identified were Black and that the 

police were White. Heavy viewers also tended to view non-racially identified police 

officers positively and police identified as Black negatively. Such studies (Ben-Porath & 

Shaker, 2010; Mastro, Lapinski, Kopacz, & Behm-Morawitz, 2009) shed light on the 

overall negative effects of negative news coverage of Black people. 

Entman’s research (1992) on this topic discovered that Blacks as victims of White 

crime are less often humanized than White victims of Black crime. Entman also found 

that Black criminals portrayed in the news were more often framed as violent and 

threatening and shown detained or in a mugshot more often than White criminals. Min 

and Feaster (2010) found that Black children appeared less than White children in overall 

news as well, particularly as missing children. Some studies have examined racial 

disparities between Blacks and Whites used as news sources (Copes 2013; Owens 2008; 

Zeldes and Fico 2010). In the 2012 US presidential election, Copes (2013) found that 

coverage from the New York Times not only did not appropriately represent Blacks as 

sources, but also failed to cover important issues that are linked to the Black community, 

such as education, healthcare, criminal justice, and racial equality.  

Specifically, studies of media framing of race-related movements show that the 

media often fail in making clear the main purpose of the movement, giving the cause only 



 18 

a cursory nod or ignoring it altogether (Watkins, 2001; Baylor, 1996;  Thomas, 2004; 

Deggans, 2014). In Deggans (2014)  research regarding early coverage of Movement for 

Black Lives, media did not fully address the topic of police brutality toward unarmed 

Black people . In Elmasry and El-Nawawy’s research (2016),  however, the media’s 

attitude and treatment of Movement for Black Lives was sympathetic to cause of the 

movement. 

In Elmasry and El-Nawawy’s study (2016, p. 15) of media frames of Movement 

for Black Lives protests, their discussion of the results (positive frames of the protests, 

supportive government sources, and a primary focus on activist sources– which gain 

positive support and relay actual goals and collective action frames of the movement)  

suggest some key factors in United States culture that may have pushed the frames in that 

direction. Firstly, public discourse and tensions about police brutality against Black 

people was palpable. Due to the ability of tactical media to disseminate video recordings 

of police brutality, the issue became part of the news agenda.  Outrage became too 

intense for the media to dismiss. This increased as celebrities and government officials 

expressed their own growing dissent. Elmasry and El-Nawawy additionally point out that 

the outrage spilled over into other issues within the Black community, such as general 

discrimination within the criminal justice system or racial disparity of poverty.  

Other recent studies regarding the Movement for Black Lives have examined 

compelling and varied topics within the realm of framing in mass media (including 

traditional media, social media, as well as other new media forms). Ince, Rojas, and 

Davis (2017) conducted a study of the Movement for Black Lives’ social media presence 

and the framing of the movement via Twitter during the Ferguson unrest. Freelon (2016) 
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examined Twitter data regarding police brutality from June 2014- May 2015 to measure 

public conversation regarding the movement. Twitter accounts were grouped into 

sections of mainstream news, political conservatives, or proponents of Black Lives 

Matter. Each group was measured for levels of unity, commitment, and overall number of 

participants to gain an understanding of the power held by each group regarding their 

social media voice. Freelon found that the Movement for Black Lives was the strongest 

in each area, holding more social media power than the other groups. Freelon’s (2016) 

findings are linked to the importance of tactical media (discussed further below) for 

social movements and begin to answer the how and why of recent possible shifts in 

public perception of the Movement for Black Lives. 

Aside from Elmasry and El-Nawawy’s study (2016),  most in conversation with 

this present research is Leopold & Bell (2017) and Blackstone, Cowart, & Saunders 

(2017). Leopold & Bell conducted a textual and content analysis of traditional media 

sources (New York Times, Los Angeles Times, and St. Louis Post-Dispatch). The 

Movement for Black Lives was marginalized with limited discussion of the most 

important issues to the movement. Blackstone, et al. (2017) encountered similar findings 

in their content analysis of “new media” (Vice News, BuzzFeed News) as well as Tweets 

from traditional media outlets to examine the framing of Ferguson protests the month 

after the killing of Michael Brown. The study found that protesters were marginalized 

and that official sources (law enforcement and political leaders) were more often used 

than alternative sources.  

Alternatively, Elmasry and El-Nawawy (2016) suggest that sources may have 

pushed the framing of the Movement for Black Lives protests in a positive direction and 
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their results showed that more quotes from activists correlated with fewer negative 

depictions of the protests. This might be due to the difference in time frame studied by 

Elmasry and El-Nawawy versus the aforementioned studies that found that the movement 

and its protests were largely marginalized. As Entman (1993) suggests, sources utilized 

can be a defining factor in frame production. Many government officials were supportive 

of the protests. Because of the support shown from the public, and from those in the 

public eye, as well as the sources quoted and thus the frames used by the newspapers 

studied, the cause that the protesters were fighting for was clear, which means their 

collective action frames were reaching the public. Elmasry and El-Nawawy’s study 

(2016), however, only looked at liberal newspapers (New York Times and St. Louis Post-

Dispatch). The present research seeks to expand upon this study with regard to political 

ideology of the media outlet, broadcast news in addition to print, and analyze for specific 

marginalization tactics as well as the collective action frames of the movement.  

TACTICAL MEDIA  

The term “tactical media” (Garcia & Lovink, 1997) refers to democratized media 

options that have developed through technological advances. This new media form 

allows social movements to critique the hegemony through dissemination of tactical 

messages. This form of media is more participatory and gives voice to the masses and 

more radical perspectives. Movement for Black Lives has deployed tactical messages via 

social media, particularly with the use of hashtags, which the movement has used to 

mobilize people through their collective action frames. Movement for Black Lives has 

also utilized tactical media in the spreading of videos of police brutality. These efforts 

have not only served to mobilize new activists but to inform the public about the reality 
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of issues such as police brutality. DeLuca & Peeples (2002) found that individuals that 

are not directly affected by a problem or issue gain their knowledge through media 

depictions rather than consulting people who hold direct experience about the topic (in 

this case, non-Black people see media depictions of the Movement for Black Lives and 

gathers their understanding of the issue through this route rather than asking a Black 

person about their particular experiences with issues of racial profiling or brutality by law 

enforcement, or issues such as systemic racism). As will be discussed further in this 

study, the U.S. climate about these issues is potentially changing, as we see in Elmasry & 

El-Nawawy’s (2016) research of Movement for Black Lives news coverage. Their results 

show that Movement for Black Lives was given more positive coverage overall and 

journalists relied more heavily on activist sources. Their study suggests a growing 

awareness of racial issues in the United States. Such a change might be in large part due 

to this democratized media form which allows users to post and popularize topics that 

may not get much coverage in traditional media. Once viral on social media, traditional 

media has no choice but to cover the issue. In this way, social media users are defining 

the public agenda like never before. “Black Twitter” is a perfect example of the use of 

tactical media, as Twitter is used within the Black community to bring Black issues into 

the public debate. Tactical media and the recent change in political climate regarding 

Movement for Black Lives that was found in Elmasry & El-Nawawy’s (2016) study will 

be discussed further within this research. 

IDEOLOGICAL LEVEL OF INFLUENCES   

As for influences on media production, Shoemaker and Reese (1996) identify the 

outermost layer of their hierarchy of influences model as the ideological level. They 
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characterize this level as contributing to all of the other layers, “working toward an 

ideologically related pattern of messages and on behalf of the higher power centers in 

society” (p. 223). ”Ideology happens as a natural outgrowth of the way the system 

operates, making it a true, societal, macro level phenomenon” (Shoemaker and Reece, 

1996 p. 251). Hegemony, according to Gitlin (1980, p. 253)  is the “systematic (but not 

necessarily or even usually deliberate) engineering of mass consent to the established 

order.” Shoemaker and Reese (1996) claim that because of the assumption that U.S. 

media is autonomous, “media institutions serve a hegemonic function by continually 

producing a cohesive ideology” (p. 237). “The relative autonomy of media gives their 

messages more legitimacy and credibility [to perpetuate hegemonic values] than if they 

were directly controlled” (Shoemaker & Reese, 1996, p. 237).  

Gitlin (1980) asserted that the media “certify the limits within which all 

competing definitions of reality will contend” (p. 254). Shoemaker and Reese (2009) 

claim that the media does this through “ accepting the frames imposed on events by 

officials and by marginalizing and delegitimizing voices that fall outside the dominant 

elite circles” (1996, p. 237). In this way, Shoemaker and Reese (1996, p. 229) argue that 

media holds the “ability to shape perceptions that make the existing order appear natural 

and unchanging, with alternatives that are hard to imagine.” Shoemaker and Reese also 

assert that “within hegemony we look to the ideological implications of media practices 

and institutional arrangements. Routines develop to meet hegemonic requirements, not 

just organizational needs” (1996, p. 237).  For example, in coverage of radical dissent, 

journalists are less likely to treat the issue with objectivity (Milliband, 1969, p. 224; 

Hallin, 1986; Shoemaker & Reese, 1996, p. 237).  In fact, many studies show radical 
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dissent delegitimized and derided, and an avoidance of painting a broad picture of the 

issue at hand and the problems being addressed (Gitlin, 1980; Baylor, 1996; Ashley & 

Olson, 1998; Watkins, 2001; Thomas, 2004; Boykoff, 2006; Dardis, 2006; Xu, 2013). 

RQ6a- Is the Movement for Black Lives represented positively or negatively 

overall?  

RQ6b- Does the political ideology of the media outlet determine whether 

Movement for Black Lives is depicted positively or negatively overall? 

METHODOLOGY 

The proposed research conducted a content analysis examining cable news 

networks CNN, MSNBC, and Fox News (two networks on opposite sides of the political 

spectrum and one moderate), as well as one daily national newspaper, the New York 

Times. The study utilized the New York Times because the paper is considered the arbiter 

of news with regard to setting the agenda in the United States (Gamson, 1992; Rojecki, 

1999) and because it is the “national print source most widely used by collective action 

researchers” (McCarthy, McPhail, & Smith, 1996, p. 486). 

 Data collection dates began with the acquittal verdict in the trial of Trayvon 

Martin’s death July 13th, 2013, the initial spurring of the Movement for Black Lives. The 

present study examines the initial four years of media frames, thus concluding July 2017. 

The unit of analysis is newspaper articles, editorials, or broadcast segments that mention 

the movement as it is commonly known under the term “Black Lives Matter.” Use of this 

keyword, of course, yielded units that discussed the movement as a whole as well as 

protest demonstrations.  Every eighth article or broadcast transcript mentioning “Black 

Lives Matter” was used from each media outlet, resulting in 309 units of analysis to be 
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examined. Units which only contained a cursory mention of the movement without any 

significant information or discussion were discarded.  

The dependent variable for this research is media frames. Ideological and 

structural bias of the media outlet serves as an independent variable as well as whether 

the news frame is consistent with the collective action frames of the movement. Other 

independent variables are media marginalization tactics and sourcing, as well as whether 

media tone of the movement changed over time. 

 To answer RQ1a and RQ1b, each unit of analysis was coded for the collective 

action frames used by the Movement for Black Lives:  

Respectability politics- This was coded when respectability (background 

information, for example) was dismissed as tool to measure worth of victim or 

assumptions of criminality of protestors (“thugs,” hoodlums,” etc.). 

Police brutality- Police brutality was measured as any mention of deadly or 

unnecessary force by police. 

Police accountability- Police accountability was measured by instances of direct 

suggestions for police accountability or mentions of the need for body cameras on  

police with regard to accountability efforts. 

Unarmed killings- The collective action frame of unarmed killings by police is an 

effective frame for the movement for black life, reminding/informing the public 

that many of the victims of police brutality were unarmed and thus, less 

threatening to law-enforcement and lessens  the need for excessive force by 

police. This was measured through mentions of the victim as “unarmed.”   
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Black lives matter- This term was measured within the sample when it was used 

as a statement rather than a name to denote the movement.  Any time an article or 

broadcast transcript quoted chants from protesters saying “Black lives matter” or 

when a source or commentator said it as a statement, it was coded as a Movement 

for Black Lives collective action frame.  Because of the controversy surrounding 

the dismissive counter term or argument of “all lives matter,” the use of the term 

”Black lives matter” when qualified by the same person with a statement of “all 

lives matter,”  those instances were not measured. 

Mass incarceration- Mass  incarceration was measured when mentioned directly 

or discussion of the high rates of Black people in the prison system. However, it 

was not coded with mentions of “prison reform” as this term is not specific 

enough (as this study examined many units within the 2016 presidential 

campaigns, many politicians used the term “prison reform”). 

Racial profiling- Racial profiling was measured with the term as well as instances 

of statements regarding higher rates of Black people being stopped  by police. 

Systemic racism-  Coding for this frame included any mention of the terms 

“systemic racism” or institutionalized racism” or mentions of racial 

discrimination within societal institutions (education, housing, voting laws, etc).  

Addressing RQ2a and RQ2b regarding marginalization tactics, this study looks to 

previous research by McLeod & Hertog (1999), that identify “narrative structures” for 

news stories about protests. Dardis (2006) utilized marginalization tactics from McLeod 

& Hertog (1999) as well as McFarlane and Hay (2003) to develop measurements. 
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Through these three studies, the following eleven measurements will be used to identify 

marginalization tactics in this study:  

Violent crime- A focus on violent crime in the news story rather than issues or 

messages of the protest. 

Property crime- Property crime was coded when news stories focused on 

vandalism and destruction rather than the goals and messages of the protesters.  

General lawlessness- This marginalization frame was coded when news stories 

mentioned criminal activities other than violence or property crime (protesters 

blocking traffic, for example).   

Police confrontation- the marginalization frame of police confrontation was 

coded in an article or transcript when the story mentioned any police 

confrontation between a protester and police that didn’t result in violence (if it 

resulted in violence an instance was coded under the violent crime frame). Crowd 

control efforts were not measured under any frames (with the exception of explicit 

mention of “riot gear” being used), so instances of arrests, rubber bullets, tear gas, 

or beanbag ammunition used by police were not counted as use of this police 

confrontation frame.   

Carnival- This marginalization frame was coded in instances of describing the 

movement or protestors in theatrical actions, such as describing them “screaming” 

rather than chanting at a protest, describing protest as a festival or party, 

describing theatrical actions of the protesters rather than their messages, such as 

dancing or the like. 
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Freak show- This marginalization tactic was coded when protesters or members 

of the movement were described as fringe members of society with a focus on 

deviance and eccentricities rather than substance (the use of terms like “misfits” 

or “fascists”). 

Incompetence- The  incompetence marginalization frame what’s coded within an 

article or transcript when the movement as a whole or protesters were referred to 

as ”crazy,” “ridiculous,” “undisciplined,” or “disorganized” (however, it did not 

count when referring to decentralized structure or the description of “leaderless,”  

since the movement is purposeful in that). This frame was also coded positively 

when the movement or protesters were characterized as  “not knowing what they 

should be fighting for,” “young people who know nothing,” or “not knowing how 

to appropriately organize or protest.”   

Riot- The  use of the riot marginalization frame was coded positively in an article 

or transcript when it used phrases such as “chaos,” “out-of-control,” “riot,” and 

instances of the mention of law enforcement’s use of riot gear.   

Storm watch- This marginalization frame was coded when the news story gave 

warnings about the dangers of the protesters or the movement as a whole. This 

included the narrative of the movement being responsible for the “war on cops” 

(which reference police killings) and the supposed “Ferguson effect” (which 

refers to crime rates going up due to police hesitation of pursuing criminal 

activity). This also included descriptions of the protesters of movement as 

“racists” or “bullies.” 
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Witness accounts- This frame was coded in instances of people off the street (and 

unrelated to the protest) were interviewed about what they think or saw of the 

protest, rather than sourcing protestors. 

Generalizations- This frame was coded positively when generalizations were 

made about the movement or about protesters. This was also coded when 

references were made to the trope of Black criminality, or similar generalizations. 

Statistics- When news stories focused on statistics rather than the issues and 

messages of the movement, this frame was coded positively. 

An additional marginalization tactic, respectability, was measured. For 

clarification, respectability politics is also used as a collective action frame in this 

study, when references to matters of victim respectability are characterized as not 

being pertinent to the instance of police brutality. With regard to respectability as 

a marginalization tactic, it references an “imperfect victim” by pointing out prior 

records or negative background information (information that law enforcement 

was not aware of at time of shooting, and the narrative of the victim being 

imperfect serves to legitimize the actions of undue force by police). In reference 

to protesters or members of the movement as a whole, this respectability 

marginalization frame was coded when the movement or protesters or preferred to 

as  “criminals,” “hoodlums,” or “thugs.”  

These tactics for examining marginalization frames were utilized in this study to 

determine the presence of marginalization of Movement for Black Lives in media frames 

and how much coverage of the movement is focused on these tactics rather than the goals 

and agenda of the movement. 
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Over the first four years of the Movement for Black Lives, many critical discourse 

moments have occurred, possibly altering coverage of the movement. These have 

included many cases of publicized police brutality and deaths, investigations into these 

cases of deadly force by police and indictments or lack thereof regarding these cases, the 

2016 presidential campaigns, as well as police killings that have been blamed on the 

movement for supposedly inciting anti-police rhetoric. The of coverage due to these 

occurrences will be measured to answer RQ3 and RQ4.  

To address RQ5a and RQ5b this study also measured use of sources in coverage 

of the Movement for Black Lives and the tone of said source. Each article or broadcast 

transcript that used sources, the first five sources were coded for type (Movement for 

Black Lives activist, protester, law enforcement, or government official) and for tone 

(collective action frames and generally affirmative statements for positive, 

marginalization and generally adverse statements for negative, neutral when neither or 

both). Finally, in response to RQ6a and RQ6b, based on the findings from the previous 

questions overall tone was determined. 

Coders reviewed the codebook and the coding strategy together and coded several 

units to practice and agree upon any necessary changes before coding began. For each 

unit, coders analyzed not only whether a marginalization frame or a collective action 

frame was utilized, but also how many times. However, after two attempts at intercoder 

reliability that measure of how many times a frames was used within a unit was taken out 

since reliability could not be reached. Intercoder reliability was calculated using the P/L 

index (Perreault and Leigh, 1989). The intercoder reliability test consisted of 14% of the 

entire study sample. Reliability for the collective action frame variable was .93, .95 for 
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marginalization, .99 for source type, .95 for source tone, and intercoder reliability for 

overall tone was .98. 

RESULTS  

Responding to the first research question, a chi-square test was calculated 

comparing the variables of collective action frames and media outlet. These results are 

shown in table 1. The results of the chi-squared test showed statistical significance for all 

of the frames, with the exception of the mass incarceration frame.  

 

TABLE #1- COLLECTIVE ACTION FRAMES BY MEDIA OUTLET 

 

 CNN MSNBC Fox 

News 

New 

York 

Times 

Total Chi 

Square 

X2 

Sig. DF 

Respectability 5% 22.2% 0% .8% 3.9% 30.16 .000 3 

Police  

Brutality  

36% 59.3% 18% 29.8% 32% 15.7 .001 3 

Police 

Accountability  

24% 51.9% 8.2% 9.9% 17.8% 33.01 .000 3 

Unarmed 

Killings 

19% 33.3% 6.6% 3.3% 11.7% 27.3 .000 3 

Black Lives 

Matter 

44% 40.7% 13.1% 17.4% 27.2% 28.8 .000 3 

Mass 

Incarcerations  

10% 11.1% 4.9% 6.6% 7.8% 2.03* .565 3 

Racial  

Profiling  

28% 48.1% 11.5% 11.6% 20.1% 25.45 .000 3 

Systemic 

Racism  

21% 37% 11.5% 9.1% 15.9% 16.09 

 

.001 3 

Note: *Cells had expected count less than 5, compromising X2 results 

 

Respectability Politics- The chi square results for this frame were 30.16. The 

respectability frame was mentioned in only 3.9% of the articles or broadcast 

transcripts in the overall sample. This frame was found the most in MSNBC (22.2 
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percent%). The remaining outlets were low in this faming tactic: CNN (5%), New 

York Times (.8%), and Fox News (0%). 

Police Brutality- Police brutality chi squared results were 15.7, and this frame was 

mentioned in units in 32% of the overall sample. The most mentions of this frame 

was found with MSNBC(59.3%), followed by CNN (36%), New York Times 

(29.8%), and Fox News (18%).  

Police Accountability- The chi square results for this frame were 33.01. The topic 

of accountability overall was found in 17.8% of the total media sample. The outlet 

that discussed the accountability  most often was MSNBC (51.9%), followed by 

CNN(24%), New York Times (9.9%), and Fox News the least(8.2%). 

Unarmed Killings- The chi square results for unarmed killings was 27.3. 

Altogether, this frame of the movement was used in 11.7% of the articles and 

broadcast transcripts examined. MSNBC put this collective action frame to use  

the most of all the outlets(33.3%). CNN(19%), Fox News (6.6%), New York 

Times (3.3%). 

Black Lives Matter- For the chi square test, the results were 28.8. Overall, the 

statement was made in 27.2% of the sample. The occurrence of the statement was 

found most often with CNN (44%), followed closely by MSNBC (40.7%), then 

New York Times (17.4%), and Fox News the least (13.1%). 

Mass Incarceration- This collective action frame was not supported because it 

was not statistically significant. The chi square results were 2.03. 

Racial Profiling- Chi square test results were 25.45 for this frame. Overall, racial 

profiling was mentioned in 20.1% of the sample. The most mention of this 
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collective action frame was within MSNBC(48.1%), followed by CNN (28%), 

New York Times (11.6%), and Fox News (11.5%). 

Systemic Racism- The final collective action frames of the movement for black 

lives measured mentions of systemic or institutionalized racism in arenas such as 

education or criminal justice, among others. Chi square results were 16.09. This 

collective action frame was found in 15.9% of the entire media sample. MSNBC 

was in the lead (37%), with CNN ranking second (21%), Fox News third (11.5%), 

and New York Times the least (9.1%). 

  In all but one instance, MSNBC mentioned the most instances of the Movement 

for Black Lives’ collective action frames. In six of the eight collective action frames, Fox 

News ranked the lowest in terms of utilizing the movement’s collective action frames, 

with New York Times being the lowest regarding mention of the remaining two collective 

action frames. Fox News and New York Times used the least collective action frames 

overall. 

To calculate the variables of marginalization and media outlet and to prove 

statistical significance, a chi-square test was used to compare the use of this fame type 

across outlets. These results are depicted in table 2 below. The chi-square test proved 

effective and all but two frames proved to hold statistical significance, property crime 

and witness accounts. 
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TABLE #2- MARGINALIZATION FRAMES BY MEDIA OUTLET 

 

 CNN MSNBC Fox 

News 

New 

York 

Times 

Total Chi 

Square 

X2 

Sig. DF 

Violent Crime 29% 33.3% 34.4% 4.1% 20.7% 34.04 .000 3 

Property Crime  

 

11% 14.8% 11.5% 5.8% 9.4% 3.4 .334* 3 

General 

Lawlessness  

18% 22.2% 11.5% 1.7% 10.7% 19.77 .000 3 

Police 

Confrontation  

1% 14.8% 9.8% 2.5% 4.5% 14.63 .002 3 

Carnival 18% 3.7% 32.8% 1.7% 13.3% 38.47 .000 3 

Freak Show 2% 0% 27.9% 0% 6.1% 62.55 .000 3 

Incompetence 19% 11.1% 45.9% 3.3% 17.5% 51.94 .000 3 

Riot 16% 29.6% 19.7% 2.5% 12.6% 22.15 .000 3 

Storm Watch 36% 22.2% 57.4% 5.8% 27.2% 60.35 .000 3 

Witness 

Accounts 

0% 0% 1.6% 0% .3% 4.08 .253* 3 

Generalizations 

  

2% 7.4% 29.5% .8% 7.4% 55.1 .000 3 

Statistics 

  

8% 3.7% 27.9% .8% 8.7% 38.42 .000 3 

Respectability  6% 11.1% 18% 0% 6.5% 22.84 .000 3 

Note: *Cells had expected count less than 5, compromising X2 results 

 
 

Violent Crime- The chi square results for violent crime frame were 34.04. The 

violent crime marginalization frame was found in 20.7% of the sample on the 

whole. The highest marginalization with regard to violent crime was found in Fox 

News (34.4%), followed by MSNBC (33.3%), CNN (29%), and New York Times 

(4.1%).  
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Property Crime- Property crime was not found to have statistical significance. 

Results for the chi square test were 3.4. 

General Lawlessness- The chi square results for the general lawlessness frame 

were 19.77. Within the overall sample, the general lawlessness marginalization 

frame was used 10.7%. This frame was used the most in MSNBC transcripts 

(22.2%). CNN used the frame 18%, Fox News 11%, and New York Times 1.7%.  

Police Confrontation- This frame’s chi square results were 14.63 and the frame 

was used overall within the whole sample 4.5% across media outlets. MSNBC 

had the most uses of this frame (14.8%),  followed by Fox News (9.8%), New 

York Times (2.5%) and CNN (1 %). 

Carnival- The chi square results for the carnival frame were 38.47. Overall use of 

the carnival frame within the sample was 13.3%. The carnival marginalization 

frame  was used the most with Fox News (32.8%). Following was CNN’s use 

(18%), then MSNBC’s (3.7%), and with the least, New York Times (1.7%).  

Freak Show- The chi square results for the carnival freak show were 62.55. This 

marginalization frame was used 6.1% within this sample altogether. The 

marginalization tactic of the freak show frame was utilized by only Fox News 

(27.9%) and CNN (2%)  and was not used at all by  MSNBC or New York Times. 

Incompetence- The chi square results for this frame were 51.94. Overall, this 

marginalization frame was coded in 17.5% of all the units examined in the 

sample.  The incompetence frame was used in 45.9% of Fox News transcripts. 

CNN’s transcripts mentioned this frame 19%,  MSNBC 11.1%, and New York 

Times the least at 3.3%. 
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Riot- The chi square results for this frame were 22.15. This frame showed up in 

12.6% of the entire new sample. The right frame was found  within MSNBC 

transcripts 29.6% of the time, 19.7% for Fox News, 16% CNN, and only  2.5% 

for New York Times. 

Storm Watch- Storm watch frame’s chi square results were 60.35 and the frame 

was used altogether when referring to the Movement for Black Lives within the 

sample 27.2%. This marginalization frame was use the most by Fox News 

(57.4%), followed by 36% CNN, 22% MSNBC, and 5.8% New York Times.  

Witness Accounts- This marginalization frame was not found to have statistical 

significance. The chi square results for this frame were 4.08. 

Generalizations- The chi square results for this frame were 55.1. On the whole of 

the sample, this marginalization frame was used in 7.4% of the articles or 

transcripts. The generalizations marginalization frame occurred the most within 

Fox News (29.5%), Followed by MSNBC(7.4%), CNN(2%), and New York Times 

(.8%). 

Statistics- The statistics results for the chi square test were 38.42. In the sample 

overall, this marginalization tactic was utilized 8.7%. The use of statistics as a 

marginalization  tool were found in 27.9% with Fox News,  in 8% of CNN, 3.7% 

in MSNBC, and only .8% of New York Times coverage.  

Respectability- The chi square results for this frame were 22.84. Overall, this  

marginalization frame regarding respectability was found in 6.5% of the media 

sample. This frame was utilized most often in Fox News (18%), followed by 
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MSNBC (11.1%), CNN (6%), and New York Times with none of this type of 

marginalization.  

 To answer research question three, when collecting the sample the number of 

units from each outlet per month of the four years was documented to see when news 

coverage spiked. Coverage was almost nonexistent in late 2013 and early 2014. A few 

articles showed up in August and October of 2014, coinciding with the death of Michael 

Brown in early August and the protests in Ferguson, Missouri that took place just after 

Brown’s death and the following weeks. Coverage went up again in December just after 

the announcement that the officer who shot brown was not indicted, as another round of 

protests began. Coverage spikes again in August 2015 on the anniversary of Brown’s 

death. In July of 2016 after Alton Sterling is killed by police on the 5th, Philando Castile 

is shot by police on the 6th, and at a protest on the 7th 5 officers and a sniper were killed, 

coverage once again went up. Throughout late 2014 until June 2017, the Movement for 

Black Lives was in the news consistently as other police shootings occurred: Eric Harris, 

Freddie Gray, Sandra Bland, and Jamar Clark. Over the period of four years, CNN 

consistently produced more coverage of the movement, at an average of 26.7 per month 

within broadcast transcripts, and New York Times followed close behind with an average 

of 22.6 articles per month. Fox News produced 11.3 on average, and the coverage of 

MSNBC was only an average of 7.4 per month.  

 In reference to research question four a chi-square test was conducted for the 

variables date and overall tone, which proved the results to be statistically significant 

(17.58). As can be seen in table 3, when the dates are separated into six month 

increments, the first six months of year two (the first year did not have enough data)  are 
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the highest regarding positive tone toward the Movement for Black Lives, at 70.6%. The 

following six months drops to 40.6% and gradually decreases with each six month 

increment. By the final six-month increment, the percentage of positive overall tone 

within the sample had dropped down to 31.8%. As expected, negative coverage was the 

highest just after the Dallas police shooting (in which the shooter allegedly named the 

movement, but it was in no way connected). This is around the time that the “Ferguson 

effect” and “war on cops” begins to circulate. 

 

TABLE # 3 OVERALL TONE OVER FOUR YEARS 

 

 Positive Negative Neutral 

July-Dec ‘13 100% 0% 0% 

July-Dec ‘14 70.6% 17.6% 11.8% 

Jan-June ‘15 40.6% 31.3% 28.1% 

July-Dec ‘15 39.6% 34.4% 26% 

Jan-June ‘16 38% 22% 40% 

July-Dec ‘16 35.2% 40.7% 24.2% 

Jan-June ‘17 31.8% 27.3% 40.9% 

P Value .129 .129 .129 

X2 17.58 17.58 17.58 

DF 12 12 12 

  

 
 

 

In response to the fifth research question, a crosstab was used to compare the 

variables source type with media outlet as well as one to compare source type with source 

tone. The first five sources (direct quotes only) from each unit were measured for type 

and tone. The outlet that sourced Movement for Black Lives activists the most was CNN 

(43.3%), and the least was MSNBC (3.3%). Sourcing a protester was most common with 

New York Times (46.7%) and least common with CNN (13.6%). As for sourcing 

government officials, New York Times was the highest (36.3%) with MSNBC sourcing 
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the least (12.4). Sourcing of law enforcement occurred the most on CNN (46.7%) and the 

least amount of law enforcement sourcing happened on MSNBC (5.2). For the sources 

from law-enforcement, 25.5% were negative assessments of the movement, and only 

3.4% were positive (the remaining were neutral).  For government officials the tone was 

positive 17.9% (likely much of that due to 2016 presidential campaigns) and 14.5% 

negative. 

In regard to the fifth research question, a chi-square test was calculated comparing 

the variables media outlet with overall tone, which proved to be statistically significant 

(111.68). As can be seen in table 4, the outlet with the most positive portrayals of the 

movement was MSNBC (63%), followed by CNN (48%), then New York Times (42.1%), 

and Fox News the least positive (9.8%). Fox News led the four outlets in negative 

representations of the Movement for Black Lives (75.4%). CNN had the second most 

negative descriptions (39%). MSNBC’s overall tone of the movement ranked third in 

negative descriptions (18.5%) And New York Times had the least (8.3%).  New York 

Times had the most neutral depiction of the movement, with 49.6% of its articles falling  

into this category. The number of neutral units in the other outlets all fall below 19% 

(MSNBC 18.5%, Fox News 14.8%, CNN 13%). MSNBC portrayed the Movement for 

Black Lives in the most positive light, and Fox News with the most negative portrayals. 

New York Times was the least negative of all the outlets and the most neutral.  
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TABLE # 4- OVERALL TONE BY MEDIA OUTLET 

 

 Positive Negative Neutral 

CNN 48% 39% 13% 

MSNBC 63% 18.5% 18.5% 

FNN 9.8% 75.4% 14.8% 

NYT 42.1% 8.3% 49.6% 

P Value .000 .000 .000 

X2 111.68 111.68 111.68 

DF 6 6 6 

Total 39.5% 32.4% 28.2% 

 
CONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Future studies regarding the framing of the Movement for Black Lives should 

consider the narratives of the “war on cops” and the “Ferguson effect.” The present study 

recognized this pattern too late in the data collection process (since the conservative 

outlet, Fox News was the only media outlet studied that used it consistently), although the 

marginalization frame storm watch was coded each time this narrative was mentioned. 

For future research, measuring how many times a marginalization frame was used in a 

news story or how many times a collective action frame was presented would require a 

much more specific coding method and training so as to achieve reliability. Future 

framing research of this movement might focus on counter frames such as “all lives 

matter” and “blue lives matter,” as they were used in many units as a dismissive tactic to 

the use of the term and collective action frame of “Black lives matter.” Additionally, the 

present study coded sources as government officials or law enforcement only when 
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actively serving in that role. However, future studies could also measure for former 

government officials or law enforcement as many were sourced in this sample. 

Analysis of the data yielded conclusions related to ideological difference of the 

framing of the Movement for Black Lives across outlets, an understanding of which 

messages the movement is succeeding in its dissemination to the public, as well as which 

tactics the media utilizes that marginalize the efforts of the movement. The movement’s 

strongest messages are the issues of unnecessary deadly force, the need for accountability 

for police misconduct, the term “Black lives matter,” racial profiling in regard to 

criminality, and the larger issue of systemic racism.  The outlets differ in their passing 

along these collective action frames, MSNBC with the most and Fox News with the least, 

fitting into the assumptions of the liberal/conservative binary.  

Ideological differences are a bit less clear when examining the results of the 

marginalization measures between outlets. Fox News used the most marginalization 

tactics which does fall in line with its conservative stance, but the most liberal outlet, 

MSNBC was close behind. New York Times had the least marginalization frames overall. 

The most used marginalization frames were storm watch, violent crime, and 

incompetence. One driver for these results regarding marginalization tactics is journalistic 

norms. Conflict is a useful tool in journalistic measures of newsworthiness (Weaver, 

2005). This may be the reason marginalization tactics can be seen across ideological 

outlets.  

As has been found in prior research, a quarter of all sourcing of law enforcement 

was negative of the Movement for Black Lives, and only 3.4% positive. The heaviest 

sourcing of law enforcement came from CNN, the ideologically moderate outlet. The 
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findings from the present research do not align with the results from Elmasry and El-

Nawawy (2016) when looking at their conclusions that more activists were sourced, and 

that the movement was shown in a favorable light, suggesting a shift in the public’s 

perception of the movement. 

The findings of this study are in keeping with prior studies regarding the framing 

of the Movement for Black Lives in that this study also found a focus on marginalization 

tactics (Blackstone, et al, 2017; Leopold & Bell, 2017) as well as heavy sourcing of 

government officials and police, whose tone was more often negative than neutral, as 

well as (Blackstone, et al, 2017). In addition to these similarities and parallel findings, 

since the present research examines a longer period of time, this study speaks to the 

impact social events have regarding the issue the movement is attempting to change.  

The results of this study touch on the powerful impact traditional journalism holds 

in its depictions of social movements and its ability to give or take away the movement’s 

social power and voice. Some recent research (Elmasry and El-Nawawy, 2016; Freelon, 

2016) has highlighted the positive impacts of tactical media, such as bringing certain 

social issues to light and making them part of the national discourse and thus into the 

news agenda. However, this study suggests that these changes from tactical media have 

yet to make a significant shift when it comes to changing the competitively symbiotic 

relationship (Wolfsfeld, 1984) between social movements and traditional media.  

As for tone of the media outlet, Fox News was found to be the most negative, and 

MSNBC the most positive, once again fitting neatly into ideological spectrums. An 

interesting finding in regard to neutrality, the gold standard for news production, New 

York Times was the least negative, the most neutral, ranked lowest in marginalization 
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frames, and was second only to Fox News with the least amount of collective action 

frames of the movement presented.  

 These results show that several of the most integral collective action frames of the 

Movement for Black Lives are being disseminated through media portrayals, despite 

simultaneous use of marginalization frames. Political ideology of the media outlet does 

play a significant role in depiction of the movement regarding collective action frames 

and marginalization frames. However, ideology does not account for all of the differences 

seen in the data gathered. The present research answers, to some degree, Carragee & 

Roefs’ (2004, p. 228) call for media framing research of social movements to look 

closely at journalism’s response to movements’ demands for social change. This study 

also responds to the suggestion of examining the “production of hegemonic meanings” 

(p. 222). The research presented in this study acknowledges and begins to unpack the 

impact media frames have on relaying the messages of a social movement while 

considering how the frames are impacted by social and political occurrences.    
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APPENDIX A 

Codebook 

Q1. Coder # (1=Michelle Perkins, 2=Brendan Laws) 

Q2. Media outlet (1=CNN, 2=MSNBC, 3=Fox News, 4=New York Times) 

Q3. Article/broadcast date (MM/DD/YYYY) 

Q4. Article/broadcast unit number (outlet + year + order #) 

Q5. If Q2 is coded 1, 2, or 3 (networks) [0= if not], what is the name of the show? 

Q6. If Q2 is coded as 4 (NY Times) [0= if not], in what section of the paper is the news 

story located?  

Q7. If Q2 is coded as 4 (NY Times) [0= if not], on what page of the paper is the news 

story located?  

Q8. Does this article mention a CDM (Critical Discourse Moment) 

A. Zimmerman verdict   7/13/2013  (1=yes, 0=no) 

B. Eric Garner death  7/14/2014  (1=yes, 0=no) 

C. Michael Brown death  8/9/2014  (1=yes, 0=no) 

D. Darren Wilson verdict  11/24/2014  (1=yes, 0=no) 

E. Akai Gurley death  11/20/2014  (1=yes, 0=no) 

F. Tamir Rice death   11/22/2014  (1=yes, 0=no) 

G. Eric Harris death  4/2/2015  (1=yes, 0=no) 

H. Freddie Gray death  4/19/2015  (1=yes, 0=no) 

I. Sandra Bland death  7/13/2015  (1=yes, 0=no) 

J. Jamar Clark death  11/15/2015  (1=yes, 0=no) 

K. Alton Sterling death  7/5/2016  (1=yes, 0=no) 
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L. Philando Castille death 7/6/2016  (1=yes, 0=no) 

M. Other       (1=yes, 0=no) 

(if other, name [0=if not})  

Q9. Is the news story using marginalization frames when discussing the Movement for 

Black Lives (as a movement, protests the movement is behind, or as a political 

organization) in the following ways? [as many as apply] 

Marginalization definitions: 

 Violent crime (focusing on violent crime rather than relaying the message of the 

org or protest) 

 Property crime (specifically different than violent crime, this measure focuses on 

vandalism and destruction) 

 Carnival (a focus on theatrics) 

 Freak show (a focus on deviance and eccentricities rather than substance) 

 Incompetence (ex: disorganized, “crazy”) 

 Storm watch (warning public about the dangers of the protesters) 

 Witness accounts (interviewing people off the street about what they think or saw 

of the protest, rather than sourcing protestors) 

A. Violent crime       (1=yes, 0=no) 

B. Property crime       (1=yes, 0=no) 

C. General lawlessness     (1=yes, 0=no) 

D. Police confrontation     (1=yes, 0=no) 

E. Carnival        (1=yes, 0=no) 

F. Freak show      (1=yes, 0=no) 
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G. Incompetence      (1=yes, 0=no) 

H. Riot       (1=yes, 0=no) 

I. Storm watch      (1=yes, 0=no) 

J. Witness accounts      (1=yes, 0=no) 

K. Generalizations      (1=yes, 0=no) 

L. Statistics       (1=yes, 0=no) 

M. None       (1=yes, 0=no) 

Q10. Who is sourced for info or discussion in the news story?  

Source definitions: 

o Movement for Black Lives activist- identifies themselves as part of the Movement 

for Black Lives 

o Public figure- prominent figure or activist that is sourced due to their prominence 

(example: Angela Davis, Quanell X, Reverend Al Sharpton, etc) 

o Protester- individual taking part in the protest, no direct identification with the 

Movement for Black Lives 

o Other- might include area residents affected by the protests, counter protesters, 

nearby citizens who are watching but not involved in the protest 

a. Source 1-5 (in chronological order) 

1=Movement for Black Lives activists 

2=government official 

3=law enforcement 

4=public figure 

5=protester 
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6=expert 

7=community member 

8=general activist 

9=other 

b. What is the overall tone of the source? 

1=positive 2=negative 3=neutral  

Q11. Are the Movement for Black Lives’ CAFs (Critical Action Frames) present in this 

news story? 

A. Respectability politics     (1=yes, 0=no) 

B. Deadly force/brutality     (1=yes, 0=no) 

C. Police accountability      (1=yes, 0=no) 

D. Unarmed killings      (1=yes, 0=no) 

E. Black lives matter     (1=yes, 0=no) 

F. Mass incarceration     (1=yes, 0=no) 

G. Racial profiling/discrimination   (1=yes, 0=no) 

H. None       (1=yes, 0=no) 

Further definitions: 

o Respectability politics (use of photo of the victim or mention of victim’s 

background information that portrays victim as a caricature of Black stereotypes 

[deviant, dangerous, dysfunctional] and that is not pertinent to the incident of 

deadly force) 

o Deadly force (mention in the news story about deadly force or unnecessary force 

by police) 
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o Police accountability (mention in the news story of police accountability; mention 

of ongoing trial or outcome of trial regarding police brutality) 

o Unarmed killings (acknowledgement of the fact that the victim mentioned was 

unarmed in killing incident) 

Q12. What is the overall tone of the news story? 

1=positive 2=negative 3=neutral  

Further definitions: 

o Positive-  

▪ Describing movement as well organized, worthwhile, or presenting 

CAFs (critical action frames) of the movement.  

▪ If both positive and negative descriptions were used, which one with 

more frequency 

o Negative- 

▪ Marginalization tactics used within the story 

▪ Other negative descriptors of the movement  

▪ If both positive and negative descriptions were used, which one with 

more frequency 

o Neutral- 

▪ Neither using positive or negative descriptions 

▪ Equal use of positive and negative descriptions 
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