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Black Lives Matter (BLM) is one of the most prominent contemporary social movements in
the United States. Whether the BLM movement has led to racial attitude liberalization remains an
open question. I evaluate this question using data on over 140,000 survey respondents combined
with locational data on BLMprotests in 2014 following the police killing ofMichael Brown and Eric
Garner. Results fromadifference-in-differences identification strategy provide evidence indicating
that the BLMmovement was successful in reducing whites’ racial prejudice. I find that these effects
follow an age gradient where young whites are liberalized by protests while older whites are not.
Results from this study indicate that protests can be successful drivers of attitude change.
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introduction
Do protests work? This question has spawned a rich debate across political science, soci-
ology, and economics about the efficacy of protests (Andrews 1997; McAdam and Su 2002;
Chenoweth and Stephan 2012; Gillion 2012; Madestam et al. 2013; Branton et al. 2014; Wallace,
Zepeda-Millan, and Jones-Correa 2014; Biggs and Andrews 2015; Huff and Kruszewska 2016;
Wasow 2017; Mazumder 2018; Enos, Kaufman, and Sands, Forthcoming). While a large por-
tion of this research focuses on the link between protests and electoral or institutional change,
a growing literature has also highlighted the relationship between protests and broader atti-
tudinal change (Collingwood, Lajevardi, and Oskooii 2018; Mazumder 2018). Particularly, an
open question remains as to whether protests and social movements can generate attitudi-
nal change in line with the goals of the protesters or if protests generate backlash against the
broader cause. Given the sudden resurgence of social movements in American politics, this
question is particularly relevant for understanding what role protests play in the trajectory of
public opinion.

I examine this classic questionwithin the context of theBlack LivesMatter (BLM)movement—
one of themost prominent contemporary social movements in the United States. This wave of
protests and actions by BLM is in response to the police harming and killing primarily black,
unarmed civilians. The term “Black Lives Matter” first appeared on social media in response
to George Zimmerman’s shooting of Trayvon Martin in 2012 by black, female activists (Garza
2014). Police killings of Eric Garner and Michael Brown converted the hashtag into a national
movement with a wave of protests–often days or weeks long–across the country. Following
a grand jury decision to not indict the police officer who killed Eric Garner, another wave of
protests exploded in the United States.

Inspired by the police killing of black, unarmed civilians like Michael Brown in Ferguson,
Missouri and Eric Garner in New York City, the BLM movement seeks to highlight and over-
come “...state-sanctioned violence and anti-Black racism” (Black Lives Matter 2019). Thus, a
clear goal of the movement is to fundamentally shape whites attitudes toward blacks. In this
research note, I seek to understand whether BLM was successful at this objection. By doing
so, I also hope to shed light on the efficacy of protests in age where racial issues are highly
polarizing.

To empirically evaluate the impact of BLM protests on racial attitudes, I combine survey
data from 2010-2018 from the Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES) on whites
(N > 140, 000) with geolocated data on the counties exposed to BLM protests in 2014 (the
year of the Eric Garner and Michael Brown protests).1 A key advantage of this dataset is that
the large sample size allows for making inferences with respect to fine-grained geographic
units like counties in addition to having the racial resentment battery asked consistently over
time to facilitate over time comparisons. Using a difference–in-differences identification strat-
egy comparing whites from counties with protests before and after 2014 to whites in counties
without protests before and after 2014, I find evidence that whites became less racially resentful

1I use 2014 since this was the first major wave of protests by BLM. While there were protests after 2014, these
were likely affected by the the first-wave thus rendering these treated units tenuous for making causal inferences.
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toward blacks in response to BLM protests. The magnitude of the effect, though, is substan-
tively moderate with individuals exposed to protest counties reducing their racial resentment
by approximately one tenth of a standard deviation. Results investigating heterogeneity of the
effect indicate that an age gradient exists. Among individuals younger than 50, BLM protests
reduced racial resentment while there is a slight positive effect among individuals older than
50 highlighting the relevance of the age divide in American politics. A number of robustness
checks including controlling for a key determinant of protests–the presence of police killings
of unarmed civilians–as well as controlling for differential trends by cities help to bolster the
causal interpretation of the findings. Overall, the results suggest that protests do work on
average, but with the caveat that this response is not uniform by age.

These results contribute to two key literatures in political science. First, this note adds
to a growing set of evidence across a number of historical contexts that protests–even violent
ones–can actually achieve their goals in changing attitudes and behavior (Mazumder 2018;
Enos, Kaufman, and Sands, Forthcoming). One particular worry with the existing studies is
that either theCivil RightsMovement (Mazumder 2018) or the L.A. Riots (Enos, Kaufman, and
Sands, Forthcoming) might be very unique with respect to the universe of protests. This study
shows that protests still are successful in changing attitudes and behavior even in anothermore
modern context. This study is also the first, to my knowledge, to evaluate the direct impact of
BLM on racial attitudes. While other studies of the BLM movement in political science tend
to focus on its causes (Williamson, Trump, and Einstein 2018), I show that it also has political
consequences in terms of public opinion change.

Second, this note adds to the literature on the importance of critical events or junctures in
shaping racial attitudes in theUnited States (Sears andValentino 1997; Pierson 2000). Onema-
jor strand of work inAmerican politics focuses on the Civil RightsMovement in catalyzing the
partisan, racial realignment of partisan identification (Valentino and Sears 2005; Kuziemko
and Washington 108). At the same time, the Civil Rights Movement also generated a broader
elite backlash that laid the groundwork for the carceral state (Weaver 2007). This paper joins
this literature in highlighting the key role that social movements play in the inflection point
of the American racial order (King and Smith 2005).

The rest of the research note proceeds as follows. First, I describe the data used to evaluate
the impact of protests on racial attitudes. Then, I outline the research design used to estab-
lish a causal relationship between protests and racial attitudes. Next, I present the results of
this analysis and investigate effect heterogeneity. I conclude by discussing the implications of
these results for American politics as well as highlighting unexplored, but relevant questions
stemming from the findings.

research design and results
In this section, I assemble data from the 2010, 2012, 2014, and 2018 rounds of the CCES to
study the impact of BLM protests on racial attitudes.2 I describe a difference-in-differences

2Unfortunately, I am forced to drop 2016 since the CCES did not ask the racial resentment battery.
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(DID) identification strategy to rule out time-invariant confounders and show that protests
seem to have reduced racial resentment among whites.

Data

To measure racial attitudes, I rely on repeated rounds of the CCES from 2010-2018 (excluding
2016) from the racial resentment battery–a standard set of questions used to measure racial
prejudice.3 These questions ask respondents to indicate whether they agree or disagree with
the following statements: (1) “Irish, Italians, Jewish and many other minorities overcame prej-
udice and worked their way up. Blacks should do the same without any special favors.” and (2)
“Generations of slavery and discrimination have created conditions that make it difficult for
blacks to work their way out of the lower class.” I rescale answers to these questions from one
to five such that higher values indicate greater racial resentment toward blacks. The final racial
resentment outcome takes the average of each individual item since this reducesmeasurement
error in responses (Ansolabehere, Rodden, and Snyder Jr. 2008). I restrict the sample to only
consider whites since these are the individuals for whom this battery has construct validity.

To measure BLM protests, I scraped data on the location of BLM protests from Alisa
Robinson hosted on https://elephrame.com/textbook/BLM/chart. After geolocating
each event to their respective counties, I subset the data to protests that happened in 2014
which coincides with the Eric Garner and Michael Brown waves of BLM protests. Finally, I
remove events located on university campuses though this does not substantively effect the
results.

Identification Strategy

Thekey empirical concern in ascertaining the impact of BLMprotests on racial attitudes is that
selection of places that receive protestsmight be driven by existing unobserved factors. Onone
hand it might be the case that areas that experience protests might be the most racially con-
servative ones or the areas most prone to police violence against blacks (Williamson, Trump,
and Einstein 2018). On the other hand, protests require tapping into existing activist bases,
which might come from places that are already more racially liberal. Thus, simply comparing
the difference in racial attitudes between individuals residing in protest versus non-protest
counties would lead to misleading inferences about the causal effect of BLM protests.

To address this issue, I leverage a DID design which compares changes in racial attitudes
pre and post-protest differentially by protest and non-protest counties. Essentially, this strat-
egy uses the pre-period trend of counties that never received protests as a counterfactual trend
for the protest counties had they never had protests. This strategy, then, eliminates time invari-
ant factors at the county-level such as the ones described above. The key assumption for this
analysis is that there is no time-varying confounding also known as parallel trends. I visually

3There is some debate as to whether racial resentment meaningfully measures anti-black attitudes or just
general conservatism or out-group prejudice (Sniderman and Tetlock 1986; Sears and Henry 2003; Carney and
Enos 2018). For the purposes of this paper, I use the racial resentment questions since they are the best available
measures of racial attitudes asked consistently over time.

https://elephrame.com/textbook/BLM/chart
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Figure 1: Parallel Trends Plot

assess this in Figure 1 by plotting the average racial resentment score over time by treatment
status. This analysis shows support for the assumption needed for causal identification within
a DID framework.

Given this assumption, I estimate the following equation using Weighted Least Squares
weighted by the CCES survey weights:4

Yi,c,t = β1Protestc ∗ 1Post-2014t + ΓXi,c,t +Πc + Λt + ϵi,c,t (1)

Here, the outcomeYi,c,t is the average racial resentment score for an individual i in county
c in year t. The key causal parameter of interest is β, which represents the Average Treatment
Effect among the Treated (ATT) of protests on racial resentment. I also have models that
include individual-level covariates such as age and gender (interacted). The term Π capture
county-level fixed effects making all comparisonswithin county. I also include fixed effects for
yearΛ to flexibly control for overall time trends in racial resentment. The term ϵi,c,t represents
an individual-level error term. For inference, I cluster standard errors at the county level c
since this is the unit where the treatment is assigned.

4The results are robust to using Ordinary Least Squares without survey weights as well.
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Results

Table 1: Main DID Results among Whites

Racial Resentment Index

(1) (2)

Protest*Post-2014 −0.146∗∗∗ −0.139∗∗∗
(0.034) (0.033)

Survey Weights Yes Yes
County FE Yes Yes
Year FE Yes Yes
Individual Ctrls No Yes
Ctrl Grp Mean 3.713 3.713
N 148,401 148,401
∗p < .1; ∗∗p < .05; ∗∗∗p < .01

Table 1 presents the results from the DID design. White respondents exposed to BLM
protests have a reduction in racial resentment by about 0.14 points. This impact is statistically
significant at the p < 0.001 level and themagnitude of the effect is stable with and without in-
dividual level controls for age and gender as well as their interaction. In substantive terms, this
represents about a 0.11 standard deviation decrease in racial resentment. This effect is essen-
tially on par with recent work that looks at the legacy of slavery on racial attitudes (Acharya,
Blackwell, and Sen 2018), which finds that “...a 20 percentage-point increase in the slave pro-
portion (roughly a one standard-deviation change)...0.08 point increase in the average racial
resentment score in the county.” Benchmarking the effect against the raw difference between
Democrats and Republicans, the estimated effect would close the gap by about 10%. Given the
marked stability of racial attitudes, which are often times the product of historical forces and
early socialization, these effects are substantively meaningful.

While on average it seems as if protests are reducing racial prejudice among whites, this
might mask interesting forms of heterogeneity. Importantly, recent work highlights the role of
the age divide in American politics where racial liberalism might be driven by younger rather
than older Americans.5 I investigate whether this feature manifests itself with respect to the
impact of protests by analyzing the effect of BLM protests across the distribution of ages in
the sample. Figure 2 plots both the coefficient from a regression model as well as the binned
estimates as suggested by Hainmueller, Mummolo, and Xu (2019) to relax the linearity as-
sumption. From this, a striking pattern emerges: protests seem to decrease prejudice among
those who are younger than 50. For those older than 50, there is some evidence a backlash
whereby older whites are becoming more conservative in response to BLM protests with re-

5I also investigate heterogeneity between college graduates and non-graduates. I find little evidence of a het-
erogeneous effect (see Supplementary Appendix).
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Figure 2: Heterogeneity by Age

spect to racial attitudes suggesting that BLMprotests polarized the American electorate across
the age divide. These results are also consistent with the socialization literature, which argues
that individuals are more likely to change their attitudes younger in life (Sears and Valentino
1997).6

To probe the validity of the results, I run a number of robustness checks (see Supplemen-
tary Appendix). To assuage concerns about the weighting scheme and samples, I also re-run
themodels without survey weights and the results are similar. In addition, I also show that the
results hold when looking at all respondents, though the magnitude of the effect diminishes
somewhat. I also run a permutation test where I randomly permute the treated counties and
re-estimate the model. I show that the observed effect is significantly different than the distri-
bution of effects under the null of no treatment effect. I also run models controlling for police
killings of unarmed civilians and the results hold. In addition, I also control for differential
trends by urbanization and find that the results are not driven by cities simply becoming more
liberal over time. Moreover, I also estimate models controlling for differential trends across

6While partisanship is clearly an important force in American politics, I do not investigate heterogeneity by
partisanship since this is a post-treatment outcome, which would break the causal interpretation of the results.
Results in the Supplementary Appendix indicate that protests did indeed increase whites’ party identification with
Democrats.
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states and the point estimates remain unchanged. Together, these results bolster the finding
that BLM protests reduced racial prejudice in the American public.

conclusion
Do protests work? I investigate this question within the context of the BLM movement us-
ing data on racial attitudes from large-scale public opinion surveys. Using a DID strategy
to eliminate time-invariant confounders, I find that BLM protests reduced racial prejudice
among whites as measured by racial resentment. These results are substantively meaningful
and compare to recent results on the deep legacies of political institutions. Moreover, I find
that the results are particularly strong for younger individuals in addition some evidence of
backlash by older whites.

These results contribute to a burgeoning set of researchwhich seeks to understandwhether
protests work to achieve the goals of the protesters. While some existing research examines the
case of BLM, the research designs only compare overall changes in attitudes over time instead
of using counties without any protests to generate more plausible counterfactual comparisons
(Sawyer and Gampa 2018). This paper, using more rigorous causal inference strategies like
DID, finds that BLM was successful in shifting public opinion toward becoming more racially
liberal. That BLM actually is able to shift white public opinion to become more racially liberal
is actually quite surprising given themovements reliance on adversarial tactics suggesting that
tactics per se might not hinder social movements in certain settings (Chenoweth and Stephan
2012; Huff and Kruszewska 2016; Wasow 2017; Enos, Kaufman, and Sands, Forthcoming).

Given the centrality of policing and state-violence in the lives of people of color and the
poor (Soss and Weaver 2017), a large strand of literature shows that these types of experiences
often times have demobilizing impacts in terms of traditional forms of political participation
like voting (Weaver and Lerman 2010; White 2019). In response, protests and social move-
ments have emerged as forms of political resistance and participation from below much like
during the Civil Rights Movement (Williamson, Trump, and Einstein 2018). With the impor-
tance of policing for the lives of these communities and the way in which protest forms a way
to engage in a political system that lacks a sense of democracy in the eyes of those affected
(Eckhouse 2018), it is important to better understand what protest can and cannot achieve.
While this research note shoes that BLM was able to change whites’ racial attitudes, it remains
an open question as to how BLM has shaped local, state, and national institutions. Moreover,
it is also important to understand under what conditions movements like BLM can achieve
their goals in a way that remains durable. The hope is that this note catalyzes future research
into the possibilities and limits of protest in a polarized age.
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supplementary appendix
Protest Locations across U.S. Counties in 2014
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Figure A1-1:



A1

DID Results among Whites (Unweighted)

Table A1-1: Main DID Results among Whites

Racial Resentment Index

(1) (2)

Protest*Post-2014 −0.094∗∗∗ −0.092∗∗∗
(0.025) (0.024)

Survey Weights No No
County FE Yes Yes
Year FE Yes Yes
Individual Ctrls No Yes
Ctrl Grp Mean 3.644 3.644
N 148,401 148,401
∗p < .1; ∗∗p < .05; ∗∗∗p < .01
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DID Results among All Respondents (Weighted)

Table A1-2: Main DID Results among All Respondents

Racial Resentment Index

(1) (2)

Protest*Post-2014 −0.061∗∗∗ −0.040∗
(0.023) (0.022)

Survey Weights Yes Yes
County FE Yes Yes
Year FE Yes Yes
Individual Ctrls No Yes
Ctrl Grp Mean 3.567 3.567
N 191,566 191,566
∗p < .1; ∗∗p < .05; ∗∗∗p < .01
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DID Results among All Respondents (Unweighted)

Table A1-3: Main DID Results among All Respondents

Racial Resentment Index

(1) (2)

Protest*Post-2014 −0.035∗∗ −0.028∗
(0.017) (0.016)

Survey Weights No No
County FE Yes Yes
Year FE Yes Yes
Individual Ctrls No Yes
Ctrl Grp Mean 3.517 3.517
N 191,566 191,566
∗p < .1; ∗∗p < .05; ∗∗∗p < .01
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Permutation Test of Sharp Null
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Vertical bar represents estimated ATT of BLM protests. P-value of sharp null of no treatment effects for any individuals is 0.05.

Figure A1-2: Randomization Distribution under the Null
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Robustness to Controlling for Police Killings

Table A1-4: Main DID Results among Whites

Racial Resentment Index

(1) (2)

Police Killing*Post-2014 −0.068∗∗∗ −0.071∗∗∗
(0.021) (0.021)

Protest*Post-2014 −0.124∗∗∗ −0.117∗∗∗
(0.035) (0.034)

Survey Weights Yes Yes
County FE Yes Yes
Year FE Yes Yes
Individual Ctrls No Yes
Ctrl Grp Mean 3.713 3.713
N 148,401 148,401
∗p < .1; ∗∗p < .05; ∗∗∗p < .01
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Robustness to Controlling for Population Density

Table A1-5: Main DID Results among Whites

Racial Resentment Index

(1) (2)

Pop. Density*Post-2014 −0.00001 −0.00001
(0.00000) (0.00000)

Protest*Post-2014 −0.129∗∗∗ −0.123∗∗∗
(0.036) (0.035)

Survey Weights Yes Yes
County FE Yes Yes
Year FE Yes Yes
Individual Ctrls No Yes
Ctrl Grp Mean 3.713 3.713
N 148,401 148,401
∗p < .1; ∗∗p < .05; ∗∗∗p < .01



A7

Robustness to State by Year FE

Table A1-6: DID Results among Whites (State by Year FE)

Racial Resentment Index

(1) (2)

Protest*Post-2014 −0.131∗∗∗ −0.125∗∗∗
(0.029) (0.029)

Survey Weights Yes Yes
County FE Yes Yes
Year FE Yes Yes
Individual Ctrls No Yes
State by Year FE Yes Yes
Ctrl Grp Mean 3.713 3.713
N 148,401 148,401
∗p < .1; ∗∗p < .05; ∗∗∗p < .01
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Heterogeneity by Education
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Figure A1-3: Heterogeneity by Education
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Effect on Party Identification

Table A1-7: Main DID Results among Whites

PID = Democrat

(1) (2)

Protest*Post-2014 0.039∗∗∗ 0.040∗∗∗
(0.010) (0.010)

Survey Weights Yes Yes
County FE Yes Yes
Year FE Yes Yes
Individual Ctrls No Yes
Ctrl Grp Mean 0.259 0.259
N 154,242 154,242
∗p < .1; ∗∗p < .05; ∗∗∗p < .01
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