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SUMMARY
Protest coverage often casts protesters and their causes in a negative light, particularly 
when covering underrepresented groups. To help journalists frame stories in ways that do 
not harm these groups, the Center for Media Engagement examined two story areas of 
particular concern.

The results showed that stories that humanize – rather than criminalize – the person whose 
death sparked a protest can lead people to have more positive attitudes toward the person, 
the protest itself, and the protesters. Additionally, stories that legitimize protests can result 
in more positive attitudes toward the protest and the protesters. 

When it comes to story credibility, stories that humanize the person whose death sparked 
a protest can lead Democrats and those with Democrat-leaning views to perceive the news 
story as more credible. However, it can also lead Republicans and those with Republican-
leaning views to perceive the story as less credible. 
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PROBLEM
Decades of research show that mainstream media tend to cover protests — particularly 
of underrepresented groups — in ways that cast protesters and their causes in a negative 
light.1 

In this study, the Center for Media Engagement examined how journalists can better tell 
stories about protests so that they do not marginalize protesters or their causes. We 
focused on protests about police violence against Black people and violence against Latin 
American immigrants because both issues are racialized. Historically, protests challenging 
racism and colonialization have received the type of coverage that marginalizes or 
delegitimizes protesters and their causes, at least in the United States.2 

This research is part of our connective democracy initiative, funded by the John S. and 
James L. Knight Foundation. Connective democracy seeks to find practical solutions to the 
problem of divisiveness.

KEY FINDINGS
Participants viewed a news story about a protest that stemmed either from the death of a 
Black teenager shot by police or from the death of a Latin American immigrant teenager 
who died in a migrant detention center. We found that across both topics:

•	 Stories that humanized – rather than criminalized – the teenager whose death 
sparked the protest led people to have more positive attitudes toward the teenager, 
the protest itself, and the protesters.

•	 Stories that humanized the teenager led Democrats and those with Democrat-
leaning views to perceive the news story as more credible. The opposite was found 
for Republicans and those with Republican-leaning views. They perceived the 
humanizing story as less credible. 

•	 Stories that legitimized – rather than delegitimized – the protest resulted in more 
positive attitudes toward the protest and the protesters. Stories told in a legitimizing 
way had no effect on attitudes toward the teenager in the story or on perceptions of 
the story’s credibility.

https://mediaengagement.org/connective-democracy-initiative/
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IMPLICATIONS
Newsrooms should humanize – rather than criminalize – people whose deaths prompt 
protests, especially among underrepresented groups. Additionally, they should use 
language that legitimizes, rather than delegitimizes, the protests. 

To humanize a story, reporters can mention personal information about the person who 
is the focus of the protest. For example, the story can touch on their personality, hobbies, 
family, and the circumstances that led to the protest, rather than focus on details like their 
criminal past or speculation about possible criminal activity. 

Language that legitimizes the protest should focus on the purpose of the demonstration, 
rather than emphasizing disruptions. Reporters can include motivations for the protest, 
changes that are being called for, and background information on the broader movement 
and relevant past events. When stories mention protest activity and protesters’ actions, 
peaceful and non-radical demonstration tactics should be acknowledged, especially when 
isolated clashes, property damage, and violence are being discussed. 

Telling stories in these ways may help people better understand the protest and 
the protesters, thereby running less of a risk that protesters or the protests will be 
delegitimized. Also, in some cases, telling stories this way may boost perceptions that the 
news story is credible. While this may backfire with some audiences, the benefits of telling 
stories in humanizing and legitimizing ways outweigh the drawbacks.

FULL FINDINGS
The Center for Media Engagement examined two story areas journalists should consider 
when telling stories about protests involving underrepresented groups. These were whether 
the person whose death spurred the protest was humanized or criminalized and whether 
the protest itself was legitimized or delegitimized.

These two areas were considered because research has identified the coverage of these 
particular areas as problematic in protest stories.3 Humanizing stories are intended to show 
the person whose death spurred the protest as a human being, rather than a criminal. In 
our study, humanizing stories mentioned personal information about the teenager, while 
criminalizing stories noted prior legal issues. Stories that legitimized the protest focused on 
the purpose of the demonstration, while delegitimizing stories emphasized disruptions from 
the protest.4
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Notes: Gray highlights note text that reflects a legitimizing story approach. Orange highlights note text that 
reflects a humanizing story approach. Participants were randomly assigned to read about either Black Lives 

Matter or an immigration protest. Shown here is the Black Lives Matter story. Both stories used similar language.

Notes: Gray highlights note text that reflects a legitimizing story approach. Blue highlights note text that reflects 
a criminalizing story approach. Participants were randomly assigned to read about either Black Lives Matter or 

an immigration protest. Shown here is the Black Lives Matter story. Both stories used similar language.
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Notes: Yellow highlights note text that reflects a delegitimizing story approach. Orange highlights note text that 
reflects a humanizing story approach. Participants were randomly assigned to read about either Black Lives 

Matter or an immigration protest. Shown here is the Black Lives Matter story. Both stories used similar language.

Notes: Yellow highlights note text that reflects a delegitimizing story approach. Blue highlights note text that 
reflects a criminalizing story approach. Participants were randomly assigned to read about either Black Lives 

Matter or an immigration protest. Shown here is the Black Lives Matter story. Both stories used similar language.
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The stories that humanized the teenager whose death led to the protest prompted more 
positive attitudes toward the teenager,5 the protest itself,6 and the protesters.7 Stories told 
in a legitimizing way led to more positive attitudes toward the protest and the protesters 
but had no effect on attitudes toward the teenager who was the focus of the story. These 
results were consistent across both topics (Black Lives Matter and immigration) and held up 
regardless of participants’ political beliefs.

Data from the Center for Media Engagement

Notes: Average scores are shown. All ratings are on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale where a 
higher number indicates more positive attitudes. Ratings are significantly different between the humanizing 

and criminalizing conditions for positive attitudes toward the teenager in the story, the protest, and protesters 
at p < .05. Means are only significantly different between the legitimizing and delegitimizing stories for attitudes 

toward the protest and toward the protesters at p < .05.
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We also examined what effect telling protest stories in a humanizing and legitimizing way 
would have on people’s perceptions of how credible the story was. Results differed based 
on political beliefs. For Democrats and those with Democrat-leaning views, seeing a story 
told in a humanizing way increased their perception that the story was credible. But the 
opposite happened with those with Republican and Republican-leaning views. They viewed 
the story as less credible if it was told in a humanizing way.8 Whether a story was told in a 
legitimizing or delegitimizing way had no effect on credibility perceptions.

Data from the Center for Media Engagement

Notes: Average scores are shown. All ratings are on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale where a 
higher number indicates greater perceptions that a news story is credible. Ratings are significantly different 

between the humanizing and criminalizing conditions for Republicans and Republican-leaning at p < .001 and for 
Democrats and Democrat-leaning at p = .02.
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METHODOLOGY
Our 1,5069 participants were recruited through CloudResearch, which draws participants 
from Amazon Mechanical Turk. Participants had to be at least 18 years old and live in the 
United States. We set up quotas to ensure we would recruit roughly half participants who 
are Democrats or have Democrat-leaning views and half who are Republican or have 
Republican-leaning views. This was neither a random nor a representative sample.

After consenting,10 participants were randomly assigned to view a news story about a 
protest involving an underrepresented group. They either saw a news story about a Black 
Lives Matter protest after a Black teenager was shot by police or a news story about a 
protest after a Latin American immigrant teenager was killed at a migrant detention center.

Additionally, participants were randomly assigned to view a story that either legitimized or 
delegitimized the protest and that either humanized or criminalized the teenager whose 
death spurred the protest. Multiple parts of the story were changed to reflect the different 
types of stories for each topic.

Data from the Center for Media Engagement

Notes: Participants were first randomly assigned to either the Black Lives Matter or the immigration conditions. 
Then they were randomly assigned to view one of the four stories above.
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The news stories were adapted from real news stories about actual events but were edited 
for length, clarity, and to fit the experimental conditions.11 Two topics were used to examine 
robustness of results across topics, not because specific differences were predicted.

The stories were all posted on The Gazette-Star, a mock news site we created. All stories 
had a “staff reports” byline, and a functional “like” button, although almost no participants 
clicked it.

We kept story details as consistent across topics as possible so they were comparable. 
Text was added to stories to reflect the experimental conditions (legitimizing versus 
delegitimizing and humanizing versus criminalizing). This content was consistent across 
topics. To help ensure people read the stories, the stories were short (roughly 300 words 
each), the survey was designed so that people could not advance past the story they were 
to read for 5 seconds, and participants who could not see the story or indicated they failed 
to read the story were screened out.

After viewing the news story, participants answered questions about their attitudes toward 
the teenager in the story whose death spurred the protest, the protest itself, the protesters, 
and their perceptions of how credible the news story was.
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Participant Demographics

Survey (%)

N = 1,506 

Gender

Female 53.7

Male 45.7

Other 0.6

Age

18 to 29 16.6

30 to 49 50.9

50 to 64 23.3

65 and older 9.1

Hispanic, Latino, Latina

No 94.7

Yes 5.3

Race/Ethnicity

White 80.4

Black 8.8

Asian/Pacific Islander 6.9

Biracial/Other 3.2

Native American 0.7

Education

High school degree or less 8.5

Some college, trade school 31.6

Bachelor’s degree or more 59.9

Political beliefs

Democrat/Democrat-leaning 54.7

Republican/Republican-leaning 45.3

Data from the Center for Media Engagement
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