WHEN BLACK MOVEMENTS MATTER: CONTROLLING IMAGES AND BLACK
LIVES MATTER PROTESTS IN MEDIA ATTENTION TO U.S. POLICE KILLINGS"

Todd Lu'

This study investigates how the portrayal of Black criminality influences Black Lives Matter
(BLM) protests and media attention to police-related deaths of Black individuals. While prior
work examined how media norms, political contexts, and movement infrastructure influence
media attention, little research has questioned whether the perceived worthiness of movement’s
claims shapes the capacity of protests to direct attention. Applying scholarship of controlling
images, I test how victims’ armed status moderates the effect of BLM protests on media attention
to Black policing deaths. Negative binomial regression analysis on coverage of 678 Black
Americans killed by police from 2014-2016 in over 300 print media indicates local protests
directly increased attention to nearby Black Americans but were moderated by armed status.
Neither political contexts nor organizational presence influenced attention, suggesting BLM
relied on the discursive power of protests. Findings highlight how controlling images and
racialized threats influence movements along a matrix of domination.

Media attention is a critical yet often unreliable component of movement success. Black-led
mobilizations from the 2014 Ferguson protests to the 2020 antiracist protests following George
Floyd’s murder directed media attention to humanize Black police brutality victims and force
public debates on policing reform. Yet, these ruptures starkly contrast with past media coverage
that circulated Black criminality and public threat narratives to justify police brutality (Beckett
and Sasson 2004; Hirschfield and Simon 2010) in ways that extend to negative media depictions
of BLM protesters (Brown and Harlow 2019). While movement scholars highlight media
norms, political contexts, and movement infrastructure enable protests to shape media attention
(Amenta et al. 2019), they have not adequately accounted for the ideological and cultural
barriers that ethnoracial minority-led movements face in generating media attention.

To what extent did Black Lives Matter protests shape media attention to police killings of
Black Americans? Drawing upon scholarship on controlling images, I argue that the perceived
worthiness of movement claims can moderate the disruptive capacity of protests to direct media
attention. Controlling images represent negative representations of social groups embedded in
institutional practices that subjugate and justify oppression along a matrix of domination
(Collins 1999). U.S. movements led by ethnoracial minorities compared to white majorities
confront not only fewer material resources and political connections (Bracey 2016; Oliver
2017), but also controlling images that shape the narrative fidelity and empirical credibility of
movement frames (Snow and Benford 1988). To become newsworthy, U.S. minority-led
movements often must align their framing and goals to fit the cultural and moral dispositions
of largely white audiences, journalists, and leaders (Oliver 2017).
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20 Mobilization

Controlling images factor into media attention to Black individuals killed by police. While
previous operationalizations typically analyze in qualitative studies narratives that reflect or
challenge racialized and gendered tropes (Collins 1999; Dow 2016; Garcia 2022), the armed status
of victims represents a quantitative measure that captures perceived victim worthiness. Public
discourse on police-related deaths relies on the purported public threat that individuals pose to law
enforcement, particularly around possession of a weapon, to justify or criticize police brutality
cases (Freelon, Mcllwain, and Clark 2016; Hirschfield and Simon 2010). Media coverage of
police killings also tends to portray Black men as criminals and thugs whose existence is a threat
to public order (Beckett and Sasson 2004; Oliver 1994; Russell-Brown 1998). The perceived
public threat of Black Americans is underscored in studies in which police and public officials
frame Black gun owners as presumedly dangerous and white gun owners as citizen-protectors
(Carlson 2018, 2019; Stroud 2016). Prior studies employing quantitative measures of controlling
images underscore that the mere presence of Black men in civilian-police interactions escalates
the chance of police violence (Remster, Smith, and Kramer 2022). While the controlling image
of an “armed Black criminal” is widely studied and challenged among scholars, few have
empirically tested its impact on movement outcomes.

Using negative binomial regression, I analyze a novel dataset of daily media coverage of 678
armed and non-armed! Black Americans killed by police between 2014 and 2016 in over 300
U.S. print media to explore the newsworthiness of Black policing deaths and assess Black Lives
Matter (BLM) protests’ capacity to direct media. Findings reveal that BLM significantly shifted
media attention towards non-armed Black Americans killed by police after the 2014 Ferguson
protests. While previous media attention tended to cover armed Black Americans, BLM expanded
media attention significantly to non-armed Black Americans. I also find that local BLM protests
increased daily media attention to nearby armed and non-armed Black Americans. However,
protests drew almost twice as many media articles for non-armed Black Americans compared to
armed Black Americans. Controlling images around Black criminality and racialized threat
prevalent in media narratives and policing practices (Beckett and Sasson 2004; Hirschfield and
Simon 2010; Carlson 2018, 2019) continued to influence the interaction between movement
activity and media attention. Differential effects of BLM protests to direct media attention by
individual armed status demonstrate the extent to which controlling images render some victims
more newsworthy than others despite BLM activists’ efforts to reclaim Black victimhood from
policing and the carceral state. Neither the presence of local antipolice brutality organizations nor
favorable political opportunities influenced media attention to policing killings, suggesting
movements like BLM rooted in grassroots organizing (Taylor 2016) rely more on protests than
accounted for in institutional mediation models (Amenta et al. 2019). My findings carry important
theoretical implications to account for the ways controlling images and racialized threat influence
the trajectory, outcome, and repression of social movements.

HOW PROTESTS IMPACT MEDIA ATTENTION

Media attention amplifies movement concerns, legitimizes grievances, and exerts pressure on
politicians (Gamson and Wolfsfeld 1993; Koopmans 2004). Disruptive and conflict-ridden
protests garner more attention (McCarthy, McPhail, and Smith 1996; Oliver and Meyer 1999),
but that coverage focuses on episodic event characteristics rather than social issues (Gitlin 1980).
Protests’ efficacy in directing media attention largely depends on institutional convergence of
media norms, political contexts, and movement organizations (Amenta and Caren 2022). Media
attention is often conditional on media proximity to events, journalistic professional norms, and
activities in the issue-attention cycle (Gans 1979; Rafail, McCarthy, and Sullivan 2019; Seguin
2016; Wouters and Lefevere 2023). The presence (or lack thereof) of favorable political
opportunities shapes whether movements can direct media attention (Amenta et al. 2009). Political
allies signal the legitimacy of movement claims and the possibility of political change (Amenta et
al. 2019), and policy debates facilitate assertive political actions to generate attention (Amenta
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When Black Movements Matter 21

and Caren 2022). Within these channels, mainstream organizations can obtain media attention
through institutionalized actions (Andrews and Caren 2010) or their reputation as legitimately
recognized actors on certain policy issues (Rohlinger 2014; Ryan, Anastario, and Jeffreys 2005).
Organizations perceived as radical can still obtain attention but face unpredictable coverage
(Evans 2016; Seguin 2016). These contexts moderate protests’ ability to direct media attention.

While movement scholars highlight that media norms, political contexts, and movement
infrastructure shape media attention, scholars have not adequately accounted for whether the
cultural and ideological barriers confronted by movements led by ethnoracial minorities also
factor into the extent to which protests impact attention. U.S. minority-led movements mobilize
in largely white cultural contexts (Bracey 2016; Morris 2019) and must align their claims with the
cultural and moral values of white audiences, journalists, and decision makers (Oliver 2017; Snow
and Benford 1988). Liberal and conservative audiences are more likely to associate Black
protesters with violence (Nicholson and Valentino 2021), and U.S. antiracist protests compared
to others are more likely to see police arrest and deploy chemical agents against protesters (Dorff,
Adcox, and Konet 2023). Media coverage of ethnoracial minorities typically ignores dispro-
portionate impacts, decenter structural problems of racism, and frame social problems through
poverty, criminality, and social irresponsibility (Carlson 2016; Gilens 1996; Jacobs 2000).
Danielle Brown and Summer Harlow (2019) find media coverage is more disparaging of Black
and indigenous rights movements compared to others. Minority-led movements confront per-
ceptions that conflate whiteness with authority and objectivity (Hughey 2015), which grants less
standing to Black community leaders compared to U.S. police and politicians (Jacobs 2000).
Movements led by ethnoracial minorities confront cultural barriers not accounted for in existing
media studies.

CONTROLLING IMAGES IN MEDIA ATTENTION TO POLICE KILLINGS

Drawing upon scholarship on controlling images, I argue that the capacity of protests to influence
media attention is moderated by the perceived worthiness of movement claims. Violations of
societal norms provide opportunities for attention (Alexander 2019; Cohen 1976; Lazarsfeld and
Merton 1948) and for media to demarcate acceptable boundaries of public debates on social issues
(Blumler and Gurevitch 1995; McCombs and Shaw 1972). While news production allows
movements to influence media (Gamson and Wolfsfeld 1993), gatekeeping generates selective
coverage depending on whether editors and journalists perceive certain movements as
newsworthy and legitimate (Gans 1979; Sobieraj 2010; Valentim 2019). I focus on one such
mechanism for selective coverage: the racialized and gendered controlling images? that associate
Black men with criminality and public threats (Collins 1999; Oliver 1994; Russell-Brown 1998;
Stroud 2016). Whether BLM directs media attention to those killed by police may be sensitive to
the armed threat of Black criminality prevalent in media discourse. BLM activists confront
controlling images that normalize police brutality against Black Americans as morally acceptable
and, hence, no longer newsworthy.

Scholarship on controlling images draws from intersectional approaches (Crenshaw 1991) to
conceptualize how marginalized groups resist a matrix of domination across nationality, race and
ethnicity, gender, class, and other identities (Collins 1999). Controlling images are negative
representations embedded in institutional practices to constrain marginalized groups, reinforce
existing hierarchies, and normalize oppression. Controlling images render individuals into
“otherized” collectivities to “make racism, sexism, poverty, and other forms of social injustice
appear to be natural, normal, and inevitable parts of everyday life” (Collins 1999: 69). Controlling
images challenge movement leaders from marginalized backgrounds by shaping the extent their
claims become resonant and newsworthy to journalists along dimensions of empirical credibility,
experiential commensurability, and narrative fidelity (Snow and Benford 1988). Cultural reso-
nance depends on whether marginalized communities can successfully overcome controlling
images imposed on their social positions (Garcia 2022; Kubal 1998).
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Applying controlling images to American policing reveals a deep cultural association of
Blackness with criminality (Collins 1999; Oliver 1994). Katheryn Russell-Brown (1998) coins
the term criminalblackman as emblematic of institutional surveillance of Black men that pre-
supposes deviancy and criminality. Controlling images around policing also oppress Black
women through guilt by association alongside Black men (Remster, Smith, and Kramer 2022) and
as targets of sexual harassment and accusations of theft (e.g., “jezebel” or “welfare queen”)
(Collins 1999). Media depictions of police killings impose controlling images of threatening
criminals to justify police brutality (Beckett and Sasson 2004; Hirschfield and Simon 2010). Black
mothers impart in “the talk” survival strategies for Black boys and girls to distinguish themselves
from controlling images in police interactions (Dow 2016; Malone Gonzalez 2022). U.S. Black-
led movements also strategically employ respectability politics to garner sympathy from white
elites (Higginbotham 1994; Niedermeier 2016). Despite serving as cultural sites of resistance, the
implications of controlling images on social movement outcomes have not been widely studied.

Victim armed status influences the newsworthiness of Black individuals killed by police.
BLM activists attempt to elevate Black individuals as police brutality victims rather than con-
trolling images that evoke armed Black criminality. Given prevalent journalistic norms in
assessing the “reasonableness” of social events to determine their newsworthiness (Gans 1979;
Sobieraj 2010; Valentim 2019), whether or not the person killed by police had been armed or not
armed with a weapon represents one of many factors® by which media determine whether those
killed by police “deserved” police violence or are “worthy” of public outrage (Freelon, Mcllwain,
and Clark 2016; Hirschfield and Simon 2010). The Ferguson protests in August 2014 shifted
societal norms around policing, and BLM activists humanized Black individuals of police
brutality. Yet, shifting societal norms and activist efforts alone do not dispel cultural practices and
ideological work around racial discourse (Hall 1990). In the issue-attention cycle of BLM protests
around Black Americans killed by police, the media may selectively draw boundaries of attention
to non-armed Black Americans compared to armed Black Americans.

Hypothesis 1: Armed Black Americans killed by police will receive less media attention
compared to non-armed Black Americans killed by police.

While BLM shifted media discourse about policing, little research has tested if BLM protests
directed media attention. News media after the 2014 Ferguson protests framed the deaths of high-
profile Black men as emblematic of police misconduct and racism (Lee, Weitzer, and Martinez
2018; Mourdo, Brown, and Sylvie 2021). Studies also find elevated attention to unarmed Black
Americans after the Ferguson protests (Simmons 2017; Zuckerman et al. 2019). Discourse against
police brutality also proliferated in social media (Bonilla and Rosa 2015; Freelon, Mcllwain, and
Clark 2016). While previous findings align with scholarly expectations, whether BLM protests
directly amplified media attention to Black policing deaths has not been adequately tested.

Hypothesis 2: Greater volume of BLM protests will increase media attention to non-armed and
armed Black Americans killed by police.

Finally, I test whether the controlling image of the “armed Black criminal” moderated the
impact of BLM protests to direct media attention to policing victims. In the post-Ferguson era,
BLM activists organized protests in the aftermath of killings around armed and non-armed Black
Americans to urge potential de-escalation scenarios and uphold transparency in investigations.*
Shifting media scrutiny of policing, however, does not mean that media actors treat all protests
equally. The controlling image of an “armed Black criminal” thus may challenge the narrative
fidelity and empirical credibility of victim-worthiness claims promoted in BLM protests.
Individuals killed while non-armed are more likely to receive attention amidst BLM protests
because the circumstances of their deaths align more closely with activist claims of unjust policing
practices (Simmons 2017; Zuckerman et al. 2019) and violations of societal norms of proper
police conduct (Lee, Weitzer, and Martinez 2018). In contrast, those killed while armed with a
dangerous weapon are less likely to receive attention because their death evokes to media
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“appropriate” police conduct in reaction to the racialized threat of an “armed Black criminal”
(Beckett and Sasson 2004; Russell-Brown 1998; Hirschfield and Simon 2010).

Controlling images influence strategies and outcomes of ethnoracial minority movements
(Cole 2006; Garcia 2022; Patler 2018). Historically, U.S. Black-led social movements in the
service of liberating Black peoples from oppression responded by distancing from or explicitly
challenging images of armed Black criminality. The NAACP selectively avoided defending Black
clients whose innocence was unclear for antilynching and antitorture cases in the 1930s-40s
(Niedermeier 2016). Many Black leaders explicitly leveraged nonviolent principles in the 1960s
U.S. Southern Civil Rights Movement to build moral sympathy and political alliances in
dismantling Jim Crow (Marable 1984). Others in Black Nationalist movements, most notably the
U.S. Black Panther Party, explicitly justified armed self-defense against police brutality and
extrajudicial white violence as a strategy to strengthen Black communities’ political autonomy
from white-led U.S. state institutions (Bloom and Martin 2013; Williams 1998). Controlling
images has continued to influence contemporary BLM leaders, who reject respectability politics
to assert all Black lives matter (Garza 2014; Taylor 2016). Moral resistances to controlling images
not only represent reformative measures to institutionalized injustice within legal systems
(Galanter 1974) but also challenges the subaltern effect of hegemonic narratives that position
protests organized by African-descended peoples as merely struggles for formal inclusion within
Western polities (Spivak 1988). While controlling images condition how ethnoracial minority-
led movements influence cultural and moral arenas, the empirical effect of controlling images on
movement outcomes in media has yet to be tested.

Hypothesis 3: The effect of BLM protests on media attention to Black Americans killed by
police is moderated by the armed status of those killed by police.

METHODS AND DATA

Using negative binomial regression, I evaluate to what extent controlling images around armed

Black criminality influence media attention to police killings and moderate the capacity of BLM

protests to direct media attention. I compile a novel dataset from multiple sources. Data include

BLM protests between July 1, 2014, and December 31, 2016; characteristics of Black Americans

killed by U.S. police; local antipolice brutality organizations in the Movement for Black Lives;

coverage of Black Americans killed by police in over 300 newspapers, magazines, and trade

journals; and county-level demographic data from the 2010 Census. The unit of analysis is an

individual day of print media attention for Black Americans killed by police from July 1, 2014
to December 31, 2016. I choose this period due to data availability for BLM protests. Table 1
on the next page presents this period’s descriptive statistics of Black Americans killed by police.

Nearly 60% received media attention through print news in the two weeks following their death,

and nearly three in ten were non-armed in their interaction with police.

Dependent Variable

My dependent variable is the number of print media articles per day that mention a person
killed by police. I focus on media attention within two weeks after each person’s death.> The
immediate aftermath of police killings presents an opportune moment for BLM protests to
direct attention. Although released video footage or judicial rulings also increase media
attention, most media attention occurs immediately after police killings. I analyzed 678 Black
Americans killed by police between July 1, 2014, and December 31, 2016, across 10,170
individual days in over 300 newspapers, magazines, and trade journals.b

I gathered coverage of each Black American killed by law enforcement from electronic
full-text searches on the US News Stream Database maintained by ProQuest, which features
U.S. news coverage since 1980. Online databases reduce selection bias by gathering wider news
sources (Earl et al. 2004). I focus on national and local newspapers, magazines, and trade journals
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Black Americans Killed by Policy (July 14-December 2016)

Individual Variables N % Mean Std. Dev
Media Coverage (Any in Two Weeks) 403 59.4% 21.7 144.7
Age 324 11.1
Female 30 4.4%
Armed Status

Non-Armed 194 28.6%

Armed 484 71.4%
Cause of Death

Physical Force 23 3.4%

Other 21 3.1%

Taser 45 6.6%

Gunshot 589 86.9%
Year

2014 134 19.8%

2015 304 44.8%

2016 240 35.4%
US Region

Northeast 90 13.3%

South 338 49.9%

West 99 14.6%

Midwest 151 22.3%
N 678

because print media occupies agenda-setting legitimacy for political decision makers and the
public. I search for articles containing each person’s full name, the city in which the person was
killed, and mentions of “police” or “law enforcement.” This final query leans more con-
servatively to reduce false positives. I remove duplications of articles printed on the same days
and outlets. Because government sources systematically undercount people killed by police (Fyfe
2002), data come from Mapping Police Violence (MPV), a crowdsourced database of police
killings managed by activists and data scientists. Crowdsourced databases are the “gold standard”
for examining police killings because they compile data from multiple government sources and
public records (Campbell, Nix, and Maguire 2018).

Independent Variables

Table 2 displays the descriptive statistics of individual-day variables used in the main
analysis. I employ two measurements of BLM protests because protest proximity drives media
attention (Oliver and Meyer 1999; Rafail, McCarthy, and Sullivan 2019). These include the
rolling sums of the number of local BLM protests in the past week and the number of BLM
protests in the U.S. in the past week for each day of coverage. I code protests as local if they
occur in the same Designated Media Area (DMA) of police killings. DMAs by Nielsen Media
Research refer to media markets where similar broadcast and print media are sold to consumers.
They are used as the standard unit of analysis in media studies to sample television, radio, and
newspapers (Long et al. 2005). I link all variables to DMAs using county-level crosswalk files.
Following prior studies (Williamson, Trump, and Einstein 2018), BLM protest data come from
the Elephrame database, which verifies protests with news reports and social media posts
(https://elephrame.com/textbook/BLM/chart).” Following prior studies, I employ the number of
events rather than protest size because media attention is more strongly driven by events than
size (Oliver, Hanna, and Lim 2023). Replicating models with the size of protests yielded
coefficients in the same direction as protest events.

To operationalize controlling images, I use a binary measure of individual armed status
when killed by police. It is coded in MPV as one if the person was equipped with a weapon,
including a knife, bat, or gun, and coded zero otherwise. While previous operationalizations of

replacement pages
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Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of Individual-Day Variables (July 2014-December 2016)

Individual-Day Variables Min Max Mean Std. Dev
DV: # Media Articles (Two Weeks) 0 338 1.4 12.3
Movement Infrastructure
BLM protests in DMA (Past Week) 0 15 0.3 0.9
BLM protests in US (Past Week) 0 125 12.8 19.4
M4BL Org Present 0 1 0.5 0.5

Political Process Theory

Ratio Dem Congress Reps 0 1 0.4 0.3
Ratio Black Congress Reps 0 0.5 0.1 0.1
Controls
# Blk Deaths in US (Past Week) 0 15 6.7 2.8
# Blk Deaths in DMA (Past Week) 0 4 0.6 0.7
Ratio Obama Votes, 2012 Pres. Election 0.2 0.7 0.5 0.1
Total Pop Logged, 2010 Census 12.1 16.9 15.0 1.0
Ratio Black Pop, 2010 Census 0.01 0.6 0.2 0.1
# of Newspapers in DMA 0 21 4.3 5.2
N 10,170

controlling images typically employ tropes or narratives that marginalize social groups along a
matrix of domination (Collins 1999; Dow 2016; Garcia 2022), I employ a quantitative measure
of armed status to operationalize the perceived worthiness of Black individuals killed by police.
Prior empirical studies similarly employ quantitative measures of controlling images (Remster,
Smith, and Kramer 2022). Prior theoretical works underscore public threat perceptions gener-
ated by media depictions of Black Americans as criminals or thugs (Beckett and Sasson 2004;
Oliver 1994; Russell-Brown 1998) and racialized double standards that legally armed Black
gun owners are potential dangers, but white gun owners are citizen-protecters (Carlson 2018,
2019; Stroud 2016). Building on prior empirical and theoretical scholarship, individual armed
status captures whether Black individuals embody characteristics that denote victim worthiness
or public threats.

Controls

Data on person-level controls come from MPV. Since officer behavior also affects media
coverage, I control for cause of death. I also control the person’s gender and age. Gender
represents a binary variable, with men treated as the reference category.® Age is a continuous
variable. I also control for political opportunities and local presence of antipolice brutality
organizations. Previous studies operationalized political opportunities through Democratic
party support for left-leaning movements (Amenta et al. 2009) and Black political leaders for
Black-led movements due to linked fate (Stout, Coulter, and Edwards 2017). I employ two
measurements of political opportunities: the ratio of Congressional House Representatives
representing each DMA whose positions are filled by Democrats and the ratio of Congressional
House Representatives in each DMA who self-define as African American in the U.S. Congress
Biographical Directory.” Measures are adjusted across election cycles.

From social media pages and organization websites, I use a binary measure of whether a
local antipolice brutality organization with the Movement for Black Lives (M4BL) was active
in the same DMA as policing deaths. M4BL represents a country-wide coalition of racial justice
organizations mobilizing against police brutality and for the broader collective struggle for
Black liberation (Blackwell 2015). This accounts for whether local organizational reputation
impacted media attention to local policing deaths (Ryan, Anastario, and Jeffreys 2005).

DMA-level population size and percentages of non-Hispanic Black residents come from
the 2010 Decennial Census. Past week counts of local and national police killings come from
MPYV to account for if frequency of police killings impacts attention. I account for the size of
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media markets through the number of newspapers in each DMA. I account for local political
climate using the ratio of voters in each DMA who voted for the Democratic candidate Obama
in the 2012 Presidential election. I control for regional differences across four U.S. Census
regions. I control for the year and the number of days after each person’s death. Controlling for
year eliminates unmeasured confounding period effects, while controlling for days after death
accounts for the natural cycle of media attention, which decreases over time.

Analytic Strategy

I employ negative binomial regression on daily print media articles that mention Black
Americans killed by police in the first two weeks of their death. Negative binomial regression
accounts for overdispersion in my dependent variable (Long and Freese 2003). I employ multi-
way clustered standard errors to account for errors nested in individuals and DMAs (Cameron
and Miller 2015). I present descriptive statistics of police killings and media attention between
2013 and 2016, and I depict negative binomial models to assess the impacts of BLM protests
and controlling images on media attention. I graph marginal effects to evaluate if armed status
moderated the capacity of protests to direct media attention. Finally, I employ additional tests
to ensure my findings are robust to alternative explanations.

RESULTS

To what extent did BLM influence media attention to Black Americans killed by police? Figure
1 displays the monthly count of 1,074 police killings of Black Americans by their armed status
between January 1, 2013, and December 31, 2016. Among those with known armed status, around
26% were non-armed. Figure 2 displays the daily count of articles published in newspapers,
magazines, and trade journals that mention Black Americans killed by police in the same period.
BLM elevated media attention to police killings of Black Americans after the 2014 Ferguson
protests. Movement activity coincided with an increased number of police killings of non-armed
Black Americans between August 2014 and July 2015. Most media attention focused on non-
armed Black Americans, although there was elevated coverage of armed Black Americans. Media
attention was also episodic. Attention was largely driven by high-profile cases of Michael
Brown’s death (August 2014), the non-indictments of officers who had killed Eric Garner and
Michael Brown (November-December 2014), and the Baltimore protests following Freddie
Gray’s death (April-May 2015). Coverage in July 2016 featured the heart-breaking three-day saga
of police shootings of Alton Sterling (non-armed) and Philando Castile (armed), and Micah
Johnson’s (armed) killing of five Dallas police officers.

To better account for how BLM shifted media attention before and after the Ferguson
protests, I display in table 3 (see page 10) the quantity of media attention to Black Americans
within two weeks of their death from the beginning of 2013 to the Ferguson protests and after
the Ferguson protests until the end of 2016. Before the Ferguson protests, media outlets were
more likely to cover armed Black Americans rather than non-armed Black Americans, thereby
reflecting media selection for controlling images of “armed Black criminals.” After the August
2014 Ferguson protests, media outlets became more likely to publish stories about non-armed
Black Americans killed by police. Non-armed Black Americans became more likely to be
covered after the Ferguson protests (59.0% compared to 41.3%, p<0.01) and received a greater
quantity of attention (44.3 articles per person compared to 4.6 articles, p<0.05). Interestingly,
armed Black Americans also became more likely to be covered after the Ferguson protests
(59.7% compared to 50.6%, p<0.05), but these did not extend to more articles per person (13.2
compared to 4.2, p<0.1). Descriptive findings demonstrate BLM’s discursive power in shaping
media coverage of Black Americans killed by police after the Ferguson protests. The dis-
proportionate impact for non-armed Black Americans suggests that BLM shifted media
attention from that of controlling images of armed Black criminality to unjust police violence
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against non-armed Black victims. These findings are consistent with prior works that find BLM
discursively challenged mainstream media narratives of police killings (Bonilla and Rosa 2015;
Freelon, Mcllwain, and Clark 2016). While broadly consistent with expectations regarding
controlling images and media attention, regression analyses are needed to test whether BLM
protests directly impacted media attention and whether this effect is moderated by armed status.

L

Figure 1. Monthly Police Killings of Black Americans by Armed Status (2013-2016)
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Figure 2. Daily Print Media Articles on Police Killings of Black Americans by Armed Status
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Table 3. Media Attention to Police Killings Before and After 2014 Ferguson Protests

January 2013 to Before Ferguson Protests  After Ferguson Protests to December 2016
% Covered  Articles per N People % Covered Articles N People

Armed Status by News person Killed by News per person Killed
Armed 50.6 42 322 59.7" 13.2% 477
Non-armed 413 4.6 92 59.0* 443" 183
Total 48.6 43 414 59.5** 21.8" 660

Notes: Media attention aggregates two weeks after each person’s death. Welch Two Sample T-tests are employed to
assess statistical significance. p<0.1; "p<0.05; “p<0.01; *“p<0.001

Table 4. Negative Binomial Regression: Effects on Daily Media Attention to Police Killings
(Dependent variable = N Daily Media Articles per Person-Day)

Individual Movement Total
Factors Factors Total with Interactions
&) @ 3 “

Armed Status (AS): Non-armed 5.34™" 2.12* 1.96*
(0.43) (0.31) (0.28)
BLM Protests in DMA (Past Week) 2.58™ 2.23" 1.57
(0.11) (0.09) (0.10)
AS: Non-armed x DMA Protests 1.80"
(0.13)

BLM Protests in US (Past Week) 1.03"" 1.03"" 1.03*
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

AS: Non-armed x US Protests 0.99
(0.01)

Ratio Dems Congress in DMA 2.00 3.16 3.23
(0.81) (0.83) (0.88)

Ratio Black Congress in DMA 7.50 2.04 2.35
(1.86) (1.63) (1.71)

M4BL Org in DMA 1.32 1.49 1.50
(0.57) (0.48) (0.51)
Cause of Death (CoD): Taser 0.07"** 0.13"* 0.13"*
(0.58) (0.45) (0.45)

CoD: Physical Force 3.85 1.01 0.77
(1.01) (0.58) (0.59)

CoD: Other 3.51° 2.94* 2.58"
(0.65) (0.39) (0.38)

Age 0.99 0.98" 0.98"
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Female 1.00 1.13 1.15
(0.40) (0.28) (0.29)

Constant 0.14 44.15 101.88* 45.81
(3.49) 3.37) (2.64) (2.61)
Observations 10,170 10,170 10,170 10,170

Log Likelihood -7,661.07 -7,412.42 -7,347.67 -7,338.42
theta 0.06™ 0.08"* 0.08" 0.09"
Akaike Information Criteria 15,360.13 14,860.83 14,743.33 14,728.83

Notes: Coefficients are displayed as incidence ratios and standard errors reported in log counts. Standard errors are
robust to multi-way clusters in individuals and DMAs. Reference group is Male, armed, killed with a gunshot, and
killed in the Northeast United States. Control variables removed for parsimony. Full table is in Appendix H in the
online supplemental document available at https://osf.io/vxd8a/. + p<0.1; * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001
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Table 4 depicts four negative binomial models that regress the daily media attention to
Black Americans killed by police on personal characteristics, movement-related variables, and
separate models including and excluding interaction of armed status and BLM protests. Co-
efficients are displayed as incidence rate ratios with standard errors in log counts. All models
include control variables, which are removed in the presentation for parsimony. Access to full
models and other appendices are in an online supplemental document (https://osf.io/vxd8a/).

Consistent with expectations, armed status shapes media attention to police killings but is
mediated in part by local BLM protests. In model one, non-armed Black Americans, compared
to armed individuals, receive over five times more daily media articles (p<0.001). The
coefficient attenuates but remains significant when controlling for movement factors and
interaction effects (f = 1.96, p<0.05). I test for mediation using a counterfactual-outcome
framework suitable for zero-inflated outcomes (Cheng et al. 2018). Table 5 indicates local BLM
protests mediate 24% of the total effect of armed status on daily media attention. Protest
mediation also seems to be stronger among non-armed Black Americans at 32% compared to
armed Black Americans at 15% (p<0.001). Results support the first hypothesis, but local BLM
protests partially mediate differences in attention to armed and non-armed Black Americans.

Additionally, I test whether BLM protests influence media attention to Black Americans
killed by police. Model three indicates that local BLM protests (8 = 2.23, p<0.001) and national
BLM protests (8 = 1.03, p<0.001) are positively associated with daily media attention. Each
increase in the standard deviation of local BLM protests in the past week (around one protest)
is associated with 2.23 times more daily media articles per person. Each increase in standard
deviation of country-wide BLM protests in the past week (around twenty protests) is associated
with 1.81 times more daily media articles per person. Results support the second hypothesis.

Finally, I test in model four whether armed status moderates the impact of BLM protests
on media attention. Among armed Black Americans killed by police, each local BLM protest
in the past week is associated with 1.57 times more daily media articles (p<<0.001). Non-armed
Black Americans saw an additional increase by a factor of 1.80 (p<<0.001) for a total effect of
2.83 times more daily media articles. Moderation does not extend to country-wide BLM
protests. I graph marginal effects to evaluate moderation because interaction coefficients alone
cannot interpret nonlinear regression models (Long and Mustillo 2021). Figure 3 displays non-
overlapping 95% confidence intervals across low-to-high protest counts. As protests increase,
the marginal effect on media attention between non-armed and armed Black Americans also
grows. Three local BLM protests in the past week indicate that non-armed Black Americans
are expected to receive, on average, 8.35 [95% CI: 4.96, 14.07] media articles per day, and
armed Black Americans are expected to receive 0.78 [95% CI: 0.47, 1.29]. Perceived worthi-
ness of movement claims moderates BLM protests. Police-civilian interactions that align more
with “armed Black criminal” controlling images dampen the capacity of local protests to direct
media attention compared to non-armed police victims whose circumstances align more with
unjust police brutality claims. Results support the third hypothesis for local BLM protests.

Table 5. Mediation Analysis of Armed Status and BLM Protests on Media Attention

With Interaction

Average Effect Non-Armed Armed

Indirect (Mediated) Effect 0.42 0.57 0.27

[0.32,0.71] [0.41,0.97] [0.20, 0.49]
Direct Effect 1.35 1.20 1.50

[0.69, 2.57] [0.61,2.25] [0.77,2.82]
Proportion Mediated 0.24 0.32 0.15

[0.16, 0.39] [0.24, 0.47] [0.08, 0.31]
Total Effect 1.77

[1.07,3.17]

Notes: Outcome variable is daily media articles, and the mediator is local BLM protests in the past week. Each cell displays
a point estimate and its corresponding 95% confidence interval. Statistical significance is p<0.001 at all estimates.
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Figure 3. Marginal Effects of Local BLM Protests by Armed Status on Media Attention to
Black Americans Killed by Police
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Note: Shaded areas represent 95% confidence intervals. Marginal effects account for control variables present in table 4.

While movement and media scholars posit the importance of movement organizations and
favorable political opportunities in garnering media attention, these do not extend to BLM’s
impact on media attention to police killings. Across all models, neither the presence of local
M4BL organizations'® nor changes to local representation of Democratic or Black congressional
representatives have statistically significant associations with media attention. Findings suggest
that BLM protests directed media attention to police killings. In summary, results support the
expectation that controlling images influence the media outcomes of social movements. Even
though local BLM protests garnered media attention to nearby police killings, the impact of
local protests varied by the armed status of those killed by police. Local BLM protests matter
more for non-armed Black Americans compared to armed Black Americans.

Assessing Alternative Explanation and Robustness Checks

I anticipate the possibility that rather than controlling images, results may be driven by
societal shifts in morally acceptable norms around policing. This alternative explanation pur-
ports what drove differential coverage between armed and non-armed Black Americans is
greater media recognition that non-armed policing deaths represent stronger violations of
societal norms rather than moral boundaries imposed by controlling images that leverage armed
Black criminality against BLM’s attempts to humanize Black victims of police violence. I test
for whether there is elevated media scrutiny of police killings of individuals from all ethno-
racial backgrounds rather than only Black Americans, as controlling images would suggest.
Although these mechanisms are not inconsistent with one another, as controlling images factor
into morally acceptable norms, I test for the effects of the impacts of armed status, BLM
protests, and their interaction on media attention to both Black and Non-Black Americans killed
by police.!! Findings that point to similar coefficient estimates of armed status and BLM
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protests between Black and non-Black Americans would indicate societal shifts around morally
acceptable norms of policing. Findings that point to different coefficient estimates between
Black and non-Black Americans would indicate that controlling images, which center Black
movements’ moral contestation against Black criminality for Black humanization, shapes media
attention.

Figure 4 displays the marginal effects of armed status and race on daily media attention to
police killings between July 2014 and December 2016. As clearly indicated by different
coefficient estimates and non-overlapping confidence intervals, media attention largely focuses
on Black Americans killed by police rather than non-Black Americans. Moreover, the figure
displays that among non-Black Americans, there is no statistically significant difference in media
attention by armed status. Among Black Americans, armed status significantly determines
whether police killings receive media attention, as indicated by nonoverlapping confidence
intervals. Results are largely consistent with expectations around controlling images rather than
general societal shifts of acceptable norms around policing.

Figure 4. Marginal Effects of Racial Differences and Armed Status on
Media Attention of Police Killings
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Notes: Vertical lines around point estimates represent 95% confidence intervals. Marginal
effects account for control variables present in appendix B in the online supplemental
available at https:/osf.io/vxd8a/

To evaluate whether racial differences extend to protests and armed status, I present in
table 6 (next page) stratified models of Black Americans and non-Black Americans to depict
interaction effects of armed status and BLM protests on media attention to police killings.
Consistent with expectations of controlling images, the impact of armed status on media
attention extends only to Black Americans killed by police. However, there is some evidence
that armed status factors into media attention to non-Black Americans; the coefficient is no
longer statistically significant in model four after accounting for interaction effects of BLM
protests. Among non-Black Americans, BLM protests have no statistically significant effect on
media attention, and there is no evidence that BLM protests differed between armed and non-
armed police killings. Graphing the marginal effects of local BLM protests and armed status
among non-Black Americans, located in appendix C in the online supplemental, supports this
assessment. Appendices A-C also provide further evidence that the main results are specific to
Black Americans killed by police instead of all ethnoracial groups (cf. https://osf.io/vxd8a/).
Results lend evidence to the mechanism of controlling images.
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Table 6. Negative Binomial Regression: Effects on Daily Media Attention to Black and Non-
Black Americans Killed by Police (Dependent Variable = Daily N Media Articles per Person Day)

Black/African Americans

Non-Black/African Americans

Total Model ~ W/ Interactions  Total Model W/ Interactions
@ @ (€] “
Armed Status (AS): Non-armed 2.12° 1.96" 2.05" 1.79
0.31) (0.28) (0.33) (0.37)
BLM Protests in DMA (Past Week) 223" 1.57 0.79" 0.81
(0.09) (0.10) (0.14) (0.16)
AS: Non-armed x DMA Protests 1.80" 0.86
(0.13) (0.20)
BLM Protests in US (Past Week) 1.03"* 1.03™ 1.00 1.00
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
AS: Non-armed x US Protests 0.99 1.01
(0.01) (0.01)
Ratio Dems Congress in DMA 3.16 3.23 0.18" 0.19"
(0.83) (0.88) (0.80) (0.78)
Ratio Black Congress in DMA 2.04 2.35 17.34 16.05
(1.63) (1.71) (1.92) (1.88)
M4BL Org in DMA 1.49 1.50 0.48 0.48
(0.48) (0.51) (0.63) (0.63)
Cause of Death (CoD): Taser 0.13*" 0.13** 0.28"* 0.28"*
(0.45) (0.45) (0.35) (0.35)
CoD: Physical Force 1.01 0.77 0.48 0.47
(0.58) (0.59) (0.59) (0.59)
CoD: Other 2.94* 2.58" 0.24 0.24
(0.39) (0.38) (0.89) (0.90)
Age 0.98" 0.98" 0.97" 0.97"
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Female 1.13 1.15 1.40 1.40
(0.28) (0.29) (0.50) (0.50)
Constant 101.88* 45.81 0.11 0.10
(2.64) (2.61) (4.15) (4.10)
Observations 10,170 10,170 25,245 25,245
Log Likelihood -7,347.67 -7,338.42 -8,690.99 -8,687.26
theta 0.08" (0.003)  0.09° (0.003) |0.06™" (0.002) 0.06™ (0.002)

Akaike Information Criteria

14,743.33 14,728.83

17,431.97 17,428.52

Notes: Coefficients are displayed as incidence ratios and standard errors reported in log counts. Standard errors are
robust to multi-way clusters in individuals and DMAs. Reference group is male, armed, killed with a gunshot, and
killed in the Northeast United States. Control variables removed for parsimony. Full table is in Appendix I in the online
supplemental document available at https://osf.io/vxd8a/ + p<0.1; * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001
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Additionally, I conducted several robustness checks to account for reverse causality, hetero-
geneity of media, and extreme outliers in appendices E-G located in the online supplement.
Appendix E leads BLM protests by one and two weeks to account for reverse causality. Appendix
F stratifies my original model on local and nonlocal daily media attention. Appendix G runs a
logit model on any media coverage per day to account for extreme outliers. Appendix E indicates
that protests motivate media coverage rather than coverage driving protests. Appendices F and G
depict my results as largely consistent across sensitivity checks. Access to appendices is available
online at https://osf.io/vxd8a/

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

While movement scholars highlight media norms, political contexts, and movement infra-
structure to direct media attention, scholars have not adequately accounted for whether the
perceived worthiness of movement claims also conditions the capacity of protests to direct media
attention. Minority-led movements, which confront media narratives that selectively ignore or de-
center structural problems of racism, are particularly impacted (Carlson 2016; Jacobs 2000).
Using a novel dataset of print media attention to 678 armed and non-armed Black Americans
killed by police between July 2014 and December 2016, I test whether the controlling image of
the “armed Black criminal” among those killed by police moderates the capacity of Black Lives
Matter protests to direct media attention. Results support several primary findings.

First, BLM significantly expanded media attention to non-armed Black Americans killed by
police following the 2014 Ferguson protests compared to previous media attention that
disproportionately covered armed Black Americans. Comparing pre- and post-Ferguson protests,
I find that media coverage among non-armed Black Americans increased from 41.3 percent to
59.0 percent. Non-armed Black Americans after the Ferguson protests also received, on average,
nearly ten times as many articles. Armed Black Americans killed by police saw a modest increase
in coverage, from 50.7 percent to 59.7 percent. Descriptive findings suggest BLM shifted media
attention from that of controlling images around Black criminality to unjust policing against Black
victims.

Second, individual armed status influences whether Black policing victims receive media
attention during active periods of BLM protests. Non-armed Black Americans compared to
armed Black Americans receive over twice as many daily print media articles, and local BLM
protests partially mediate this effect. Even though BLM shifted coverage of police killings as
emblematic of unjust police brutality, past media narratives that associated Black Americans
with criminality and public threats to social order continued to remain influential in shaping
attention (Beckett and Sasson 2004; Hirschfield and Simon 2010).

Third, local and national BLM protests successfully directed media attention to Black
Americans killed by police. While previous studies assess the indirect effects of movements in
shifting discourses around social issues (Gaby and Caren 2016; Lee, Weitzer, and Martinez
2018; Mourao, Brown, and Sylvie 2021; Simmons 2017), I find that BLM protests directly
channel media attention. Each additional local protest doubles daily media attention to nearby
police killings. Although consistent with previous studies, neither favorable political contexts
nor the presence of antipolice brutality organizations impact media attention to police killings.
Unlike professional movements that rely on institutional channels and issue reputation to garner
attention (Rohlinger 2014; Ryan, Anastario, and Jeffreys 2005), movements like BLM rooted
in grassroots organizing (Taylor 2016) may rely more directly on protests.

Fourth, individual armed status also moderates the capacity of local BLM protests to direct
daily media attention to police killings. While protests direct attention to all nearby Black
policing deaths, each additional local BLM protest garners 2.83 times more daily media articles
among non-armed individuals compared to only 1.57 times more among armed individuals.
Differential effects of BLM protests indicate the controlling image of “armed Black criminal”
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(Beckett and Sasson 2004; Carlson 2018, 2019; Russell-Brown 1998) is consequential in
shaping movement outcomes on attention. Controlling images moderate protest effects in ways
that render some victims more newsworthy than others. My findings underscore the need for
scholars to account for how controlling images influence the trajectory, outcome, and repression
of marginalized groups’ political advocacy and movement activity.

Results in this study carry implications for understanding the disruptive capacity of protests
to direct media attention. Amenta et al. (2019) propose an institutional mediation model by which
media coverage of movements is conditioned by dynamically interacting institutions of media
norms, political contexts, and movement infrastructure. Building on this model, movement and
media scholars should account for how cultural resonance of movement claims factors into media
coverage, particularly for movements structured along a matrix of domination (Collins 1999). For
instance, BLM leaders confront the controlling images of Black criminality and racialized threat
(Beckett and Sasson 2004; Brown and Harlow 2019; Russell-Brown 1998; Phelps and Hamilton
2022). Media outlets are sensitive to the potential armed threat of Black Americans killed by
police in ways that moderate whether BLM protests direct media attention. This implies that as
journalists and editors scrutinize the “reasonableness” of police brutality claims amidst BLM
protests (Gans 1979; Sobieraj 2010; Valentim 2019), they selectively cover non-armed Black
Americans emblematic of unjust policing rather than, as BLM activists do, contest the victimhood
of armed Black Americans whose imagery evoke racialized threats. These are consistent with
Brown and Harlow’s (2019) findings that disproportionately the media disparage Black-led and
indigenous rights movements to others. Building on scholarship of media coverage of minority-
led movements (Davenport 2009), future research should investigate how readers and journalists
adjudicate between moral claims asserted by ethnoracial minorities and the controlling images
imposed by authority figures.

Future research should investigate the impacts of BLM on media beyond the quantities of
protests and media articles. Consistent with previous studies (Lee, Weitzer, and Martinez 2018;
Mourio, Brown, and Sylvie 2021; Simmons 2017), I find that BLM’s discursive power elevated
media attention and local BLM protests directly channeled attention to nearby police killings.
Given that movement activists and authority figures seek to influence media frames of ethno-
racial minorities (DalCortivo and Oursler 2021; Luna 2018), scholars should investigate how
media frames of police killings changed or persisted during BLM’s trajectory. Of particular
interest are the ways media construct Black criminality or Black victimhood and the ways BLM
protests factor into framing these constructions. Given that BLM protests also channeled media
attention to armed Black Americans, qualitative analyses of the themes, tone, and content of these
news articles may provide further insights into how BLM protests influence news coverage
despite controlling images. Media narratives may leverage BLM protests to contest the moral
worthiness of armed individuals, but these circumstances can also lead media framing to extend
Black criminality to delegitimize BLM protesters. Coverage may also differ across national and
local media contexts. Finally, scholars should explore how additional protest dimensions,
including the event size, organizational affiliations, the presence of arrests or counter-
demonstrations, and issue-attention contexts influence media attention (Andrews and Caren 2010;
McCarthy, McPhail, and Smith 1996; Oliver and Meyer 1999; Wouters and Lefevere 2023).
Content and narrative analysis of media coverage of police killings will elucidate the contexts in
which movements and media leverage and deploy criminality and victimhood frames.

Media scholars should further account for the different processes by which movements
impact media coverage, including discursive rupture (Gaby and Caren 2016), reliance on
institutional channels (Rohlinger 2014; Ryan, Anastario, and Jeffreys 2005), or protests that direct
media attention. Findings indicate neither political contexts nor organizational presence
influences media attention to police killings for BLM, which goes against expectations in
prevailing scholarship (Amenta et al. 2019; Andrews and Caren 2010). Potentially, grassroots
organizations (Taylor 2016) and spontaneous mobilizations (Snow and Moss 2014), both of which
characterize BLM, may rely more on the agenda-setting power of protests. Accounting for the
agency of BLM activists also provides crucial insights into how protesters strategize to direct
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media attention. Ethnographies and qualitative interviews reveal that BLM activists strategically
organize to protect themselves from police violence (Cobbina et al. 2019; Haimson 2020) and
leverage intersectional and abolitionist framing to challenge ideologically antagonistic contexts
(Phelps, Ward, and Frazier 2021; Simpson, Walter, and Ebert 2021). Future comparative and
longitudinal analyses would help to explore the dynamics of protests and media coverage.

Given how armed status moderates the capacity of BLM protests to direct media attention,
scholars should interrogate how controlling images influences the organizing and claims making
of Black-led social movements. Scholars should consider that police spokespeople may initially
lie about the armed status of those killed by invoking public-threat frames immediately after police
killings.'? Activists must expend moral and material resources contesting these claims. Conse-
quently, the cultural impact of controlling images may be larger than I account for in my study.
While theorizing the gendered dimension of Black criminality is beyond the scope of this article,
scholars should also account for how racialized discourses around “good guys” versus “bad guys”
with guns are embedded in the politics of masculinity (Carlson 2018, 2019; Stroud 2016).
Additionally, scholars need to take seriously how a small group of legally armed Black men’s
actions to monitor police actions in Oakland’s Black working-class neighborhoods compelled
then California Governor Ronald Reagan, no darling to government regulations, to pass
comprehensive gun restrictions (Bloom and Martin 2013). Future research should interrogate
racialized, gendered, and class-based controlling images around the purported armed threat of
marginalized groups.

Scholarship on controlling images provides a generative framework for movement scholars
to assess the trajectory and outcomes of social movements organized along social hierarchies.
Controlling images highlight one of many cultural mechanisms by which dominant groups
suppress and erase the collective struggles of marginalized groups (Collins 1999). Although not
in their chosen circumstances, activists reshape moral claims and political organizing to account
for anticipated controlling images (Cole 2006; Garcia 2022; Patler 2018). Some Black leaders
selectively employ respectability politics to garner moral sympathy among white audiences, but
they also marginalize subpopulations along other identities (Cohen 1999; Higginbotham 1994).
Silvan Niedermeier (2016) finds during the 1930s-40s campaigns against lynching, torture, and
forced confessions that the NAACP only defended clients that lawyers and local community
activists vetted as unambiguously innocent. Other leaders, such as those in BLM, center the most
marginalized identities to fight for all Black lives (Garza 2014; Taylor 2016).

Scholars can use several generative lines of inquiry to bring controlling images into social
movements. For instance, what factors determine whether movement activists center their most
privileged or marginalized voices, and what are the consequences of these decisions? Scholars of
prefigurative politics underscore inclusive and participatory movement practices (Polletta 2002),
but movement spaces can also reproduce social hierarchies (Hughey 2015), and placing certain
marginalized identities over others can promote elite capture (Taiwo 2022). How may distinct
manifestations of controlling images shape how different marginalized movements organize?
Asian Americans confront controlling images of apolitical and passive political subjects (Wong
etal. 2011), while Latino Americans confront controlling images of the “illegal alien” (Ngai 2014)
or social conservatism (Garcia 2022). These lead activists to take up different moral claims and
organizing models. Additionally, scholars should consider how controlling images operate across
different cultural fields (Mathieu 2021) and how movement challenges in one field may spill over
to generate social change across others (Armstrong and Bernstein 2008). For instance, BLM’s
discursive power against Black criminality in the journalistic field also contested controlling
images and compelled discursive and policy changes in criminal justice and policing practices.
Last, movement repression scholarship can incorporate how controlling images factor into the
ways social movements, based on their positionality along a matrix of domination, resist distinct
forms of marginalization (Davenport 2009; Earl 2011). Future research should aim to offer insights
into the ethnoracial dimensions of social movements (Bracey 2021; Morris 2019; Oliver 2017).

Media attention is vital for social movements to direct political debate and shape policy.
Nonetheless, movements led by ethnoracial minorities confront controlling images in media
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narratives that delegitimize their claims. Black Lives Matter protests successfully directed media
attention to Black Americans killed by police. Still, activists’ efforts had also been undermined
by the persistence of controlling images that associate Blackness with criminality and racialized
armed threats. Challenging controlling images remains at the center of the collective struggle for
Black lives and will continue to shape Black resistance to state violence. Black movements matter,
but when they matter can be beyond their control and under the purview of whether their claims
conditionally converge with acceptable yet fickle norms of injustice.

NOTES

!' T use “non-armed” rather than “unarmed” because Mapping Police Violence, the data source on police killings used
in this study, includes in this category those holding household items and toy weapons.

2 Other examples of how societal norms shape media attention include moral panics and societalization theories. In
these circumstances, media attention is shaped by treatment of “deviant” groups and elite-positioning within cultural
fields. For ethnoracial-led movements, I focus on controlling images as one cultural factor that shapes media attention.
I thank an anonymous reviewer for guidance on factoring controlling images into prevailing theories.

3 Additional possibilities that denote perceived worthiness include mental health status, past criminal charges, and
location in minority-majority working-class communities. Because the media predominantly rely on a public threat
frame to justify police brutality, armed status is an important indicator of perceived worthiness.

4 Notable cases in which BLM activists protested for Black Americans who carried weapons include Deborah Danner
(Date of Death: 10/18/2016), Quintonio Legrier (12/25/2015), and Antonio Martin (12/23/2014), among others.

° For instance, “Michael Brown” would have fifteen cases of media coverage, including the day of his death and for
the next fourteen days afterward. Models of seven- and twenty-eight-day timeframes returned similar results.

® In this period, police killed 798 Black Americans. Since the scope of this study hinges on victim-armed status, I
dropped around sixty cases that involved car accidents and around forty with unknown armed status, totaling 678
individuals. Including all cases in regression analyses yielded similar results. For later descriptive statistics, I collected
media coverage of Black Americans killed beginning in 2013 using the same search terms and database.

7 Protests include street demonstrations, marches, rallies, campus protests, and actions taken by NFL football players.
Although selection bias of media as data for protests is widely discussed, they represent one of the best sources
available. Elephrame uses a different sampling frame to quantify protests compared to that used to quantify media
attention, so media-specific selection biases do not drive my results. Social media through #BlackLivesMatter tweets
had also been analyzed but were removed due to a lack of statistically significant effects.

8 Mya Hall, a Black transgender woman, was killed by police in this period. She is excluded in my main analysis
because her death involved a car accident (see note 6).

%1 employ measures of federal-level political opportunity structures. Although local officials monitor police precincts,
discourse around policing reform typically focuses on comprehensive overhaul in federal policies. Local electoral
representation also mirrors that of national politics due to increasing polarization.

19 The presence of local Movement for Black Lives organizations continued to have no statistically significant effect
even after removing BLM protests from the model, as presented in Appendix D available at https://osf.io/vxd8a/

T collected media coverage of non-Black Americans using the same search terms and database. I compare non-Black
and Black Americans because of my focus on controlling images of Black criminality.

12 Law enforcement initially claimed that Alton Sterling had been reaching for a gun in his pocket as officers pinned
him to the ground. Sterling was not armed. I thank Rashawn Ray and Shannon Malone Gonzalez for this suggestion.
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