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Black and Blue: how democratic
attitudes shape a�ect toward
Blue or Black Lives Matter

Joseph A. Vitriol1*†, Joseph Sandor1 and Christina E. Farhart2

1Department of Political Science, Stony Brook University, Stony Brook, NY, United States, 2Department

of Political Science, Carleton College, Northfield, VT, United States

In the context of longstanding racial discrimination within the legal system, high-

profile incidents of police violence and misconduct have recently precipitated

widespread collective action among members of marginalized communities.

A large body of evidence demonstrates that social movements like Black

Lives Matter, which were organized in response to legitimate concerns about

racial inequality and discrimination in the legal system, have led to increased

political participation, egalitarian racial attitudes, and policy reform. Still, much

is unknown about the factors that shape public perceptions of Black Lives

Matter; even less is known about factors influencing public opinion toward Blue

Lives Matter—a movement concerned with the safety of the law enforcement

community, and which may also provide ideological defense against the claims

and demands of Black Lives Matter and in support of police o�cers believed to

be unfairly maligned. Using data from two panel studies, including one sampled

to approximate national representativeness, we demonstrate that positive a�ect

toward Black LivesMatter covaries with pro-democratic attitudes and legal forms

of social protest, and the belief that one’s behavior can precipitate meaningful

political change. We also demonstrate that anti-democratic attitudes, more

satisfaction with democracy, and increased trust in government predict positive

a�ect toward Blue Lives Matter. These results emerge while controlling for

ideological self-placement and demographic variables, as well as political

interest and knowledge. We discuss these findings in light of perspectives on

collective action and social movement, intergroup conflict and prejudice, and

ideological di�erences in support of democratic norms and values.

KEYWORDS

protest (causes), democratic attitudes, intergroup attitude, Black Lives Matter, criminal

justice

1 Introduction

When law enforcement is perceived as acting without fairness or with malice, the

public lacks trust and confidence in police officers’ objectivity and benevolent intentions

while serving their communities (Jackson and Gau, 2016; Peffley and Hurwitz, 2010).1 For

example, widely publicized instances of fatal police encounters involving racial minorities

challenge perceptions of police legitimacy and contribute to what some have referred

to as a “crisis” of confidence in law enforcement (Cook, 2015). These events have also

1 Even members of historically marginalized groups that have been subject to maltreatment by law

enforcement support “good” policing and desire fair, legitimate forms of law enforcement (Pe	ey and

Hurwitz, 2010).
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given rise to increased public concern about systemic bias against

racial minorities in the legal system (Parker et al., 2020)—an

empirical reality long substantiated by the reported experiences

of members of marginalized communities (Peffley and Hurwitz,

2010). These inequities are further evidenced by the findings

of police department investigations by the U.S. Department of

Justice in major municipalities (e.g., United States Department of

Justice Civil Rights Division, 2016, 2017, 2016), and thoroughly

documented by scientific investigations and scholarly literatures

(e.g., Alexander, 2012; Glaser, 2014; Leach and Teixeira, 2022;

Swencionis and Goff, 2017).

Inequities of these kind undermine citizens’ willingness to

accept legal authority, processes, and outcomes (Tyler et al.,

2015), and can corrode citizens’ satisfaction with democracy

and trust in government. Scholars of social movements have

long noted that a loss of legitimacy or feelings of disaffection

can motivate protest designed to redress these inequities by

bringing about change in public opinion, norms, and policies

(Campbell, 2021; Sawyer and Gampa, 2018; Skoy, 2020; Farhart,

2017). Indeed, a prominent example of this form of collective

action, Black Lives Matter (henceforth Black LM; Black Lives

Matter, n.d.) represents a diverse coalition of activists seeking

policy reform to redress racial bias in policing, excessive use

of force among law enforcement, and other racial disparities in

important life domains (Cobbina, 2019; Lowery, 2016). Since it

first emerged, Black LM has inspired millions to protest in most

major metropolitans and states throughout the U.S. (Williamson

et al., 2018), representing one of the largest social movements

in U.S. history (Buchanan et al., 2020). It is no surprise that

a movement of this size and magnitude had a major influence

on public opinion, political discourse, electoral outcomes, and

public policy.

Research examining the impact of Black LM is burgeoning

(for a review, see Ilchi and Frank, 2020; Leach and Allen, 2017).

With regard to the effects of the Black LM movement on racial

discourse and racial attitudes, Sawyer and Gampa (2018) and

Mazumder (2019) both found that racial attitudes became more

egalitarian among White Americans following the Black LM

protests. One reason for these changes in racial attitudes among

White Americans is that public discourse regarding anti-racism,

systemic racism, and white supremacy is amplified both during

and after Black LM protests (Anoll et al., 2022; Dunivin et al.,

2022). Increased perceptions of discrimination against Black people

increases support for governmental efforts to increase the social and

economic positions of racial and ethnic minorities (Mutz, 2022).

Black LM protests also impacted local political choice and

electoral outcomes by influencing political discourse and public

opinion. For example, Drakulich and colleagues demonstrated that

concern about bias in policing, support for civil rights protests,

or positive affect toward Black LM predicted both increased

preference for racially liberal political candidates (Drakulich et al.,

2017) and turnout among Democrats in the 2016U.S. presidential

election (Drakulich et al., 2020). In contrast, both positive affect

toward police and negative affect toward Black LM increased

turnout among Republicans in the 2016U.S. presidential election

(Drakulich et al., 2020). Relatedly, Riley and Peterson (2020) found

that White people, ideological conservatives, and supporters of

Donald Trump hold negative attitudes toward Black LM (also see

Isom et al., 2022). Mutz (2022) also found that perceptions of racial

inequality increased vote switching to the Democratic candidate,

Joe Biden, in the 2020U.S. Presidential election.

The Black LM movement also affected policing behavior and

practices. For example, Campbell (2021) and Skoy (2020) found

that regions with Black LM protests experienced decreases in

police violence. Moreover, Campbell (2021) and Peay and McNair

(2022) found that Black LM protests led to increased reform in

policing practices.2 For instance, Campbell (2021) found that the

occurrence of Black LMprotests increased the likelihood that police

departments adopted the use of body-cameras and community

policing models, and both increased their operating budget and

reduced arrests for property crime.

Together, these findings demonstrate that Black LM protests

are politically consequential; protestors organized in response to

legitimate concerns about racial inequality and discrimination

in the legal system, and protests motivated increased electoral

participation on behalf of candidates committed to anti-Black

racism, more egalitarian racial attitudes in the general public, and

the adoption of policy reform. However, while the impacts of Black

LM on racial attitudes, political discourse, electoral outcomes, and

policing practices have garnered extensive scholarly attention, there

remains a paucity of empirical research examining factors that

shape public perceptions of or opinions about Black LM. Even less

research has examined public opinions toward Blue Lives Matter

(Blue LM)—a counterprotest movement purportedly concerned

with the safety of the law enforcement community and supporting

law enforcement during times of need (https://bluelivesmatternyc.

org/), but which also provides ideological defense against the claims

and demands of Black LM and in support of officers believed to

be unfairly maligned (Chammah and Aspinall, 2020; Keyes and

Keyes, 2022). To help address this gap in the literature, we join

recent investigations that seek to move beyond an analysis of the

political effects of Black LM protests (e.g., Riley and Peterson,

2020). Using data from two panel studies, including one sampled

to approximate national representativeness, we investigate a wide

range of psychological and political factors that may shape the

public’s perception of these consequential social movements.

Our results indicate that positive affect toward Black LM

covaries with decreased antidemocratic norms and increased

support for legal forms of social protest, as well as the belief that

one’s behavior can precipitate meaningful political change. We

also find that antidemocratic attitudes, increased satisfaction with

democracy, and higher levels of trust predict more positive affect

toward Blue LM. These results emerge while controlling ideological

self-placement, demographic variables, and political interest and

knowledge. Together, these findings demonstrate that differences

in beliefs about democracy, democratic norms and values, and trust

predict support for different kinds of social movements.

1.1 Predictors of attitudes toward Black LM

While many Americans disapproved of the protest in its early

days, Black LM gained widespread support over time (Cohn and

2 While Vaughn et al. (2022) find support for police reform following

Black LM protests; they do not observe change in support for abolishing or

defunding the police.
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Quealy, 2020). In the summer of 2016, for example, the Pew

Research Foundation found that approximately 43% of Americans

supported Black LM (Horowitz and Livingston, 2016). By the

summer of 2020, the Pew Foundation reported that approximately

67% of Americans supported Black LM (Parker et al., 2020).

Public support dropped slightly from this high benchmark in the

summer of 2020 in September 2020 to ∼55%, which remained

stable through September 2021 (Horowitz, 2021). What accounts

for variability in public perceptions?

Opinion polling indicates that, unsurprisingly, support for

Black LM is more common among racial minorities, Democrats,

liberals and women, whereas opposition to Black LM is more

common among White people, Republicans, conservatives, and

men (Richardson and Conway, 2022; Updegrove et al., 2020,

2018). Ilchi and Frank (2020) demonstrated the centrality of anti-

Black prejudice in attitudes toward Black LM, finding that racial

resentment and conservative crime ideology (i.e., “tough on crime”

beliefs) are among the strongest predictors of attitudes toward

Black LM. Similar observations are reported by Riley and Peterson

(2020), who found that anti-Black racial resentment and prejudice

are associated with negative attitudes toward Black LM. Relatedly,

West et al. (2021) found that support for All Lives Matter, a

counterprotest movement that emerged in opposition to Black LM,

was associated with anti-Black prejudice (i.e., implicit anti-Black

racism, color-blind ideologies, and narrow definition of racism).

While racial prejudice and resentment clearly predict

opposition to Black LM, there remains open and important

questions concerning public perceptions of and opinions about

Black LM (see Richardson and Conway (2022) for an exception).

For example, prior research has examined the implications

of political trust and efficacy for various forms of political

participation (Hetherington and Rudolph, 2015; McGarty et al.,

2014), but these constructs have not been examined in relation

to perceptions of Black LM protests (Leach and Allen, 2017).

We address this oversight. Consistent with research on collective

action (Miller et al., 2009; Osborne et al., 2012; Smith et al., 2012;

Tausch et al., 2011), we anticipate that people who are dissatisfied

with democracy, who lack trust in the government, or who believe

that they can precipitate meaningful change (i.e., external efficacy)

are hypothesized to report more positive affect toward Black LM

(Hypothesis 1).

1.2 Anti-black racism and opposition to
Black LM

Criticisms of and opposition to Black LM have sought to

characterize its motivations, demands, and tactics as illiberal, un-

American, and even violent (Clayton, 2018; Flores, 2016; Leopold

and Bell, 2017; Ocasio, 2016; Solomon et al., 2019; Tillery, 2019;

Weigel and Zezima, 2015). Negative beliefs about the goals of Black

LM formed early (Rasmussen Reports, 2015) and have persisted,

with 58-59% of likely voters endorsing the view that there is an

ongoing “war on police,” and 42% reporting that “most protestors

[associated with the BLM movement] are trying to incite violence

or destroy property” (Rasmussen Reports, 2020). Thus, a sizable

share of the public holds hostile views toward Black LM protests

even though the movement explicitly advocates for nonviolence

(Black Lives Matter, n.d.; Movement for Black Lives, 2016) and

has overwhelmingly engaged in peaceful protest and organization

(Chenoweth and Pressman, 2020).

Such criticism is particularly striking given that the demands

of the Black LM movement appeal to widely shared values of

equality, justice, and fairness. In this sense, Black LM joins other

civil rights movements throughout history that have been viewed

with suspicion and as a threat to existing social order (Clayton,

2018; Tillery, 2019; Bobo, 1988). One way to resist peaceful and

legal forms of collective action designed to motivate social change

and challenge existing power dynamics is to delegitimize it as

extreme or radical, that is, as advancing undeserving requests

or demands through nondemocratic means (Hafer and Choma,

2009; Jost, 2020; Knowles et al., 2009; Lin, 2017; Osborne et al.,

2018; Solomon et al., 2019; Solomon and Martin, 2019; Teixeira

et al., 2020). Indeed, members of high-status groups may reject

even normatively acceptable (i.e., peaceful) forms of social protest

undertaken by members of low-status groups when they perceive

that such collective action damages their social image or standing

(Silver et al., 2022; Teixeira et al., 2020). Consistent with this

observation, Beckett (2021) found that US police were three times

as likely to use force against leftwing protestors, who commonly

seek social change, than rightwing protestors, whomore commonly

seek to maintain or restore existing social order (Jost, 2020).

It is therefore no surprise that attitudes about race and

perceptions of racial inequality are central when racial or ethnic

minorities engage in collective action designed to precipitate social

change—that is, the kind of social movement represented by Black

LM. For example, Teixeira et al. (2022) found that, among White

people, a belief in systemic racial injustice translates to increased

support for Black LM protests. Yet Burrows et al. (2021) found that

Black activists are seen as more reactive and angrier than White

activists. Thus, framing the Black LM protesters as disruptive,

violent, combative, or confrontational in the media increases

criticism toward protestors, reduces support for themovement, and

decreases police criticism (Brown and Mourão, 2021). In this way,

stereotypes about Black activists can undermine public support for

Black LM and motivate a willingness to justify or ignore racial

inequality (Vitriol, 2016).

In short, social movements that seek to raise awareness about

an inequitable status quo and to implement progressive social

change commonly invite criticism, incite ideologically motivated

opposition, and energize reactionary counter-protests (Jost, 2020).

Even peaceful forms of collective organization are more likely to

be perceived as threatening and violent when undertaken by racial

minorities (vs. White people; Peay and Camarillo, 2021). Indeed,

Jones and Cox (2015) found lower levels of support for protests

against unfair treatment by the government when protesters were

described as “Black Americans” compared to “Americans.” For

these reasons, empirical investigations of the relationship between

democratic attitudes and legal forms of political participation

are needed. Yet, prior research has not examined if or how

attitudes toward democracy and legal forms of social protest predict

perceptions of Black LM. Given the largely peaceful nature of Black

LM protests and appeal to widely shared values of fairness and
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equality, we expect rejection of antidemocratic attitudes and respect

for legal forms of protest to covary with more positive affect toward

Black LM (Hypothesis 2).

1.3 Attitudes toward Blue LM: principled
concern?

Opposition to collective action and social protest may also

reflect genuine concerns about the implications of widespread

civil unrest for public safety or principled opposition to the

perceived political goals of a social movement. For example, as

noted above, concerns that the Black LM protests constitute a “war

on police” or contribute to violence and property damage have

persisted (Rasmussen Reports, 2020; Smith et al., 2020). During the

summer of 2020, 9% of Black LM protests encountered direct police

intervention and 5% of the time the police used force (U.S. Crisis

Monitor, 2020). Black LM demonstrations were met with counter-

protestors, who were often armed and who often agitated Black

LM as part of a broader strategy to undermine the movement’s

nonviolent focus (U.S. Crisis Monitor, 2020).

Thus, even while Black LM protests have gained public

support, organizations or movements ostensibly concerned with

the safety of law enforcement and their families emerged in

response. Among the more prominent of these, Blue Lives Matter

(henceforth Blue LM; Blue Lives Matter NYC, n.d.) originated as

a coalition supporting active and retired law enforcement and is

devoted to supporting families of police and advocating for more

punitive action against those who commit violence against police

(Chammah and Aspinall, 2020).

Over time, however, identification with and support for Blue

LM may have come to represent what Solomon and Martin (2019)

refer to as a countermovement (i.e., Meyer and Staggenborg,

1996), providing not just financial support and advocacy for the

law enforcement community, but defense against the claims and

demands of Black LM as well. Accordingly, some scholars have

argued that support for Blue LM reflects symbolic solidarity in

(a) opposition to the social change, demand for social justice, or

policy reform represented by Black LM, and (b) in support of

those believed to be unfairly targeted or misaligned by it (i.e.,

police; Bacon, 2016; Solomon et al., 2019; Solomon and Martin,

2019). It may itself function as a form of racial prejudice, as a

way to express racial resentment, or to cast as illegitimate efforts

undertaken to challenge existing power arrangements and social

hierarchies. Consistent with this perspective, Riley and Peterson

(2020) conceptualizes support for Blue LM within the framework

of racial reaction theory, which predicts opposition, among White

people, to social protest that centers on racial justice for Black

people (Silver et al., 2022).

While a large body of work has examined factors that shape

general perceptions of police and policing (e.g., Peffley and

Hurwitz, 2010), surprisingly little research has examined affect

toward the Blue LM movement. We address this oversight by

testing the hypothesis that positive affect toward Blue LM will be

more common among those with higher levels of satisfaction with

the current state of democracy and with more trust in political

actors and institutions (Hypothesis 3). After all, we anticipate

that those most comfortable with existing political institutions

and power arrangements will be most willing to support social

movements and counter-protests that affirm or legitimize the

status quo (Jost, 2020). We explore but do not advance any a

priori hypotheses concerning perceptions of Blue LM and political

efficacy or antidemocratic attitudes or legal activism.

2 Methods

2.1 Data and participants

We test these hypotheses using data from two panel studies,

including one sampled to approximate national representativeness,

recruited before and after the 2020U.S. Presidential Election.

The first sample was recruited from Amazon’s Mechanical Turk

platform (MTurk). MTurk samples are more diverse than student

samples and more representative than typical Internet samples

(Berinsky et al., 2012; Mason and Suri, 2012). The second study

was quota sampled to approximate national representativeness by

Forthright, an online research panel with national representative

sampling capabilities, part of market research agency Bovitz, Inc.

We use data fromWave 1 of both panel studies (Sample 1, October

23–30, 2020, N = 1,089, 60.4% female and 39.5% male, 56.3% with

at least a BA, 54.8% with family income greater than $50,000, mean

age = 44.18, SD = 14.66; White = 83.98%; Sample 2, October 27–

November 2, 2020, N = 1,127, 52.80% female and 46.50% male,

32.6%with at least a BA, 50.7%with family income>$50,000, mean

age = 46.34, SD = 17.04; White = 62.11%). In both samples, all

measures included in the survey were presented in random order

(both within and between scales), and the participants subject to

this analysis completed a random subset of measures in the broader

survey, including the ones relevant to our hypothesis. We rely

upon data from participants who completed all measures used in

the analysis described below (Sample 1 N = 474; Sample 2 N =

441). Additional demographic information about the subset of the

sample included in or excluded from this analysis is reported in

Appendix A.

2.2 Measures

Means (SD), alphas, and intercorrelations between key

variables are shown in Table 1. Question wording and response

scales are available in Appendix B; additional measures that were

administered in Wave 1 of the survey for both samples, but which

are not central to the hypotheses examined here, are also reported

in Appendix B. All measures were rescaled to range from 0 to 1.

2.2.1 Dependent variables
2.2.1.1 Black Lives Matter and Blue Lives Matter

Feeling thermometers toward Black and Blue LM were assessed

as our primary dependent variables on a scale ranging from 0

(“Cold”) to 100 (“Warm”), with higher values indicating more

positive affect. This approach to measuring affect toward Black or

Blue LM in our study is consistent with other research examining
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TABLE 1 Means, SD, Alphas, and Intercorrelations.

Black LM Blue LM Anti-dem. LA LH Dem satis. IE EE Trust Know Interest Ideo µ;σ α

Sample 1

Black LM 1.00 0.53; 0.37

Blue LM −0.23∗∗∗ 1.00 0.54; 0.35

Anti-Dem. Attitudes −0.39∗∗∗ 0.31∗∗∗ 1.00 0.38; 0.26 0.78

Legal Activism 0.25∗∗∗ −0.11∗∗∗ 0.05 1.00 0.50; 0.27 0.89

LH 0.02 0.01 0.26∗∗∗ 0.00 1.00 0.34; 0.22 0.90

Democratic Satisfaction −0.23∗∗∗ 0.29∗∗∗ 0.12∗∗∗ 0.02 −0.26∗∗∗ 1.00 0.52; 0.20 0.65

Internal Efficacy 0.03 −0.07∗ −0.27∗∗∗ 0.15∗∗∗ −0.35∗∗∗ 0.11∗∗ 1.00 0.65; 0.21 0.76

External Efficacy 0.14∗∗∗ 0.04 −0.04 0.21∗∗∗ −0.04 0.23∗∗∗ 0.12∗∗∗ 1.00 0.36; 0.22 0.71

Trust 0.07∗ 0.23∗∗∗ −0.09∗∗ 0.07∗ −0.02 0.29∗∗∗ 0.05 0.41∗∗∗ 1.00 0.43; 0.17 0.68

Know −0.04 −0.03 −0.27∗∗∗ 0.02 −0.28∗∗∗ 0.10∗∗ 0.40∗∗∗ −0.01 0.10∗∗ 1.00 0.81; 0.24 0.76

Interest 0.12∗∗∗ −0.02 0.15∗∗∗ 0.38∗∗∗ −0.18∗∗∗ 0.08∗∗ 0.50∗∗∗ 0.20∗∗∗ 0.11∗∗ 0.35∗∗∗ 1.00 0.69; 0.22 0.75

Ideology −0.61∗∗∗ 0.42∗∗∗ 0.48∗∗∗ −0.16∗∗∗ 0.05+ 0.32∗∗∗ −0.09∗∗ −0.01 0.07∗ −0.13∗∗∗ −0.14∗∗∗ 1.00 0.47; 0.32

Sample 2

Black LM 1.00 0.53; 0.38

Blue LM −0.13∗∗∗ 1.00 0.53; 0.37

Anti-Dem. Attitudes −0.28∗∗∗ 0.21∗∗∗ 1.00 0.39; 0.23 0.69

Legal Activism n/a

LH 0.06+ −0.14∗∗∗ 0.21∗∗∗ 1.00 0.35; 0.22 0.87

Dem

Satisfaction

−0.11∗∗∗ 0.24∗∗∗ 0.09∗∗ −0.16∗∗∗ 1.00 0.51; 0.21 0.65

Internal Efficacy −0.02 0.12∗∗∗ −0.25∗∗∗ −0.35∗∗∗ 0.14∗∗∗ 1.00 0.61; 0.22 0.44

External Efficacy 0.16∗∗∗ 0.04 0.03 −0.03 0.31∗∗∗ 0.17∗∗∗ 1.00 0.39; 0.24 0.67

Trust 0.06+ 0.21∗∗∗ −0.10∗∗ −0.04 0.37∗∗∗ 0.09∗∗ 0.38∗∗∗ 1.00 0.42; 0.18 0.72

Know −0.06+ 0.10∗∗ −0.31∗∗∗ −0.23∗∗∗ 0.08∗ 0.40∗∗∗ −0.04 0.11∗∗ 1.00 0.70; 0.27 0.76

Interest 0.08∗ 0.10∗∗ −0.16∗∗∗ −0.18∗∗∗ 0.15∗∗∗ 0.49∗∗∗ 0.24∗∗∗ 0.19∗∗∗ 0.35∗∗∗ 1.00 0.63; 0.24 0.75

Ideology −0.52∗∗∗ 0.34∗∗∗ 0.39∗∗∗ −0.09+ 0.24∗∗∗ −0.01 −0.01 0.05 −0.03 −0.04 1.00 0.47; 0.29

+p < 0.10, ∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗∗∗p < 0.001.
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perceptions of political groups (e.g., Bai and Federico, 2021) and

Black or Blue LM (e.g., Ilchi and Frank, 2020).

2.2.2 Independent variables
We estimated the effect of support for legal activism (Sample

1 only) and democratic norms, trust, efficacy, learned helplessness,

and satisfaction with democracy (Sample 1 and Sample 2).

2.2.2.1 Support for legal activism

This variable was assessed using five items, first created by

Moskalenko and McCauley (2009) and revised by Petersen et al.

(2023), measured on a scale ranging from 1 to 5 (1 = Strongly

Agree, 2= Agree, 3= Neither, 4= Disagree, 5= Strongly Disagree).

Participants are presented with a series of possible legal actions

that they can carry out to promote their group’s “political rights

and interests.” For example, such items include “I would become

a member of an organization that fights for my group’s political

rights and interests.” “I would travel for 1 h to join in a public rally,

protest, or demonstration in support of my group.” and “I would

donate money to an organization that fights for my group’s political

rights and interests.” Responses were coded such that higher values

indicate increased support for legal activism, whereas lower values

indicate less support for legal activism.

2.2.2.2 Antidemocratic attitudes

This variable was assessed using a composite of four items,

measured on a 5-point scale (1 = Strongly agree, 2 = Agree,

3 = Neither/unsure, 4 = Disagree, 5 = Strongly disagree). This

composite scale included three items designed to evaluate anti-

democratic attitudes that were created by Bartels (2020) and

an additional item administered by the Latin American Public

Opinion Project (n.d.). For example, such items include “Strong

leaders sometimes have to bend the rules in order to get things

done.”, “When the country is facing difficult times, it is justified for

the president of the country to close Congress and govern without

Congress.”, “A time will come when patriotic Americans have to

take the law into their own hands.”, and “It is hard to trust the

results of elections when so many people will vote for anyone who

offers a handout.”. Responses were coded such that higher values

indicate increased levels of anti-democratic attitudes, whereas

lower values indicate lower levels of anti-democratic attitudes.

2.2.2.3 Political disa�ection

Prior work has demonstrated that those who are politically

disaffected are distrusting of the political system, less interested,

exposed to, and informed about politics, less likely to attend

political rallies or engage in volunteer work on behalf of a

party or candidate, less likely to believe they can change the

political system or that political elites care about them, and

are less likely to be satisfied with democracy and political

institutions (Farhart, 2017; Torcal and Montero, 2006). Thus, we

utilize five measures of political disaffection: generalized trust,

internal and external efficacy, learned helplessness, and democratic

satisfaction.

TABLE 2 Predictors of attitudes toward Black Lives Matter and Blue Lives

Matter.

Sample 1 Sample 2 Sample 1 Sample 2

BlackLM BlackLM BlueLM BlueLM

Anti- dem. −0.22∗∗∗ −0.35∗∗∗ 0.32∗ 0.25∗∗

Attitudes (0.07) (0.08) (0.06) (0.08)

Legal 0.19∗∗ −0.13∗

Activism (0.06) (0.06)

Democratic

satisfaction

−0.14 0.00 0.18∗ 0.21∗

(0.09) (0.08) (0.08) (0.08)

External 0.15∗ 0.23∗∗ −0.02 0.02

Efficacy (0.07) (0.07) (0.07) (0.08)

Internal −0.03 −0.18∗ −0.04 0.11

Efficacy (0.08) (0.09) (0.08) (0.08)

Learned 0.04 0.06 −0.03 0.00

Helplessness (0.07) (0.08) (0.06) (0.08)

Trust 0.15 0.04 0.42∗∗∗ 0.29∗∗

(0.10) (0.09) (0.10) (0.10)

Knowledge −0.16∗ −0.12+ 0.11+ 0.12+

(0.08) (0.07) (0.06) (0.07)

Interest −0.07 0.21∗∗ −0.02 −0.02

(0.09) (0.08) (0.08) (0.08)

Ideology −0.61∗∗∗ −0.57∗∗∗ 0.33∗∗∗ 0.25∗∗∗

(0.05) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06)

Age 0.03 −0.02 0.25∗∗∗ 0.22∗∗

(0.07) (0.07) (0.08) (0.07)

Income −0.04 0.03 0.02 −0.03

(0.05) (0.09) (0.05) (0.09)

Education 0.12+ −0.09 −0.17∗ −0.01

(0.07) (0.07) (0.07) (0.07)

Female 0.02 0.06+ 0.08∗∗ 0.06+

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

White −0.11∗∗ −0.08∗ 0.03 0.05

(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04)

Latinx −0.06 0.06 −0.01 0.02

(0.06) (0.04) (0.06) (0.04)

Constant 0.73∗∗∗ 0.59∗∗∗ 0.27∗∗ 0.03

(0.11) (0.10) (0.10) (0.11)

N 474 441 474 441

Adj. R2 0.423 0.371 0.359 0.218

Standard errors in parentheses.
+p < 0.10, ∗p < 0.05, ∗∗p < 0.01, ∗∗∗p < 0.001.
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2.2.2.4 Trust

Trust was measured using a generalized index of trust in

federal and local government, media, people in general, and law

enforcement, measured on a 4-point scale (1 = almost always,

2 = most of the time, 3 = some of the time, 4 = almost never).

Participants responded to the stem, “How much of the time do you

think you can trust the following to do what is right?” for each

referent. Responses were coded such that higher values indicate

higher levels of trust.

2.2.2.5 Internal and external e�cacy

These constructs were each assessed using short two-item

batteries from Craig et al. (1990), measured on a 5-point scale (1=

Always, 2 = Most of the time, 3 = About half of the time, 4 =

Some of the time, 5 = Never). For internal efficacy, participants

were asked, “How often do politics and government seem so

complicated that you can’t really understand what’s going on?”

For external efficacy, participants were asked, “How much can

people like you affect what the government does?” Responses were

coded such that higher values indicate higher levels of internal and

external efficacy.

2.2.2.6 Learned helplessness

While similar to some measures of trust and efficacy, we also

assessed Learned Helplessness, which provides a unique approach

to assess perceptions of one’s repeated attempts and failures, inside

and outside of the political domain (Peterson et al., 1993), measured

here using a short six-item battery (Farhart, 2017) taken from the

original 20-items (Quinless and McDermott Nelson, 1988). These

items were measured on a 4-point scale (1 = Strongly agree, 2 =

Agree, 3=Disagree, 4= Strongly disagree). For example, such items

include. “No matter how much energy I put into a task, I feel I have

no control over the outcome,” “Other people have more control

over their success and/or failure than I do,” and “No matter how

hard I try, things never seem to work out the way I want them to.”

Responses were coded such that higher values indicate higher levels

of learned helplessness.

2.2.2.7 Democratic satisfaction

We also measured satisfaction with democracy, the economy,

and life in general (Di Palma, 1969) using a three-item index,

including: (1) “On the whole, how satisfied are you with the way

democracy works in the United States?” (2) “All things considered,

how satisfied are you with your life as a whole these days?” and

(3) “Over the last 5 years, when you compare your economic

situation to how others in our society are doing, do you think

you are doing better than average, about the same, or worse

than average?” Responses to the first two items were assessed

on a 4-point scale (1 = Very satisfied, 2 = Fairly satisfied, 3

= Not very satisfied, 4 = Not at all satisfied). Responses to the

third item were assessed on a 5-point scale (1 = Much better

than average, 2 = Somewhat better than average, 3 = About

the same, 4 = Somewhat worse than average, 5 = Much worse

than average). Responses to these items were averaged and coded

FIGURE 1

Relationship between anti-democratic attitudes and a�ect toward black lives matter and blue lives matter.
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such that higher values correspond to higher levels of satisfaction

with democracy.

2.3 Control variables

Several control variables were included as covariates. First,

demographics included: age, income (ordered categories rescaled

from 0 to 1), gender (0 = male, 1 = female), education (ordered

categories rescaled from 0 to 1), and race (0 = nonwhite, 1 =

White). Second, because affect toward social or political groups

may covary with levels of political engagement (e.g., Federico and

Sidanius, 2002), we controlled for knowledge about and interest in

politics using two variables: (1) Political knowledge was assessed

using eight factual political knowledge items (e.g., Delli Carpini

and Keeter, 1996). Items were scored on a 0 (incorrect) or 1

(correct) basis, summed, and averaged; (2) Political interest was

assessed using three items that evaluated interest in politics and the

importance of politics (Vitriol et al., 2019). Third, we controlled for

ideological self-placement because political predispositions covary

with perceptions of political groups (e.g., Bai and Federico, 2021;

Updegrove et al., 2020). Higher scores correspond with greater

knowledge, interest, and conservatism.

3 Results

Table 1 reports the means (SD), alphas, and intercorrelations of

all measures.3 The direction of the correlation between Black and

Blue LM (rs=−0.13 to−0.23, p < 0.001) indicates that as positive

affect for one increases, negative affect for the other decreases. This

observation aligns with characterizations of Blue LM as a counter-

movement to Black LM, although the small relationship indicates

other factors relate to perceptions of both. For this reason, we turn

to formal tests of our hypotheses.

In particular, we examine three hypotheses. First, we anticipate

that people who are dissatisfied with democracy, lack trust

in the government, or believe they can precipitate meaningful

change (i.e., external efficacy) will report more positive affect

toward Black LM (Hypothesis 1). We also expect rejection

3 Replication data and syntax are available at: https://osf.io/72vhd/?

view_only=1ceec9433ad94e19b6edfd362cb2881f.

FIGURE 2

Relationship between legal activism and a�ect toward black lives matter and blue lives matter. X-axis reflects level of agreement with legal activism

engagement (0–1), where values of 0 reflect strong disagreement and values of 1 reflect strong agreement. Y-axis reflects support for Black or Blue

Lives Matter feeling thermometers placed on a 0–1 scale.
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FIGURE 3

Relationship between external and a�ect toward black lives matter and blue lives matter. X-axis reflects level of external e�cacy (0–1), where values

of 0 reflect low external e�cacy and values of 1 reflect high external e�cacy. Y-axis reflects support for Black or Blue Lives Matter feeling

thermometers placed on a 0–1 scale.

of anti-democratic attitudes and respect for legal forms of

protest to covary with more positive affect toward Black LM

(Hypothesis 2). Finally, we test the hypothesis that positive

affect toward Blue LM will be more common among those

with higher levels of satisfaction with the current state of

democracy and with more trust in political actors and institutions

(Hypothesis 3).

We estimated a series of OLS regression models. In each

sample, we regressed each dependent variable on all independent

variables and covariates. To guard against heteroscedasticity,

standard errors and confidence intervals were computed usingHC3

variance estimates (Long and Ervin, 2000). Given the 0-1 coding

of all variables, the coefficients represent the proportion change

(or percentage change when multiplied by 100) in the dependent

variable associated with going from the lowest to the highest

level of each predictor. The results for Samples 1 and 2 largely

confirm Hypotheses 2 and 3 and partially confirm Hypothesis 1

(summarized in Table 2).

Positive affect toward Black LM was predicted by lower levels

of anti-democratic attitudes (Sample 1, b = −0.22, p < 0.001;

Sample 2, b = −0.35, p < 0.001) and higher levels of support for

legal activism (Sample 1, b = 0.19, p < 0.01). Similarly, positive

affect toward Blue LM was predicted by higher levels of anti-

democratic attitudes (Sample 1, b = 0.32, p < 0.05; Sample 2,

b = 0.25, p < 0.01) and legal activism (Sample 1, b = −0.13,

p <0.05). Going from the lowest to the highest level of anti-

democratic attitudes was associated with a 22–35% decrease in

positive affect toward Black LM or a 25–32% increase in positive

affect toward Blue LM (Figure 1). Going from the lowest to the

highest level of support for legal activism was associated with a 19%

increase in positive affect toward Black LM or a 13% decrease in

positive affect toward Blue LM (Figure 2). These were considerable

changes compared to those associated with other predictors in

the model (25–65% for ideological self-placement; see Table 2 and

Appendix C).

Regarding feelings of disaffection, higher external efficacy

covaried with positive affect toward Black LM (Sample 1, b = 0.16,

p < 0.05; Sample 2, b = 0.23, p < 0.01), but is not related to affect

toward Blue LM (see Figure 3). Internal efficacy was an inconsistent

predictor, only acquiring significance in Sample 2 for Black LM (b

=−0.18, p < 0.05). Trust predicted positive affect toward Blue LM

(Sample 1, b = 0.42, p < 0.001; Sample 2, b = 0.29, p < 0.01),

but was not related to affect toward Black LM. High democratic

satisfaction predicted positive affect toward Blue LM (Sample 1, b=
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FIGURE 4

Relationship between democratic satisfaction and a�ect toward black lives matter and blue lives matter. X-axis reflects level of democratic

satisfaction (0–1), where values of 0 reflect low satisfaction and values of 1 reflect high satisfaction. Y-axis reflects support for Black or Blue Lives

Matter feeling thermometers placed on a 0–1 scale.

0.18, p < 0.05; Sample 2, b = 0.21, p < 0.05), but was unrelated

to Black LM (see Figure 4). Finally, learned helplessness did not

significantly predict affect toward Black or Blue LM.

4 Discussion

The maltreatment of racial minorities during police encounters

is certainly not unique to modern times (Edwards et al., 2018).

Nonetheless, in the context of longstanding persecution and

discrimination within the legal system, high-profile incidents

of police violence and misconduct have recently precipitated

widespread collective action among members of marginalized

communities (Cobbina, 2019; Peay and Camarillo, 2021;

Williamson et al., 2018). A large body of evidence demonstrates

that Black LM organized in response to legitimate concerns

about racial inequality and discrimination in the legal system

(Cobbina, 2019; Lowery, 2016; Peffley and Hurwitz, 2010), and

has precipitated meaningful change in public opinion, political

discourse, electoral outcomes, and public policy (for a review, see

Ilchi and Frank, 2020; Leach and Allen, 2017). For example, Black

LM protests increased public awareness and discussion of racial

inequality (Anoll et al., 2022; Dunivin et al., 2022), led to more

egalitarian racial attitudes (Anoll et al., 2022; Dunivin et al., 2022;

Mazumder, 2019; Sawyer and Gampa, 2018), increased support for

more racially liberal political candidates (Drakulich et al., 2017),

and motivated the adoption of criminal justice reform and change

in policing practices (Boudreau et al., 2022; Campbell, 2021; Peay

and McNair, 2022; Skoy, 2020).

While work has examined factors that motivated participation

in Black LM and the impact of Black LM protests specifically on

public attitudes, discourse, and policy, little is known about the

factors that shape the public’s perceptions of Black LM; even less

research has examined factors that shape public perceptions of

Blue LM, a counter-movement concerned with the safety of the

law enforcement community, but which often provides ideological

defense against the claims and demands of Black LM (Chammah

and Aspinall, 2020; Keyes and Keyes, 2022). This is no small

matter. Racial inequality perpetuates harm against marginalized

communities and has long threatened the integrity of American

democracy, as does ideological backlash against peaceful and lawful

forms of social protest designed to remediate police misconduct

and discrimination in the legal system. Movements like Black

LM aim to address these issues through peaceful and lawful

forms of social protest and have been impactful in achieving

much of its goals. However, counter-movements like Blue LM can
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function to maintain existing inequitable power dynamics, often

by obfuscating, undermining, or otherwise opposing the claims,

goals, and demands of movements like Black LM. Understanding

public perceptions of social movements designed to address racial

inequality and counter-movements that function to maintain a

status quo of inequitable power arrangements represents, in our

view, a scientific imperative for social and political psychologists.

What shapes perceptions of Black and Blue LM? Research

pursuing this question has largely been limited to investigations

of intergroup attitudes and racial resentment in underpinning

opposition to Black LM (e.g., Ilchi and Frank, 2020; Riley and

Peterson, 2020; Silver et al., 2022; West et al., 2021). The current

study sought to extend this work by addressing open and important

questions concerning public perceptions of Black and Blue LM.

Using data from two panel studies, including one sampled to

approximate national representativeness, we investigated the extent

to which the same set of psychological and political factors

predicted perceptions of this consequential social movement and

counterprotest. By juxtaposing perceptions of Black and Blue LM

in our analysis, we aimed to identify critical similarities and

differences in public perceptions of political organization that

challenges or affirms the racial status quo, and to understand

ideological divisions more fully in the contemporary sociopolitical

landscape. Our results provide consistent evidence across two

samples that positive affect toward Black LM covaries with

decreased antidemocratic attitudes and increased legal forms of

social protest, and the belief that one’s behavior can precipitate

meaningful political change. In contrast, increased antidemocratic

attitudes, and increased satisfaction with democracy and trust

predicted positive affect toward Blue LM. These results were robust

to controls for ideological self-placement, demographic variables,

and political knowledge and engagement.

Together, these findings are consistent with existing research on

motivations for collective action, which emphasize how legal and

political inequity can undermine institutional legitimacy and trust,

leading to feelings of disaffection that can trigger participation in

protest designed to bring about change in public opinion, norms,

and policies (Campbell, 2021; Sawyer andGampa, 2018; Skoy, 2020;

Farhart, 2017). Critically, our results also indicate that support for

Black LM is underpinned by broader support for peaceful and

lawful forms of political participation—actions that are central to

functioning democracies and necessary to redress systemic inequity

and inequality in the legal system and elsewhere. Yet history teaches

us that even nonviolent protests, such as Black LM, that seek

remediation for maltreatment, discrimination, and disadvantage

may not always garner widespread public support. Instead, such

movements might invite opposition from those who are content

with existing power dynamics and may weaken their commitment

to democratic norms and values if doing so helps protect their

social standing.
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