
ABSTRACT 

EDRINGTON, CANDICE LASHARA. Identification and Relationships: How Social 
Movements Use and Articulate Identification Across Digital Platforms to Build Relationships. 
(Under the direction of Dr. Melissa A. Johnson.) 
 

This project presents a comprehensive understanding of how social movements use and 

articulate identification strategies across multiple digital platforms, including social media and 

official websites, to build relationships with their publics. Drawing from a theoretical framework 

that blends dialogic communication, public relations and rhetorical message strategies, and 

digital social advocacy, this study examines the Black Lives Matter and March For Our Lives 

movements. A Twitter content analysis found that both BLM and MFOL use the sympathy 

identification strategy most frequently although this strategy did not generate the most 

engagement from their followers. In consulting the Facebook pages of these two movements, it 

was discovered that BLM uses their Timeline Photos album as a promotional tool while MFOL 

uses theirs as an informative tool. In contrast, a rhetorical analysis of each official website 

revealed that BLM uses their homepage as a place to provide movement-related information 

while MFOL uses their homepage as a place to display the actionable efforts on behalf of the 

movement. Lastly, a content analysis of both websites found that neither social movement fully 

utilizes the dialogic communication capacity of their website. This dissertation concludes with 

implications for the theory and practice in the areas of public relations and social movement 

studies. These implications provide insight into how public relations practitioners and other 

social movements can use different communication channels in ways other than to simply 

disseminate information, how facilitating dialogic communication can nurture established 

relationships, and how identification strategies can engage audiences. 
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I too had never had an instructor of color as it pertained to my communication and public 
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than just me. Representation matters. It is because of this that I dedicate my dissertation to Black 

students who hope for a career in public relations but doubt their belonging. If public relations is 

your passion, follow it! You belong here. You are needed here.  

I also dedicate this dissertation to my grandmother, Vernice D. Jackson, who passed 

away the night I submitted my application to the CRDM program at NC State. In one of our last 

conversations, she told me that she believed my “greater” was on the way. I now know what she 

meant. I thank her for always being one of my biggest cheerleaders, for encouraging me to 

follow my dreams, for showing me how to persevere through adversity with grace, and for 
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Chapter 1 

 Introduction 

Advancements in technology have changed how we communicate. Not only has the way 

we as individuals communicate with one another changed, but the means by which organizations 

communicate with their publics has also changed. With the rapid connectivity and mobility that 

the Internet provides, messages can be shared with or disseminated to both friends locally and 

strangers internationally. Long gone are the spatial and temporal boundaries that once confined 

people to relationships of proximity. This can partly be attributed to the versatility of social 

networking sites; they can be downloaded on both mobile devices and personal computers. 

According to Edrington and Lee, “social networking sites such as Facebook, Twitter, and 

Instagram allow strangers to follow one another based on similar interests and widely share their 

opinions with the world” (2018, p. 289). Organizations and individuals have used these Internet 

affordances to their advantage by sharing messages on social media platforms and their official 

websites to disseminate information and form relationships with their constituents. Likewise, 

social movements and social movement organizations have also taken advantage of the 

affordances of the Internet by creating social media pages and official webpages to share 

information regarding their advocacy and activist agendas. 

Taylor, Kent, and White declare activist organizations an important focus of study in 

public relations because “they have unique communication and relationship building needs; they 

must maintain membership, thrive in what might be described as a competitive marketplace of 

ideas and issues, and adjust to changes in their environment” (2001, p. 264). While public 

relations scholarship has examined activism and advocacy on digital platforms from the 

perspective of nonprofit organizations, there is a gap in the literature in terms of analyzing the 



  2 

 

message strategies used by social movements on digital platforms. Alwood highlights the fact 

that “scholars seldom recognize public relations as an integral element of social change” (2015, 

p. 11).  

There is rich literature on activism and social movements by rhetorical scholars and 

sociologists. Both public relations and social movement scholars suggest the similarity between 

public relations campaigns and activism. Sociologist Charles Tilly declared “campaigns, 

repertoires, and public W.U.N.C (worthiness, unity, numbers, and commitment) displays” (2004, 

p. 31) as the necessary elements of a social movement. Ciszek notes that “a modest body of 

literature suggests that many of the tactics used by activists are public relations tactics, and their 

motives can be viewed as public relations strategies” (2015, p. 447). Additionally, she writes, 

“activism and public relations are not in separate camps but occupy a fluid environment” (p. 

453). In her article on the Million Hoodies Movement, Hon cites Tilly’s 2004 main elements of 

social movements as public relations campaigns as “long term public efforts that make claims on 

a target, repertories of contention (strategies and tactics available in a certain sociopolitical 

environment), and W.U.N.C.” (2016, p. 10). She states that this definition provides a link 

between social movement theory and public relations. This research study is important because 

there are public relations functions and strategies used in social movements. Edrington and Lee 

posit, “even without a formalized structure or official position, relationship building and 

communication are essential elements of any movement or cause” (2018, p. 294). Analyzing the 

communication tactics, such as identification message strategies, that social movements use to 

build relationships can help practitioners identify the strategies that are most effective in 

recruiting participants. For practitioners, this could translate into identifying messages that 
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effectively help organizations build and maintain mutually beneficial relationships with their 

publics. 

The Black Lives Matter Movement and March For Our Lives are two examples of social 

movements that have used specific communication message strategies on social media and 

websites to their advantage. Both of these movements, often described as being born on social 

media, use the instant connectivity of the Internet to spread awareness of the issues for which 

they advocate. The sharing of movement-related information, real-time images, protest 

commentary, and movement participants’ personal testimonies through the use of specialized 

hashtags has helped catalyze these movements, making them topics of a bigger societal 

conversation. I now turn to the organizations for this study, Black Lives Matter and March For 

Our Lives. 

Background-Black Lives Matter Movement 

What started as a simple Facebook post highlighting the frustrations of Alicia Garza, 

Black Lives Matter took a life of its own. In a public posting to African Americans, Garza 

utilized Facebook to write what she referred to as a love letter to her people. In the summer of 

2013, George Zimmerman, a white neighborhood watchman accused of killing unarmed black 

teenager Trayvon Martin, was acquitted on murder charges. Garza wrote, “Black people, I love 

you. I love us. Our lives matter.” In response to this posting on Facebook, one of Garza’s friends, 

Patrisse Cullors, ‘corrected’ her statement by rewriting ‘Black lives matter’. In 2016, co-creator 

of Black Lives Matter, Alicia Garza, cites what sparked the conversation:  

Black Lives Matter is an ideological and political intervention in a world where 

Black lives are systematically and intentionally targeted for demise. It is an 

affirmation of Black folks’ contributions to the society, our humanity, and our 
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resilience in the face of deadly oppression. We were humbled when cultural workers, 

artists, designers, and techies offered their labor and love to expand 

#BlackLivesMatter beyond a social media hashtag. Opal, Patrisse, and I created the 

infrastructure for this movement project-----moving the hashtag from social media to 

the streets. (p. 23). 

Moving from Facebook as a platform, Garza, Cullors, and another friend Tomeli decided 

to migrate to Twitter. The move from Facebook to Twitter was strategic. Twitter is the first and 

only social media platform that incorporated the hashtag (#) into its interface by employing the 

“Trending Topic” category. Using the accessibility of the hashtag, #blacklivesmatter became 

visible to many within as well as outside the networks of the three friends. It wasn’t until the 

shooting death of another African American teenager on August 9, 2014, 18-year-old Michael 

Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, that #blacklivesmatter catapulted into a social movement.  

According to writers Anderson and Hitlin from the Pew Research Center, “the 

#blacklivesmatter hashtag appeared an average of 58,747 times per day in the roughly three 

weeks following Brown’s death. However, the use of the hashtag increased dramatically three 

months later when on November 25th, the day after a Ferguson grand jury decided not to indict 

the officer involved in Brown’s death, the #blacklivesmatter hashtag appeared 172,772 times. 

During the subsequent three weeks, the hashtag was used 1.7 million times” (Anderson & Hitlin, 

2016, para. 10). Due to technological advancements, temporal and spatial boundaries had been 

alleviated. People locally, nationally, and globally were able to view the very graphic image of 

the slain teen’s body lying in the street of Ferguson as well as the discourse that circulated with 

it. In disbelief, outraged, and feeling helpless, people from culturally diverse backgrounds 

flooded Twitter with their feelings followed by the hashtag #blacklivesmatter. Similar to the 
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1991 video of Rodney King in South Central L.A., this hashtag allowed people who had 

otherwise been naïve about the social injustices faced by African Americans to witness and join 

the conversation. 

#Blacklivesmatter seemed to quickly move from the tweets to the streets. Over the course 

of a few months, more reports of killings of African Americans by White law enforcement 

officers flooded the media. After the enormous response from other activists, Garza and her two 

friends decided to organize the idea of #blacklivesmatter into an official organization. With the 

creation of an official website, #blacklivesmatter transformed into the Black Lives Matter 

Movement. The official organization branched out and created 38 chapters segmented by the 

East and West Coasts, the South, the Midwest, and international.  

Background-March For Our Lives Movement 

On February 14, 2018, Nikolas Cruz, a 19-year-old gunman, opened fire at Marjory 

Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida killing 17 (students and staff members) and 

injuring 14. This horrific mass school shooting would birth the March For Our Lives Movement. 

Started by several of the students who survived the massacre, this movement has been hailed as 

the strongest youth-centered movement in decades. Maggie Jones, writer for the Smithsonian 

Magazine maintained, “the most powerful American youth movement in decades was launched 

on February 14, Valentine’s Day, in the hours after a 19-year-old gunman armed with a 

semiautomatic rifle walked through the doors at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in 

Parkland, Florida and for six long minutes shot at students and staff, massacring 17 of them” 

(2018, para. 1).  

Social media played a pivotal role in the making of this movement. During the shooting, 

one student, David Hogg, recorded himself urging others to “forget the NRA, forget all the 
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political backing. Take a stance. For human lives. For children’s lives” (Jones, 2018, para. 2). 

After the school was cleared, Hogg located a news truck outside of the school and gave his first 

nationally televised interview. Using Instagram, student Jaclyn Corin asked her followers to take 

and stand and contact their officials to insist on tougher gun control laws. Another student, 

Cameron Kasky, created the hashtag #NeverAgain and shared it on both his Facebook and 

Twitter accounts.  

In the days after the mass shooting, student Cameron Kasky and other students from the 

Parkland, Florida high school met at his home seeking to formalize a plan fighting for stronger 

gun laws and background checks. According to Jones, “the students gamed out how to use social 

media to their advantage: anyone who didn’t have a Twitter account made one, and the students 

soon became adept at creating memes and quips to call out the National Rifle Association and 

NRA-backed politicians. And they decided that the movement would be premised on a 

nonpartisan message of common-sense gun control reform” (2018, para. 4). From this initial 

meeting, the students “staged one mega-protest in Washington D.C. in March that drew hundreds 

of thousands of demonstrators, and hundreds of smaller protests across a broad swatch of the 

country from Tallahassee to Bismark, N.D.” (Vassolo, Harris, & Garvin, 2018, para. 2). From 

this protest, the Parkland students aspired to continue their efforts by holding voter registration 

drives for young people and encouraging them to attend town hall meetings. Initiating a bus tour 

over the summer referred to as the Road to Change, the founders of the movement traveled to 

several cities around the nation to  register young voters and connect with activists “to promote 

the movement’s broadening agenda, which now includes ten specific policy goals, from banning 

assault weapons and high-capacity magazines to funding gun violence research” (Jones, 2018, 

para. 8). In an effort to fund their work, Ariella Phillips notes that the “students established a 



  7 

 

501I(4) social-welfare organization that has drawn financial support from Everytown for Gun 

Safety, backed by Michael Bloomberg, and the anti-gun-violence organization Giffords, run by 

the former congresswoman Gabby Giffords, who was a shooting victim” (2018, para. 8). After 

the Road to Change, the student leaders of the movement continued to disseminate messages 

about gun control, but also included messages about gun violence, police brutality, suicide, and 

domestic violence. Since the summer of 2018, the leadership of the movement has also expanded 

to include activists of color, expanding the movement to over 60 official chapters nationwide.  

Project Goals 

The objective of this research study is to analyze the message strategies used by two 

social movements in an effort to build relationships through establishing identification with their 

social media followers and friends. Through a mixed methods approach, this dissertation seeks to 

explore how social movements communicate in order to share information, build relationships, 

and call others to action. Both the textual and visual messages of the Black Lives Matter 

Movement and March For Our Lives Movement serve as units of analysis for this study. A 

textual content analysis of the tweets sent by the official accounts of both movements is 

analyzed, and a visual content analysis of images posted to the official Facebook pages by both 

social movements is also analyzed. In addition, a rhetorical analysis of the official websites for 

both social movements is conducted. By examining the social media platforms and the official 

websites of both movements, this project provides a comprehensive insight as to how and with 

what consequences social movements use digital platforms in an effort to build relationships. 

Results from this study can help social movement organizations and public relations practitioners 

build relationships more effectively through textual and visual messaging strategies. 
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Theoretical Framework 

To approach this research study from a mixed method perspective, I look to the models of 

public relations, dialogic communication, rhetorical processes of identification, activism and 

advocacy, and social movements and social media. This research study is based on a theoretical 

framework that blends dialogic communication, public relations and rhetorical message 

strategies, and digital social advocacy to provide a comprehensive understanding of how social 

movements communicate via social media and official websites to build relationships. 

Identification and dialogue are the central elements to my examination of social movements’ 

messages. Specifically, I view messaging strategies that are embedded in the social media 

accounts and official websites of these movements, such as identification, as a process of two-

way symmetrical communication that leads to dialogic communication, the product. If nurtured 

through dialogic communication, the relationship between social movements and their publics 

could consequently lead to attitudinal and behavioral change. (Refer to Figure 2.1 for an 

illustration of the theoretical framework for this project).  

Summary 

Advancements in technology have changed the way individuals communicate, as well as 

the way organizations communicate and interact with their respective publics. While building 

and maintaining mutually beneficial relationships with publics is at the center of public relations 

as a practice, technological advancements are of particular interest to practitioners and scholars 

alike as we seek to understand the strategies and tactics used to build relationships in an online 

environment. Not only are organizations taking advantage of the affordances provided by these 

technological advancements, social movements are also using the Internet to share information 

related to their missions, build relationships with their publics, and to promote calls to action. 
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This dissertation project seeks to bridge the rhetorical and public relations literature by 

examining the identification message strategies that social movements use to build relationships 

with their publics. More specifically, the Black Lives Matter Movement and the March For Our 

Lives Movement are of particular interest as both of these movements are said to have been born 

on social media. Using a mixed methods approach, this study uses a content analysis to analyze 

the social media accounts (Twitter and Facebook) of these social movements, as well as a 

rhetorical analysis of their official websites to identify the message strategies used in an effort to 

build relationships. This study provides practitioners and scholars with a holistic view of 

message strategies used by social movements. My dissertation contributes a unique research 

prospective to the public relations and social movement literature through using a mixed 

methods approach, as well as a blended theoretical framework, offering benefits to both scholars 

and practitioners. 

Chapter Outlines 

In the following chapter, a more detailed overview of the literature used to support my 

dissertation is provided. The first section of the literature review discusses the four models of 

public relations proposed by Grunig and Hunt. Next, I provide an overview of dialogic 

communication as theorized by Kent and Taylor in an effort to understand how online dialogic 

communication aides in building effective relationships between organizations and their publics. 

Third, Burke’s theory of identification is examined as a relationship building strategy. Moving 

from relationship-centered literature, I turn next to public relations, activism, and advocacy in an 

effort to understand the public relations functions of advocacy organizations, activist groups, and 

social movements. Lastly, I focus my attention on the literature pertaining to social movements’ 

use of social media and social networking sites. To conclude this section, I briefly summarize the 
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literature and how this theoretical framework provides a lens for my project, in addition to 

providing the research questions that will guide this study. 

Chapter three provides an overview of the mixed methods research design that is used for 

this dissertation. During the different stages of this research project, I used content analyses and 

a rhetorical analysis to answer my research questions. This chapter discusses the advantages and 

disadvantages of using each method. Lastly, chapter three extends an explanation of the 

sampling method and procedures used for Twitter, Facebook, and the official websites of both 

social movements. 

In the next chapter, chapter four, the research questions examining the social media 

content of both social movements are addressed. To answer these questions, a content analysis of 

the original tweets on Twitter and a content analysis of the Facebook photos were performed. 

Detailed results for these questions can be found in this chapter while results for the website 

analyses are detailed in chapters five and six. 

In addition to analyzing message strategies on the social media pages of both the Black 

Lives Matter and March For Our Lives movements, a website analysis was included to add more 

depth and broaden the scope of this dissertation. Both a content and rhetorical analysis were 

performed on the official websites of these movements to provide a holistic view of not only 

what message strategies in particular were used via mediated channels, but how these social 

movements displayed their identity. However, chapter five specifically presents the findings of 

the content analysis.  

Chapter six focuses on RQ 3 in relation to the larger issues of how social movements use 

digital tools to help advance their goals and achieve action. In this section, I examine the 

rhetorical dimension of the Black Lives Matter’s website homepage in an effort to uncover how 
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identification is articulated in and through the website. The second section of this chapter 

examines the rhetorical dimensions of the March For Our Lives’ website homepage. The chapter 

concludes with a comparison of the findings of these analyses to demonstrate how each social 

movement is articulated through its website. 

Lastly, chapter seven includes a discussion of major findings as related to the literature 

on dialogue, identification, public relations, and social movements. Additionally, this chapter 

highlights the major implications of this study as they are connected to theory and practice. 

Finally, this chapter concludes with a discussion of the project’s limitations, directions toward 

future research, and a brief summary.  
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

 

Figure 2.1- Theoretical framework.  

This chapter provides an overview of the literature that I use to inform this research 

project. As mentioned at the end of the previous chapter, I draw from the four models of public 

relations, the dialogic communication theory, Burke’s identification theory, public relations, 

advocacy, and activism literature, and literature on social movements and social media as a 

theoretical framework for my dissertation. 

Four Models of Public Relations 

Scholarship in the discipline of public relations has been dominated by Grunig and 

Hunt’s (1984) four models of public relations which were developed in an effort to identify the 

different managerial and organizational functions utilized in the field of public relations. The 

four models of public relations identified by Grunig and Hunt (1984) include press agentry, 

public information, the two-way asymmetrical model, and the two-way symmetrical model.  

The first model identified, press agentry, posited that organizations use persuasion to 

manipulate its publics by any means necessary to achieve the organization’s desired effects. 

•Message strategies such as 
identification are embedded 
in the communication 
channels.

Message 
Strategies

•The message strategies that 
are embedded in the 
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social media and org. 
websites aide in the process 
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between orgs and publics.
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Communication

•Once a relationship is 
formed, dialogue is used to 
nurture that relationship. 
Dialogue could then 
consequently affect the 
attitudes and behaviors of 
both orgs and publics.

Dialogue 
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Using propaganda and pseudo-events to gain media coverage was said to be examples of press 

agentry. The second model, the public information model, mimicked the first model in that there 

was no dialogue involved. Using one-way communication techniques such as press releases and 

other communicative tactics to relay information to the public, mostly all truthful information, 

made this model more journalistic in nature. As suggested by Grunig and Grunig, “both the press 

agentry and the public information models represent one-way approaches to public relations—

the dissemination of information from organizations to publics, usually through the media” 

(1992, p. 287).  

The third model of public relations that was identified by Grunig and Hunt (1984) was 

the two-way asymmetrical model. Different from the press agentry and public information 

models, the two-way asymmetrical model not only disseminated information to various publics, 

but hoped to gain information from them as well (Grunig & Grunig, 1992). Both this model and 

the fourth identified model introduced the flow of communication between organizations and 

publics instead of the one-way communication displayed in the press agentry and public 

information models. Although this model both provided and sought information in order to 

engage publics, it used persuasion and manipulation when seeking information from publics as a 

means to encourage publics to behave in line with the organization’s goals. The fourth and final 

model identified by Grunig and Hunt was the two-way symmetrical model. Declared as the most 

ethical form of communication for public relations practitioners, the two-way symmetrical model 

“uses communication to negotiate with the public, resolve conflict, and promote mutual 

understanding and respect between the organization and its stakeholders” (Kenny, 2016,  p. 79). 

The two-way symmetrical model differed from the two-way asymmetrical model because it used 

understanding as a means to communicate with publics instead of persuasion (Grunig & Grunig, 
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1992). Using the two-way symmetrical model guaranteed a win-win situation for both the 

organizations and their publics because the outcome would be to the benefit of both the 

organization and its publics (Laskin, 2009).  

In summary, Grunig and Hunt (1984) identified four models of public relations in an 

effort to identify how organizations communicate with their publics. These four models were 

identified as press agentry, public information, two-way asymmetrical communication and two-

way symmetrical communication. Press agentry was described as using persuasive tactics to 

manipulate publics while the public information model was described as one-way 

communication from organizations to their publics. On the other hand, the two-way 

asymmetrical model used a form of persuasion to get information from the publics, as well as to 

disseminate information to them. Lastly, the two-way symmetrical model was used between the 

organizations and their publics to develop a mutually beneficial relationship for both parties. 

Dialogue manifests from the communicative interactions of the two-way symmetrical model. In 

the next section, I examine the literature on dialogic communication with the purpose of 

demonstrating how relationships must first exist in order to achieve dialogue.  

Dialogic Communication 

Building and maintaining mutually beneficial relationships with key stakeholders is one 

of the main goals of public relations practitioners. Although seemingly an easy task, the mutually 

beneficial aspect of this desired relationship is often left out of the equation. This raises the 

question of how practitioners can achieve this outcome. Dialogue, or dialogic communication, 

has been a topic of public relations scholarship for decades. The literature on dialogic 

communication draws from areas such as public relations, rhetoric, and interpersonal 

communication.  
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Taylor, Kent, and White (2001) stated that using the Internet to foster dialogic 

communication is one way that activist organizations can build relationships. Defined as “any 

negotiated exchange of ideas and opinions” (Kent & Taylor, 1998, p. 325) dialogic 

communication differs from Grunig and Hunt’s 1984 two-way symmetrical model in that it is 

viewed as a product and not a process or procedure. Grunig and Grunig (1992) proclaimed that 

“organizations must set up structured systems, processes and rules for two-way symmetrical 

public relations activities” (p. 316). Kent and Taylor agreed with this process-based notion of 

two-way symmetrical communication. They suggested that the two-way symmetrical model 

“provides a procedural means whereby an organization and its publics can communicate 

interactively; in contrast, dialogic communication refers to a particular type of relational 

interaction—one in which a relationship exists” (1998, p. 323). In this case, two-way 

symmetrical communication is the process of interaction that leads to the relationship between an 

organization and its publics. Dialogue, however, is the outcome of this process. They declared 

that “what dialogue does is change the nature of the organization-public relationship by placing 

emphasis on the relationship” (Kent & Taylor, 2002, p. 24). Dialogue happens only after a 

relationship has been formed and is used to nurture that relationship.  

The concept of dialogue as being the most ethical form of communication can be traced 

back to Martin Buber’s 1958 ethics literature on dialogic communication, I and thou. According 

to Toledano, “Buber’s thinking can help distinguish between what PR literature identifies as 

organization-centered persuasive strategic communication and dialogue” (2018, p. 132). 

Grounded in interpersonal communication, Buber’s I-It vs. I-Thou theory highlighted the 

difference between self-serving and genuine communication. For Buber, the I-It relationship was 

one based on detachment while the I-Thou relationship focused on mutuality and reciprocity 
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making it the ideal for all human communication (Buber, 1958). Connecting these concepts to 

public relations, Sommerfeldt and Yang described the distinction of Buber’s I-It and I-Thou 

where “genuine dialogue sees communication partners as equals (I-Thou), rather than as mere 

recipients of persuasive messages (I-It)” (2018, p. 60). Thus, they concluded that dialogue is a 

form of communication in which the views and attitudes of both parties involved (sender and 

receiver) in the communicative interaction are regarded as important. This definition differs from 

that of Kent and Taylor who identify dialogue as a product of the relationship building process. 

Buber’s definition, however, positions dialogue as a form of communication. As described next, 

scholars Johannesen and Pearson seem to agree with Buber. 

In examining the work of Buber, Johannesen identified characteristics essential for 

dialogue to emerge as a foundational concept in communication. The six characteristics he 

deemed essential were genuineness, accurate empathetic understanding, unconditional positive 

regard, presentness, a spirit of mutual equality, and a supportive psychological climate 

(Johannesen, 1976). Based on these characteristics, Johannesen (1976) concluded that the 

primary concern of dialogic communication “should be for the needs of the participants rather 

than for some ideal cosmic truth or standard of rationality” (p. 380).  

Building on the work of Buber and Johannesen, Pearson was the first scholar to introduce 

dialogue into the field of public relations. He argued for the close relation of dialogue and ethical 

communication (Pearson, 1989). With this, he posited that “the goal of public relations is to 

manage these communication systems such that they come as close as possible to the standards 

deduced from the idea of dialogue” (1989, p. 128), making dialogue the main ethical 

responsibility of public relations. Eight years later, communication scholar Carl Botan agreed 

with Johannesen and Pearson by noting that the “ethicality of strategic communication can be 
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analyzed not so much in terms of its content as its process—the relationship it assumes or 

enforces between the involved parties—and the attitudes and values this reflects” (1997, p. 190). 

Additionally, Botan agreed with the interpersonal concept of Buber that dialogic communication 

is the complete opposite from monologic communication. He concluded by positing that dialogic 

communication would in fact be identified as relationship-focused where among individuals 

there is genuine concern for each other in the communicative interaction rather than seeking to 

fulfill their own agenda. Botan and Pearson both argued that a dialogic view of public relations 

would be “more humanistic, communication-centered, relationship-focused, and ethical” 

(Pearson, 1989; Botan, 1993). To move the field forward, Botan (1997) called for an alternative 

(dialogic) approach to public relations noting that “traditional approaches to public relations 

relegate publics to a secondary role, making them an instrument for meeting organizational 

policy or marketing needs; whereas, dialogue elevates publics to the status of communication 

equal with the organization” (p. 196).  

It wasn’t until 1998 that the idea of building dialogic relationships via new technologies 

such as the world wide web became a part of the conversation. Scholars Kent and Taylor’s 

article offered dialogic communication as a “theoretical framework to guide relationship building 

between organizations and publics” (1998, p. 321). Kent and Taylor acknowledged the fact that 

technology itself could not create nor hinder potential relationships, but has the potential to 

influence desired organization and public relationships given the context in which the technology 

is used. Moving away from the one-way communication typically used between organizations 

and their publics through mediated communication channels, Kent and Taylor stated that 

dialogic communication is “about the process of open and negotiated discussion, and is about 

intersubjectivity and not objective truth” (1998, p. 325). In an effort to successfully create two-
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way dialogic relationships that are effective on the Internet, Kent and Taylor offered five guiding 

principles. These principles included: the dialogic loop, the usefulness of information, the 

generation of return visits, the intuitiveness/ease of the interface, and the rule of conservation of 

visitors. The dialogic loop gave the organization’s publics the opportunity to ask questions and 

provide feedback on the information shared, as well as the opportunity for organizations to 

respond to their publics. The usefulness of information principle suggested that organizations 

should not only include information that they think is relevant to the publics, but information that 

is valued by the publics. Principle three, the generation of return visits, recommended that 

organizational websites should contain features such as forums, updated information, online 

expert availability, and question and answer segments that make visitors want to return (Kent & 

Taylor, 1998). The intuitiveness/ ease of the interface principle proposed that visitors should find 

organizational websites easy to use and understand. Lastly, principle five, the rule of 

conservation of visitors, suggested that only essential links should be located on websites in an 

effort not to lose visitors to outside links. Kent and Taylor concluded by highlighting the use of 

new technologies as only one way organizations could build effective relationships with publics.  

Similar to Hon and Grunig’s measures of relationships (1999), Kent and Taylor (2002) 

explicated several tenets of dialogue in an effort to clarify the concept of dialogue in relation to 

public relations scholarship and practice. Making it a point to note that dialogue does not force 

organizations to respond to their publics nor does it make them behave ethically, Kent and 

Taylor highlighted the fact that dialogue does indeed change the dynamics of organization-public 

focused relationships by emphasizing the relationship. In noting this, they outlined the five 

features of dialogue as “mutuality, or the recognition of organization-public relationships; 

propinquity, or the temporality and spontaneity of interactions with publics; empathy, or the 
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supportiveness and confirmation of public goals and interests; risk, or the willingness to interact 

with individuals and publics on their own terms; and finally commitment, or the extent to which 

an organization gives itself over to dialogue, interpretation, and understanding in its interactions 

with publics” (2002, p. 24). In addition to these tenets, Kent and Taylor posited that dialogue can 

be incorporated into the daily activities of publics relations in three ways: 1) being comfortable 

engaging in dialogue and building interpersonal relationships, 2) using multiple communication 

channels such as mass mediated channels to communicate with their publics, and 3) having 

procedures in place to facilitate dialogue as dialogue should be viewed as a product and not a 

process. As previously mentioned, the process refers to communication interactions (two-way 

symmetrical communication) that lead to the outcome of dialogue, the product. 

I agree with dialogue being both a form of communication as well as an outcome of 

relationships. Two-way symmetrical communication is the process of communicative 

interactions that lead to relationships between organizations and their publics. Dialogue is the 

outcome of this process, resulting in more effective relationships. Although dialogue is a form of 

ethical communication, it cannot take place unless a relationship has already been established. In 

summary, the concepts found in the dialogic communication literature suggest that dialogue is 

the most ethical form of communication as it is focused on the actual relationship (the product) 

rather than solely on the process of two-way symmetrical communication. Highlighting that the 

Internet could be used as a vehicle to adapt, change, and create relationships between 

organizations and its publics, Kent and Taylor identified five principles that offer a guide to 

successful dialogic communication via the Internet. While these principles help identify the 

dialogic capacity of the Internet, user feedback (such as surveys from website visitors) would 

need to be assessed to measure if a dialogic relationship has been achieved. Next, I examine 
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Burke’s identification theory as a rhetorical messaging strategy that could assist with the 

understanding of how or to what extent social movements build relationships with potential 

participants.   

Burke’s Theory of Identification  

While building and maintaining mutually beneficial relationships is the cornerstone of 

public relations, it is also fundamental to the origination and survival of social movements. 

Situated in rhetorical literature, identification is one way social movements can build 

relationships with potential movement participants and has been identified as a key factor in 

successful social movements. This section of my literature review highlights the link between 

identification and activism, suggesting that identification can be used as a messaging strategy for 

social movements in their attempts to build effective relationships. Sommerfeldt suggested that 

“identification is an important part of relationship building and essential to an individual’s 

participation in collective action” (2008, p. 15).  

There is a relationship between identification and activism (McAdam & Paulsen, 1993). 

In his content analysis of a social movement organization’s email alerts, Sommerfeldt concluded, 

“social movement organizations must foster identification with their publics in order to function 

and achieve their goals” (2007, p. 17). Additionally, he declared that “organizational efforts to 

foster identification with publics constitute an exercise in relationship building” (2008, p. 7). To 

build these relationships, Sommerfeldt observed how organizations “use public relations 

strategies and tactics to publicize their identity through various communication channels to 

attract new members” (2007, p. 10). In order for participants to join a social movement, 

McAdam and Paulsen posited “the decision to join or not join a movement will be mediated by 

the salience of the identity invoked by the movement and by the support or lack thereof that the 
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recruit receives from those persons who normally serve to sustain or reinforce the identity in 

question” (1993, p. 647). From this, they suggested that there is a three-step recruitment process. 

The first step in the recruiting process would happen if an individual came in contact with a 

recruiting message that positively linked the social movement and some aspect of that 

individual’s identity. The second step in this process would happen if the individual became a 

recruited participant of the movement and decided to share this positive affiliation with others. 

The final step in this recruitment phase would happen if others with the same identity as the 

recruit respond favorably to participation (McAdam & Paulsen, 1993). They proclaimed, 

“provided that the identity invoked by the organization (e.g., "Christian," "feminist," etc.) is 

highly salient to its members, it would be hard to imagine a more efficient way to recruit 

movement adherents” (McAdam & Paulsen, 1993, p. 647). 

In distinguishing identification from persuasion, Burke provided an example in his 1969 

book. He wrote, “A is not identical to his colleague, B. But insofar as their interests are joined, A 

is identified with B. Or he may identify himself with B even when their interests are not joined, 

if he assumes that they are, or is persuaded to believe so” (Burke, 1969, p. 20). Rosenfeld 

asserted that Burke used the term identification to suggest, “you persuade a man insofar as you 

talk his language by speech, gesture, tonality, order, image, attitude, idea, identifying your ways 

with his” (1969, p. 175). Heath suggested that identification is the result of humans needing to be 

like some and different from others (Heath, 2001). Additionally, Sommerfeldt posited that 

identification is the focal point of relationship building. Both Heath and Sommerfeldt agree that 

identification can be created through messages. 

Burke articulated that we might “consider identification under three main heads: 

sympathy, antithesis, and unawareness” (1973, p. 268). In studying formal communication in 
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organizations, rhetorical scholar George Cheney (1983) operationalized these three strategies of 

identification. Cheney (1983) referred to sympathy as the “common ground technique”. This 

technique is one in which “the rhetor equates or links himself or herself with others in an overt 

manner” (p. 148). Usually encouraged by the rhetor, he identified antithesis as being “the act of 

uniting against a common enemy” (1983, p. 148). Here he noted that this strategy is used to 

imply identification with others “as an effort toward achieving unity and collective acceptance of 

organizational values” (1983, p. 148). Lastly, Cheney (1983) established Burke’s unawareness 

strategy as the assumed or transcendent “we”. This strategy is used when parties seemingly don’t 

have much in common and “can be found in corporate discourse when the sharing of interests by 

the corporation and employee seems taken for granted” (1983, p. 149). Similarly, Sommerfeldt 

(2008) also clarified these three categories of identification. He suggested that sympathy 

“implies an associated process wherein an organization (emphasis added) presents themselves as 

alike the audience, sharing their interests, values, and concerns” (p. 7). He noted that antithesis 

“involves the organization (emphasis added) calling for unification against some common 

adversary; this form of identification suggests that disassociation with some individuals, groups, 

or organizations indirectly establishes association with others” (2008, p. 8). He also pointed out 

that the strategy of antithesis “functions by attempting to establish an us vs. them mentality, 

pointing out the differences between the rhetor and a rival” (2008, p. 8). Equivalent to Grunig’s 

latent public concept, Sommerfeldt defined unawareness as a “kind of inherent or unknown 

identification that an individual may share with an organization, entity, cause, or ideal although 

there may be no direct connection or relationship between said individual and the object or 

concept with which he or she identifies” (2008, p. 8).     
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To summarize, building and maintaining mutually beneficial relationships is critical for 

the survival of social movements. Sommerfeldt suggested that identification is a vital aspect to 

relationship building in addition to being fundamental for an individual’s participation in 

collective action. Burke categorized identification into three categories: sympathy, antithesis, and 

unawareness. Sympathy is suggested to result when an organization presents itself as similar to 

the audience by highlighting interests, values, and concerns. Antithesis is said to occur when an 

organization suggests a disassociation from a common adversary thus unifying the audience with 

the organization through an indirect association. Lastly, unawareness is stated the condition 

when there is an unknown similarity between an organization and its audience, commonly 

achieved through the use of pronouns such as us or we. Moving from the rhetorical literature and 

its affiliation with social movements, the next section of my literature review examines the links 

among public relations, activism, and advocacy. 

Public Relations, Activism, and Advocacy 

In the past twenty years or so, the perception that public relations scholars and 

practitioners have had of activists has changed. Initially, activists were viewed as obstacles to 

organizations (Dozier & Lauzen, 2000; Coombs & Holladay, 2012). Then, practitioners began to 

recognize activist organizations as viable publics. Scholars soon began to analyze the similarities 

between the tactics of public relations campaigns and those of social movements. Finally, the 

literature included managing public relations programs for activist organizations (e.g., Hon, 

1997).  

Public relations has rarely been acknowledged as a conduit of social change (Alwood, 

2015) while activists have received more attention as external publics than as public relations 

practitioners themselves (Ciszek, 2015). Heath and Waymer declared that “if we think that 
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public relations is limited to business promotion, we ignore the promotional efforts by activists 

to call attention to, frame, and advocate one or many issue positions” (2009, p. 195). Despite this 

traditional view of activists, Coombs and Holladay called for the reconsideration of activism 

from a public relations perspective. They asserted that activists seek to alter the behaviors and 

policies of organizations in some fashion, which requires them to utilize power and persuasion, 

thus noting the similarities between public relations and activism (Coombs & Holladay, 2012). 

To further this connection, public relations historians Lamme and Russell declared that public 

relations only emerged as a discipline “when a person or organization sought to secure profit, 

recruitment, legitimacy, or to participate in the marketplace of ideas through agitation and 

advocacy” (2010, p. 335).  

I conceptualize activism to be the act of attempting to solve a social or political problem 

whereas advocacy involves speaking out in relation to a social or political problem. Activism has 

been defined by public relations scholars as the process of exerting pressure on organizations or 

other institutions. Edgett (2002) maintained that public relations intersects with advocacy and 

activism in several different ways and defined advocacy as “the act of publicly representing an 

individual, organization, or idea with the object of persuading audiences to look favorably on—

or accept the point of view of—the individual, the organization, or the idea” (p. 1). Auger 

illuminated the ways in which advocacy and public relations intertwine by stating  “the role of 

advocacy in public relations can be as quiet as reminding upper management of the concerns of 

local citizens to proposed actions by the organization, or as visible as professional lobbyists and 

issues advocates” (2013, p. 371). In noting how activism has evolved, Reber and Kim wrote, 

“effective activism is dependent upon building relationships among people of like mind, building 

alliances between organizations with similar goals, influencing the agenda of policy makers, and 
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serving as an expert source of info on topics of pertinence to the activists organizations” (2006, 

p. 313). Given this, Smith and Ferguson proposed that activist organizations use public relations 

for two main reasons, “to rectify the conditions identified by the activist publics, and to sustain 

the movement” (2010, p. 397). Because advocacy organizations use public relations strategies 

and tactics such as media relations and issues management to build relationships, they are no 

longer considered an obstacle by practitioners (Taylor & Das, 2010) but viewed similarly.  

Many activist organizations have traditionally relied upon public relations tactics as low 

cost and efficient ways to reach publics (Taylor, Kent, & White, 2001). Auger indicated the fact 

that “public relations has a special role in building, sustaining, and advancing democratic 

interests in society” (2013, p. 374). In her work on the Civil Rights Movement, Hon concluded 

that “the movement easily can be conceptualized as an extended and ultimately effective public 

relations campaign. All of the elements are there: charismatic CEO who happened to be a gifted 

orator, an organization designed to direct strategy, and explicit goals having to do with 

awareness, attitude, and behavior” (1997, p. 164). Similarly, in examining the efforts of the 

SNCC during the Civil Rights Movement, Murphee found that “public relations and 

communications served as the primary tool for activating support and for ensuring the success of 

the campaign” (2004, p. 18). Ciszek concluded “many of the tactics used by activists are public 

relations tactics, and their motives can be viewed as public relations strategies” (2015, p. 447) 

additionally noting that “activists work to produce both material and symbolic products, 

employing public relations, planning, designing, and disseminating content, to shape the 

discourse around issues and causes” (p. 452). 

In summarizing the public relations literature on activism and advocacy, public relations 

scholars and practitioners used to view activists as obstacles to organizations and not as actual 
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users of public relations strategies and tactics. Despite these traditional views of activism, Dozier 

and Lauzen called for a reconsideration of activism from the public relations perspective. 

Coombs and Holladay noted similarities between the two such as public relations concerning the 

struggle for the negotiation of power while activists seek to alter the behaviors and policies of 

organizations, thus requiring them to use power and persuasion. Similarly, other scholars such as 

Smith and Ferguson, Hon, and Murphee have asserted the fact that there is an intersection among 

public relations, advocacy, and activism. The final section of this literature review examines the 

various definitions of social movements and how they have evolved with new communication 

technologies such as social media. 

Social Movements and Social Media 

The social movement literature in communication encompasses three areas: rhetoric, 

public relations, and mediated communication. It is in this literature that we see concepts such as 

organizational structure, networked social movements, and media bypassing emerge. Lucas 

(1980) declared that “social movements arise out of and are shaped by forces such as objective 

material conditions, rhetorical discourse, and the perceptions, attitudes, and values held by the 

members” (p. 263). In defining social movements, Diani (1992) adds to the concept of networks 

this definition by remarking that social movements are “networks of informal interactions 

between a plurality of individuals, groups, and/or organizations, engaged in political or cultural 

conflicts, on the basis of shared collective identities” (p. 3). From this definition came the 

emergence of four aspects of social movements; “networks of informal interaction, shared beliefs 

and solidarity, collective action on conflictual issues, and action which displays largely outside 

the institutional sphere and the routine procedures of social life” (Diani, 1992, p. 7). In pushing 

forward the definition of movements, Olzak (2007) similarly defined social movements as 
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“involving purposive collective actions that voice demands for fundamental changes in political 

or economic arrangements in a society, and typically involve sustained collective action by 

groups favoring some form of social change” (p. 666). In an effort to delineate social movements 

from phenomena such as protests and coalitions, Stewart, Smith, and Denton (2012) suggested 

that a social movement must meet six criteria: “it is organized, uninstitutionalized, large in 

scope, promotes or opposes changes in societal norms and values, encounters opposition in 

moral struggle, and relies primarily on persuasion to bring about or resist change” (p. 23). For 

the purpose of this project, I integrate the concepts found in the literature and define social 

movements as an occurrence of collective action, born out of confrontation, and 

communicatively mobilized to implement change. 

Speed and Reach 
 
We begin to notice that the definitions of social movements change as technology 

advances. With the emergence of movements that begin on social media, Castells (2015) agreed 

with Lucas and Diani by offering his definition of social movements as “networked social 

movements are agents of consciousness building, thus creating conditions for social and political 

change” (p. 242). Media has always played a pivotal role throughout the history of social 

movements. From print media such as newspapers during the Women’s Suffrage Movement to 

televised news during the Civil Rights Movement, media has been a necessary communication 

channel to share information, build relationships, and encourage calls to action. Without it, a 

movement could not scale up. Media provided the reach that interpersonal communication could 

not.  

For social movements of the 21st century, the affordances of advanced communication 

technologies, such as social media, has allowed movement organizers and participants the 
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opportunity to reach the masses instantaneously. Tufekci (2016) posited that the use of hashtags 

on social media, specifically Twitter, allow protesters and activists to quickly communicate 

across great distances to not only share information but to actually mobilize direct action in real 

time. Rarely used alone, hashtags are used to organize, link, and even archive conversations, thus 

making them more visible by ‘trending’ them (Kuo, 2018). Speaking more on hashtags, Kuo 

(2018) suggested, “the significant impact of hashtags isn’t just message content, hashtags form 

networks that move discourse beyond insular discussion to speak across borders and boundaries; 

any participation in the discussion aids the messages’ ability to spread quicker and wider across 

multiple clusters and generate a larger network (p. 511). Another unique affordance of social 

media is ‘mass self-communication’. Castells (2015) defined mass self-communication as:  

the use of the internet and wireless networks as platforms of digital communication; it is 

mass communication because it processes messages from many to many with the 

potential of reaching a multiplicity of receivers and of connecting to endless networks 

that transmit digitized information around the neighborhood or around the world; it is 

self-communication because the production of the message is autonomously decided by 

the sender, the designation of the receiver is self-directed and the retrieval of messages 

from the networks of communication is self-selected (p. 6). 

New communication technologies make this autonomous communication possible.  

Autonomy, Message Content, and Organizational Structure 
 
Not only has social media made it easier to share information quickly, it has allowed 

activists to share their own stories and bypass the traditional media gatekeepers. Hon (2015) 

noted that “digital technologies eliminate gatekeepers and allow citizens to spread messages in a 

holistic climate” (p. 313). The Internet is a technical means of connecting people that provides an 
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easy way for individuals as well as groups and organizations to adopt peer-to-peer 

communication (Haythornthwaite, 2005). Carty observed that the significance of social media 

platforms is that “unlike TV, they embody a radically individualistic and freelance format that 

encourages forms of self-expression” (2015, p. 9). Hon suggested that “digital technologies 

reduce or perhaps even eliminate the need for central organization leadership; they also allow for 

flash activism whereby organizers no longer need to cultivate ongoing allegiance of participants; 

instead participants can mobilize rapidly at a low cost without a standing membership” (2015, p. 

300). The affordances of social media platforms make possible the leaderless ‘adhocracy’ 

(Tufecki, 2016). In noting the distinct difference between traditional social movements and new 

social movements, Carty illuminated that the way individuals share and disseminate information 

is not the only thing that’s different. She agrees with Hon (2015) that the organizational structure 

of social movements is also different, shifting from the traditional movement leaders to a more 

decentralized approach where members can share their dissent via mediated channels (Carty, 

2015).  

During the Arab Uprisings, Rane and Salem (2012) noted that social media played a key 

role via “the facilitation of communication and the transfer of information, including 

communication between protesters concerning the mobilization of communities as well as 

assistance and advice in relation to nonviolent tactics, medical treatment, and overcoming 

internet restrictions and blocks” (p. 103). Castells (2015) called the Internet “a space of 

autonomy beyond the control of governments and corporations” (p. 2). Social media enabled 

protestors to act as citizen journalists by sharing information, transmitting news, images, and 

video footage to the mainstream media outlets for a wider dissemination (Rane & Salem, 2012).  



  30 

 

In short, Stewart, Smith, and Denton (2012) suggested that in order to be defined as 

social movements, an instance should be organized, uninstitutionalized, large in scope, promote 

or oppose changes in societal norms and values, encounter opposition in moral struggle, and rely 

primarily on persuasion to bring about or resist change. Media has always played a pivotal role 

throughout the history of social movements. From print media such as newspapers during the 

Women’s Suffrage Movement to televised news during the Civil Rights Movement, media has 

been a necessary communication channel to share information, build relationships, and to 

promote calls to action. With social movements of the 21st century, new communication 

technologies, such as social media, have afforded movement organizers and participants the 

opportunity to reach the masses in a matter of seconds as well as the option of bypassing 

traditional media gatekeepers by promoting mass self-communication (Castells, 2015). In 

addition to providing a wider reach and a platform for mass self-communication, social media 

has changed the inner workings of social movements. With new technology, social movements 

seemingly happen overnight, without taking months to plan and are becoming decentralized, no 

longer relying on one formal leader. Based on this definition, I focus the next section on how 

these new movements should be studied. 

Studying New Social Movements 

Considering how the structure of social movements have changed due to the affordances 

of technology, it is only right that the way we study social movements should change as well. In 

the next section, I review literature on the study of social movements. From this literature, my 

mixed methods approach to understanding how social movements use identification to build 

relationships with participants takes shape (discussed in greater detail in Chapter 3).  
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In his seminal work, rhetorical scholar Leland Griffin argued that researchers studying 

public address are more interested in analyzing biographical information about the orator, rather 

than the method of public address. To correct this, he recommended other scholars in the field to 

focus more on the “acts and atmospheres of public address” (Griffin, 1952, p. 184). Credited as 

being the first scholar to bring identification to the study of social movements, Griffin compared 

social movements to drama in that they each have recognizable parts: inception, crisis, and the 

period of consummation in his chapter “A Dramatistic Theory of the Rhetoric of Movements” 

(1969). Here, Griffin provided a direct connection to Burke’s identification theory by 

highlighting humans as makers and users of symbols. Thus, he suggested identification as a 

method to analyze social movements. 

Hahn and Gonchar (1971) proposed a methodology by which a rhetorical analysis of 

social movements should be examined. They suggested that “intertwining traditional categories 

of analysis facilitates insights into the complexity of social movement rhetoric” (p. 47). They 

maintained that social movements should be studied through the analysis of established classical 

rhetorical categories: ethos, logos, pathos, and style. According to Hahn and Gonchar (1971), the 

researcher should be able to discover the movement’s ideal participant when analyzing its ethos, 

understand the premise that unites its members by analyzing logos, understand the emotional 

appeals of the movement when analyzing pathos, and uncover the attitude (tone) of the 

movement through its use of style.  

In addressing Griffin’s (1952) call for studying movements in ways other than the 

orator’s biographical information, an examination of both textual and visual elements found on 

the official social media platforms and organizational websites of the social movements is 

considered. Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) noted that visual communication “has resources for 
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constituting and maintaining the interaction between the producer and the viewer of the image” 

(p. 114). Interactions could potentially be a result of identification. Nevertheless, interactions 

must occur for relationships to develop. Because of this, Kress and van Leeuwen suggested that 

we can understand the way in which images represent social interactions and relations. Three 

kinds of interactive meanings are provided to help our understanding: gaze, size of frame, and 

point of view.  

Rhetorical scholars Gallagher and Zagacki contributed to visibility, rhetoric, and 

movement scholarship in 2007 by examining the way in which photographs of the Selma 

marches that occurred during the Civil Rights Movement “functioned rhetorically to 1) evoke 

common humanity by capturing moments of embodiment and enactment that challenged the 

established images of blacks in the mind of whites, 2) evoke common humanity by creating 

recognition of others through particularity, and 3) challenge taken-for-granted ideas of 

democracy” (Gallagher & Zagacki, 2007, p. 113). Gallagher and Zagacki agreed with Griffin 

(1952) and argued the need for this addition to scholarship because “rhetorical scholars have 

been less inclined towards these images, generally focusing instead on the speakers and the 

speeches of the movement” (Gallagher & Zagacki, 2007, p. 114). They concluded, “by 

considering the transformative capacity of photojournalism as it mediates between the universal 

and the particular, and enables viewers to experience epiphanic moments when issues, ideas, 

habits, and yearnings are crystalized into a single recognizable image” (Gallagher & Zagacki, 

2007, p. 113). Adding to the scholarship of movement visuals, Edrington and Gallagher (2019) 

demonstrated “how an image may serve to shift/change the narrative of an emerging movement” 

(p. 195) in their analysis of iconic images from the Black Lives Matter Movement. Additionally 

they noted that analyzing an image “is only the start of understanding its consequence in relation 
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to the larger movement and the ongoing project of producing and distributing images of 

consequence to our civic and social lives” (p. 206).  

Similar to organizations, social movements explicitly articulate their identity through 

statements that project their mission, agenda, goals, or vision. Additionally, they “express their 

identity more indirectly through all their discourse, including visual discourse and links on 

websites” (Baab, 2008, p. 147). Websites offer social movements many opportunities to identify 

with current and future participants as they help “to move beyond passive forms of self-

presentation” (Esrock and Leichty, 1998, p. 309). Many rhetorical scholars, including Warnick 

(2001) call for the analysis of organizational websites as they can help highlight how “electronic 

messages are designed, ordered, and organized to privilege certain ideas and to influence the 

thinking of their users and readers” (p. 63). Baab (2008) posited that websites help social 

movements (emphasis added) make “arguments using verbal and visual texts working together” 

(p. 151). In a multimodal analysis of Amnesty International, Ochowicz (2018) demonstrated how 

“reports, visuals, and posts are represented to arouse emotions (pathos), engender authenticity 

and appropriateness of actions (logos) and boost credibility (ethos)” (p. 38) by analyzing the 

textual and visual mode of the organization’s website in addition to its color and composition. 

With this in mind, I employ a multimodal approach to my examination of Black Lives Matter 

and March For Our Lives by analyzing their identification strategies on Twitter, the visual 

interactions displayed through their pictures posted on Facebook, the dialogic principles found 

on their websites, and the use of ethos, logos, pathos, and style presented in the textual and visual 

elements on their website homepages.  
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Summary of Literature  

As I have discussed in this chapter, building and maintaining mutually beneficial 

relationships are not only the cornerstone of public relations, but also of social movements. 

Public relations scholarship traditionally viewed two-way symmetrical communication as a win-

win situation for organizations and their publics. However, scholars have considered dialogic 

communication to be an effective way to build these relationships over the past twenty years. 

With the advancements in communication technologies, more specifically the Internet and social 

networking sites, organizations and social movements have been able to reach a wider audience 

without being bound by time or space. Despite formerly viewing activists as obstacles to 

organizations, public relations scholars are now realizing the intersections of public relations, 

activism, and advocacy. Activism and advocacy are parts of social movements; however, social 

movements happen on a larger scale. Social movements and their organizations are using public 

relations tactics such as press releases and mediated communication channels to build 

relationships with their publics. Identification is one type of message strategy social movements 

can use to build relationships with potential movement participants “as it is an important part of 

relationship building and essential to an individual’s participation in collective action” 

(Sommerfeldt, 2008, p. 15). According to Burke, there are three types of message strategies that 

can be used to imply identification with others: sympathy, antithesis, and unawareness.  

Taken from this literature, the following research questions guide this project:  

Research Questions  

RQ 1: What message strategies does Black Lives Matter use on social media to create 

identification with their publics? 
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RQ 1a: What message strategies does March For Our Lives use on social media to create 

identification with their publics? 

RQ 2: What images are Black Lives Matter using on social media to create identification with 

their publics and with what consequence? 

RQ 2a: What images are March For Our Lives using on social media to create 

identification with their publics and with what consequence? 

RQ 3: How and to what extent are Black Lives Matter and March For Our Lives using their 

official websites to create identification?  

To create this research study, the official Twitter pages, Facebook pages, and websites of 

both Black Lives Matter and March For Our Lives are assessed. This approach is taken in an 

effort to generate a complete view of how these social movements are using various 

communication channels to identify with their publics in an effort to build relationships with 

them. In the next chapter, the mixed methods research design for this research study and its 

rationale is discussed.    
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Chapter 3 
 

 Methods 
 

This chapter provides an overview of the mixed methods research design that is used for 

this dissertation. During the different stages of this research project, I used content analyses and 

a rhetorical analysis to answer my research questions. In examining Twitter, Facebook, and the 

official websites of both social movements, my goal of this research project was to uncover how 

the Black Lives Matter movement and the March For Our Lives movement used identification 

messaging strategies in an effort to build relationships and create dialogue with their publics.  

Mixed Methods Research Design 

To fully understand the identification messaging strategies used by social movements in 

an effort to build relationships with their publics, I employed a mixed methods approach for this 

dissertation. In this section, I will provide an overview of what a mixed methods approach is, 

explain when it might be used, discuss the advantages of using a mixed methods research design, 

and highlight some of the limitations of using this approach.  

Mixed methods refers to “an emergent methodology of research that advances the 

systematic integration, or ‘mixing’, of quantitative and qualitative data within a single 

investigation or sustained program of inquiry” (Wisdom & Creswell, 2013, p.1). Creswell and 

Clark (2009) add a philosophical orientation to this definition by positing that mixed methods 

research “involves philosophical assumptions that guide the direction of the collection and 

analysis and the mixture of qualitative and quantitative approaches in many phases of the 

research process” (p. 5). The goal of using a mixed methods research design is to collect, 

analyze, and interpret data from both a quantitative and qualitative approach.  
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Hollstein (2014) notes that focusing on either a quantitative or qualitative method will 

“lead researchers to miss important parts of the story” (p. 1). Mixed methods research can 

address both confirmatory and exploratory questions, as well as integrate triangulation and data 

conversion (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). Using a mixed methods research design may be the 

best option when one data source alone is not enough, when your results need to be explained 

further, when your findings need to be generalized, if including another method would enhance 

your primary method, when you need to take a theoretical stance, or when multiple research 

stages can be used to address your overall objective ( Creswell & Clark, 2009).  For social 

movement research in particular, a mixed methods approach is beneficial because “quantitative 

analysis can be used to uncover certain recurrent empirical relationships, that can then be 

interrogated more fully using systematic qualitative methods” (McAdam, 2003, p. 285).  

Teddlie and Tashakkori ( 2009) proclaim that the combining of both quantitative and 

qualitative methods creates a different paradigm, pragmatism, which rejects the either-or-choice. 

Just like any other research method, there are strengths and weaknesses of the mixed methods 

approach. However, choosing to use a mixed methods research design could lead to great 

benefits for the research study as well as the researcher. Benoit and Holbert (2008) explain 

further:  

results that point in the same direction and obtained across the quantitative-qualitative 

divide offer greater merit because those findings were obtained regardless of the 

assumptions of a particular method. In addition, a combination of qualitative-quantitative 

insights can lead to a richer understanding of a given phenomenon because each method 

provides unique insights that cannot be obtained by the other method (p. 622).  
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In addition to a greater understanding of a given phenomenon, deciding to use a mixed methods 

approach can be useful in helping to understand any contradictions that may exist between the 

quantitative and qualitative findings. By combining both methods, the data collected proves to be 

richer and more comprehensive. There is greater methodological flexibility when using mixed 

methods which makes it adaptable to various study designs. Mixed methods also tend to reflect 

the point of view of participants by considering their experiences. If successful, the mixed 

methods approach will prove to be complementary; meaning that the strengths of one method 

could be used to cancel out the weaknesses of the other. Lastly, using a mixed methods approach 

could foster interaction among scholars of a quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods 

background (Wisdom & Creswell, 2013).  

While there are many advantages to conducting a mixed methods research study, it is not 

without its limitations. These studies can sometimes be challenging to plan and conduct, more so 

than a single methods study. Given the nature of the study, it could be more time consuming and 

require additional funding. Another challenge that could arise when thinking about a mixed 

methods approach is the expertise of the researchers. The researchers conducting a mixed 

methods study should be multidisciplinary and have experience with both quantitative and 

qualitative research (Wisdom & Creswell, 2013). 

Content Analysis 

To research the identification messaging strategies used by these two social movements 

in an effort to build relationships with their publics, I used several research techniques, one being 

a content analysis. Using a quantitative approach, I conducted content analyses on the original 

messages posted via Twitter, the images posted on Facebook, and the official websites of both 
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social movements. In this section, I briefly discuss quantitative content analysis by providing a 

definition, its advantages, and the limitations/criticisms of using this method.  

Essentially a coding operation (Baxter & Babbie, 2003), the content analysis research 

method is a commonly used tool, mostly used in mass media research to examine print, 

advertising, news and television programming, visuals (Bell, 2001; Rose, 2016), digital 

publications, and now social media. Baxter and Babbie (2003) posit that a content analysis is one 

of the “primary methods that quantitative communication researchers employ when they want to 

enumerate the details of communicative messages” (p. 231). Generally, there are five phases of a 

content analysis once the sample is selected: defining the units of analysis, creating a codebook, 

encoding the data, analyzing the data, and summarizing the results (Bock, Isermann, & Knieper, 

2014). As a scientific tool, content analyses provide the researcher with new insights and 

increases their understanding of certain phenomena (Krippendorff, 2018). Riffe et al. (2014) 

offer a definition of quantitative content analysis:  

the systematic and replicable examination of symbols of communication, which have 

been assigned numeric values according to valid measurement rules, and the analysis of 

relationships involving those values using statistical methods, to describe the 

communication, draw inferences about its meaning, or infer from the communication to 

its context, both of production and consumption (p. 19). 

According to Krippendorff (2018), the results from using a quantitative research 

technique such as the content analysis should be both reliable and valid. The results should be 

reliable meaning that “researchers working at different points in time perhaps under different 

circumstances should get the same results when applying the same technique to the same 

phenomena” and they should be valid meaning “that the research effort is open to careful 
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scrutiny and the resulting claims can be upheld in the face of independently available evidence” 

(p. 24). To ensure that results are reliable and valid, researchers should create a clear 

classification system, being sure to explicitly identify the units of analysis for their study.  

Content analyses focus on two types of content; manifest and latent. Manifest content is 

the surface level content that is apparent to both the researcher and the audience. In focusing on 

this type of content, the analysis of the content is not left up to interpretation by the researcher 

and/or coder (Baxter & Babbie, 2003). Conversely, the examination of latent content refers to 

interpreting the underlying meaning of content. For this research study, I analyzed the manifest 

content of both the Black Lives Matter and March For Our Lives movements in digital media.  

There are many advantages of using content analysis as a research tool. For one, content 

analyses can be paired with other research methodologies to highlight influencing factors on 

content (Riffe et al., 2014). Four main characteristics of content analysis separate it from other 

research methods; it is unobtrusive, can handle unstructured matter, is context sensitive, and can 

deal with large amounts of data (Krippendorff, 2018). Analyzing large amounts of data is 

possible with using a content analysis as a method because of “its ability to reduce the visual and 

textual material to a small number of codes, which can be counted and analyzed 

mathematically/statistically” (emphasis added) (Bock, Isermann, & Knieper, 2011, p. 266). 

When using a content analysis, the subject of the analysis is rarely affected. Safety, in terms of 

having to repeat this method due to an error, is another advantage because it is often less time 

consuming and costly in comparison to other research methods (Baxter & Babbie, 2003). 

Additionally, a content analysis allows you to study content over a period of time.  

While there are several advantages to using content analysis as a method, there are also 

some limitations and critiques of this research technique as well. One limitation of this technique 
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is the issue of reliability if there is failure to properly and clearly define coding categories 

(Krippendorff, 2018). Coders can overcome this issue by meeting to discuss the coding 

categories before they begin. They could also test for coding competence and agreement and 

then discuss any discrepancies before coding the entire sample. Another limitation is that the 

content that is being analyzed must be recorded (Baxter & Babbie, 2003). For instance if 

information was deleted from social media accounts or websites, the researcher would not be 

able to collect them. With analyzing visual images specifically, Rose (2016) notes that content 

analyses are not equipped to handle certain aspects of visual imagery. She writes that the focus 

of a content analysis is “almost exclusively on the compositional modality of the site of the 

image itself” (emphasis original) and that it doesn’t address “the production, circulation, or the 

audiencing of images” (p. 87).  

Riffe et al. (2014) echo the criticisms of this method noting that some critics think “the 

method puts too much emphasis on comparative frequency of different symbols’ appearance” (p. 

28) and the potential interference with the reliability of results due to the distinction between 

manifest and latent content. Other critics proclaim that the coding process is just too simplistic in 

nature (Baxter & Babbie, 2003). Lastly, critics declare that “quantitative text analysis is based on 

the assumption that there is a uniform relationship between symbols and meanings; this ignores 

the connotative meanings and cultural (or subcultural) differences in meaning making” (Baxter 

& Babbie, 2003, p. 253). Despite these limitations, I found that a content analysis would be the 

best method for analyzing the message strategies used on Twitter as well as the images posted on 

Facebook based on the previously mentioned advantages of the method.  
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Twitter 

Due to its conversational nature and microblogging concept, Twitter was chosen as the 

platform from which to extract textual content. While other platforms allow the user to post text-

based content, Twitter has limitations on the amount of characters that can be used. This forces 

the user to be direct in their messaging; leaving no room for fluff or filler information. In 

addition to the previously mentioned reasons, the limited character allowance made Twitter an 

ideal platform for examining the messaging strategies of both social movements. 

 Twitter Sampling and Procedures  

To adequately examine the identification strategies used via these social movements, only 

messages that were sent from the official Twitter accounts that contained original content were 

analyzed. The primary researcher collected all tweets posted from the main Twitter accounts for 

both social movements over a one-year period (May 1, 2018 – May 31, 2019). This timeframe 

was selected to coincide with the data collection requirements of the researcher, as well as to 

ensure that the sample size of tweets from both social movements were somewhat similar. The 

software Crimson Hexagon was used to extract all posts sent from both of the social movements’ 

official Twitter accounts during the specified timeframe. These tweets were then exported into an 

excel spreadsheet onto the primary researcher’s personal computer where they are stored. To 

ensure a sufficient sample size, all tweets from the second and third weeks of each month were 

used. Tweets that contained retweets of other accounts without any additional commentary were 

deleted as this was not original content. Additionally, tweets that only included a link and/or an 

emoji without further context were excluded. Using this sampling method, a total of 450 tweets 

were collected (N = 450). This included 106 tweets from the Black Lives Matter movement and 

344 from the March For Our Lives movement.  
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 Twitter Measurement  

Individual tweets from each official Twitter account for both of the social movements 

were the units of analysis. Some of these tweets contained usernames of other Twitter users, and 

outside links. These tweets were analyzed based on their use of Burke’s three identification 

strategies: identification by sympathy, identification by antithesis, and identification by 

unawareness. Sommerfeldt’s (2007) coding protocol used in his study on action email alerts was 

adopted for this analysis. However, his code sheet was amended to better align with the nature of 

this research project. While Sommerfeldt’s coding sheet sought to uncover the desired action of 

email action alerts, the code sheet used for this project illuminated the topic of each tweet. 

Another amendment made to Sommerfeldt’s coding sheet was the removal of the “sender” 

category. For this project, only original tweets sent from the official social media pages of each 

social movements were coded. Thus, each social movement were the sender and did not need to 

be identified. The code sheet used for this analysis can be found in Appendix A. 

The tweets from each social movement were coded according to the presence (or 

absence) of one of three identification strategies: identification by sympathy, identification by 

antithesis, and identification by unawareness. Identification by sympathy happens when an 

organization tells the audience that they share something in common. Identification by antithesis 

occurs when there is a call for joined forces against a common enemy, thus creating an us vs. 

them dynamic. Lastly, identification by unawareness takes place when there is an unknown 

identification between an organization and an individual (Burke, 1973).  

Facebook 

Due to its ability to house more visual content than Twitter, Facebook was used as the 

platform to extract content for the visual content analysis. While Instagram is also a platform that 
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allows for a larger capacity of visual material, it was not chosen as the main platform for this 

visual content analysis because of the difference in content amount. Black Lives Matter had 

approximately 343 more images on their Instagram account than March For Our Lives. 

Considering that the Black Lives Matter movement was founded five years prior to the March 

For Our Lives movement, this makes sense. On Facebook however, the number of images posted 

in the “Timeline Photos” albums for the two movements was different only by one image at the 

time of this writing.  

 Facebook Sampling and Procedures 

The primary researcher collected images posted from the main Facebook pages for both 

social movements. The images collected were posted between the creation date of each account 

(July 18, 2013 for Black Lives Matter and February 18, 2018 for March For Our Lives) and the 

date of data collection (June 1, 2019). The researcher logged into her personal Facebook account 

to view the images posted on the official Facebook pages for each social movement. Only 

images that were posted in the “Timeline Photos” album were used for this visual content 

analysis. This album was specifically chosen for each social movement because this album 

contains all of the images that were posted on the timeline of the social movement’s page. The 

albums for each social movement contained approximately the same amount of images. Once 

viewed, these images were then screenshot and stored on the personal computer of the 

researcher. Both images and images that contained text were included in this sample. Using this 

sampling method, a total of 275 images were collected (N = 275). This included 138 images 

from the Black Lives Matter movement and 137 images from the March For Our Lives 

movement.  
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Facebook Measurement 

Individual images from the “Timeline Photos” album posted to the official Facebook 

pages of both social movements were the units of analysis for this visual content analysis. 

Images that contained text were not excluded from this analysis but instead, were coded for their 

visual components. To adequately examine possible instances of identification strategies used via 

these social movements, only images that were posted in the “Timeline Photos” album were 

used. This album included images that were also posted as profile pictures. By excluding images 

that may have been posted by friends of the page, this analysis focuses strictly on original 

content posted from the social movements. A coding scheme was created to identify possible 

instances of identification messaging strategies within the images. A sample of the code sheet 

can be found in Appendix B.  

For this analysis, I turn to Kress and van Leeuwen’s (2006) interactive meanings: gaze, 

size of frame, and point of view. Gaze deals with the eye contact between the viewer and 

participant. The gaze of a represented participant can take two forms in an image: demand or 

offer. When the participant in an image gaze’s directly into the viewer’s eyes, this is represented 

as ‘demand’. An image that takes the form of a demand gaze “demands that the viewer enter into 

some kind of imaginary relation with him or her” (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 118). Offer, 

on the other hand, is the opposite. Instead of gazing directly into the viewer’s eyes, an image 

where the participant is engaged in an offer gaze is viewed rather than viewing. An image 

displays the offer gaze when “it offers the represented participants to the viewer as items of 

information, objects of contemplation, impersonally, as though they were specimens in a display 

case” (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 119).  In other words, if an image demands, it is 
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demanding some sort of social relation between the participant and the viewer while an image 

that offers is simply offering a form of information to the viewer.  

Size of frame concerns the depicted relationships implied visually between the participant 

and viewer. Image-producers have the option of depicting participants in one of three shots: 

close, medium, or long. The close-up shot shows the head and shoulders of the participant, the 

medium shot cuts the participant off at the knees, while a long shot shows the participant taking 

up space in nearly half the height of the frame (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006, p. 124).  Lastly, 

point of view refers to the subjective attitude depicted of the participant towards the viewer 

(Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) declared that images differ as to 

how each angle describes an interaction between the participant and the viewer. These angles 

include oblique, frontal, high, low, and eye-level. Oblique and frontal angles describe the 

involvement between participants and viewers. The oblique angle represents detachment while 

the frontal angle signals involvement between the participant and the viewer. The levels of 

angles (high, low, eye-level) describe power relationships between participants and viewers. An 

image that is taken from a high angle signifies the viewer (and image-producer) having power 

over the participant in the image. An image that is taken from a low angle signifies the 

participant in the image having power of the viewer (and image-producer). However, an image 

that is taken from an eye-level perspective depicts equality between the viewer (and image-

producer) and the participant; there is no difference in power. 

The images presented on the Facebook pages of these social movements are thus coded 

for the presence or absence of these meanings, in addition to variables such as image subject, 

post type, and identifying markers.  
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Website Analysis 

In addition to analyzing message strategies on the Facebook and Twitter pages of the 

Black Lives Matter and March For Our Lives movements, a website analysis was included in the 

methodology for this research study. Continuing with a mixed methods approach, an analysis of 

each movement’s website was included to add more depth and broaden the scope of this 

dissertation. Pudrovska and Ferree (2004) proclaim that “websites are places of organizational 

identity; the analysis of websites provide a new and useful form of data about an organization’s 

identity and priorities because it is self-directed” (p. 118). Both a rhetorical and content analysis 

were performed on the official websites of these movements to provide a holistic view of not 

only what message strategies in particular were used via mediated channels, but also, how these 

messages were delivered. Furthermore, the websites of these social movements were analyzed in 

an effort to also assess how various dialogic principles were executed on this platform in 

addition to how these movements used the platform to articulate their identity. In this section, I 

will further explain the methodology of the rhetorical and content analysis of the websites.  

 Rhetorical Analysis 

Krippendorff (2018) writes that a rhetorical analysis “focuses on how messages are 

delivered and with what (intended or actual) effects; researchers who take this approach rely on 

the identification of structural elements, tropes, styles of argumentation, speech acts, and the 

like” (p. 22). This analysis examines the rhetorical dimension of the homepages of the official 

websites of both social movements in an effort to uncover how identification messages are 

delivered. A genre within itself, websites contain verbal and visual elements, as well as 

hyperlinks (Baab, 2008). These sites were chosen because they contain a multitude of 

information housed in one place. This information includes but is not limited to the mission of 
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the social movement, upcoming events, as well as contact information for media inquiries. With 

all of this information placed on one site, the homepages of these websites provide multiple 

aspects of these social movements and present insights into their overall strategies. The visual 

structure and organization of the homepage can also serve as an indicator of how these social 

movements view their identities.  

As previously mentioned, Hahn and Gonchar (1971) proposed a methodology by which a 

rhetorical analysis of social movements should be examined. They suggested that “intertwining 

traditional categories of analysis facilitates insights into the complexity of social movement 

rhetoric” (p. 47). They maintained that social movements should be studied through the analysis 

of established classical rhetorical categories: ethos, logos, pathos, and style. According to Hahn 

and Gonchar (1971), the researcher should be able to discover the movement’s ideal participant 

when analyzing its ethos, understand the premise that unites its members by analyzing logos, 

understand the emotional appeals of the movement when analyzing pathos, and uncover the 

attitude (tone) of the movement through its use of style. Combining these categories with the 

textual (written language), visual (images), and semiotic modes (color and composition) of the 

websites’ homepages will be the framework for my rhetorical analysis.  

 Content Analysis  

The last part of the website analysis involves a content analysis. The purpose of this 

content analysis is to assess the social movements’ dialogic communication with their publics 

through their respective websites. As mentioned previously, the five principles of dialogic 

communication via websites outlined by Kent and Taylor (1998) were used as variables for this 

analysis. The first variable, ease of interface, examined how easy it was to navigate through the 

site and find information. The second variable, usefulness of information, assessed if the 
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homepage of the websites provided information that was useful to its various target publics. The 

third variable, conservation of visitors, determined if the websites were designed to keep visitors 

on their website. The fourth variable, generation of return visits, examined if the websites 

encouraged visitors to return to their site. The last variable, dialogic loop, assessed if the website 

offered and followed up on two-way communication.  

Variables 

Following Kent and Taylor’s (1998) dialogic relationship building principles, a 32-item 

coding instrument was used (Taylor, Kent, & White, 2001; Esrock & Leichty, 2000). The first 31 

items on the coding instrument assessed the characteristics of the websites’ dialogic 

communication. The last item tested the responsiveness of the social movement. A sample of this 

code sheet can be found in Appendix C.   

Intercoder Reliability 

A second coder was enlisted for the purposes of intercoder reliability. Once the codebook 

was developed, two practice rounds of coding ensued. Tweets and photos that were outside the 

sample timeframe were used for training. After each round, I met with the second coder to assess 

intercoder reliability, discuss any discrepancies, and to refine the codebook as needed. Once 

intercoder reliability was met during the training period, each coder coded the same 10% of the 

sample to compute the final intercoder reliability. Reliability was assessed using Krippendorff’s 

alpha. The overall coding for both the Twitter and Facebook analysis were found to be highly 

reliable (a = .91; a = .87 respectively)1.  

 
1Using Deen Freelon’s ReCal 2: Reliability for 2 Coders, individual variables for Facebook proved to be reliable 
(Post Type: a = .82 ; Subject: a = .83; Gaze: a = .92; Point of View: a = .85; Identifying Markers: a =.91; and Size 
of Frame: a = .90). The individual variables for Twitter proved to be reliable as well (Sympathy: a =.91; Antithesis: 
a =.93; Unawareness: a =.89; and No Strategy: a =.91). This software was retrieved from 
http://dfreelon.org/utils/recalfront/recal2/. 
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Methods Summary 

This research project uses a mixed methods approach to understand the identification 

messaging strategies used by social movements in an effort to build relationships with their 

publics. Using both quantitative and qualitative methods offers many advantages, making data 

collection richer and more comprehensive. A content analysis of tweets from the official Twitter 

accounts of both social movements was conducted to uncover any identification strategies that 

may have been used. A visual content analysis was conducted on the official Facebook pages of 

each social movement in an effort to unveil the potential identification strategies used through 

the interactive meanings of images posted in the “Timeline Photos” album. Both a rhetorical and 

content analysis were done on the official websites of each social movement to not only identify 

the dialogic communication principles of each website, but to also examine how and to what 

extent each social movement used the platform to articulate their identity and to what extent. 
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Chapter 4 

 Social Media Results 

The purpose of this dissertation project is to examine how the Black Lives Matter and 

March For Our Lives movements use their communication channels to identify with their 

publics. More specifically, this study explores how these social movements use identification 

message strategies on Twitter and identification elements in their photos posted on Facebook. 

This chapter addresses the research questions outlined in the previous chapter and provides the 

results of each. To answer these questions, a content analysis of the original tweets and a content 

analysis of the Facebook photos were performed. Additionally, a content and rhetorical analysis 

of the official websites for each movement were conducted. See chapters 5 and 6 for the website 

analyses. 

Twitter Analysis 

RQ1 asked which messages strategies BLM used to create identification with their 

publics. Descriptive statistics were consulted to address this question. When referencing the three 

main strategies of identification, frequencies indicated 35 tweets (33%) used sympathy strategies, 

17 tweets (16%) used antithesis strategies, and 29 tweets (27.4%) used unawareness strategies. 

Some tweets (n = 25, 23.6%) did not fit into any category and were thus coded as having no 

identification strategy.  

Tweets were coded as using sympathy strategies if the social movement presented 

themselves like the audience in ways such as sharing their interests, values, and concerns. An 

example of a tweet that used the sympathy identification strategy is:  

“People are greater than money. 

People are greater than money. 
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People are greater than money. 

People are greater than money. 

People are greater than money. 

People are greater than money. 

People are greater than money. 

The people will win.”   

Tweets were coded as using the antithesis identification strategy if the social movement 

suggested for the disassociation of an individual, group, organization, or idea. “Congress should 

not give more money to ICE, the immigration agency that locked up @21Savage, separates 

families at the border & locks up Black and brown bodies. #BadDeal #DefundHate 

#AbolishICE” is an example of a tweet that used the antithesis identification strategy. Finally, 

tweets that presented an unknown association between the social movement and its audience 

through the use of pronouns such as “we” were coded as having used the unawareness 

identification strategy. An example of a tweet that used this type of identification strategy is: 

“We condemn the violent acts of terrorism and hate this week. Though it can be hard to stay the 

course, we must and we will. We will never stop fighting to end white supremacy forever. 

#TreeofLife #Pittsburghshooting #BlackLivesMatterMore”. Tweets that did not seek to identify 

with their audience were coded as none. These included tweets such as those simply replying or 

responding to other Twitter users, promoting events from other Twitter accounts, or selling 

products. An example of a tweet that did not use any of the identification strategies include “Join 

the call today being lead by @BAJItweet and @UndocuBlackAdditional”.  

While the coding protocol identified sympathy as the most used identification message strategy, 

unawareness was identified as the message strategy that generated the most retweets from other 
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Twitter users. The tweet “We honor the leaders before us and uplift new leaders in today's fight 

for justice. We uplift Women, Black queer and transgender communities, the undocumented, the 

disabled, those with records, and all Black lives along the gender spectrum. #MLKDay #MLK90 

#BlackLivesMatter #BLM” received a total of 884 retweets at the time of this analysis. As noted, 

sympathy message strategies generated a lower volume of replies. The tweet “To celebrate our 

5th anniversary we sat down with some of our chapter leaders to dig into our work over the last 

five years; check out the full trailer on our website now: https://t.co/5HE6Rx8n4f 

#5YearsOfBLM #BlackLivesMatter” received 526 replies and was coded as not including any 

identification strategy (none). Although this tweet includes the use of pronouns such as we and 

our, this tweet was coded as not including any identification strategy because it directly 

references the movement and not the followers. Additional examples of each identification 

strategy used, including their frequencies, can be found in Table 4.1. 

RQ1a. asked which messages strategies MFOL used to create identification with their 

publics. Descriptive statistics were consulted to address this question. When looking at the three 

main strategies of identification, frequencies indicated 213 (61.9%) were sympathy strategies, 24 

(7%) were antithesis strategies, and 68 (19.8%) were unawareness strategies. Some tweets (n = 

39, 11.3%) did not fit into any category and were thus coded as having no identification strategy.  

Tweets were coded as using sympathy strategies if the social movement presented 

themselves like the audience in ways such as sharing their interests, values, and concerns. An 

example of a tweet that used the sympathy identification strategy is:  

“More than 6,000 veterans have killed themselves each year since 2008. 

Firearms accounted for roughly 70% of Veteran suicides in 2016. 
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How many brave lives will be cut short before America makes a change? 

https://t.co/bcfxIn5S9x”  

Tweets were coded as using the antithesis identification strategy if the social movement implied  

disassociation of an individual, group, organization, or idea. “It's no happy coincidence that the 

@NRA is imploding under legal scrutiny. @AMarch4OurLives called out their corruption since 

day 1. Last year we sent a letter to the NY AG's office asking them to investigate. Turns out... we 

were onto something. https://t.co/51aHfnrLFJ” is an example of a tweet that used the antithesis 

identification strategy. Finally, tweets that presented an unknown association between the social 

movement and its audience through the use of pronouns such as “we” were coded as having used 

the unawareness identification strategy. An example of a tweet that used this type of 

identification strategy is: “We’re in this fight to make real change in our community- but we 

can’t do it alone. It will take all of us to make a difference, so we’re asking for your help. Thank 

you so much to @deefiggs for filming and editing the video for us!”.  Tweets that did not fit into 

either of the identification categories as outlined by the codesheet were coded as none. These 

tweets were those that replied or responded to other Twitter users, promoted events from other 

Twitter accounts, or sought to sell products. Tweets such as “NEW: Lives Over Profits* 

Shirts!!!! *All profits go to saving lives. Shoutout @MFOLDC for showing lawmakers our 

message in a super creative way. Link: https://t.co/m0HX8vtg1c” fit into the “none” category.  

While the coding protocol identified sympathy as the most used identification message 

strategy, unawareness was identified as the message strategy that generated the most retweets 

and replies from other MFOL Twitter users. The tweet “To the students and faculty of Santa Fe 

High School, we are with you. #MarchForOurLives https://t.co/3DYXOhmwsP” received a total 



  55 

 

of 19,580 retweets and 476 replies at the time of this analysis. More examples of each 

identification strategy used, in addition to their frequencies, are demonstrated in Table 4.2. 

In comparing the sampled tweets of BLM (n = 106) and MFOL (n = 344), we can see a 

difference in the identification strategies that each social movement used. Sympathy was the 

most frequently used identification strategy for both BLM and MFOL. Additionally, antithesis 

was identified as the strategy used the least frequently for both BLM and MFOL. Unawareness 

proved to be the second most frequent identification strategy used in the tweets for both of the 

social movements. Lastly, the category none was captured as the third most frequent message 

strategy used for both BLM and MFOL. A significant difference was found between each of the 

social movement’s tweets that contained a sympathy identification strategy (X2 = 26.754, 1 df, p 

< .05), an antithesis identification strategy (X2 = 6.593, 1 df, p < .05), and no identification 

strategy (X2 = 9.964, 1 df, p < .05). There was not a significant difference between the use of 

unawareness identification strategies used throughout each social movement’s tweets. 

Facebook Analysis 
 

Another important social media platform for the activist organizations was Facebook. For 

the Facebook analysis, all photos from the Timeline Photos album were collected for each social 

movement. Given the nature of Facebook, every post uploaded to an album is categorized as a 

photo. For the purpose of this study, only posts that included actual subjects (individuals or 

groups) were categorized as images. This was done in an effort to differentiate the terms photos 

and images in this study. To conceptualize, photos were coded as event flyers if they included a 

time, date, and location. If text was added to an image, it was coded as being an image with text. 

This did not include text that was inherently already a part of the photo (writing on t-shirts and 



  56 

 

posters etc.). Lastly, photos that included data, information, and/or knowledge as a visual 

representation were coded as infographics. 

RQ2 asked what images BLM used on social media to create identification with their 

publics. A total of 138 photos were collected from the Timeline Photos album. Table 4.3 

provides frequencies for each category. 

Post type 

Of the 138 photos posted to the BLM Timeline Photos album, 48 photos (34.8 %) were 

coded as being event flyers, 45 photos (32.6%) were coded as images that included text, 19 

photos (13.8%) were coded as images of individuals or groups, 21 photos (15.2%) were coded as 

only having text, and one photo (0.7%) was coded as an infographic. Four photos (2.9%) did not 

fit into any category and were thus coded as other. Of the event flyers, 24 (50%) included 

images. The photo that was coded as an infographic included an image. Additionally, three of the 

photos that were categorized as “other” included images. With this, 92 of the photos (66.7%) 

included images. 

Subject 

Of the 138 photos, 39 (28.3%) were coded as capturing an individual, 51 (37%) were 

coded as capturing groups of people, and 46 (33.3%) were coded as not having a subject. The 

photos that did not capture a subject were coded as being predominately text-based. Two (1.4%) 

of the photos were coded as having other as a subject. Although they did not capture an 

individual or group, they included images of buildings and bridges.  

Point of view 

Of the 92 photos that contained actual images, 70 (76.1%) of them were coded as 

displaying a frontal point of view, while the remaining 22 (23.9%) were coded as displaying an 
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oblique point of view. Three of the images (3.3%) were taken from a high angle, 85 (92.4%) 

were taken from an eye-level angle, and four (4.3%) of them were taken from a low angle.  

Gaze 

From the 92 images, 41 (44.6%) were coded as exhibiting an offering gaze, while 51 

(55.4%) were coded as exhibiting a demand gaze. 

Size of frame  

In coding the 92 images for size of frame, 32 images (34.8%) were taken close-up. 21 

images (22.8%) were shot at medium range, and 39 images (42.4%) were long shots. 

Identifying markers 

Among all 138 photos posted to the Timeline Photos album on Facebook, only 24 photos 

(17.4%) included the BLM movement’s logo. Fifty-one of the photos (37%) included the 

primary colors of the movement (black, yellow, and white), while none of the photos (0%) 

included images of the movement creators. Within the photos, 82 (59.4%) of them did not 

include any identifying markers of the movement.  

RQ2a. asked what images MFOL used on social media to create identification with their 

publics. There were 137 photos collected from the MFOL Timeline Photos album. Although all 

posts were entitled photos, only posts that included actual subjects (individuals or groups) were 

categorized as images. Table 4 provides frequencies for each category. 

Post type 

Of the 137 photos posted to the Timeline Photos album, 17 photos (12.4 %) were coded 

as being event flyers, three photos (2.2%) were coded as images that included text, 88 photos 

(64.2%) were coded as images of individuals or groups, 27 photos (19.7%) were coded as only 

having text, and one photo (0.7%) was coded as an infographic. One photo (0.7%) did not fit into 
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any category and was thus coded as other. The photo that was coded as an infographic included 

an image. Additionally, the photo that was categorized as other included an image. With this, 92 

of the photos (67.2%) included images. 

Subject 

Of the 137 photos, 38 (27.7%) were coded as capturing an individual, 54 (39.4%) were 

coded as capturing groups of people, and 45 (32.8%) were coded as not having a subject. No 

photo (0%) was coded as having other as a subject. The photos that did not capture a subject 

were coded as being predominately text-based.  

Point of view 

Of the 92 photos that contained actual images, 60 (65.2%) of them were coded as 

displaying a frontal point of view, while the remaining 32 (34.8%) were coded as displaying an 

oblique point of view. Five of the images (5.4%) were taken from a high angle, 61 (66.3%) were 

taken from an eye-level angle, and 26 (28.3%) of them were taken from a low angle.  

Gaze 

From the 92 images, 50 (54.3%) were coded as exhibiting an offering gaze, while 42 

(45.7%) were coded as exhibiting a demanding gaze. 

Size of frame  

In coding the 92 images for size of frame, 18 images (19.6%) were taken closeup. Thirty-

six images (39.1%) were shot at medium range, and 38 images (41.3%) were taken from a long 

distance. 

Identifying markers 

When coding all 137 photos posted to the Timeline Photos album on Facebook, 64 

photos (46.7%) included the MFOL movement’s logo. Seventy-one of the photos (51.8%) 
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included the primary colors of the movement (blue, black, and white), while 22 of the photos 

(16.1%) included images of the movement creators. From the photos, 62 (45.3%) of them did not 

include any identifying markers of the movement.  

In comparing the photos from the Timeline Photo albums on both social movements’ 

official Facebook page, there are a few similarities. The number of photos posted to in the album 

for each social movement is almost identical (n = 138 for BLM, n = 137 for MFOL). From the 

photos posted in each album, BLM posted event flyers most frequently while the most frequent 

post on the MFOL page was coded as being an image. A significant difference was found 

between the types of posts each social movement posted in the Timeline Photo albums on their 

Facebook page. The use of event flyers (X2 = 19.067, 1 df, p < .05), images with text (X2 = 

41.421, 1 df, p < .05), and images (X2 = 73.659, 1 df, p < .05) were all found to be significantly 

different. From each sample, 92 posts were coded as containing an image. From these images, 

both social movements posted group shots the most frequently. Similarly, images posted to both 

social movement accounts were most frequently taken with a frontal point of view. There was 

not a significant difference between the frequency of frontal and oblique images. The images 

found in both BLM and MFOL’s Timeline Photos album were taken most frequently at an eye-

level angle. There was a significant difference found between the images that were taken at an 

eye-level angle (X2 = 7.368, 1 df, p < .05) and a low angle (X2 = 18.289, 1 df, p < .05) for each 

social movement. However, the images posted to the BLM Timeline Photos album was found to 

display a demand gaze more frequently than an offer gaze whereas the MFOL Timeline Photos 

album was found to display an offer gaze more frequently than a demand gaze. Long shots were 

found to be the frame most frequently used for both social movements. However, there was a 

significant difference between the images that were closeups (X2 = 4.668, 1 df, p < .05), and 
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medium shots (X2 = 5.888, 1df, p < .05). Likewise, the respective identifying colors for each 

social movement were seen the most in the photos posted to the Timeline Photos album. The 

images that each social movement posted containing their logo (X2 = 27.168, 1 df, p < .05), 

colors (X2 = 6.157, 1 df, p < .05), and movement creators (X2 = 24.088, 1df, p < .05) were 

significantly different.  

Results Summary 

To summarize this chapter, the data analysis of tweets and photos found on the official 

social media pages for both Black Lives Matter and March For Our Lives yielded very similar 

results. For Twitter, this analysis found that both social movements often used the same 

identification strategies in their tweets. Sympathy messages were used the most frequently for 

both movements, followed by unawareness messages, then no message strategy, and antithesis 

identification messages were used the least. Moreover, the posts on each social movements’ 

Facebook page produced similar results as well. In each Timeline Photos album, there were a 

total of 92 posts that contained images. Of these images, group shots, a frontal point of view, an 

eye-level angle, and a long-shot frame were all found to be used most frequently for both social 

movements. According to Kress and van Leeuwen, these types of shots indicate different 

relations between the participants and viewers of the image. The primary colors used for each 

social movement (black, yellow, and white for BLM and blue, white, and black for MFOL) were 

also found to be the most frequent identifying marker seen in the posts for both accounts. 

However, majority of the posts for BLM were event flyers while images were posted most 

frequently for MFOL. The images posted to the BLM Timeline Photos album displayed a 

demand gaze while those posted to the MFOL Timeline Photos album displayed an offer gaze. 

Finally, significant differences were found between each social movement’s use of sympathy, 
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antithesis, and no identification message strategies on Twitter. Similarly, significant differences 

were found between the post types, angles, identifying markers, and size of frame for the photos 

that were posted to each social movement’s Timeline Photos album on their respective Facebook 

pages. 

 
Table 4.1. BLM Identification strategies and frequencies on Twitter. 
 

Category Example Frequency 
   
 Sympathy BLM works to exemplify the world we want to live in. A world 

of love where there is no white supremacy, where Black people 
are liberated and all people are free. #blacklivesmatter 
#ShutItDownDC #RiseUpFightBack 

35 (33%) 

  
   
 Antithesis This is why we have to fight against 45. His toxicity is 

impacting the rest of the world. Sending love to Muslim 
communities around the world.#NewZealandMosqueAttack 

17 (16%) 

 
   
 Unawareness We denounce #unitetheright and it’s violence and hate rhetoric. 

Today, we’re gonna join together to imagine a world where 
everyone is free. @shutitdowndc #blacklivesmatter 
https://t.co/yt01LHQpSP 

29 (27.4%) 

 
 None Monday #GaryIndiana: "Can We Talk?" Community Trauma 

Healing by Hope Center. This Mon Oct 22 @ Trinity UCC 
Gary #GaryIN https://t.co/x5IINOYxOE 4th Mondays 
#communitytrauma #mentalhealth #ptsd 

25 (23.6%) 

    

n=106 
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Table 4.2. MFOL Identification strategies and frequencies on Twitter. 
 

Category Example Frequency 
   
 Sympathy When #MarchForOurLives started, they told us this was a 

partisan issue. But they’re wrong. Here’s something 97% of 
Americans agree on. @kyrah_s explains one of our ten policies 
we’re fighting for. https://t.co/fkeSjWqCJP 

213 (61.9%) 

  
   
 Antithesis The NRA doesn’t care if we live or die. Choose to save lives 

and register to vote: https://t.co/lEPaHKpyQF 
24 (7%) 

 
   
 Unawareness By taking guns out the hands of domestic abusers, we can save 

thousands of lives each year. Visit https://t.co/jWPUOZ7edq to 
learn more. https://t.co/bx7ArrNi1Q 

68 (19.8%) 

 
 None Honored. Thank you, @smithsonian. https://t.co/iYSnejtR4n 39 (11.3%) 

    

n=344 
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Table 4.3. BLM and MFOL Facebook image frequencies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Post Type BLM %  MFOL % 
Event flyer 34.8% 12.4% 
Image w/ text 32.6% 2.2% 
Image 13.8% 64.2% 
Text 15.2% 19.7% 
Infographic 0.7% 0.7% 
Other 2.9% 0.7% 
Subject   
Individual 28.3% 27.7% 
Group shot 37% 39.4% 
Text-based 33.3% 32.8% 
Other 1.4% 0% 
Point of View   
Frontal 76.1% 65.2% 
Oblique 23.9% 34.8% 
High angle 3.3% 5.4% 
Eye-level 92.4% 66.3% 
Low angle 4.3% 28.3% 
Gaze   
Offer 44.6% 54.3% 
Demand 55.4% 45.7% 
Size of Frame    
Closeup 34.8% 19.6% 
Medium shot 22.8% 39.1% 
Long shot 42.4% 41.3% 
Identifying Markers   
Logo 17.4% 46.7% 
Color 37% 51.8% 
Movement Leaders 0% 16.1% 
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Chapter 5 
 

 Website Results - Content Analysis 

In addition to analyzing message strategies on the social media pages of both the Black 

Lives Matter and March For Our Lives movements, a website analysis was included to add more 

depth and broaden the scope of this dissertation. Both a content and rhetorical analysis were 

performed on the official websites of these movements to provide a holistic view of not only 

what message strategies in particular were used via mediated channels, but how these social 

movements displayed their identity. Furthermore, the websites of these social movements were 

chosen in an effort to also assess how various dialogic principles were executed on this platform. 

Websites were chosen specifically because “websites are used to keep stakeholders up-to-date, 

provide information to the media, gather information about publics, strengthen corporate 

identity, and a host of other public relations functions” (Hill and White, 2000, p. 31).  

Website Analysis  
 

RQ3 asked how BLM and MFOL used their official websites. To assess how each social 

movement used dialogic communication principles on their websites, a content analysis was 

performed. Additionally, a rhetorical analysis was performed to address how each social 

movement used the platform to articulate their identity. In this chapter, I specifically address the 

results of the content analysis. 

Dialogic Communication 

Each website was coded on seven dialogic principles which yielded 33 items. The items 

were coded dichotomously using 1 to represent “yes” (indicating the item was present), and 0 to 

represent “no” (indicating the item was not present). To ensure accuracy and reliability of results, 

both websites were accessed on the same day using a personal laptop computer equipped with 
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high speed wireless internet connectivity. As shown in Table 5.1, neither BLM or MFOL 

provided a site map on their official organizational website (0%). Major links to the rest of the 

site such as “About”, “News”, and “Take Action” were present on both websites (100%). 

Additionally, both websites included a search engine box (100%). There was a heavy reliance 

upon graphics for both websites, thus resulting in a frequency of 0% for the last item listed under 

the ease of interface category. 

Regarding the usefulness of information provided for media publics, both social 

movement organizations included press releases on their websites (100%) while speeches were 

not present on either site (0%). Downloadable graphics for media use were not found on either 

site (0%) however, both websites were found to have audio and visual capacity (100%). 

Additionally, both social movements clearly stated their positions on policy issues (100%) (gun 

control for a safer America and the end to state-sanctioned violence of Black people) and 

identified their key target public (member base) (100%).  

The official websites of BLM and MFOL appeared to provide useful information for their 

volunteer publics. A statement of philosophy and/or mission was found on both websites 

(100%). Details of how to become affiliated (100%) and how to contribute money (100%) were 

very prevalent on the websites thanks to key tabs at the top of each website such as “Donate” and 

“Take Action”. While neither social movement provided links to political leaders on their 

website (0%), MFOL listed political leaders who pledged to make it easier for young people to 

vote. Links to resources related to the social movements, such as mental health and healing 

action resources, were found on both websites (100%). The very prominent logos of each social 

movement were also present on the homepages of each website (100%). 
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Although neither website provided the time and date that they were last updated (0%), 

important information (about, donate, news, etc.) was found on the homepage (100%) of each 

official website which loaded very quickly, under four seconds (100%). However, neither 

website included the posting of the last updated time and date (0%). There were no explicit 

statements inviting users to return to the websites found on either site (0%). Regularly scheduled 

news forums were not present (0%). Frequently asked questions and/or questions and answers 

(0%), as well as an explicit “bookmark now” statement were also not present on either website 

(0%). BLM provided links to other activist organizations (50%) that were either partners with the 

movement or had a similar mission, while MFOL did not. These partners included: Black 

Alliance for Just Immigration, Color of Change, The Movement for Black Lives, NAACP Legal 

Defense and Educational Fund, and UndocuBlack Network. MFOL, however, had a contact box 

for organizations wishing to become partners/supporters. A static calendar of events was only 

found on the website of MFOL (50%), while both social movements posted information to their 

websites that could be downloaded as a PDF (100%). Items that could be downloaded as a PDF 

included MFOL’s Peace Plan and BLM’s #TalkAboutTrayvon Toolkit for White People. MFOL 

allowed documents to be requested via email or mail (50%) (March For Our Lives state-specific 

voter registration toolkit), however, both websites posted news stories that were related to the 

mission of the social movement within the last 30 days (100%). 

Opportunities for user response was present on both social movement websites (100%), 

yet neither website provided opportunities for users to vote on issues such as online polls (0%). 

Social media widgets (Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, YouTube) appeared on both websites 

(100%). While both BLM and MFOL offered regular information through email and text 

(100%), BLM also provided visitors of the site an opportunity to voice their opinions on issues 
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(50%) such as disinformation. In an effort to fight disinformation regarding the movement, BLM 

asked its website visitors to report any disinformation or suspicious activity as it related to the 

movement. Visitors were also asked to rate how they would prioritize the disinformation. Using 

the provided “contact us” dialog box, a generic message was sent to local chapters of each social 

movement. The message read: 

“Hi! I’m interested in learning more about how I can get involved in my local 

chapter. Could you also provide information on any upcoming events such as 

protests or townhall meetings? Thank you.” 

After sending the message on the BLM website, an automated thank you message appeared. This 

message alerted the visitor that the movement receives a high volume of messages and that they 

would try to respond as soon as possible. It also directed visitors to visit the other pages of the 

website. Similarly, an automated thank you message generated after sending a message on the 

MFOL website. However, this message was not as detailed; it thanked the visitor for contacting 

the movement and indicated that it would be in touch shortly.  Neither social movement 

responded within a two-week period (0%) in November 2019. A second attempt in January 2020 

also yielded no response from either movement.  

Dialogic Communication Summary 

In summary, the organizational websites of Black Lives Matter and March For Our Lives 

proved to be extremely similar. Both websites were similar in their usefulness of the information 

provided for the media and volunteer publics, and in their efforts to conserve visitors. MFOL, 

however, was the only social movement to display a calendar of events on their website. 

Additionally, MFOL allowed information to be requested by mail or email. BLM provided 

outside links to other activist organizations, in addition to displaying a survey on their website; 
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MFOL’s website did not include either of these features. Furthermore, the efforts of both social 

movements were synonymous in reference to their [lack of] responsiveness and dialogic loop. 
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Table 5.1. Dialogic principles and frequencies. 
 

Category  Frequency                      % 
Ease of Interface  (4 items)  
Site map  0                                      0% 
Major links to rest of site   2                                     100% 
Search engine box  2                                     100% 
Low reliance on graphics  0                                      0% 
Usefulness of Information: Media Publics  (6 items)  
Press releases  2                                     100% 
Speeches  0                                      0% 
Downloadable graphics  0                                      0% 
Audio/Visual capacity  2                                     100% 
Clearly stated positions on policy issues  2                                     100% 
Identifies member base  2                                     100% 
Usefulness of Information: Volunteer Publics  (6 items)  
Statement of philosophy/mission  2                                     100% 
Details of how to become affiliated  2                                     100% 
How to contribute money  2                                     100% 
Links to political leaders  0                                      0% 
Links to mission-related resources  2                                     100% 
Logo of organization is prominent  2                                     100% 
Conservation of Visitors  (3 items)  
Important info available on 1st page  2                                     100% 
Short loading time (< 4 seconds)  2                                     100% 
Posting of last updated time and date  0                                      0% 
Return Visits  (9 items)  
Explicit statement invites user to return  0                                      0% 
News forums (regularly scheduled)  0                                      0% 
FAQ’s or Q&A’s  0                                      0% 
Bookmark Now  0                                      0% 
Links to other activist websites  1                                     50% 
Calendar of events  1                                     50% 
Downloadable information  2                                     100% 
Things that can be requested by mail/e-mail  2                                     100% 
Posting news stories within last 30 days  2                                     100% 
Dialogic Loop  (5 items)  
Opportunity for user response  2                                     100% 
Opportunity to vote on issues  0                                      0% 
Survey to voice opinion on issues  1                                     50% 
Offers regular information through email/text  2                                     100% 
Social media widgets  2                                     100% 
Responsiveness  (1 item)  
Response within 2 weeks  0                                     0% 

n = 2 
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Chapter 6 
 

 Website Results - Rhetorical Analysis  
 

Black Lives Matter  
 

Containing many textual and visual elements, as well as hyperlinks, websites may be 

described as comprising a genre, in that they share particular features and respond to particular 

exigences (Baab, 2008). The website for each social movement contains a multitude of 

information housed in one place. This information usually includes but is not limited to the 

mission of the social movement, upcoming events, as well as contact information for media 

inquiries. The homepages (also known as landing pages) of these websites are the social 

movement’s first opportunity to interact with a visitor. The homepages of these websites thus 

provide an overview as well as a level of specificity regarding the image, actions, and goals of 

these social movements in addition to presenting insights into their overall strategies. The visual 

structure and organization of the homepage can also serve as an indicator of how these social 

movements view or articulate their identities. This chapter focuses on RQ 3 in relation to the 

larger issues of how social movements use digital tools to help advance their goals and achieve 

action. In this section, I examine the rhetorical dimension of the Black Lives Matter’s website 

homepage in an effort to uncover how identification is articulated in and through the website. 

The second section of this chapter examines the rhetorical dimensions of the March For Our 

Lives’ website homepage. The chapter concludes with a comparison of the findings of these 

analyses to demonstrate how each social movement is articulated through its website. 

Hahn and Gonchar (1971) maintained that social movements should be studied through 

the analysis of established classical rhetorical categories: ethos, logos, pathos, and style. 

According to them, the researcher should be able to discover the movement’s ideal participant 
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when analyzing its ethos, understand the premise that unites its members by analyzing logos, 

understand the emotional appeals of the movement when analyzing pathos, and uncover the 

attitude of the movement through its use of style. The framework for my rhetorical analysis 

utilizes these categories to examine and interpret the textual and visual components of the 

homepage in addition to the semiotic modes (color and composition).  

Overview 

The Black Lives Matter official website (www.blacklivesmatter.com) was created on 

“July 17, 2013—just days after George Zimmerman was acquitted for killing Trayvon Martin” 

according to Freelon et al. (2016, p.14). While the conversation threads via hashtags on social 

media regarding the murder of Trayvon Martin made Black Lives Matter a topic of discussion, 

the official website helped to articulate Black Lives Matter as a movement. On this website, the 

visitor can find information referencing incidents of police brutality all over the nation, and 

charging movement participators to demand accountability for the injustices witnessed by people 

of color. The analysis begins with a consideration of color and composition, an examination of 

the visual elements and concludes with interpreting these elements in relation to ethos, pathos, 

logos and style. 

Color & Composition 
 

Digital rhetorician Douglas Eyman (2015) writes, “style takes on new importance for 

digital rhetoric, particularly in terms of visual style: for a digital rhetoric, style is equivalent to 

‘design’; thus, digital rhetoric must be concerned with understanding all the available elements 

of digital document design, including color, font choice, and layout, as well as multimedia design 

possibilities such as motion, interactivity, and appropriate use of media” (p. 70). Black Lives 

Matter’s homepage is inviting and easy to navigate. The website is screen-responsive which 
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means that it lends itself to being viewed on mobile devices, such as a phone or a tablet, in 

addition to on laptop or desktop computer. A screen responsive homepage appears visually the 

same when viewed on an iPad, as when it viewed on a full computer screen. Viewing the 

homepage from a phone, however, is different, since of course, the information is condensed as it 

adapts to the viewer’s device, hiding some information behind a menu tab. Ochowicz (2018) 

notes that this visual condensation is “a rhetorical strategy of selectivity and minimalist design” 

(p. 41).  

Upon landing on the movement’s homepage, website visitors are immediately introduced 

to the logo and identifying colors of the social movement. Black, white, and yellow, are 

intertwined throughout the homepage via text, backgrounds, and social media widgets. These 

colors are consciously used throughout the website to remain consistent with the social 

movement. The logo is a declarative graphic which informs the visitor that “Black lives matter.” 

Positioned in the upper-left hand corner of the homepage, these three words are written inside of 

a white square, in all caps, are bolded in black, and written vertically. Three yellow horizontal 

lines follow these words. Yellow is also used as a highlighting color. Black, yellow, and white 

are the primary colors utilized throughout the homepage with the exception of a blue ‘donate’ 

button that appears twice, and the traditional pink and blue colors associated with specific social 

media widgets. The use of the color yellow attracts attention throughout the homepage. Swan 

(2008) posits that yellow is used as a color of both hope and urgency. Furthermore, she notes that 

combining yellow and black may imply a sense of danger, work, and energy. Moreover, these 

three colors have been used together and individually elsewhere, particularly in other social 

movements. Sociologists Fine, Montemurro, Semora, Stalp, Claussen, and Sierra (1998) declared 

that social movements “use conventions of color to represent themselves and their ideologies to 
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the public” (p. 449). They posited that black is a color that often symbolizes the people of the 

movement (Fine et. al., 1998). In other civil rights movements, yellow has been used as a color 

for justice (the Yellow Vests Movement) and white has been used as a color of peace.  The 

meanings of colors differ depending on their cultural context, therefore it is important to note 

that the analysis of these colors refers to meanings in U.S. context.   

Sans-serif fonts are used throughout the homepage, creating a modern appeal to the 

website that is both youthful and accessible. These font choices allow the text to be readable on 

screen (Bernard, Chaparro, Mills, and Halcomb, 2002), appealing, and emphasized. The 

headings for each section on the homepage use a bolded Sans-serif font while the text in the 

body uses a non-bolded Sans-serif font. The color of the text alternates between black, yellow, 

and white, depending on its location on the homepage, and the background that it is written on 

(white or yellow text on a black background; black text on a white background). 

Visitors to the homepage can find videos, social media widgets, a Twitter timeline, and 

news stories regarding the movement throughout these columns. In addition to these elements, 

the homepage provides several outlets for the visitors to get involved with the social movement 

and to be interactive throughout their stay on the homepage. The website calls for a response 

from its visitors by providing links that allow the visitor to get help, find a local Black Lives 

Matter chapter, donate, and help fight against disinformation. The homepage of the website is 

arranged in a table-like format, with columns and rows. The logo and the main tabs at the top of 

the homepage are presented in a horizontal banner, symbolizing a row. The rest of the 

information is presented vertically in a column under the banner. Three tabs (“What Matters 

2020”, “Get Help”, and “Chapters”) are positioned in the horizontal banner at the top of the 

homepage. These tabs are bolded and in yellow. This signifies that these three tabs are currently 
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the most important to the movement. Above these three prominent tabs, the visitors of the site 

will find additional tabs (“News”, “About”, “Programs”, “Global Actions”, “Watch + Listen”, 

and “Shop”) that invite the visitor to discover who the Black Lives Matter organization is, what 

they believe, and how the visitor can help both the organization and cause. When selecting the 

“About” tab, visitors are presented with a dropdown menu where they can then choose to learn 

more about Black Lives Matter (“About Black Lives Matter”), discover what the movement 

organizers and participants believe (“What We Believe”), see how the movement has evolved 

(“6 Years Strong”), understand how the movement originated (“Herstory), and meet the co-

founders of the movement (“Our Co-Founders). The “Programs” tab provides additional tabs as 

well, “Arts+Culture” and “Black Futures Month”. “Activist Shorts” can be accessed from 

selecting “Watch+Listen”. The last tab that displays a dropdown menu when selected is the “Get 

Help” tab. Here, visitors to the website can gain access to the resources such as mental health 

guides and toolkits (“Resources”), view partners and organizations affiliated with the movement 

(“Partners”), and get in contact with organizers of the social movement (“Contact”). At the top of 

the homepage in the righthand corner are social media widgets for Facebook, Twitter, and 

Instagram. Additionally, a search icon signals to visitors that the website is searchable. Given the 

richness of text and content found on this homepage, it appears that the web designers chose this 

layout as a way not only to save space, but to segment the attention of the visitor. The left-hand 

column is exclusively dedicated to information, asking the visitor to enlighten themselves on the 

recent happenings of the movement. The righthand column, on the other hand, demands 

involvement from the visitor by charging them with some form of action. A scrolling banner is 

positioned below the header in the left column. Here is where images of victims and pictures of 

events are displayed. By selecting these images, the visitor will be taken to another part of the 
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website that shares related news stories. Additional news stories and social media feeds are 

found beneath the slideshow in the left column. Adjacent to the left column, visitors of the 

homepage can sign up for updates, donate, help the social movement in their fight against 

disinformation, gain access to quick links, follow the social media pages, and shop for 

paraphernalia. The logo of the movement is centered at the footer of the homepage. Beneath the 

logo are five tabs that once again invite users to further explore the website (“About BLM”, 

“Chapters”, “Contact”, “Donate”, “News”, “Resources”, “Shop”, and “What Matters 2020”). 

Beneath these tabs, visitors of the site can once again find social media widgets, linking to the 

social movement’s Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram accounts.  

Visual Elements 
 

A combination of visual and textual components are displayed on the homepage. While 

only a few images are sprinkled throughout the homepage, the selection and placement of the 

images is strategic. These particular images align with the mission of the social movement and 

grab the attention of the visitors almost immediately upon entering the website. The background 

of the header is an image of protest. The image presents a combination of faces of some 

protestors and the hands of others holding signs. Serving as the main image for the website, this 

image is in grayscale. Although grayed out, the viewer of this image is able to identify genders 

of the protestors and through the visual cues, make assumptions about their race. Deliberate in its 

composition, this image serves to suggests that every visitor to the website is part of the fight for 

freedom, liberation, and justice. 

The next visuals that are seen on the homepage are those found in the slideshow, situated 

in the left-hand column directly under the header. Two flyers and three images are arranged 

throughout the banner, each attached to a different movement-related news story that can be 
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accessed by selecting the designated image. The first visual in the slideshow is a flyer asking 

visitors for their help in the fight against disinformation. Aligning with the theme colors of the 

movement, the text written on the flyer is in white with highlights of yellow throughout. The 

background of the flyer unveils a globe seemingly from a satellite view. The word “news” is 

wrapped around the globe and repeats. The image is also in grayscale and serves as the 

background for the text “help us fight disinformation”. As this is the first visual in the slideshow, 

it could be assumed that ensuring the dissemination of only accurate information surrounding the 

social movement is currently one of the main goals. The second visual to appear in the slideshow 

is also a flyer. This flyer, however, displays four images in total: three of victims and an image 

of protest. Images of Sandra Bland, Tamir Rice, and AJ Weber, all of whom were victims of 

police brutality and who sparked movement protests, are front and center on the flyer. An image 

of a protest serves as the background image to this flyer. Again, the main colors of the social 

movement are present (black, yellow, and white). This flyer invites its viewer to watch the 

oversight hearing on the country’s current policing practices, and to demand accountability of 

police officers who unjustly exert excessive force on black and brown bodies. Hashtags that are 

commonly used on social media following the dialogue of Black Lives Matter are included. 

These include: #blacklivesmatter, #whatmatters2020, #policeoversighthearing. The background 

image in this flyer does not show the faces of protestors. However, it displays people marching 

along the street with protest signs raised. 

The third visual in this slideshow is an image of an adult male and four children (three 

boys and one girl). From the interactions shown in this image, the adult male can be assigned a 

paternal role with the children being assumed as his children. His face is not shown as he looks 

down at the little girl, but he is seen with one arm wrapped around the two older boys, and one 
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hand placed on the head of the younger boy. The younger boy is embracing the small girl as she 

so endearingly lays her head on his chest. Text does not appear in this image, and a graffiti wall 

is the backdrop for this image. While there is no textual commentary on this image, this image is 

attached to the news story of “what matters in 2020”. By opting to not show the face of the father 

in this image, this visual image projects the children to the center, alluding to them as being what 

matters in 2020. This particular image works in a way that culturally projects Black culture to 

dominant groups. The image of the father and children particularly work to make visible the 

realities of Black fatherhood. Given the stereotypes about fathers, Black fathers in particular, this 

image humanizes Black men and pushes the narrative that Black men have children whose lives 

they are actively present in, and that Black men are the protectors of the Black family.  

The fourth visual of this slideshow is an image of protestors. This time, they are not 

grayed out and you can clearly see their faces. While there are many of them, six women of color 

hold a banner that reads “#BLACKLIVESMATTER. This too is attached to the “what matters in 

2020” news story. Many other people are shown in this image but it is the women holding the 

banner who take center stage. These women embody/visually reference the three women who co-

founded the movement by proclaiming that black lives are valuable, that they do in fact matter.  

As the slideshow continuously rolls, an image of two women appears. Neither woman is 

directly engaged with the viewer. They appear to be looking off at something or someone else. 

As a result of their positioning, they are best understood as having an offer gaze, rather than, say, 

a demand gaze. According to Kress and van Leeuwen (2006), an image that takes the form of a 

demand gaze “demands that the viewer enter into some kind of imaginary relation with him or 

her” (p. 118) while an offer gaze “offers the represented participants to the viewer as items of 

information, objects of contemplation, impersonally, as though they were specimens in a display 
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case” (p. 119).  These women offer information to the visitor of the homepage as they are 

activists who participate in their local chapters of Black Lives Matter. This image is linked to the 

“Activist Shorts” section of the website where members of the black lives matter global network 

community share more about their work within the movement. The logo of the movement is 

place in the bottom right hand corner of the image. The women are dressed in a relaxed nature; 

one wearing a t-shirt and cardigan while the other is wearing a white t-shirt with an image of 

rapper Eazy-E on the chest.  

Scrolling down the homepage, viewers see images that are primarily placed in the left- 

hand column, the same column that presents the visitor with information about the movement’s 

efforts. Three news stories are positioned vertically with an image attached to each of these. The 

designer of the website once again uses the same images that were in the slideshow; the two 

flyers and the father and children. The flyer about disinformation is attached to the 

corresponding news story. The flyer urging the visitor of the site to watch, listen, and demand 

accountability is attached to the corresponding news story as well. However, the images used in 

the flyer are different this time. This time, the images are those of victims Michael Brown, Eric 

Garner, and Michelle Shirley. While the victims are different, they are all still/also victims of 

police brutality. It is also interesting to note that in each flyer regarding the police oversight 

hearing, only one woman is represented while there are two men. This is consistent with data on 

police violence showing that while both black men and women experience police brutality, black 

men experience it at a higher rate. Upon reaching the last news story on the website, you see the 

little girl that was in the family image in the slideshow. This time, we only see her, as she is 

hugging her father, his back turned towards us. The child’s eyes gaze directly at the viewer, at 

us, and thus demand that we look at her as she is what matters in 2020. At the same time, the 
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viewer is clear, based on the relationship of the image to the text indicated that it is not just her, 

specifically and singly that matters, but her as a representative of all children, particularly all 

children of color. Quite naturally, this image is attached to the news story about what matters in 

2020. The last images that are seen in the left-hand column of the homepage are not those that 

were a part of the website design. These are images that were uploaded to the social media 

outlets of Black Lives Matter, particularly Twitter, and are thus represented in the social media 

feed. Some of these images include photographs of the late author Toni Morrison, victims 

Michael Brown, Tamir Rice, and Emmitt Till, and rapper LL Cool J. While there are not any 

images located on the right hand column of the homepage, visitors can find the designs of the t-

shirts that are for sale near the bottom of the page. 

Ethos 
 

In Hahn and Gonchar’s (1971) rhetorical methodology for studying social movements, 

they propose a closer examination of ethos, logos, and pathos. By analyzing these classic modes 

of persuasion, scholars can get a sense of the movement’s ideal participant, the premise that 

unites the members, and its emotional appeal. Considering that this analysis only focuses on the 

homepage of Black Lives Matter’s website, the amount of text to analyze is limited. However, 

the text that is found on the homepage provides important insight into the movement’s ideology. 

The use of persuasion is very prevalent in terms of ethos, logos, and pathos. Additionally, as 

scholarship in the area of visual rhetoric indicates, these modes of persuasion are also central to 

the impact of images and photographs such as those described on the website and analyzed 

below. 

In identifying the ethos of a movement, Hahn and Gonchar (1971) posit that scholars 

discover who the movement considers to be an ideal participant. Given that ethos concerns both 
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ethics and credibility, this can be done by researching speakers of the movement and/or the way 

that these speakers are introduced (p. 48). On the homepage, there is no explicit mention of the 

creators of the movement. In order to research these founders, one must select the “our co-

founders” tab which is located under the main “About” tab at the top of the page.  Be that as it 

may, information regarding activists and their local work within the movement can be accessed 

from an image in the slideshow that scrolls at the top of the homepage. Other information that 

alludes to the social movement’s ethical values and credibility can be found under the “About” 

tab as well. This includes the mission statement, philosophy, and values, and its founding. The 

movement positions itself as a leader in the fight to end injustices of Black people by providing 

resources such as healing toolkits. Showcasing the global actions of the movement shines a light 

on how the movement cares for all people of color, and not just those in the United States. 

Lastly, they add credence to their status as a leader in the fight for equality by highlighting the 

partnerships with similar organizations.  

In addition to researching the movement’s speaker, Hahn and Gonchar (1971) suggest 

analyzing “the kinds of antagonists they choose to vilify, for many movements define themselves 

in terms of their opposition” (p. 48) as another way to identify the ideal participant of a 

movement. There are two key messages on the homepage that identify the ideals which Black 

Lives Matter opposes. The first is disinformation regarding the movement. The phrase, “help us 

fight disinformation” is seen repeatedly (three times) throughout the homepage. The first 

encounter that the visitor of the website has with this phrase is in the slideshow. The call to help 

fight disinformation is the first image in a series of other pictures. Upon scrolling down, the fight 

against disinformation is the very first news story found in the news section. The third time that 

this phrase appears is in the middle of the page, next to a “help us” button. The repetition of this 
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phrase solidifies the movement’s strong opposition to the false discourse that circulates around 

the movement. The second point of opposition for the movement is state-sanctioned violence 

(violence imparted and accepted by state, local, and federal governmental agencies and/or 

institutions) towards Black people. There are two instances on the homepage that directly 

mention the end to state-sanctioned violence. Both of these instances seek involvement from the 

visitor by petitioning them to act in some way. The first call to action for the visitor regarding 

state-sanctioned violence is to demand accountability by way of the police oversight hearing. 

This call is shared once in the slideshow and once again in the news story section of the website. 

The second call to action for the visitor regarding state-sanctioned violence appears in the 

“Donate Today” section of the website. In this section, donors are thanked for their support in the 

continued fight against state-sanctioned violence. This rhetoric makes it clear that Black Lives 

Matter is opposed to disinformation and state-sanctioned violence, thus illuminating their ideal 

participant; someone dedicated to accurate information, non-violence, honesty, equality, and 

justice.  

The visual images and text/placement of messages found on the homepage work together 

to reinforce the ethos of the Black Lives Matter social movement. The rhetoric found on this 

page highlight accuracy, non-violence, honesty, equality, and justice-seeking as values of the 

movement’s ideal participant. The visuals found on this page also illustrate these same values. 

Beginning with the header image of the homepage, the value of equality is present. Seeing both 

men and women, old and young, and all of different races (assumed) assembled in protest to 

fight against the police brutality of people of color reflects equality; everyone should have the 

same rights. Not only does this image show a sense of equality, it also shows non-violence and 

unity, different people coming together for one common goal. The flyers that promote the police 
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oversight hearing and urge viewers to demand accountability make visible justice. These flyers 

also serve to promote non-violence in the seeking of justice. When scrolling through the 

slideshow that is on the left-hand side of the homepage towards the top, there is an image of two 

activists. Their image connects with the value of accurate information as their image is situated 

with the “Activist Shorts” news story, a news story that highlights the work that these activists 

do in their community. By having them tell their own stories, there is little room for 

disinformation, something that the movement is fighting hard to eradicate. Lastly, the images of 

children reinforce the value of honesty. Children possess a sweet innocence. They are also 

known to be brutally honest. The image that fixates on the big, bright eyes of the little girl 

holding onto her father makes one think of pureness, innocence, and honesty. Her gaze, demand, 

visually takes on a form of address by directly acknowledging the viewer of the image and 

addressing them as ‘you’ (Kress and van Leeuwen, 2006). In this way, she is demanding a 

relationship with the viewer, visually asking them to help her by participating in the movement 

because as a child, she matters, and she cannot save herself. 

Pathos 

Pathos is the mode of persuasion that seeks to appeal to the emotions of others. Some 

examples of pathos include personal connections, testimonials, and/or figurative language that 

provoke an emotional response from the reader. Hahn and Gonchar (1971) assert that when 

analyzing pathos, a scholar of social movements will be able to “discover which emotions the 

movement appeals to, which it ignores, and the target audience of the emotional appeals” (p. 50). 

Furthermore, they note that the emotions that the movement seek to appeal to could be 

determined by the belief systems of the movement (p. 50). There are several instances on the 

homepage of the Black Lives Matter website where pathos may be clearly identified. 
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Once the homepage of the website loads, the logo of the social movement catches your 

attention. This is not only because of the juxtaposition of the white and black backgrounds on the 

page, but because of the logo itself. The logo is the name of the movement, Black Lives Matter. 

These three words together can appeal to the emotions of its readers both positively and 

negatively. Chances are, viewers of the Black Lives Matter website are supporters of the 

movement who seek information about the movement, wish to stay up to date with the latest 

news and events, want to donate or purchase paraphernalia, or are interested in joining their local 

chapter. For these viewers, the words Black Lives Matter could evoke a positive emotional 

appeal. Supporters of the movement may feel a sense of solidarity or pride in being Black. These 

same words could also evoke a negative appeal in the same group of viewers. Emotions such as 

anger, fear, and sadness could also arise. Supporters of the movement who view these words 

could be angry or sad that there is a need for this proclamation in the first place, and/or fearful of 

their Black lives. While there is a high probability that the viewers of this website are supporters 

of the movement, there is also a chance that some are not. These viewers could be actively 

opposed to the movement. For these viewers, the words Black Lives Matter could result in a 

negative emotion. Emotions such as repugnance and exclusion may appear. Viewers of this 

website who are not supporters of the movement may feel intense disgust when reading these 

words because they may feel that these words are divisive. Additionally, viewers who are not 

supporters of the movement may not be supporters due to the fact that they feel excluded from 

the movement if they do not identify themselves as Black. 

The phrases “help us”, “take action”, and “demand change” are the next instances of 

pathos that are displayed on the homepage in an effort to persuade viewers. Help us is seen in the 

first image on the slideshow that appears in the top left column of the homepage. Take action is 
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the header of the first section in the right-hand column. Under this section, viewers can find other 

verbs such as donate, join, and help. Demand accountability is written on the second image seen 

in the slideshow. Help, take, demand, join, and donate are all verbs that may appeal positively to 

the viewers of this homepage. Viewers may feel needed, as if they personally are an integral part 

of helping this movement succeed, appreciated for their involvement with the movement, 

motivated and empowered to participate on multiple levels, and hopeful that their actions in 

addition to the actions of the movement will one day end the state-sanctioned violence that Black 

people are subjected to. 

Similar to ethos, the visual images work with the text/placement of messages to reinforce 

and strengthen the emotional appeals found on the homepage of this website. The images of the 

victims whose faces appear on the flyer promoting the viewing of the police oversight hearing 

and demanding accountability for their actions could elicit emotions such as anger, fear, and 

sadness. Anger could be felt from two different groups of people. The first group of people who 

could experience the feeling of anger could be supporters of the movement. These supporters 

would include, but are not limited to, families of the victims, participants and allies of the 

movement, and people of color. This feeling of anger could arise from the actual killings of the 

victims shown, or from the lack of justice served to these victims. The second group of people 

who could experience anger from viewing this flyer could be opposers of the movement, those 

people who identify with the counter-movement Blue Lives Matter. This group of people could 

become angry from viewing this flyer due to the demand of punishing the police officers who 

contributed to the killings of the victims shown. People of color who visit this homepage and see 

these images could experience fear, fear that they too could be victims of state-sanctioned 

violence. If not a fear for themselves, they could experience fear for their loved ones or other 
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people of color. This same fear and sadness could be experienced when viewing the image of the 

children with their father, Black children with their Black father. Lastly, sadness could be 

experienced from viewers of this flyer as they remember not only the victims shown on the flyer, 

but many others who have succumbed to the same fate. When viewing the image of women 

standing on the front lines of the march during a protest, some viewers may experience a feeling 

of pride, pride in the sense that they were all Black women taking a stance. Similarly, the header 

image that shows a variety of people engaged in protest may help in creating a sense of joy in 

viewers of the homepage. This joy could possibly come from witnessing different genders, age 

groups, and races working together to fight injustice.  

Logos 

As the third mode of persuasion, logos seeks to appeal to the cognition of the readers by 

using logic, rationale, and critical reasoning to persuade. Some examples of logos include the use 

of facts, statistics, logical reasons, explanations, and appeals to the reader’s mind. Hahn and 

Gonchar (1971) suggest exploring all arguments that the movement employs. Thus, they note 

that “the underlying premises of any social movement provide the world-view which unites the 

members” (p. 49). Throughout the homepage, there are several occurrences that seek to appeal to 

the reader’s cognition. Again, the logo and name of the movement itself, Black Lives Matter, is 

the main premise that unites its members. Although the mission statement of the social 

movement is not explicitly found on the homepage (it can be found by accessing the “What We 

Believe” tab under the main “About” tab), language such as “join the fight for freedom, 

liberation, and justice”, and “end white supremacy forever” provide insight into the views of the 

movement. Other language found on the homepage such as “central target” provides rationale for 

why the movement is requesting the help of its members in the fight against disinformation. 
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Lastly, words such as “demand accountability” regarding police brutality highlight the reasoning 

behind the movement’s creation. Facts and statistics are not found on the homepage of this 

website. However, they may appear throughout the website. 

There is one prominent image on the homepage that reinforces the logical appeal of the 

Black Lives Matter movement. In addition to the text/placement of messages, this visual image 

helps to explore the arguments that the movement employ. The main image that reinforces the 

logic behind this movement is the flyer referencing the police oversight hearing. This image is 

important in that it shows photographs of multiple victims of state-sanctioned violence. Although 

this flyer appears twice on the homepage, each occurrence of this flyer features images of 

different victims. By displaying multiple people who have actually been killed by members of 

law enforcement, the designers of this website are providing justification as to why the 

movement was first created.  

Evaluation and Interpretation 

Given this analysis of the Black Lives Matter’s homepage, it is evident that their 

identification is articulated in and through their website. The usage of the social movement’s 

primary colors create a brand identity that is clear and easily translated across their 

communication channels. This is shown through the social media feeds that are displayed at the 

bottom of the homepage. Displaying images of protests as well as victims of police brutality 

serve to address the exigence of the social movement by implicitly declaring its mission. The text 

that corresponds with these images use ethos, pathos, and logos to explicitly state the mission 

and values of the movement, and to draw participants in. Additionally, the homepage of this 

website does a great job in vilifying those that in some fashion created the exigence – police 

brutality – that in turn led to the creation of this social movement. In doing so, the homepage of 
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the website almost immediately presents an us vs. them, for or against, ideology. This ideology 

helps to build identification with the visitors of the website.  

Both the images and text that seek financial support, demand change, and solicit help 

fighting disinformation serve as calls to action for the visitors of the site. In addition to charging 

visitors with the tasks of getting involved with the movement via several capacities, the social 

movement gives back to its visitors by offering up resources. These resources work to connect 

visitors of the website to the social movement. Furthermore, these resources suggest that the 

social movement understands what the visitor is experiencing, as if they too are (or have) 

experienced similar situations and circumstances. Consequently, these resources require a level 

of interactivity from the visitor: actually navigating beyond the homepage and downloading the 

sought after material. The images of victims and text calling for the accountability of their 

murders provide an unspoken connection between the visitors of the website and the social 

movement seemingly suggesting that an injustice to one is an injustice to all.   

Official organization websites are typically used for the purposes of disseminating 

important organizational information to stakeholders. Moreover, social movement websites serve  

an additional purpose, the purpose of recruiting participants. The Black Lives Matter website 

does a great job in both disseminating important information as well as using identification to 

recruit participants. In particular, the homepage of this website articulates the mission, 

participants, and origin of the movement. This is productive in that it aides in the advancement of 

the movement and its efforts by making visible those doing the work, and articulating why the 

work is being done. However, there are additional elements that are currently not featured on the 

homepage of this website. Adding these elements to the homepage could potentially make it 

even more productive.  
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Specifically, the who or who else is doing the work is a key component missing from the 

homepage. While Black Lives Matter is a movement fighting for freedom, justice, and liberation 

for all Black people, Black people are not the only ones in this fight. The image that serves as the 

header image for the homepage does appear to show different races. However, these races are 

ambiguous due to the composition of the image. It is grayed out and obscure in nature. At first 

glance, visitors of the website may not recognize the faces that appear in the image. It isn’t until 

you look for the faces that you actually see them. Partnerships of the movement could be found 

by selecting other tabs on the main menu however, this information is not presented on the 

homepage. Information regarding allies, sponsors, or how to become a partner of the movement 

are all missing. Although all are welcomed to join this fight, the strategic choice to only feature 

Black people on the homepage could turn others away. This has the potential to create cultural 

polarization as it inadvertently excludes others from being a part of the movement on the 

homepage. Nevertheless, people of other races could be featured throughout the website. 

Secondly, the work that is being done takes a backseat to why said work is actually 

needed. Fighting disinformation appears to be at the top of the agenda for Black Lives Matter as 

it is mentioned several times throughout the homepage. The developers of the website include 

the visitors in this effort by asking them to help share their knowledge about the disinformation 

that is circulating surrounding the movement. This text is the only actionable one displayed on 

the homepage. Images that show protest do show activists in action however, these images are 

not connected to text that confirms current actions taken on behalf of the movement. Besides the 

images of previous protests and the fight for disinformation, the homepage of this website does 

not provide any indication of current actions that the movement is taking in the fight for justice, 

freedom, and liberation for all Black people. 
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The how the work is being done is the third element missing from the homepage and 

should very well be present. The homepage does a great job of asking visitors to support the 

movement by taking action and donating to the cause. The homepage fails, however, to show 

how these actions will actually help the movement. Sharing with visitors of the website as well 

as supporters how their funds and efforts are being used to advance the movement has the 

potential to increase donorship. In addition to transparency of donations, the homepage does not 

explicitly share its plans on how to end state-sanctioned violence and White supremacy forever. 

The movement’s claim to end state-sanctioned violence is politically charged. While this is a 

widely known goal of the movement, the homepage does not direct the visitor to any grassroots 

efforts such as signing petitions nor does it share any information about partnerships with state or 

local government agencies. Although the homepage does mention demanding accountability, it 

does not explicitly outline what this would look like for a movement participant. 

The last element missing from the homepage of the website that could potentially 

advance the movement is updates. Currently, the most recent updates made on the homepage 

date back to three months. This includes the updates made to the news stories and the social 

media feeds. In doing a quick search, all of the social media accounts have more recent 

information than what is displayed on the homepage of the website. This could deter future 

participants or supporters of the movement from joining if they view it as inactive.  

Summary of BLM’s website homepage 

The homepage of the BLM website provides multiple aspects of the social movement and 

presents insight into their overall strategies. The visual structure and organization of the 

homepage can also serve as an indicator of how these social movements view their identities. 

Hahn and Gonchar (1971) suggest that the study of social movements should unveil their ethos, 
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logos, pathos, and style. By analyzing these rhetorical strategies, one will discover the ideal 

participant of the movement, understand the main premise and emotional appeals of the 

movement, and understand the movement’s attitude. The BLM homepage proves to be inviting 

and easy to navigate with the primary movement colors intertwined throughout the page. 

Separated into two columns, the homepage is very interactive in that it provides the visitor with 

many ways to get involved with the movement although it omits the work that is currently being 

done, who is doing the work, how the work is being done, and current updates regarding the 

movement. A combination of text and visual elements are displayed throughout the entirety of 

the homepage. Information that provides insight into the mission, philosophy, and values of the 

social movement (ethos) is available under the “About” tab on the homepage. Additionally, the 

homepage identifies how the movement defines themselves as opposed to their opposers. The 

logo, name of the movement, and verbs used throughout the homepage such as help, take, and 

demand all help to create an emotional appeal with the visitor of the website (pathos). Lastly, the 

logo of the movement, and language found throughout the homepage, such as “join the fight for 

freedom, liberation, and justice” and “end white supremacy forever” help define the premise of 

the movement (logos). Next, I examine the website of another contemporary social movement, 

March For Our Lives.  

March For Our Lives 

Overview 

The March For Our Lives official website (www.marchforourlives.com) was created on 

February 17, 2018—just three days after the mass shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High 

School in Parkland, Florida. While the hashtags used on social media regarding the mass 

shootings and lack of gun control in America helped to connect conversations around the world 
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and make March For Our Lives a topic of discussion, the official website helped to articulate 

March For Our Lives as a social movement. On this website, the visitor can find information on 

the movement’s peace plan, register to vote, join a local chapter, and purchase movement 

paraphernalia. This analysis begins with a consideration of color and composition, an 

examination of the visual elements and concludes with interpreting these elements in relation to 

ethos, pathos, logos and style. 

Color & Composition 

The March For Our Lives’ website is draped in its primary colors (white, blue, and 

black), and is very direct in its call to action. In a fight to end gun violence in America, MFOL 

immediately invites visitors of the website to join the movement. Visitors are greeted with a 

popup form that reads “Join the Movement”. Similar to a signup sheet, visitors are asked for their 

first and last names, both of which are optional, email address, postal code, and mobile phone 

number which is also optional. Visitors can also choose the option to be updated via SMS 

messages, email, or both. A button that reads “Enough!” is situated below the form, signaling 

those who have had enough with the gun violence and the lack of gun control in America to join 

the movement. Of course, this form is optional and those not interested in joining the movement 

can bypass this popup by clicking the ‘X’ located in the right-hand corner of the form. 

Nevertheless, this form serves as an effective entrance strategy for the movement. After 

engaging with the form in some fashion (joining the movement or exiting out of the popup 

form), the visitor then enters the homepage of the website. 

Once entering the homepage, visitors of the website see the words “we want change” 

bolded in white and in all caps. These words are placed in the left-hand corner of a banner that 

plays a series of video clips in a slideshow fashion (these clips will be discussed in the next 
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section). This slideshow takes up most of the page. Similar to the “we want change” verbiage 

that is placed on the left-hand side of the slideshow, another “join the movement” form is located 

on the righthand side. Directly above the slideshow is where visitors of the homepage will find 

the logo of the movement. The main tabs that lead to the rest of the website and action buttons 

that invite the visitor to register to vote and donate now are located on the header of the page. 

The logo of the movement declares the name of the movement, March For Our Lives, and is 

centered at the top of the page. As the words are stacked upon one another, the words “march” 

and “lives” are written in the color blue while the words “for” and “our” are written in black. A 

black graphic that features four people holding hands follows the word “lives”. Consistent with 

the movement’s branding, blue, black, and white are the primary colors seen throughout the 

homepage. While only one shade of blue (dark blue) is used in the logo, two shades of blue (dark 

and light blue) are used throughout the homepage. Orange is also used on the homepage but 

comes secondary to the other colors. In Western cultures, dark blue often symbolizes knowledge, 

power, and seriousness, a lighter shade of blue is often referred to as being the color of peace, 

unity, and trust, white also symbolizes peace in addition to purity, innocence, and youth, black is 

often used as a color of mourning, death, fear, and evil, while orange demands attention and 

symbolizes warmth, energy, enthusiasm (Incredible Art Department [IAD], n.d.).  

To create a modern appeal to the website, the designers decided to use both Serif and 

Sans-serif fonts throughout the homepage. This decision creates a page that is not only appealing 

and emphasized, but allows the text to be readable on any screen. The use of both font styles 

makes the homepage one that is direct, clean, and minimal. The headings of each section on the 

homepage use a bolded Sans-serif font. The text that is found in the body of the homepage 

appears to be written in Serif and Sans-Serif fonts, both of which are non-bolded. Additionally, 
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the color of the text changes depending on the background in which it is written on. For example, 

white text is used on a blue background whereas black text is used on a white background.  

Visitors to the homepage can find videoclips from events, social media widgets and 

feeds, and several calls to action. The layout of the website resembles that of a photoblog in that 

all sections are horizontal and requires the visitor to continuously scroll down the page to access 

each section. The text on the homepage is very minimal. There are four main tabs at the top of 

the homepage. “Peace Plan”, “Take Action”, “Info”, and “Merch” are found on the left-hand 

side. There are no additional tabs found under the “Peace Plan” tab however, there are a variety 

of selections under the “Take Action” tab. With eight options under this tab, the visitor can 

choose to join a chapter, start a chapter, share their story, register to vote, help others register to 

vote, close loopholes, view price tags, and become familiar with the mayors who have pledged to 

register new voters in their areas. The logo for the movement is placed in the center while a 

“Register to Vote” button appears in dark blue on the righthand side of the homepage. Right next 

to this button is the “Donate Now” button featured in a lighter shade of blue. Underneath the 

“Info” tab, visitors have the opportunity of choosing from ten selections. These selections 

include: the movement’s mission and story, its leadership, a letter to the NY Attorney General, 

generation lockdown, mental health resources, the most vicious cycle, press, partners and 

supporters of the movement, media inquiries, as well as the option to contact the movement. The 

video slideshow is the main attraction of the website and includes several points of interaction. 

As previously mentioned, these points of interaction include inviting the visitor to join the 

movement, and directing them to the official social media pages of the movement. These social 

media widgets are aligned vertically with the hashtag #marchforourlives appearing horizontally 
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in a smaller font on the far left-hand side of the slideshow. To view a YouTube video regarding 

this particular topic, visitors can press the blue play button that is featured on the slideshow.  

Once the visitor of the website begins to scroll down the homepage, they are presented 

with more points of interaction. Immediately after the slideshow of video clips, there is a “Find a 

Chapter” box that requires a zip code in order to complete the search for a local chapter. Next, 

visitors are asked to support the peace plan. Given that “Peace Plan” is the first tab placed in the 

header of the homepage and then appears again in the body of the homepage indicates that it is 

currently a main focus of the social movement. Once again, visitors are encouraged to register to 

vote once they scroll pass the peace plan. Without much text, “Generation Lockdown” appears 

next on the homepage with a blue play button placed next to it. This suggests that more 

information regarding this topic can be found in a YouTube video that is linked to the website. 

After this section of the website, visitors find an image of protest connected to the dollar amount 

of $1.05 (which represents the price of students living in Florida, discussed in a later section). 

Here is where the color of the website changes from blue to orange. In this section, visitors of the 

homepage will find the movement’s Twitter feed. The last section of the homepage features 

another video slideshow with the heading “End Gun Violence.” in all caps. This text is bolded 

and is written in white with the period at the end written in blue. Adjacent to this heading is the 

same “Join the Movement” box that appears before entering the website. At the bottom of the 

homepage, five tabs are bolded and aligned to the right of the page (“Home”, “Peace Plan”, 

“Take Action”, “Info”, and “Merch”). Under these tabs, four more tabs appear in a smaller, non-

bolded font (“Contact Us”, “Privacy”, “Terms of Use” and “Disclosures”). Beside these tabs lie 

the social media widgets for the movement’s Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube pages. 

Lastly, the movement’s copyright symbol appears at the very bottom of the homepage in a small 
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font. One unique feature of this homepage is that the header scrolls with the page; visitors of the 

website always have access to the most prominent tabs featured at the top of the page.   

As a screen-responsive website, visitors can view the homepage on mobile devices such 

as a phone or a tablet in addition to on a laptop or desktop computer. The homepage appears 

visually the same when viewed on an iPad, as when it is viewed on a full computer screen. 

However, viewing the homepage from a mobile phone is quite different. The header of the 

homepage is different. The logo is left aligned while no other tabs are featured across the top. 

Instead, a menu icon is located on the far right side of the header. Also missing from the header 

of the homepage are the action buttons reading “Register to Vote” and “Donate Now”. Although 

not at the top of the screen, these buttons can now be found at the bottom left and right of the 

screen, respectively. This is where the prominent tabs are found. When scrolling down, another 

notable difference is the absence of the video slideshow. Nonetheless, a play button to redirect 

visitors to a YouTube video is still present. Instead of having to either complete the popup form 

that invites visitors to join the movement or exit out of the form completely, mobile phone users 

can scroll pass the form to gain access to the homepage. The last notable difference when 

viewing the homepage from a mobile device, such as an iPhone, is the absent of the video 

slideshow featured at the bottom of the page. A solid black background replaces both video 

slideshows in this instance. The video slideshows on the full website open in a separate window 

whereas they would require the visitor completely exiting the website on a mobile device. 

Therefore, the decision to remove these from the mobile website is a good decision in an effort to 

conserve visitors. 
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Visual Elements 

While text is very limited on the homepage of this website, video clips and pictures 

occupy the majority of the space. Upon entering the homepage, after interacting with the popup 

form, the visitor begins to see imagery. A still image is displayed first before the video slideshow 

begins. After the slideshow, there is an image attached to the movement’s peace plan. The next 

image seen on the homepage is attached to the tagline “Demand Change”. “Generation 

Lockdown” introduces the next image. An image that reads “Never Again” follows. To conclude 

the imagery seen on the homepage, another video slideshow is at the bottom of the page. This 

makes a total of five still images and two slideshows with moving images (video clips). 

As mentioned, the first visual to be seen on the homepage of the website is a still image. 

This image serves as the precursor to the other visuals presented in the first slideshow (discussed 

at the end of this section). An image of protest, this visual shows people in the street holding up 

signs. The focus of this image is of a participant whose back is facing the camera. She is holding 

a yellow sign. When zooming in, it is apparent that the sign reads “NRA, Go Away”. This 

participant along with many others are shown to be walking away from the photographer. Only 

one participant’s face is shown in this image as she is pictured walking in the opposite direction 

of the others (towards the photographer). She too holds a sign though its message is unreadable. 

Although only viewed from behind, the participants pictured are very diverse in gender, age, and 

race. 

The Peace Plan for a Safer America is one of the movement’s main initiatives, evident by 

it appearing multiple times throughout the homepage (the first tab on the header, in a section 

throughout the body of the homepage, and again as a tab on the footer). A still image is featured 

in the section of the homepage that discusses this plan. Positioned on the righthand side of the 



  97 

 

homepage, a still image features five participants. The faces of only three participants are visible 

with only the top of another’s face showing, and the back of another’s head. In this image, it 

appears that the participants are at a rally or march, indicative of the signs that read “THE 

YOUNG PEOPLE WILL WIN”. As the sign reads, the participants featured in this image appear 

to be young. The sign is blue and the writing is white. Consistent with the logo, a graphic of four 

people holding hands follows the writing on the sign. The participants all wear a maroon t-shirt 

that reads “VOTE FOR OUR LIVES” which is written in yellow. Inside the letter ‘O’ of vote, 

there is a graphic showing a figure voting. One participant appears to be engaged in a chant as 

his mouth is open in the action of forming words. Another wears sunglasses as she looks on. One 

female participant in particular is the main focus of this image. As she looks past the camera, the 

viewer is able to read her shirt and sign. Her offer gaze (as previously referenced), as opposed to 

a demanding gaze, provides the visitor of the homepage with information. Her mouth is also ajar, 

though it is hard to tell if she is smiling are also engaged in a chant. Behind her are white and 

light blue balloons with an American flag balloon in the center. 

“Demand Change”, another tagline for MFOL, has its own section on the homepage. 

Coming just after the Peace Plan section of the homepage, another image appears on the left-

hand side of the section. In this still image, seven participants are featured however, the faces of 

only six are seen. In this visual, participants are holding up signs that read “ROAD TO 

CHANGE TEXT CHANGE TO 97779”. Referring to the movement’s initiative to register to 

vote, the signs are white with the words ‘road to’ in red, ‘change’ in light blue, and the rest of the 

text in black. Two black horizontal lines appear at the top of the signs, with the movement’s 

symbol (four figures holding hands) in the center. All of the participants appear to be engaged in 

some form of protest as some hold signs, one holds a megaphone, and another holds a large 
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photograph of someone. Diverse in race and gender, the woman holding the photograph is 

centered. She is the only one in the image making direct eye contact with the camera. The 

expression on her face, as well as her demand gaze, show sadness and anguish. It becomes 

apparent to the viewer of this image that the person featured in the photograph she is holding is 

someone of personal acquaintance to her, lost to gun violence. Two of the participants wear 

shirts (one black and the other white) featuring the American flag. The MFOL symbol is 

centered at the bottom of the flag. On the black t-shirt, the symbol is white while on the white t-

shirt, the symbol is black. 

Probably the most compelling still image on the homepage, the “Generation Lockdown” 

section follows immediately after the “Demand Change” section. Instead of being left or right 

aligned, this image spreads across the page. An image of a school-aged girl stares hopelessly into 

the camera as she holds a sign that reads “How to survive a mass shooting”, the only text found 

in this section. She’s wearing a white long-sleeved shirt with blue jean overalls as she stands in 

front of a room. It’s hard to tell if the room is a classroom due to its composition. The 

background of the image is somewhat blurred, making the girl and her sign the main focus of this 

visual. With her left hand on her hip, she stares intently at the viewer, demanding attention. A 

play button is attached to this image which directs visitors of the homepage to YouTube videos 

pertaining to this particular topic.  

The last still image featured on the homepage is yet another image of protest. Attached to 

the section that simply reads “$1.05”, this image is similar to the previous image in that it 

spreads across the page. This section is where the color orange appears on the homepage. It is 

seen not only throughout this section of the homepage, but the image in this section as well. The 

choice to use a different color in this section, particularly a color as bright as orange, serves to 
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bring attention to the topic. There are many participants in this visual, six of whom are seen 

wearing a movement related t-shirt. Raglan in style, the t-shirt features bright orange sleeves and 

a white body. The text on the shirt is written in black and reads “Never Again”. Underneath this 

phrase are the words “March For Our Lives” written in white on a black background, positioned 

beside figures of people protesting also in white on a black background. Finally, the words 

“Counselors NOT Cops” are written in black underneath the rest of the text. The main actor in 

this image is a woman seen raiding her right fist as she marches and engages in a chant. She 

looks directly into the camera while all other participants are looking elsewhere. Walking down 

the streets of the nation’s capital, Washington D.C., protestors are seen raising signs that read in 

part, “policy change”, “no more, end gun violence”, and “if I die in a mass shooting, drop my 

body on the steps of congress”.  

As previously mentioned in the section on color and composition, there are two video 

slideshows featured on the homepage of MFOL’s official website. One of the slideshows is just 

under the header of the homepage while the other is just above the footer. The video clips used in 

both of these slideshows are similar in their content and length. For this purpose, I will analyze 

both slideshows together. The first slideshow features 18 short video clips. Additionally, the 

second slideshow features 19. When timed, all of the videos fall just under three seconds. The 

placement and timing of these videos are very intentional. Each video is a clip of movement 

participants in action, they are the forefront. In the first slideshow, visitors of the homepage gain 

a sense of what the movement is about, even if they were otherwise unfamiliar. Videos of the 

2018 March For Our Lives rally in Washington D.C. are played first, followed by moments of 

action. These moments include participants chanting “vote them out”, clips from the Road to 

Change voter registration bus tour, and clips of rooms packed with young people brainstorming 
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and taking notes on how to end gun violence. Additionally, presidential candidates Elizabeth 

Warren and Andrew Yang are seen in a clip from the 2020 Gun Safety forum hosted by MFOL. 

The second video slideshow is almost identical to the first one. In these 19 clips, the 

movement participants and their efforts are once again the primary focus. Under three seconds 

each, these clips show activists marching in front of the Capital Building, posing for pictures in 

front of a movement related backdrop, and holding up signs. If you look closely at one of the 

clips, creators of the movement can be seen on stage chanting “We want change”. Creators of the 

movement are also seen speaking to other young activists. In one clip, a movement participant is 

seen addressing a large crowd. One of the movement’s taglines, “When we vote, we win”, is 

seen on a huge poster. In the last of the clips in this slideshow, the Gun Safety Forum 2020 is 

again featured. As a forum organized in part by MFOL, presidential candidates are seen 

addressing the audience with their policies on gun safety and control. Presidential hopefuls Julian 

Castro, Kamala Harris, and Pete Buttigieg are all featured here. 

Ethos 

Following Hahn and Gonchar’s (1971) method for analyzing social movements, I first 

turn to ethos, which concerns both ethics and credibility. As noted earlier in the chapter, Hahn 

and Gonchar (1971) suggest that analyzing the ethos of a social movement help to identify the 

ideal movement participant they wish to attract. For that reason, they contributed two ways to 

analyze the ethos of a social movement; researching speakers of the movement and analyzing 

their opponents. Considering that this analysis only focuses on the homepage of the March For 

Our Lives’ website, the amount of text to analyze is limited. However, coupled with the visual 

elements, this homepage offers important insight into the ideal movement participant of MFOL. 
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On the homepage, there is not an explicit mention of the creators of the movement. To 

research the creators, visitors of the homepage will have to locate the “Leadership” tab which is 

found under the “Info” tab. Although this information is not explicitly written on the homepage, 

the visuals offer some awareness. Some of the movement’s creators are featured in the video 

clips that constantly play in the slideshow. Of course, this requires the visitor of the homepage to 

have a previous introduction to the creators in order to recognize them in pictures and video 

clips. Other information about the movement that lends itself to the ethical values and credibility 

of the movement (such as mission statements, and resources) can also be found under the “Info” 

tab located at the top of the page. Known for their young leaders, MFOL positions itself as a 

credible movement through its partnerships and actions on behalf of the cause. Under the “Take 

Action” tab, there is another tab specifically dedicated to the mayors who have pledged to help 

register young people in their local communities to vote (“Mayors For Our Lives’). Similarly, 

there is also a tab under “Info” that takes visitors to another page highlighting the many other 

partnerships and supporters of the movement. The Peace Plan that the movement created is 

another display of the movement’s ethics and credibility. In this section, it is noted that the plan 

was created by survivors of gun violence. In conjunction with Giffords, a nonprofit organization 

whose mission is to end America’s gun violence crisis, MFOL hosted the 2020 Gun Safety 

Forum. While this is also not written explicitly on the homepage, it is evident from viewing the 

video clips in both slideshows. As mentioned before, several presidential candidates participated 

in the forum. Often viewed as authority figures and credible sources, the featured politicians on 

the homepage add to the credibility of the movement. Lastly, the actions seen in these video clips 

help visitors of the homepage deem the movement credible. Actions such as marching in protest, 
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hosting forums, and road tripping around the country to register young people to vote proves that 

MFOL is actively working to achieve their goals.  

In their fight to end gun violence in America, MFOL calls out the NRA and other entities, 

such as politicians, who do not share the same views on stronger gun control policies. On the 

homepage, visitors can read the letter that the movement wrote to the New York Attorney 

General regarding the NRA by selecting the “Letter to NYAG” under the “Info” tab. Visitors can 

also select the “Price Tags” tab under the “Take Action” tab. The price tags are also connected to 

the “$1.05” section of the homepage in which the movement calculates the price of students in 

given states based on how much money their politicians accepted from the NRA. In this way, 

MFOL berates the NRA and politicians who support them. Another way that the movement 

vilifies the politicians tied to the NRA is by displaying a video clip in the slideshow that depicts 

activists chanting “vote them out”. By vilifying their opponents and solidifying their ethical 

values and credibility, MFOL makes it clear that their ideal movement participant is someone 

who supports stronger gun policies that will help end gun violence in America, who is willing to 

actually work on behalf of the movement, and who exercises their right to vote. 

Pathos 

Using persuasion as an appeal to the emotions of others, examples of pathos often 

includes personal anecdotes, testimonials, and figurative language that stirs of emotion in the 

readers. As noted earlier, analyzing the pathos of a movement helps scholars discover the 

emotional appeals used and ignored by the movement, as well as the target audience they wish to 

appeal to through their efforts. Additionally, they declare that the unveiling of a movement’s 

emotional appeals may help in determining their beliefs. March For Our Lives, a movement born 

out of emotion (fear, anger, sadness) presents several instances of emotional appeal on the 
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homepage of their website. Both the written and visual components used on the homepage aide 

in appealing to the emotions of visitors to the website. 

As previously mentioned, the amount of text featured on this homepage is limited. 

However, the text that is found could possibly appeal to the emotions of its readers. The words 

‘march for our lives’ are an example of this. Serving as both the name of the movement and the 

words found in the logo of the movement, these words could create both positive and negative 

emotional responses in the visitors of the website. Determined to end the gun violence crisis in 

America, visitors of the homepage could become motivated by these words. If visitors are 

mourning the loss of loved ones, these four words could resonate with them negatively by 

stirring up sadness, fear, and anger. For those visitors who may not have lost someone to gun 

violence, considering the basis for the movement’s creation could resonate with them negatively 

as well. 

Action phrases are very prominent throughout the homepage. When viewing the drop 

down items under the main tabs and scrolling through the homepage, visitors will find phrases 

such as “join a chapter”, “start a chapter”, “share your story”, “stop the NRA”, “demand 

change”, “register to vote”, “help register new voters”, “end gun violence”, “donate”, and “take 

action”. All of these phrases are a part of the movement’s effort to persuade visitors to join the 

movement. By seeing these phrases repeated throughout the homepage, visitors may feel 

positively in that their efforts could contribute to the fight against gun violence and potentially 

end mass shootings. Additionally, the pronouns used throughout the homepage, such as our and 

we, could also evoke an emotional response from visitors. When reading the words ‘our’ and 

‘we’, viewers may be fearful that too could be impacted by gun violence. On the other hand, 

reading the words ‘our’ and ‘we’ could also make visitors feel a sense of inclusion; they too can 
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help end gun violence in America regardless of age, race, or gender. Lastly, the adjectives bold 

and comprehensive are used in the Peace Plan section of the homepage to describe the policy 

developed by the movement. These words may elicit feelings of hope in visitors, hope that this 

plan could be the policy needed for safer gun practices. Additionally, this section notes that the 

policy was “created by survivors so that you don’t have to be one”. Reading these words could 

impact visitors both positively and negatively. Visitors could be grateful and appreciative of the 

efforts that these survivors put into the creation of this plan, to ensure that others don’t become 

victims. Consequently, visitors reading these words could also be saddened or angered that these 

survivors had to encounter gun violence in the first place. 

There are several visual elements featured on the homepage of this website that are sure 

to create an emotional appeal within its viewers. In both the video clips and still images 

displayed on the homepage, protestors are seen holding photographs of people. It is assumed that 

the people featured in these photographs are those who lost due to gun violence. The look on the 

faces of the protestors who hold these photographs are those of anguish, hurt, and sadness. 

Visitors viewing these images could also feel these emotions. A majority of the visuals posted to 

MFOL’s homepage highlight the diversity of the movement participants. The diversity, mostly of 

race/ethnicity and gender, has the potential to create a sense of inclusion. This could in turn make 

visitors of the homepage feel as though gun violence affects everyone, potentially leading them 

to want to get involved.  

The last visual featured on this homepage that really uses an emotional appeal to 

persuade the visitors of the homepage is the image that is attached to the “Generation 

Lockdown” section of the page. Her eyes, bright, wide, and filled with sadness, speak to the 

viewer. She demands the viewer’s attention. As she holds a sign that reads “How to survive a 
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mass shooting”, it’s not hard to recognize that this generation is the one being referenced. Given 

the mission of this movement, visitors of the website are likely to be parents, politicians, young 

activists, and/or other nonprofit organizations with similar missions. Either of these visitors 

could be persuaded positively and/or negatively. Fear, anger, and sadness may be the emotions 

parents and young activists experience; fear that it could be their child or them, anger that mass 

shootings are still happening in America, or sadness for the parents who lost a child in a mass 

shooting. Similarly, parents, politicians, young activists, and other nonprofit organizations with 

similar missions could feel a sense of determination in preventing this from happening ever 

again.  

Logos 

Seeking to appeal to the cognition of readers, logos uses logic, rationale, and critical 

reasoning as a means of persuasion. Facts, statistics, logical reasons, and explanations are often 

used in this appeal. Hahn and Gonchar (1971) posit that the view uniting members of a social 

movement is its premise. Accordingly, they suggest that scholars studying social movements 

should explore all of their arguments. Appealing to the mind of its visitors is a strong point for 

MFOL as made evident by the several instances of logos throughout the homepage of their 

website. The name of the movement itself, March For Our Lives, which also serves as the logo, 

is one of the main premises that unites its members. When reading these four words together, it 

implies the necessity of joining or contributing to the movement, lives are depending on it. Given 

that there is not much text on the homepage, the mission statement and background of how the 

movement came to be, another premise that unites its members, is found under the “Info” tab at 

the header of the page. Statements found on the homepage such as “a safer America” and “end 

gun violence” clearly identify the views of the movement.  
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Other instances of logos are found in the sections of the homepage that specifically refer 

to the movement created Peace Plan and the “Price Tags”. In the section discussing the Peace 

Plan, there is a statement about gun violence, declaring that gun violence in America” claims 

nearly 40,000 lives every year”. This statistic is quite jarring and is used as a way to persuade the 

visitors of the site to take a closer look at the proposed plan. In the section of the homepage that 

refers to the “Price Tags” tab (found under the “Take Action” tab), the dollar amount of $1.05 is 

positioned at the bottom of the image of protestors wearing the “Never Again” t-shirt. Below this 

image is a paragraph that describes the meaning of this number. As previously mentioned, this 

dollar amount is representative of a student’s life in Florida, based on the amount of money their 

politicians have accepted from the NRA according to the movement organizers. Together, these 

two statements seemingly provide an explanation as to why the movement exists.  

As with ethos and pathos, both textual and visual elements of the website’s homepage use 

logos to persuade visitors. The images (both moving and still) that include the younger 

generation provide a premise for the movement. Particularly, the image of the young girl holding 

the sign that reads “how to survive a mass shooting” in the “Generation Lockdown” section 

helps the visitor of the homepage understand one of the reasons behind the movement. This 

image, while also emotional, implies that our children’s safety is in question. School should be a 

safe haven, a place where our children go to get an education, not contemplate their survival. 

Additionally, the images and video clips show in the slideshows that feature protestors holding 

photographs of their loved ones also alludes to the premise of this movement. The loss of lives 

due to gun violence unites MFOL’s participants. 
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Evaluation and Interpretation 

It is apparent that March For Our Live’s clearly articulates their identity in and through 

the homepage of their website. The consistency of their primary colors (blue, white, and black) 

used throughout the homepage creates a brand identity that translates across their communication 

channels. This is seen in the usage of the logo, social media feeds, interactive buttons featured at 

the top of the homepage, t-shirts, and banners throughout multiple video clips. The strategic use 

of both still and moving images that primarily feature a younger generation tie into the premise 

of the movement (“our lives”). Additionally, these images help to identify some of the main 

participants of the movement. Including images and text that refer to politicians is also strategic. 

In doing so, the movement becomes political in nature. As previously mentioned, the homepage 

features an abundance of images while the text is limited. However, the text that is found works 

in conjunction with the images to appeal to the visitor’s ethics, emotions, and rationale. 

Both the images and text that demand change, plead for an end to gun violence, and urge 

voter registration serve as calls to action for visitors of the site. The main call to action is the 

popup form that invites visitors to join the movement, although the logistics of this vary based on 

device preference. MFOL not only seeks participation from their visitors, they also give back to 

them. Mental health resources can be found under the “Info” tab. By providing these resources, 

MFOL shows that they care and are invested in the well-being of everyone impacted by gun 

violence. Of course, accessing these resources (hotlines, nonprofit organizations, and tips on how 

to support others) require a level of interaction from the visitors of the site.  

The March For Our Lives’ homepage is highly effective in using identification strategies 

to recruit participants to the movement. The homepage also does a great job in making visible 

the movement’s efforts thus far. This is productive for the purposes of growing the movement 
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and articulating what work is being done to achieve the overarching goals. However, there are 

additional elements that are currently missing from the homepage. By adding these elements, 

MFOL has the potential to expand the visitor’s knowledge of the movement. 

Upon entering the website, the mission of the movement is not apparent. While it can be 

assumed that anyone visiting the website already has a sense of familiarity with the movement, 

text that explicitly defines the movement would be helpful. The issue of gun violence in addition 

to the lack of action from leaders and the NRA are prevalent in the popup form available to 

visitors upon reaching the website. However, there is a great potential that visitors will bypass 

this information given the option they receive of exiting out of the form in order to proceed to the 

homepage. Because of this, text that explicitly defines the movement should be made prominent 

upon entering the website. In its current state, gun violence is not mentioned at the top of the 

homepage. Visitors have to scroll down the homepage until they reach a section that discusses 

gun violence. The end to gun violence is also not mentioned under the main tabs on the website. 

What is prominent, however, is the goal of registering new voters. While this is one mission of 

the movement, it is not the only one. Being more explicit in their mission and adding more text to 

the homepage could serve to address the exigence of the social movement. 

The visual and textual elements featured on the homepage are excellent in illuminating 

the efforts that participants have done to advance the movement goals. Images of protest, 

political forums, voter registration drives, and text that describe policies designed by movement 

leaders show the visitors that the movement is active. The social media newsfeeds that are 

displayed in the middle of the homepage also show visitors that the movement is active. Yet, the 

homepage of the website does not show progress of the movement. Given the goals of ending 

gun violence and registering new voters, it would be helpful for visitors to see the physical fruits 
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of the movement’s labor. Showing progress such as laws/policies implemented and number of 

new voters registered, could potentially encourage more participation. People are more inclined 

to get involved when they know their actions actually make a difference. 

Summary of MFOL’s website homepage 

The homepage of the MFOL website provides multiple aspects of the social movement 

and presents insight into their overall strategies. How this social movement views their identity 

can be assessed by analyzing the visual structure and organization of the homepage. To study a 

social movement, Hahn and Gonchar (1971) propose examining their ethos, pathos, logos, and 

style. In doing so, one will unveil the ideal participant of the movement, understand the main 

premise and emotional appeals of the movement, in addition to its attitude. Consistent with the 

branding of the movement, the colors blue, black, and white are the primary colors seen 

throughout the homepage. Formatted similar to the homepage of a blog or an online magazine, 

MFOL’s homepage consists of lengthwise sections that are accessed by scrolling down the page. 

Upon entering the website, it is obvious that the site is interactive. A popup form greets visitors, 

asking them to join the movement before entering the full site. Although this action is optional, 

and different depending on the device used to access the website, the homepage of the website 

appears to be interactive.  

Both textual and visual elements aide the visitor in understanding the views of the social 

movement. The mission and story of the movement, found under the “Info” tab, help readers 

understand its ethics and credibility. Images of protestors holding photographs of loved ones lost 

to gun violence are used to stir up emotion in the visitors. Additionally, the sign that reads “how 

to survive a mass shooting”, held by a school-aged girl, is jarring. These images, along with 
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statistics like “gun violence in America nearly claims 40,000 lives a year” help define the 

premise of the movement (logos).   

Conclusion 
 

The rhetorical analysis of the homepages for both official websites of these social 

movements produced many similarities and differences between the two. In this section, I will 

compare and contrast the findings of this analysis to demonstrate how each social movement is 

articulated through its website. This section will also allude to how these social movements used 

digital platforms, such as websites, to help promote their goals and actions (explored further in 

the following chapter).  

In comparing the results of the analyses of these two social movements’ official websites, 

it becomes clear that each homepage effectively articulates the identity of the movement either 

through text, visual elements, or both. The textual and visual elements featured on each page 

define the movements’ mission, whether implicitly or explicitly. This is both strategic and 

effective as it helps build identification (either through known or unknown similarities, and/or a 

common enemy) with visitors of the website. The logo and colors associated with each 

movement are prominently placed throughout the homepage which works to promote the identity 

of the movement. Similarly, points of action, such as donate now, join now, and contact us, are 

featured. These are also effective in that they provide a pathway to interactivity for the visitors of 

the sites, calling them to action on behalf of the respective cause. Additionally, both homepages 

are easy to navigate and can be accessed via other mobile devices such as mobile phones or 

tablets. In addition to their ease of interface and screen responsiveness, these movements have 

similarities in how they came into existence, as depicted via the websites. Both center around 

victims (victims of police brutality and/or gun violence) and violence (injury and/or death). The 
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names of the movements are declarative in that they articulate the rhetorical situation of each; the 

exigence, audience, and constraints of the movements (Bitzer, 1968). However, the homepages 

of these social movements articulate this in different ways. Information (related to the movement 

and about the victims) and action (towards the target) were prominent themes that emerged from 

this analysis.  

The first key theme, information, arises from the homepage of the Black Lives Matter 

website. As mentioned throughout the analysis, the BLM homepage is comprised of information 

about and relating to the movement. This information includes but is not limited to the victims of 

police brutality, goals of the movement, and reasons for the movement’s existence. Images of 

victims are continuously displayed throughout the homepage. By displaying images of the 

victims in multiple locations, BLM portrays/illuminates the victim as the center of the 

movement. Almost as if it is a designated digital place of memorialization, the homepage serves 

to portray the victims more so than depicting the target (state-sanctioned violence). By making 

the victims visible, this renders the target of the movement somewhat invisible although still 

implied. This type of memorialization brings forth the concept of memory work in contemporary 

digital activism by allowing for affective commemorative engagement, contextualizing the 

victims as part of continued systematic injustice, using the past to legitimize the current actions 

of the movement, and creating recognizable markers as symbols for future references (Smit, 

Heinrich, & Broersma, 2018). In the beginning stages of BLM, making the target visible had 

consequences, specifically the creation of the countermovement Blue Lives Matter. Choosing to 

make the target explicitly invisible on the homepage of the official website could be a strategic 

choice. 
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The textual and visual components of the homepage use identification in a way that calls 

the viewer to visualize themselves as future victims. Consequently, this creates a community of 

witness which presents agency in two ways. By choosing to portray victims throughout the 

homepage more than the target (opponent) of the movement, the visual and textual elements 

depict how agency has been taken away from Black people. In other words, the effects of state-

sanctioned violence and White supremacy have taken away the power Black people have to 

shape their experiences and life trajectories (Cole, 2020). The second way that agency is shown 

throughout the homepage is by calling visitors to act, inviting them to be participants of the 

movement. In this way, movement participants can regain their agency by helping to end state-

sanctioned violence and White supremacy. 

 The various elements of the homepage in addition to the words, “Black lives matter” 

identify the rhetorical situation of the movement: the exigence, audience, and constraints. 

Working in conjunction with the textual elements found on the homepage, the visuals displayed 

help visitors understand police brutality as the main reason behind the creation of the movement. 

Subsequently, these textual and visual elements highlight Black people – potential future victims 

– as the audience of the movement. Consequently, this illumination doubles as a constraint to the 

movement as it works to polarize people who are not Black, as mentioned previously in this 

chapter. In reiterating the dual power of the movement’s identity, Black Lives Matter as a 

movement and mantra work to create identification within future participants of the Black 

population but particularly for those that are not members of this same community. 

The second key theme to emerge from the rhetorical analysis of the homepages of these 

websites is action. The March For Our Lives homepage takes a different approach than that of 

Black Lives Matter. While important information can be found throughout other parts of the 
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website (identifiable by the tabs on the header of the homepage), the homepage serves as a place 

to display action. Consistent with the results of the content analysis, there is a heavy reliance 

upon graphics, all of which display moments of action such as marching during a protest, 

traveling on a tour bus to register voters, and speaking with presidential hopefuls about their gun 

control policies. Different from BLM, this suggests that the designers of the website use images 

to display action rather than to offer information as a strategy to identify with future movement 

participants. This could partially be due to the age difference of the movements, they were 

created five years apart.  

The textual and visual components of MFOL’s homepage are similar to those of BLM in 

that they reference victims. However, the agenda of the movement is not centered around 

victims. While they certainly aren’t invisible, victims are not depicted as the primary focus of the 

homepage. For MFOL, the opponent (gun violence) of the movement is rendered visible through 

vilification (Vanderford, 1989) and action, consequently creating a community of target to 

prevent future victims. This is an effective strategy in that it works well to create identification 

with visitors of the site through clear policy implementation goals. In doing so, agency is 

presented differently than that of BLM. The action centeredness of MFOL’s homepage depicts 

the advocate as having agency through political channels such as registering and exercising their 

right to vote. Textual and visual elements throughout the homepage provide insights into how the 

movement’s goals can be accomplished. These include but are not limited to voting, speaking 

with politicians, outlining productive policies, and rallying behind the cause.  

The words, “march for our lives” also identify the rhetorical situation of the movement: 

the exigence, audience, and constraints. Additionally, the textual and visual components featured 

on the homepage work together to help visitors understand that gun violence and the lack of gun 
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control policies helped to create the movement. The word “march” indicates the action 

centeredness of the movement. The heterogeneity of people depicted in images throughout the 

homepage as well as the word “our” reveals the audience of the movement – everyone. While 

including everyone does not exclude anyone in essence, visitors to the homepage who disagree 

with the need for stricter gun control policies, who have not yet been affected by gun violence, 

who feel that the movement is too political in nature, or who choose not to vote could exclude 

themselves. Thus, identifying the audience of the movement as everyone could also double as a 

constraint. 

To conclude, the analysis of the homepages for BLM and MFOL present several 

comparisons as well as points of contrast. Both movements use their homepages to articulate 

their own identity and to create identification with visitors but in very different ways. The 

majority of BLM’s homepage revolves around the victims of police brutality, almost to a point of 

portraying the website as a site of memorialization/commemoration. This inadvertently manifests 

agency in two different ways, how agency has been taken from the Black community and how to 

get it back. Contrastingly, the homepage of MFOL makes the target of the movement its main 

focus. Through centering action and vilifying political leaders and the NRA, MFOL highlights 

the advocates’ agency through political channels. Though only one component of this project, 

the rhetorical analysis of these homepages demonstrate how social movements can use digital 

tools, specifically websites, to help advance their goals and promote action, to articulate their 

identity, and to create communities of witness and target. Implications of how the analyses of 

these two social movements can serve as case studies to theorize and articulate social movements 

in a digital age are discussed further in the following chapter. 
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Chapter 7 

Discussion 

The purpose of this project was to analyze the message strategies used by these two 

social movements in an effort to build relationships through establishing identification with their 

key publics via their social media pages and official websites. The content analyses of these 

social media pages and websites, in addition to the rhetorical analyses of the homepages for these 

social movements, provide a clear understanding of how message strategies and dialogic 

communication are (or are not) used to build relationships. This chapter includes a discussion of 

major findings as related to the literature on dialogue, identification, public relations, and social 

movements. Finally, this chapter concludes with a discussion of the project’s limitations, 

directions toward future research, and a brief summary.  

Results for RQ 1 (what message strategies does Black Lives Matter use on social media 

to create identification with their publics?) demonstrate which message strategies the social 

movement used most frequently on Twitter. Additionally, the results indicate which 

identification message strategy garnered the most engagement from the movement’s Twitter 

followers. Sympathy, the identification strategy that organizations use as a facilitator of likeness 

with the audience, was found to be the most commonly used strategy. This strategy was used as a 

way to establish rapport with audiences. BLM’s use of sympathy was consistent with Burke’s 

(1973) definition, “merely a way to establish rapport by stressing sympathies held in common” 

(p. 268).  However, previous studies have found that activist organizations use the sympathy 

identification strategy in another way, to gain feedback from members (Sommerfeldt, 2007). 

Another identification strategy was identified as generating the most engagement among 

followers. Unawareness, the strategy used when an organization wishes to illuminate the 
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unknown similarities or association with an audience, resulted in the most retweets. Messages 

that were coded as having no identification strategy resulted in the most replies. This suggests 

that the already known shared interests, values, and concerns between BLM and their followers 

do not help in building rapport. Consequently, tweeting messages that inherently connected the 

movement with followers who otherwise had no known direct connection proved to be most 

effective in terms of building rapport and engagement. This could suggest that social media 

followers who may not yet understand their association with the social movement like to know 

how the two are connected and wish to amplify this connection with others by sharing it with 

those in their network. If amplifying their messages to a broader audience is the goal of BLM, 

tweeting messages that use an unawareness identification strategy might be helpful. Lastly, 

messages that aren’t attempting to identify with the audience resulted in the most replies. 

Messages that did not use an identification strategy were typically messages that included 

replies/responses to other users or attempted to sell products. This might suggest that the Twitter 

followers engaged with the social movement when they hosted events or solicited products, 

possibly to seek further information or show support. However, the content of the replies was not 

analyzed. Based on the theoretical framework for this study, this could ultimately mean that for 

BLM, messages without an identification strategy result in two-way communication thus having 

the potential to create dialogue with the audience. 

Comparably, the findings from RQ 1a (what message strategies does March For Our 

Lives use on social media to create identification with their publics?) demonstrate similar results. 

Messages that used a sympathy identification strategy were most frequently used on Twitter. 

This is inconsistent with previous studies on activist organizations as identification by antithesis 

was found to be used most frequently (Sommerfeldt 2007; Sommerfeldt, 2008). For both BLM 
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and MFOL, these messages were used as a strategic rhetorical device to build relationships with 

the audience through their known likeness. Although these messages were recognized as the 

most used, messages that used an unawareness strategy generated the most retweets and replies 

from MFOL’s Twitter followers. Essentially, this suggests that messages developed with an 

unawareness strategy leads to two-way communication which has the potential to create dialogue 

between the movement and its followers. Similar to BLM, this might suggest that audiences are 

more likely to become interactive and engaged with the social movement if they are made aware 

of the unknown similarities they both share. Again, tweeting messages that make similarities 

and/or differences known is of potential importance to social movements who wish to amplify 

their messages to a broader audience. 

To answer RQ 2 (what images are Black Lives Matter using on social media to create 

identification with their publics and with what consequence?) the official Facebook page of the 

movement was consulted. The findings suggest that they used the platform to mainly post flyers 

that promoted movement-related events. Out of the images that were posted to their page, most 

of them featured groups of people. Additionally, the subjects of these images displayed a 

demanding gaze while being photographed from a frontal, eyelevel angle. Fewer than half of the 

photographs that were posted to the page featured symbols such as colors, logos, or known 

leaders that represent the movement. What this suggests is that BLM uses the Facebook Timeline 

Photos album as a promotional tool.  

From the images that were not event flyers, groups of people (participants of the 

movement and victims of police brutality) were shown demanding the viewer to enter into an 

imaginary relationship with them (as defined by the demand gaze). The eyelevel angle of these 

images displays the equality of power between the subject in the image and the viewer. Based on 
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this interpretation, it appears that these images were posted to the Facebook page of BLM as a 

way to invite the viewers into a relationship with the movement. By featuring participants of the 

movement demanding some form of relation from the viewer, BLM uses the platform 

strategically as a way to invite others to participate. However, less than half of the photos posted 

to the Timeline Photos album presented identifying markers of the movement. This could 

suggest that promoting the movement’s identity is no longer a top priority considering the age of 

the movement, now six years old. Rather, the surplus of participants and victims featured in the 

images advocates for involvement with the movement. The strategy of involving viewers and 

promoting events is materialized by the engagement of the followers on the page. Although 

different from event posts, an image that featured Philando Castile (a victim of police brutality) 

consequently generated the most reactions and shares while an event flyer promoting a moment 

of silence for Michael Brown (another victim of police brutality) generated the most comments 

on BLM’s Facebook page. This could be a result of the viewers of the images identifying with 

the victims featured in the images. What this might suggest is that using images that viewers can 

identify with, feel involved with and are called into a relationship with helps follower 

engagement and interaction. Promoting movement-related events helps as well. 

Likewise, the photos posted to MFOL’s Facebook page were consulted to answer RQ 2a 

(what images are March For Our Lives using on social media to create identification with their 

publics and with what consequence?). The results show that images of people were most 

frequently posted to the Facebook page. The participants in these images were voters, movement 

leaders, and/or victims of gun violence. Both a frontal and eyelevel angle were used in the photos 

that displayed these groups of people. Different from the images posted to the BLM Facebook 

page, the subjects in the MFOL images exhibited an offering gaze, a gaze that offers information 
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to the viewer by definition. Lastly, 54.7% of the photos posted to the Timeline Photo album on 

MFOL’s Facebook page featured an identifying marker of the movement such as a color, logo, 

or known movement leader. This could mean that the movement is trying to reinforce their 

identity. By choosing to feature images of individuals and groups who are involved with the 

movement in some capacity (either a victim of gun violence, movement leader, or participant), 

from an eyelevel angle, MFOL is showing that there is no difference between the subjects in the 

images and the viewers of those images. The offer gaze that is featured in the majority of the 

images on the page offer up the participants of these images as information to the viewers. This 

might suggest that MFOL strategically features images with an offer gaze as a way to inform 

potential participants of the movement about the type of people impacted by gun violence. This 

choice could also be strategic in highlighting the types of advocacy and activism that current 

participants of the movement are involved in such as voting and marching in protest. This is 

further supported by the engagement and interactions of the page followers. An image of a Time 

magazine cover that featured the creators of the movement received the most reactions and 

shares while an image showing participants engaged in protest received the most comments. 

Both of these images illuminate those impacted by gun violence in addition to emphasizing the 

involvement of current movement participants. This is consistent with the findings for RQ 3.  

To answer RQ 3 (how and to what extent are Black Lives Matter and March For Our 

Lives using their official websites to create identification?), both a content and rhetorical analysis 

were performed. The content analysis was performed on the entire websites while the rhetorical 

analysis was only performed on the homepages. The results of the content analysis suggest that 

BLM and MFOL are not fully utilizing the dialogic capacities of their websites. The social 

movements do meet some of the dialogic principles in that they contain some useful information 
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to media and volunteer publics, provide major links to the rest of the site, and are interactive and 

easy to use. However, relationship-building functions such as encouraging visitors to return to 

the sites and allowing visitors to engage with the movement through dialogue and responsiveness 

are lacking. Similar studies (Eray, 2016; Ingenhoff & Koelling, 2009; Capriotti & Moreno, 2006) 

report findings consistent with these in that organizations may provide the opportunity for 

visitors to send messages through the websites however, other principles that encourage dialogue 

are nonexistent. Moreover, this could be due to the fact that organizations without additional 

resources to maintain websites do not view them as priorities (Hill and White, 2000) and/or they 

view websites as a “passive form of organizational communication that does not raise interest or 

generate awareness on their own” (Sommerfeldt et. al., 2012, p. 306). 

Although the interfaces of the websites are easy to navigate, both social movements fail 

to include site maps in addition to relying heavily upon graphics. Despite speeches and 

downloadable graphics not being made available for media consumption, press releases and 

stated positions are available, making the website useful for media publics. Both websites are 

effective in providing useful information for volunteer publics. However, an opportunity to 

leverage member action is missed. MFOL references political leaders who are involved with the 

movement but neither movement provide links to these leaders. Political leaders have the 

potential to help social movements accomplish their overall goals. This finding suggests that 

movements are not capitalizing on the chance to move away from disseminating information to 

the volunteers/participants of the movement to mobilizing them into action.  

Congruous with a previous study on activist websites (Taylor et. al., 2001), another 

missed opportunity is the encouraging of return visits to the websites. While both social 

movements posted news stories within the last month and provided information that could be 
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either downloaded or requested by mail/email, only one social movement (MFOL) included a 

calendar of events. Additionally, only one social movement (BLM) included links to other 

activist websites. Neither social movement explicitly invited users to return to the site, posted 

regularly scheduled news forums, provided FAQ’s or Q&A’s, or invited users to bookmark the 

pages of the website. This might suggest that there is little motivation for publics to return to the 

site for movement-related updates.  

Probably the biggest missed opportunity for these social movements in regard to 

relationship-building with current or potential publics is the lack of dialogue found on both 

websites. This finding is consistent with that of previous studies on activist organizations’ use of 

the Internet to fully engage in dialogue (Taylor et. al., 2001). On each website, there is an 

opportunity for user response, the option to receive regular information via email or text, and a 

link to the official social media accounts of each movement. Yet, only one social movement, 

BLM, provided a survey on their website where visitors could voice their opinion on certain 

issues. Unfortunately, neither movement appeared to be responsive. Two attempts for dialogue 

with both social movements were unfulfilled. Considering the limited resources of social 

movements, this might suggest that there is not enough “manpower” to monitor the email 

inboxes. Conversely, results from a similar study found one advocacy group (MoveOn) to be 

very dialogic in their email communication through the use of polls, surveys, and solicitation of 

comments (Sommerfeldt, 2007). However, organizers of the social movements regularly reply to 

social media dialogue as reflected on their current social media feeds. Results from a similar 

study found that activists believe their websites to be a space for highly motivated publics 

seeking information and not a place to build relationships (Sommerfeldt et. al., 2012). This might 

explain why there was feedback and engagement from the social movements on their social 
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media pages and not their websites. This could also suggest that organizers find it easier to 

respond via social media due to its convenience. However, if the movements do not have the 

ability to regularly monitor these email accounts, it is not a good idea to keep them featured on 

the website. 

The findings from the rhetorical analyses suggest that each homepage effectively 

articulates the identity of the movement either through text, visual elements, or both. In 

articulating their identity, these social movements are building identification with the visitors of 

the website either through known or unknown similarities, and/or a common enemy. The logo 

and colors associated with each movement are prominently placed throughout the homepage 

which works to promote the identity of the movement. Similarly, points of action, such as donate 

now, join now, and contact us, are featured which provide pathways to visitors of the sites. 

Additionally, both homepages are easy to navigate and can be accessed via other mobile devices 

such as mobile phones or tablets. In addition to their ease of interface and screen responsiveness, 

these movements have similarities in how they came into existence, as depicted via the websites. 

Both center around victims (victims of police brutality and/or gun violence) and violence (injury 

and/or death). The names of the movements are declarative in that they articulate the rhetorical 

situation of each; the exigence, audience, and constraints of the movements (Bitzer, 1968). 

Information (related to the movement and about the victims) and action (towards the target) were 

prominent themes that emerged from this analysis.  

The first key theme, information, arises from the Black Lives Matter website homepage. 

As mentioned throughout the results chapter, their homepage is comprised of information about 

and relating to the movement. This information includes but is not limited to the victims of 

police brutality, goals of the movement, and reasons for the movement’s existence. Images of 
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victims are displayed throughout the homepage. The repeated display of victims creates a victim-

centeredness approach to the movement which in turn creates a community of witness among the 

current movement participants and website visitors. In highlighting the victims of state-

sanctioned violence, BLM uses its website as a digital space for memorialization which brings 

forth the concept of how digital activism can function as memory work. As declared by Smit et. 

al. (2018), memory work is a discursive practice used in digital activism to allow affective 

commemorative engagement, contextualizes victims as part of an ongoing injustice that is 

systematic, uses the past to legitimize the current actions of the movement, and creates 

recognizable symbols for future reference. BLM’s homepage demonstrates this typology. In 

addition to the visuals, the text that coincides with these visuals create a place for 

commemorating the lives of those loss due to police brutality inflicted upon them. The text found 

on the homepage suggests that the fight to end state-sanctioned violence and White supremacy is 

one that is ongoing thus using the past to legitimize the current actions of the future. Lastly, the 

use of the same images to represent victims of police brutality is strategic in that these victims 

are those that are most recognizable from media coverage (Tamir Rice, Michael Brown, etc.). In 

choosing to use the highly publicized victims, BLM creates recognizable markers as symbols for 

future reference. 

Additionally, results of the analysis of BLM’s homepage suggest cultural polarization. 

While this may be a good tactic for creating identification through an us vs. them mentality 

(antithesis), this does nothing to help advance the goals of the social movement. In analyzing 

effects in social movement messaging and group identity, a recent study found that marginalized 

group identity, whether explicit or implicit, leads to less favorable evaluations of potential 

movement supporters (Lane et. al., 2019). In other words, by only featuring Black people 
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(marginalized group) as the primary participants of the movement, others from dominant groups 

could view the movement as less favorable. As mentioned in the previous chapter, featuring a 

diverse group of movement participants may help create identification with others, subsequently 

advancing the movement agenda. 

Lastly, while the homepage of the website is effective in articulating the identity of the 

movement, it fails to provide the actual outcome of past or current movement efforts are not 

visible. While there are some action buttons present (donate, follow, help), visitors to the site are 

not made privy to the actions of the movement as they relate to overall goals such as equality and 

liberation for all Black people. As noted in the literature on the concept of stewardship and 

transparency in public relations, it is important to show the success of the movement (Kelly, 

2001). Consistent with the content analysis results, there is no mention of political leaders 

affiliated with the movement. Again, this could be a missed opportunity for calling participants 

to mobilize instead of simply sharing movement related information. This implies that the 

homepage of the website is used as a tool to disseminate information to its visitors.  

The second key theme to emerge from the rhetorical analysis of the homepages of these 

websites is action. The March For Our Lives website takes a different approach than that of 

Black Lives Matter. While important information can be found throughout other parts of the 

website (identifiable by the tabs on the header of the homepage), the homepage serves as a place 

to display action. Consistent with the results of the content analysis, there is a heavy reliance 

upon graphics, all of which display moments of action such as marching during a protest, 

traveling on a tour bus to register voters, and speaking with presidential hopefuls about their gun 

control policies. Different from BLM, this suggests that the designers of the website use images 
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of action rather than information as a strategy to identify with future movement participants. This 

could partially be due to the age difference of the movements; they were created five years apart.  

The findings from this analysis suggest that vilification (Vanderford, 1989) aided in the 

materialization of the homepage as a community of target, making the opponents of the 

movement (the NRA, politicians, gun violence) visible. In her case study, Vanderford showcases 

the relationship between social movements and vilification by identifying four forms that are 

typically found in the messages of the movement. The first form suggests that the movement 

specifies its adversarial force. The textual and visual components of MFOL’s homepage are 

effective in that they identify the NRA and politicians who support the organization as their 

opponents. The second form suggests that opponents are cast exclusively in a negative light. This 

form is also present on the homepage of the website through its textual components that 

explicitly call out the NRA and politicians for valuing money over lives. Vanderford delineates 

the third form of vilification from the other two by positing that the social movement attributes 

diabolical motives to its foes. This is also witnessed on the homepage through the reference of 

politicians and the NRA as they relate to money, especially through the breakdown of how much 

each student is worth based on their state. Lastly, Vanderford declares the final form of 

vilification used in the messaging of social movements is that in which the power of the 

opponents is magnified. This is made evident by the textual and visual references to voting and 

the gun violence agendas of potential presidential candidates. In championing others to vote and 

displaying discussions with political representatives, this shows how much power those in office 

have. These findings illustrate how websites can be used as a digital place to create identification 

with some through the vilification and disassociation (antithesis) of others. 
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Theoretical Implications  

Results from this study have several theoretical implications for public relations and 

social movement scholarship both in areas of dialogic communication and identification theory. 

Particularly, this study makes four major contributions. Among other contributions to theory, this 

research in particular answers the call to reconsider activism from a public relations perspective 

(Coombs & Holladay, 2012). While other studies have examined how social movements and 

activist organizations communicate on one platform (Edrington & Lee, 2018; Sommerfeldt, 

2007; Taylor et. al., 2001), this project is the first of its kind to provide a comprehensive analysis 

of how social movements use multiple digital platforms. Additionally, this study adds to the 

literature in that it reaffirms the lack of dialogic effectiveness on websites. The varied findings 

for each research question provide implications for not only how identification strategies are 

used, but the consequences of these strategies as well.  

Identification literature suggests that creating identification with publics is an essential 

part of relationship building. In using Burke’s theory of identification, several studies have found 

the strategy of antithesis to be the most effective way to foster relationships through 

organization-public identification (Burke, 1973; Cheney, 1983; Sommerfeldt, 2007; 

Sommerfeldt, 2008). The findings of these studies suggest that “antithesis may well be the 

preferred rhetorical identification device for activist organizations, given the strong dichotomous 

nature of the identification” (Sommerfeldt, 2007, p. 26). The results of the present study do not 

support these findings given that both social movements examined here used antithesis the least 

frequently. In fact, the results of this study suggest that there are times when a strategy of 

disassociation may be detrimental for a movement as identified by the Black Lives Matter 

movement and the countermovement Blue Lives Matter. Additionally, the few studies that have 
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investigated rhetorical identification strategies as they relate to activism and social movements 

have only done so in relation to the written word. The findings of this study, using Kress and van 

Leeuwen’s 2006 interactive meanings, demonstrate how visual representation can aide in the 

creation of identification.  

Third, the findings of the present study have implications as they relate to dialogic 

communication theory. After the explication of Kent and Taylor’s 1998 five dialogic principles, 

many studies have examined how nonprofit organizations and activist groups use their websites 

to fulfill the dialogic promise (Sommerfeldt et. al., 2012; Ingenhoff & Koelling, 2008; Reber & 

Kim, 2006; and Taylor et. al., 2001). The findings from all of these studies suggest that both 

nonprofit organizations and activist groups are not utilizing their websites to the fullest dialogic 

capacity. Findings from this study confirm these reports. This could imply the need for a 

reconsideration of websites as dialogic vehicles. Previous studies have found homepages of 

websites to be a place of image creation and information dissemination, not a place for two-way 

communication (Sullivan, 1999). In examining several communication channels for both social 

movements, it is evident that dialogue has a greater chance of occurring on social media 

platforms than on official websites. With the many affordances of social media (conversational, 

mobile, fun), websites may be reverting back to a place of identity and information 

dissemination. This is not necessarily a bad thing as the findings from this study and others 

(Sommerfeldt, 2007) highlight information as an avenue to build relationships. Results of the 

website rhetorical analyses suggest that information can be constructed in ways that include 

identification, whether implicitly or explicitly. This information, and the identification it 

includes, can be used to build relationships and mobilize participants. This implies that dialogue 

is not the only way to build or nurture relationships. 
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Lastly, this research provides theoretical implications for the study of social movements 

in both communication and sociology literature. The findings of this study contribute to social 

movement literature in that they illuminate how Black Lives Matter and March For Our Lives 

are identified as social movements. According to Stewart et al. (2012), social movements must 

be “organized, uninstitutionalized, large in scope, promote or oppose changes in societal norms 

and values, encounter opposition in moral struggle, and rely primarily on persuasion to bring 

about or resist change” (p. 23). Through analyzing the social media pages and official websites 

for BLM and MFOL, it is clear that they both meet the criteria. This indicates communication’s 

contribution to sociology as it highlights the strategies in which social movements use to bring 

about change. In the shared goal of studying social movements, scholars in both the 

communication and sociology disciplines could gather how to particularize instances such as 

protests from social movements, as well as how these movements attempt to motivate others to 

get involved.  

Practical Implications 

In addition to theoretical implications, the results of this study provide practical 

implications for other social movements, particularly those in digital spaces. These findings 

provide evidence for both practitioners and social movements on how to use digital 

communication channels in an effort of building relationships and engaging in dialogue with 

their key publics.  

Two-way symmetrical communication is the process that leads to a relationship between 

and organization and its publics. Once this relationship is established, dialogue is used to nurture 

it. Specifically for social movements, dialogue has the potential to affect attitudes and/or 

behaviors regarding movement agendas. While technology does not create or hinder these 
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relationships, it can be used to influence the desired relationship (Kent & Taylor, 1998). The 

results of this project reiterate how underutilized dialogic communication is on official 

organization websites. Moreover, the results of this project illuminate the lack of dialogic 

communication principles on the websites of social movements. While each social movement 

presented themselves as engaging in dialogue by asking for feedback and providing contact 

forms on their homepages, their unresponsiveness suggests otherwise. Considering that official 

organization websites are typically the face of an organization, this is one of the first places of 

interaction for potential participants. Appearing to be responsive may be important however, 

actually responding to email messages is just as important. Taylor et al. (2001) declare dialogue 

a necessity noting that “dialogic loops and feedback or generating return visits are necessary if 

publics are to develop long-term satisfying (dialogic) relationships with organizations” (p. 279). 

If organizations and social movements choose to be more responsive on social media platforms 

such as Twitter and/or Facebook, deciding to remove contact forms and only providing links to 

social media platforms may be a good idea. Notwithstanding, public relations scholars should 

take into account the limited resources of grassroots, un-institutionalized social collectives such 

as social movements when assessing their fulfillment of dialogic communication. 

Public relations scholars (including Sommerfeldt and Heath) agree that identification is 

the focal point of relationship building and can be created through messages. Furthermore, 

Motion, Heath, and Leitch (2016) note that sympathy, unawareness, and antithesis are used by 

activists to create, connect, and build on identification. Burke (1973) posited antithesis as the 

strongest strategy in which rhetoric works to inspire congregation through segregation by writing 

that antithesis creates a “union by some opposition shared in common” (p. 266). In other words, 

antithesis creates an us vs. them mentality, bringing those that identify as us closely together 
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through their disassociation from them. Similar social movement studies (Cheney, 1983; 

Sommerfeldt, 2007) have found antithesis to be the most commonly used strategy of 

identification. Consequently, these studies suggest that antithesis “is necessary to oppose threats 

from outsiders” (Cheney, 1983, p. 154) and may be “the most effective way to foster 

organization-public identification, which, in turn, may lead to a greater likelihood of members 

taking collective action” (Sommerfeldt, 2007, p. 86). While the theoretical implications of this 

study suggest that the use of antithesis is not necessary for identification, social movements and 

activist groups, including BLM and MFOL, should consider developing messages that utilize 

antithesis as a rhetorical strategy for collective action. 

Regarding social media, the use of the different platforms provide implications for public 

relations practitioners as well as social movement organizers. The results of this study provide 

insight into how different social media platforms are used for reasons other than disseminating 

information. Accordingly, Facebook’s ability to house a large amount of images is effective in 

that it allows account owners to post pictures that invite viewers into relationships with the 

organization in addition to hailing them to get involved. Twitter can be used to post messages 

that speak to identification between an organization and its followers. Nevertheless, all 

identification message strategies will not result in interaction from followers on the platform. 

Unawareness strategies, in which followers are not yet aware of the similarities in common with 

an organization, proved to be the most effective in terms of engagement. This is also useful for 

public relations practitioners who may be trying to reach their unaware publics. The findings 

from social media also imply that particular message strategies can be used to help social 

movements and organizations amplify their messages. Edrington and Lee (2018) found that 

social movements wishing to amplify their messages on Twitter should consider posting 
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messages that promote community. Similarly, this study found that posting messages that bring 

awareness to how social movements and their followers are alike and/or different is an effective 

means of amplification.  

Finally, the official websites for each social movement have implications for how other 

social movements can use this online space to mobilize its participants. After analyzing the 

websites of both social movements, neither had points of action that would mobilize participants 

such as signing petitions or hyperlinking to websites of local politicians for lobbying efforts. 

MFOL did provide a list of mayors who joined the initiative to register new voters however, 

there was no way to contact these particular politicians via a link or contact form. This is not to 

say that participants won’t mobilize on their own, but social movements should provide 

mobilization resources that help this process along considering their policy related agendas. 

Specifically for MFOL, changing the current gun control policies require interactions with 

politicians on some level.  

Limitations and Future Research 

Like all research, the present study was not without its limitations. In this section, I will 

discuss these limitations in addition to the opportunities that they present for future research. The 

first limitation of this study is the movement selection. While Black Lives Matter and March For 

Our Lives are very similar in origin, they have different agendas. Some may argue that they are 

both political in nature; however, the intended outcomes for each are not the same. Black Lives 

Matter’s agenda is for justice equality whereas March For Our Live’s agenda centers around gun 

control policies. This is a limitation because their key publics are different. Therefore their 

tactics to reach these publics may also be different. Additionally, goals of gun restriction policies 

are more specific and measurable than those of social justice. Of course, all social movements 
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have a similar focus of gaining donations and participants. Nevertheless, the ways in which 

social movements identify with publics concerning race and equality will contrast with those 

publics concerning politics. Additionally, the movements chosen for this study are at different 

stages of the life cycle. BLM is in a more established position than MFOL as it originated five 

years prior. Building brand awareness and getting participants involved may be of the main 

concern to MFOL as they are in their infancy whereas keeping current participants informed 

could very well be the main concern of BLM. The longevity gap between these two movements 

call attention to another limitation, sample size. 

Given the age contrast between the two movements, a difference in social media content 

is to be expected. In this case, the images found on each Facebook page were virtually the same 

(MFOL had one less picture than BLM in the same period). The Twitter accounts, however, were 

vastly distinct. This presented a challenge when it came to extracting content for analysis. Even 

with creative methods, there was still a noticeable difference in the number of tweets collected 

for BLM (n = 106) vs those collected for MFOL (n = 344). Although tweets for both social 

movements were collected from the same time span, the amount of content varied greatly. Again, 

this could be due to the different life stages of each movement. MFOL could have had more 

content on Twitter due to the fact that the content collected was from their first year of existence. 

However, this does not explain the similarities in the amount of Facebook content.  

The last limitation found for this current study is the choice of social media platforms. 

Platforms in which both social movements were currently active on was one factor in this 

selection. Facebook was chosen as a platform because of its capability to house a multitude of 

pictures in one place for easy recall (i.e., photo albums). Twitter, on the other hand, was chosen 

for two reasons. The first reason was because Twitter is the platform in which both social 
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movements gained traction, thus resulting in the articulation of these movements. The second 

reason for Twitter as a platform for this study was because of its dialogic and engaging nature. 

Only allowing 280 characters, Twitter subconsciously forces users to be precise in their 

messaging. While this is an easy task for those only wishing to disseminate information, utilizing 

messaging strategies that engage followers in hopes of recruiting them as participants of the 

movement is of particular interest for this study. However, these platforms limit the results of 

this study because they were not compared based on similar tenets; Facebook was analyzed for 

visual content while Twitter was analyzed for its textual content. Analyzing both platforms on 

the same basis could present different findings as to how these social movements use each 

platform as well as how message strategies differ across platforms. 

For scholars wishing to examine the messaging strategies of social movements across 

multiple communication channels, the findings and limitations of this project provide directions 

for future research. Future researchers could analyze social movements with similar agendas. 

This could add to social movement theory in that it would identify particular strategies that are 

effective (or ineffective) in recruiting participants. Another option for future research in this field 

of study would be to analyze social movements with similar founding dates. This could 

potentially help in terms of sample sizes for the study. This study specifically focused on sent 

post engagement for each social movement. However, there are future research opportunities for 

an examination of how these social movements interact with their followers such as how they 

reply to comments or questions. An analysis of the social media producers may also be of 

interest to scholars in this discipline as it was not a focus of this particular study. Lastly, scholars 

interested in the message strategies of social movements could analyze other communication 

channels (triangulation) such as traditional media coverage, events, or other digital platforms as 
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Facebook, Twitter, and official websites are not the only communication efforts of social 

movements.  

Conclusion 

Technological advancements have surely changed the way we communicate. With the 

rapid connectivity and mobility provided by these technological affordances, individuals and 

organizations have been able to broaden their reach in terms of sharing information. In particular, 

social movements have used these affordances to their advantages by creating both social media 

pages/accounts and official webpages to widely disseminate information regarding their 

advocacy and activist agendas. Black Lives Matter and March For Our Lives are two such 

movements. Due to their unique communication and relationship building needs, activist 

organizations are of particular importance in public relations scholarship (Taylor et al., 2001). 

Coombs and Holladay called for the reconsideration of activism from a public relations 

perspective by asserting that activists seek to alter the behaviors and policies of organizations in 

some fashion, which requires them to utilize power and persuasion, thus noting the similarities 

between public relations and activism (Coombs & Holladay, 2012). However, advocacy and 

activism on digital platforms has been examined in public relations scholarship from the 

perspective of nonprofit organizations. Sommerfeldt (2007) notes that “the study of public 

relations, the Internet, and activism have rarely converged” (p. 112). Thus, there is a gap in the 

literature when it comes to analyzing the message strategies that social movements employ on 

digital platforms. Therefore, the purpose of this project was to bridge the gap through an analysis 

of the message strategies used by these two social movements in an effort to build relationships 

through establishing identification with their key publics via their social media pages and official 

websites. 



  135 

 

Through a mixed methods approach, this dissertation sought to explore how social 

movements communicate on their social media platforms and official websites to share 

information, build relationships, and call others to action. A Twitter content analysis found that 

both Black Live Matter and March For Our Lives use the sympathy identification strategy most 

frequently although this strategy did not generate the most engagement from their followers. In 

consulting the Facebook pages of these two movements, it was discovered that BLM uses their 

Timeline Photos album as a promotional tool while MFOL uses theirs as an informative tool. In 

contrast, a rhetorical analysis of each official website revealed that BLM uses their homepage as 

a place to provide movement-related information while MFOL uses their homepage as a place to 

display the actionable efforts on behalf of the movement. Lastly, a content analysis of both 

websites found that neither social movement fully utilizes the dialogic communication capacity 

of their website. All of these findings provide theoretical implications for public relations and 

social movement scholars in addition to practical implications for public relations practitioners 

and social movements, particularly those in digital spaces. These implications provide insight 

into how public relations practitioners and other social movements can use different 

communication channels in ways other than to simply disseminate information, how facilitating 

dialogic communication can nurture established relationships, and how identification strategies 

can engage audiences. 

Directions for future research are provided by understanding the limitations of this study. 

Scholars seeking to further explore the message strategies used by social movements in an effort 

to build relationships with their key publics could examine movements similar in origin, at the 

same stages of the movement life cycle, or with similar levels of activity on the platforms used in 

the analysis. Considering that this study only analyzed identification message strategies used by 
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these social movements, further research should be conducted to understand their consequences. 

Lastly, questions of why the digital matters and why new social movements choose to articulate 

themselves in a digital space should be explored.  
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Appendix A 

Twitter Identification Strategy Code Sheet 

 

Tweet #:    Date of Tweet:  

 

Tweet Topic: ___________________________________________________ 

 

Date Sent: 

 

Identification Strategies 

 

Key: 0 = No 1 = Yes 
 

 

Identification by Sympathy  ________ 

 

 

Identification by Antithesis  ________ 

 

 

Identification by Unawareness  ________ 

 

 

No Identification Strategy Used  ________ 
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Appendix B 
 

Facebook Image Code Sheet 
 

 
Facebook Page:  Image #:                         Date of Image: 
 
 

Key: 0 = No 1 = Yes 
 
 
 

Post Type   Size of Frame  
    
Event flyer _____  Closeup _____  
    
Image with text _____ Medium shot _____  
   
Image _____  Long shot _____  
   
Text _____ 
 

Subject  Point of View  
    
Individual _____  Frontal angle _____  
   
Group Shot _____   Oblique angle _____  
   
Text based _____  High angle _____  
   

Eyelevel angle _____ 
 
Low angle _____ 
 

Gaze   Identifying Markers  
     
Offer _____  Logo _____   

Demand _____  Colors _____  
   

Movement Leaders _____ 
 

 

Other Observations:___________________________________________________________  
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Appendix C 

 

Website Dialogic Communication Code Sheet 

 

 

Website URL:                   Date: 

Key: 0 = No 1 = Yes 

 

Ease of Interface             Conservation of Visitors 

Site Map   ___             Important info available on 1st page ___ 

Major links to rest of site ___             Short loading time (less than 4 seconds) ___ 

Search engine box  ___             Posting of last updated time and date ___ 

Low reliance on graphics ___ 

 

Usefulness of Information to Media Publics          Return Visits 

Press releases ___                           Explicit statement invites user to return __ 

Speeches ___                            News forums (regularly scheduled) _ 

Downloadable graphics ___             FAQ’s or Q&A’s ___  

Audio/Visual capacity ___             Bookmark Now ___  

Clearly stated positions on policy issues ___             Links to other websites ___  

Identifies member base ___                                        Calendar of events ___  

            Downloadable information ___  

            Things that can be requested by mail/email _ 

Posting news stories within last 30 day

  

Usefulness of Information: Volunteer Publics        Dialogic Loop 

Statement of philosophy/mission ___              Opportunity for user-response ___  

Details of how to become affiliated ___              Opportunity to vote on issues ___  

How to contribute money ___              Survey to voice opinion on issues ___ 

Links to political leaders ___              Offers regular information through email __ 

Logo of organization is prominent ___              Responsive  ___ 


