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Abstract

This study explored the role of social activism in the association of exposure to media coverage of police brutality and protests with
perceptions of mental health. Data for this study came from a sample of African Americans (N =304) who responded to an online
survey. Perceptions of mental health were assessed using a single item developed by the research team. Exposure to police brutality
and protests was measured by asking how often they had seen or heard about African Americans being victims of police brutality
and seen or heard about protests on television, social media, or other outlets. Participants were also asked about the extent to which
these events caused them emotional distress. Social activism was assessed by asking participants if they had ever participated in
political activities, such as calling their representative. Moderation and mediation analyses were conducted using linear regression.
Moderation analyses showed that greater emotional distress from watching media coverage of police brutality and protests was
associated with worse perceptions of mental health only when engagement in social activism was low. In contrast, mediation
analyses indicated that greater frequency of and emotional distress from exposure to media coverage was indirectly associated with
worse perceptions of mental health through increased engagement in social activism. Social activism may be an important method
for coping with emotional distress from watching media coverage of police brutality and protests, but more research is needed to
understand how African Americans might engage in social activism without adversely impacting mental health.
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Introduction Twitter [2], and by June 5, videos related to George Floyd

and BLM had been shared over 1.4 billion times on Twitter

The death of George Floyd while in police custody in
Minneapolis, Minnesota, on May 25, 2020, rocked the
USA [1]. Within 3 days, over 8.8 million tweets had been
tagged with the #BlackLivesMatter (BLM) hashtag on
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alone [3]. Floyd’s death mobilized millions of Americans
to protest for racial equality and law enforcement reform.
Between May 26 and August 22, over 7750 protests and
demonstrations occurred across more than 2440 locations
in the USA [4]. Although less than 5% of these protests
were violent, this period of unrest was associated with at
least 19 deaths, more than 14,000 arrests, and $1-2 billion
in property damages, with $500 million in damage in
Minneapolis—Saint Paul alone [5]. In addition, the death
of George Floyd and the unrest that occurred after likely
contributed to widespread psychological distress across the
country, with African Americans bearing a disproportionate
share of the poor mental health burden. According to data
from the US Census Household Pulse survey, the prevalence
of depression and anxiety was significantly higher among
African Americans than Whites in the week following
George Floyd’s death [6].
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Police-involved injuries and killings of African
Americans are not only a racial health equity issue [7], but
also a broad public health issue because some incidents
involving police brutality receive national and worldwide
media coverage (like exposure to terrorist attacks,
controversial political events, and natural disasters), and as
a result, may contribute to psychological distress beyond
the affected population [8]. Also known as spillover effects,
people are most often indirectly or vicariously exposed to
police brutality against African Americans via victimized
relatives or friends, through discussions about these events
with social contacts, by watching television, listening to
the radio, reading the newspaper, or more recently, using
social media [9, 10]. For example, research conducted in
the aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist attacks demonstrated that
watching or reading coverage of the attack was associated
with poor mental health in the broader US population,
including posttraumatic stress symptoms [11, 12]. Further,
Tynes et al. demonstrated that more frequent exposure to
traumatic events online, such as a viral video of an African
American being shot by a police officer, was associated with
higher levels of PTSD symptoms and depressive symptoms
in a sample of African American and Latinx adolescents
and young adults [13]. Other studies have also shown that
the deaths of African Americans, particularly unarmed
individuals in police custody, contribute to poor mental
health within the African American population [14-16].

Police-involved injuries and killings of African Ameri-
cans sometimes trigger strong social reactions. After the
death of George Floyd, numerous researchers observed a
sharp decline in anti-Black attitudes in the general popula-
tion, increased public awareness of structural racism, and a
strong desire for social change [17-19]. Further, numerous
organizations published statements supporting BLM and
social reform [20] and crafted proposals to reimagine public
safety in urban environments [21, 22]. Research is needed to
determine the extent to which social and political engagement
to address police-involved injuries and killings of African
Americans might protect against psychological distress. Stud-
ies that examine the political behavior of college students
have found that African Americans who experience racism
and discrimination experience lower levels of depression and
anxiety when they outwardly support social justice groups,
such as BLM [23, 24]. Taking action, such as delivering a
speech or participating in a protest, increases feelings of opti-
mism and empowerment, and increases social solidarity and
identification with one’s racial and social class background,
which have been shown in prior research to alleviate psycho-
logical distress [25-27]. Therefore, social activism may serve
as a potent adaptive coping strategy for African Americans
exposed to police-involved injuries and killings.

However, engagement in social activism does not always
benefit mental health and can even sometimes be harmful.
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For example, people may experience burnout and fatigue
due to the excessive psychological and emotional demands
associated with sustained long-term activism [28]. Engaging
in activism may also increase visibility and thus vulnerability
to being victimized and isolated by political opposition and the
general public, and sometimes may disrupt relationships with
friends and family members due to ideological differences
[29]. Also, personal identities and traumatic experiences are
powerful motivators for becoming socially engaged [30]. For
example, many African Americans who have experienced
police victimization become socially engaged and influential
advocates for reform [31]. However, these same individuals
may be more sensitive to progress within the social movement
than those who lack a personal connection [32]. Therefore,
when a social movement fails to achieve its mission, the
people who strongly identify with the movement may suffer
from poor mental health outcomes, such as anxiety and
depression, because they begin to feel hopelessness or despair
in the face of perceived injustice [33].

Overall, it is plausible that social activism can serve
as both a moderator and mediator when examining the
association between media coverage of police brutality and
protests with poor mental health [34]. For example, on the
one hand, African Americans may engage in social activism
to voice concerns about incidents of police brutality towards
African Americans, which could improve mental health
compared to African Americans who choose not to engage
in social activism after learning about incidents of police
brutality. On the other hand, after being exposed to media
coverage of police brutality, engaging in social activism
may contribute to poor mental health because they may face
additional hardship as they challenge the status quo, such
as being harmed during a protest or being stigmatized by
close friends or relatives because of ideological differences
[29]. This study will explore social activism as a potential
moderator and mediator using the “competing models”
approach [35, 36]. Because this current study will use a
cross-sectional dataset to examine the potential dualistic
role of social activism, social activism will be tested as
a moderator and mediator in separate models to identify
empirical support for either one or both models. The primary
hypothesis is that support will be demonstrated for both the
moderation and mediation models. In particular, the risk
of poor mental health associated with exposure to media
coverage of police brutality and protests will decrease
as engagement in social activism increases, and it is also
hypothesized that media coverage of police brutality and
protests will be indirectly associated with an increased risk
of poor mental health through greater engagement in social
activism. Secondarily, exposure to media coverage of police
brutality and protests will be associated with poor mental
health, and greater engagement in social activism will also
be associated with poor mental health.
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Methods

These data were collected as part of an ongoing 2-year
cohort study focused on African Americans’ mental and
behavioral health in Oklahoma. The University of Oklahoma
Health Sciences Center Institutional Review Board approved
this study on 12/23/2020.

Study Procedures

Recruitment for this study started via Facebook about
10 months (March 2021) after the death of George Floyd
and ended in November 2021. The targeted Facebook
marketing campaign focused on Oklahoma residents only
and used keywords that broadly reflected African American
interests, such as favorite television shows and music
genres. Recruitment ads for the cohort study appeared on
the Facebook members’ web pages, and interested members
clicked on the recruitment ad. Facebook members who
clicked on the ad were redirected to an online survey tool
to briefly screen for study eligibility. Adults were eligible to
participate in this cohort study if they (a) were 18 years of
age or older, (b) self-identified as Black/African American
(adults who identified as Hispanic or multi-racial but also
identified as Black/African American were included), and
(c) lived in Oklahoma (verified by driver’s license). There
were no other inclusion/exclusion criteria.

A total of 2363 adults started the screening process, and
of those, 51.25% (n=1211) completed the process. Among
those who completed the screening process, 3 people were
removed from the sample because they were below the age
of 18, 96 adults were removed because they did not self-
identify as Black/African American, 1 adult was removed
because they completed the screening process twice, and
807 adults failed to upload a copy of their Oklahoma driver’s
license. The remaining 304 adults (25%) met study criteria
and signed an informed consent form before enrolling in
the cohort study. Participants completed their first survey
immediately after qualifying for the study and were
compensated with a $50 gift card for survey completion.
All data utilized in the current study were collected during
the initial study survey.

Measures
Dependent Variable

The primary dependent variable, perceptions of mental health,
was measured via a single-item measure of self-rated mental
health [37], “in general, would you say your mental health is,”
and included the following response options, “poor” (4), “fair”
(3), “good” (2), “very good” (1), or “excellent” (0).

Independent Variable

The primary independent variables were media coverage of
police-involved injuries and killings of African Americans
(i.e., police brutality) and media coverage of protests
(assessed via the frequency of exposure and emotional
distress from exposure). The frequency of exposure to
media coverage of police-involved injuries and killings of
African Americans was assessed by asking participants,
“How often have you watched television or social media
coverage of African Americans being seriously injured or
killed by police officers in America following the death
of George Floyd?” The frequency of media coverage of
protests was assessed with the question, “How often have
you watched television or social media coverage of the
recent protests that have taken place around the country
following the death of George Floyd?” For both items,
participants selected from the following response options:
(0) never, (1) rarely, (2) sometimes, (3) often, and (4)
always. Because very few participants reported “never”
or “rarely” watching media coverage of police brutality or
protests, these two options were combined into one category
(i.e., “never or rarely”).

Emotional distress from watching media coverage of
police-involved injuries and killings of African Americans
and protests was assessed by asking two questions: (1)
“Following the death of George Floyd, to what extent
has watching African Americans being seriously injured
or killed by police officers on television or social media
caused you emotional distress?” (2) “Following the death
of George Floyd, to what extent has watching the recent
protests that have taken place around the country caused
you emotional distress?” Participants selected from the
following response options for both questions: (0) not at
all, (1) a little, (2) somewhat, (3) a lot, and (4) extremely.
The frequency of exposure to and emotional distress
from these events were analyzed as separate continuous
variables.

Moderator/Mediator Variable

Engagement in social activism was measured using items
from the Pew Research Center [38]. We asked participants
whether they had engaged in any of the following activities
since the death of George Floyd (yes/no): (1) contacted a
public official to express your opinion on issues related to
race or racial equality, (2) contributed money to a group
or organization that focused on race or racial equality, (3)
attended a protest or rally that focused on issues related to
race or racial equality, (4) had conversations with family or
friends about issues related to race or racial equality, and (5)
posted or shared content on social networking sites related
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to race or racial equality. A total score was created from
participants’ responses (min =0 and max =35), and their total
score was then categorized to establish three distinct levels
of social engagement: low (0—1), medium (2-3), and high
(4-5).

Covariates

Biological sex (males [0] and females [1]), age (years),
education (high school diploma, GED, or less [0], some
college, associate’s degree or technical school [1], and
at least bachelor’s degree, postgraduate, or professional
school [2]), annual household income ($0-$49,999 [2],
$50,000-$99,999, [1] and > $100,000 [0]), and homeown-
ership (own [0], rent [1], and other [2]) were all measured
via self-report and were included as covariates in analyses.

Analysis Plan

Descriptive statistics were generated for independent and
dependent variables, moderator/mediator variable, and
covariates. Moderation and mediation analyses were con-
ducted using the PROCESS macro (Model 2 and Model
4) in SAS 9.4 [39-41]. For moderation analyses, the PRO-
CESS macro used linear regression models to inferentially
test and estimate the magnitude of the moderated effect and
provided the proportion of the variance of the dependent
variable attributable to the moderated effect(s). Significant
interactions were probed in the PROCESS macro using the
pick-a-point approach. Likewise, the PROCESS macro also
used linear regression models for mediation analyses to
estimate direct and indirect effects, and 10,000 bootstrap
samples were used to generate bias-corrected bootstrap con-
fidence intervals for each model. All models tested using the
PROCESS macro included sex, age, education, household
income, and homeownership as covariates.

Results

As shown in Table 1, most participants identified as female
(n=238, 78.6%) and were 41.9 years of age (SD=13.5).
More than half of the sample (n =176, 58.1%) had obtained
a Bachelor’s degree, 47.5% (n=144) earned an annual
household income between $0 and $49,999, and 40.6%
(n=123) owned their residence. Less than 8% (n=23) of
participants reported that their mental health was “poor,”
22.4% (n=68) reported their mental health was fair, 35.0%
(n=106) reported their mental health was “good,” 26.1%
(n="79) reported their mental health was “very good,” and
8.9% (n=27) reported their mental health was “excellent.”

Notably, at least 94.4% (n=286) of the sample had
“sometimes” watched television or social media coverage
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of African Americans being seriously injured or killed by
police officers, and 91.7% (n=274) reported they were at
least “somewhat” affected by watching coverage of these
incidents. Similarly, at least 92.8% (n=281) of participants
watched media coverage of protests and demonstrations
“sometimes,” and 82.4% (n=247) of participants were
at least “somewhat” affected by viewing these incidents.
Since the death of George Floyd, (1) 97.0% (n=294) of
participants had conversations with family or friends about
issues related to race or racial equality, (2) 77.2% (n=234)
posted or shared content on social networking sites related
to race or racial equality, (3) 36.0% (n=109) attended a
protest or rally that focused on issues related to race or racial
equality, (4) 35.0% (n=106) contributed money to a group
or organization that focused on race or racial equality, and
(5) 27.1% (n=82) contacted a public official to express their
opinion on issues related to race or racial equality. Based
on their pattern of responses to these questions, 18.1%
(n=55) of participants engaged in a low level of social
activism, 53.5% (n=162) engaged in a moderate level of
social activism, and 28.4% (n=_86) engaged in a high level
of social activism.

Frequency of exposure to media coverage of police
brutality (r=0.027, p=0.789) and protests (r=0.003,
p=0.963) was not correlated with perceptions of
mental health. Emotional distress from watching media
coverage of police brutality (r=0.100, p=0.085) and
protests (r=0.092, p=0.110) was also not correlated
with perceptions of mental health. Notably, a significant
association between independent and dependent variables
was not required to establish evidence of moderation or
mediation [39]. However, as shown in Fig. 1, there were
significant differences in the frequency of exposure to media
coverage of police brutality and protests based on the level
of social activism. In particular, compared with participants
who engaged in low levels of social activism, participants
who engaged in high levels of social activism also viewed
more media coverage of police brutality (2.139 vs. 1.743,
p=0.011) and protests (2.049 vs. 1.532, p=0.001). Further,
there were also significant differences in the amount of
emotional distress from watching media coverage of police
brutality and protests based on the level of social activism.
Compared with participants who engaged in low levels of
social activism, participants who engaged in medium or
high levels of social activism were also more emotionally
distressed from watching media coverage of these events (all
p-values <0.01).

Moderation Analyses
The associations of frequency of exposure to media coverage

of police brutality and protests with perceptions of mental
health did not vary by the level of engagement in social
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Table 1 Sample characteristics (N=304)

Characteristic

N (%) or M (SD)

Age
Biological sex (% identified as female)
Education®
High school diploma, GED, or less®
Some college, associate’s degree, or technical school
At least bachelor’s degree, postgraduate, or professional school
Annual household income
$0-$49,999
$50,000-$99,999
>$100,000
Homeownership
Own
Rent
Other®
Perceptions of mental health
Excellent
Very good
Good
Fair
Poor

41.9 (SD=13.5)
238 (78.6%)

28 (9.2%)
99 (32.7%)
176 (58.1%)

144 (47.5%)
99 (32.7%)
60 (19.8%)

123 (40.6%)
141 (46.5%)
39 (12.9%)

27 (8.9%)
79 (26.1%)
106 (35.0%)
68 (22.4%)
23 (7.6%)

How often have you watched television or social media coverage of African Americans being seriously injured or killed by police officers in

America?
Never or rarely®
Sometimes
Often
Always

17 (5.6%)
49 (16.2%)
153 (50.5%)
84 (27.7%)

To what extent has watching African Americans being seriously injured or killed by police officers on television or social media affected your

life?
Not at all
A little
Somewhat
A lot

Extremely

7 (2.3%)

18 (6.0%)
45 (15.1%)
119 (39.8%
110 (36.8%)

How often have you watched television or social media coverage of the recent protests that have taken place around the country?

Never or rarely?
Sometimes
Often
Always

To what extent has watching the recent protests that have taken place around the country affected your life?
Not at all
A little
Somewhat
A lot
Extremely

Following the death of George Floyd, have you ever done any of the following (% yes)? '
Had conversations with family or friends about issues related to race or racial equality
Posted or shared content on social networking sites related to race or racial equality
Attended a protest or rally that focused on issues related to race or racial equality
Contributed money to a group or organization that focuses on race or racial equality
Contacted a public official to express your opinion on issues related to race or racial equality

22 (7.3%)
77 (25.4%)
135 (44.6%)
69 (22.8%)

22 (7.3%)
31 (10.3%)
92 (30.7%)
105 (35.0%)
50 (16.7%)

294 (97.0%)
234 (77.2%)
109 (36.0%)
106 (35.0%)
82 (27.1%)

@ Springer



1408

Journal of Racial and Ethnic Health Disparities (2023) 10:1403-1413

Table 1 (continued)

Characteristic N (%) or M (SD)
Social activism '™
Low 55 (18.2%)
Medium 162 (53.5%)
High 86 (28.4%)

All variables had less than 5% missing data

TA total score was created from participants’ responses (min=0 and max=>5), and their total score was then categorized to establish three dis-
tinct levels of engagement in social activism: low (0-1), medium (2-3), and high (4-5)

“Did not finish high school (n=2), and high school or GED (n=26)

® “Other” was defined as living with parents (n=27) or other living arrangements (n=12)

“Never (n=4), and rarely (n=13)
dNever (n=3), and rarely (n=19)

Fig. 1 Differences in the fre-
quency of exposure to (top half)
and emotional distress (bottom
half) from media coverage of
police brutality (left side) and
protests (right side) based on the
level of engagement in social
activism. Low engagement in

N

N

Media coverage of police brutality

Media coverage of protests

social activism is the reference

category. The models included

sex, age, education, household

income, and homeownership as
covariates. *p <.05

Frequency of exposure

N W B

N

Emotional distress

wan anl

Medium

High Medium High

N W b

N

wll wnl

Low Medium
Engagement in social activism

activism (data not shown). However, the association of
emotional distress from watching media coverage of police
brutality with perceptions of mental health did vary by the
level of engagement in social activism. As shown in Fig. 2,
post hoc comparisons using the pick-a-point approach
showed that greater emotional distress from watching media
coverage of police brutality was significantly associated with
worse perceptions of mental health when engagement in
social activism was low (B=0.259, SE=0.119, p=0.030).
This significant interaction alone explained 1.2% of the
total variance in perceptions of mental health (entire model,
R%: 12.9%). Likewise, the association between emotional
distress from watching media coverage of protests and
perceptions of mental health also varied by engagement in
social activism. As shown in Fig. 3, post hoc comparisons
showed that greater emotional distress from watching media
coverage of protests was significantly associated with worse
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Fig.2 The association of emotional distress from watching media cov-
erage of police brutality with the perceptions of mental health varies
by the level of engagement in social activism. The model included sex,
age, education, household income, and homeownership as covariates
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Poor- 4
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Perceptions of mental health

Excellent- 0
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Emotional distress
Social engagement: ——[ow Medium High

Fig.3 The association of emotional distress from watching media
coverage of protests with the perceptions of mental health varies by
the level of engagement in social activism. The model included sex,
age, education, household income, and homeownership as covariates

perceptions of mental health when engagement in social
activism was low (B=0.328, SE=0.117, p=0.005), and
was associated with better perceptions of mental health
when engagement in social activism was high (B= —0.481,
SE=0.190, p=0.012). These significant interactions alone
explained 2.7% of the total variance in perceptions of mental
health (entire model, R*: 14.3%).

Mediation Analyses

Mediation analyses (see Table 2) demonstrated that greater
frequency of exposure to media coverage of police brutality
(B=0.027 [95% CI=0.003, 0.065]) and protests (B=0.034
[95% CI=0.005, 0.073]) was indirectly associated with
worse perceptions of mental health through increased
engagement in social activism. Likewise (see Table 3),

greater emotional distress from watching media coverage
of police brutality (B=0.038 [95% CI=0.002, 0.080]) and
protests (B=0.037 [95% CI=0.001, 0.077]) was indirectly
associated with worse perceptions of mental health through
increased engagement in social activism. In both mediation
analyses, greater engagement in social activism (i.e., media-
tor) was associated with worse perceptions of mental health.

Sensitivity Analysis

The frequency of exposure to media coverage of police bru-
tality was positively correlated with the frequency of expo-
sure to media coverage of protests (r=0.603, p<0.001),
Likewise, emotional distress from watching media cover-
age of police brutality was also positively correlated with
emotional distress from watching media coverage of pro-
tests (r=0.642, p<0.001). These variables were combined
to measure the overall frequency of exposure and emotional
distress, respectively. Moderation and mediation analyses
were repeated using these combined variables. Moderation
analysis showed that the association of the overall frequency
of exposure to media coverage of police brutality and pro-
tests with perceptions of mental health did not vary by the
level of engagement in social activism. However, the asso-
ciation of overall emotional distress from watching media
coverage of police brutality and protests with perceptions
of mental health did vary by the level of engagement in
social activism. Post hoc comparisons showed that greater
overall emotional distress from watching media coverage
of police brutality and protests was significantly associated
with worse perceptions of mental health when engagement
in social activism was low (B=0.338, SE=0.126, p=0.001)
and was associated with better perceptions of mental health
when social activism was high (B= —0.431, SE=0.212,

Table 2 Mediation models linking frequency of exposure to media coverage of African Americans being seriously injured or killed by police

officers and protests with perceptions of mental health

Mediator X —M (a path) M—Y (b path) X—Y (c' path/direct effect) X—>M—Y (ab path/indirect
effect)
B (SE) P B (SE) P B (SE) P B (SE) 95% CI*
Model 1: Media coverage of police brutality
Engagement 0.125 (0.047) .008 0.220 (0.090) .016 0.005 (0.074) 943 0.027 (0.016) 0.003, 0.065
in social
activism
Model 2: Media coverage of protests
Engagement 0.151 (0.044) .001 0.223 (0.091) .015 —0.009 (0.070) .898 0.034 (0.018) 0.005, 0.073
in social
activism

X =independent variable (i.e., frequency of exposure to media coverage of police brutality [Model 1] and frequency of exposure to media cov-
erage of protests [Model 2]), M =mediator (i.e., level of engagement in social activism), Y =dependent variable (i.e., perceptions of mental
health). The models included sex, age, education, household income, and homeownership as covariates

*Bias-corrected bootstrapped confidence intervals (10,000 bootstrap samples)
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Table 3 Mediation models linking emotional distress from watching media coverage of African Americans being seriously injured or killed by

police officers and protests with perceptions of mental health

Mediator X —M (a path) M—Y (b path) X—Y (¢’ path/direct effect) X—>M—Y (ab path/indirect
effect)
B (SE) p B (SE) p B (SE) p B (SE) 95% CI*
Model 1: Media coverage of police brutality
Engagement 0.196 (0.038) <.001 0.195 (0.094) .039 0.062 (0.064) 334 0.038 (0.021) 0.002, 0.080
in social
activism
Model 2: Media coverage of protests
Engagement 0.192 (0.033) <.001 0.192 (0.095) .044 0.058 (0.057) .308 0.037 (0.019) 0.001, 0.077
in social
activism

X =independent variable (i.e., emotional distress from watching exposure to media coverage of police brutality [Model 1] and emotional distress
from watching exposure to media coverage of protests [Model 2]), M =mediator (i.e., level of engagement in social activism), Y =dependent
variable (i.e., perceptions of mental health). The models included sex, age, education, household income, and homeownership as covariates

“Bias-corrected bootstrapped confidence intervals (10,000 bootstrap samples)

p=0.043). These significant interactions alone explained
1.9% of the total variance in perceptions of mental health
(entire model, R 13.7%).

Mediation analyses also demonstrated that the overall fre-
quency of exposure to media coverage of police brutality and
protests was indirectly associated with worse perceptions of
mental health through increased engagement in social activ-
ism (B=0.038 [95% CI=0.006, 0.082]). However, overall
emotional distress from watching media coverage of police
brutality and protests was not indirectly associated with per-
ceptions of mental health through social activism (B=0.043
[95% CI= —0.002, 0.092]).

Discussion

This study aimed to explore social activism as a potential
moderator and mediator of the association of media expo-
sure to police brutality and protests with perceptions of men-
tal health using the “competing models” approach [35, 36].
When social activism was conceptualized as a moderator,
the data suggested that being greatly affected by watching
media coverage of police brutality and protests was associ-
ated with worse perceptions of mental health when African
Americans engaged in a minimal level of social activism. In
contrast, being greatly affected by media coverage of pro-
tests was associated with better mental health when Afri-
can Americans engaged in high levels of social activism.
When social activism was conceptualized as a mediator,
the data suggested that although African Americans were
more socially engaged after being exposed and emotionally
impacted by media coverage of police brutality or protests,
their increased engagement may have contributed to worse
perceptions of mental health. Overall, study findings suggest
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complex relations between engagement in social activism,
exposure to media coverage of police brutality and protests,
and perceptions of mental health among African Americans.

To understand findings within the context of the after-
math of George Floyd’s death, between May 26 and August
30 of 2020, over 7750 protests occurred across the USA
[4], and there were several other incidents of African
Americans being injured or killed by police officers that
received national attention during that time, such as the
death of Breonna Taylor and the shooting of Jacob Blake.
Some African Americans may have been deeply affected by
these events perhaps because they emphasized or identified
with the victims of police brutality and/or demonstrators
fighting for important issues in their community [32, 42].
However, even though they were deeply affected by these
events, some African Americans may have chosen not to
engage in social activism, which may have contributed to
worse perceptions of mental health. It may be important to
consider whether African Americans should be encouraged
to engage in activism to improve perceptions of their own
mental health. These acts of social activism may not require
a large personal commitment, such as attending a protest or
sending a donation to a grassroots organization, but could
be as small as having a conversation with friends or family
members. Previous research has shown that activism may
illicit feelings of empowerment and identification with one’s
racial background [26], improving perceptions of mental
health. This assertion is supported by a recent study that
showed that African Americans who expressed low levels
of BLM support reported worse depressive symptoms when
exposed to racial discrimination than African Americans
who expressed high levels of BLM support [23].

However, the seemingly dualistic role of social activism
serving as an indirect source of poor mental health is not
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unexpected. Watson-Singleton et al. found that engagement
in BLM activities, such as participating in BLM-sponsored
protests or sit-ins, was associated with depression [23]. Also,
previous research has shown that African Americans who
are more engaged in social activism are more cognizant
of microaggressions and vulnerable to stress and anxiety
symptoms than African Americans who are less engaged in
social activism [24]. In addition, sustained activism tends to
increase feelings of hopelessness and frustration, especially if
social change is slow or nonexistent [28]. In the case of police
reform, a few months after the death of George Floyd, Ameri-
cans only slightly favored spending more on policing in their
area compared with decreasing funding (31% vs. 26%), but
by 2021, the American public was overwhelmingly in sup-
port of spending more on police in their area (47% vs. 15%)
[43]. This significant shift in public opinion regarding police
funding is counter to the efforts made by many social move-
ments to “defund the police” after George Floyd’s death [44],
and setbacks such as these may contribute to worse percep-
tions of mental health among those who are engaged in social
activism. African Americans engaged in social activism may
be particularly vulnerable to these setbacks because they are
often directly affected by policing in their communities [45].

Overall, the findings suggest that engagement in social
activism may protect against and even contribute to worse
perceptions of mental health after being exposed to and
emotionally impacted by media coverage of police brutality
and protests. However, these findings should be interpreted
cautiously because this study has several notable limitations.
First, data analyzed from cross-sectional studies are not ideal
for addressing moderation and mediation because of causal
ordering and temporality issues. We strongly suggest that
future research use the meta-theoretical paradigm outlined
by Karazsia and Berlin to conduct a more rigorous and defin-
itive analysis of the viability of social activism serving as a
moderator and mediator [34]. Second, these data are from
a non-random sample recruited primarily through social
media, and only about half of the adults who clicked on
the survey link finished the screener. In addition, 807 adults
who stated they were African American and lived in Okla-
homa did not provide a copy of their driver’s license, which
excluded them from participating in the study. This may
have prevented some older African Americans from partici-
pating in this study because older adults tend to have fewer
internet skills, such as capturing and uploading an image to
the Internet, than younger adults [46]. Relatedly, African
Americans who participated in this study tended to identify
as female, and be highly educated and wealthy, which does
not reflect the overall demographics of African Americans
in Oklahoma. Women tend to report more emotional distress
than men [47], and women and adults with higher education
are more likely to engage in social activism than men and
adults with less education [48]. Therefore, the study findings

may reflect the perspective of African Americans who were
deeply affected by the watching media coverage of police
brutality and protests and were more willing to participate
in this research study to voice their opinion about this impor-
tant social issue. Third, recruitment for this study occurred
for at least 9 months, and participants provided their survey
responses immediately after being recruited. Social activ-
ism and exposure to media coverage of police brutality and
protests are time-sensitive, and since 2020, public support
for BLM has weakened, and law enforcement reform is no
longer a top public issue [43]. Social activism likely plays a
more significant role in mental well-being closer to the time
of the event rather than many months after [15, 16]. Fourth,
the measure for perceptions of mental health was based on
a one-item self-rated scale, and while related to poor mental
health outcomes, such as depression and anxiety, does not
fully assess symptoms of psychological distress and may
better reflect overall mental well-being [37]. Last, the survey
question for media coverage of protests and demonstrations
was not specific to protests about law enforcement reform
and may have also assessed exposure to other protests that
have occurred since the death of George Floyd, including
protests related to COVID-19 and the 2020 US Election [4].

In summary, the death of George Floyd was watched over
1.4 billion times on Twitter alone and reinvigorated social
movements to address racial equality within the USA. On
the one hand, findings from this study suggested that African
Americans who experienced emotional distress from watching
media coverage of police brutality and protests but engaged in
minimal social activism reported worse perceptions of mental
health, and those who engaged in high levels of social activism
had better perceptions of mental health. On the other hand,
increased engagement in social activism after being exposed to
and emotionally impacted by media coverage of police brutal-
ity and protests may be associated with worse perceptions of
mental health. More research is needed to improve our under-
standing of how and when African Americans can engage in
social activism in response to media coverage of police bru-
tality and protests to ensure they can contribute to important
racial and social issues without increasing the risk for further
trauma and psychological distress.
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