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tweeting out after sexism strengthened gender identity, which in turn increased collective action intentions, and in
turn, behavioural collective actions. Study 2 further showed that validation from others increases the indirect effect
of tweeting on behavioural collective action through collective action intentions, but group efficacy did not
moderate any indirect effects. It was concluded that when social media activism is used as consensus mobilization,
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Abstract

Women, more so than men, are using social media activism to voice concerns that
traditional structures have ignored. However, when they do, they are also faced with gendered
criticisms ('hashtag feminism') that may instead serve to silence them. Based in social identity
theory, this research examined how women's social media activism, as a digital form of
consensus mobilization, may be a first step toward further activism. Two studies used a
simulated Twitter paradigm to expose women to sexism and randomly assign them to either
tweet in response, or to a no-tweet control condition. Both studies found support for a serial
mediation model such that tweeting out after sexism strengthened gender identity, which in
turn increased collective action intentions, and in turn, behavioural collective actions. Study 2
further showed that validation from others increases the indirect effect of tweeting on
behavioural collective action through collective action intentions, but group efficacy did not
moderate any indirect effects. It was concluded that when social media activism is used as
consensus mobilization, women enact their gender identity, thereby mobilizing them to further
action.

Tweeting about Sexism

3

Social media is an activist platform of choice for women more so than men (Murthy,
Gross, Pensavalle, 2016, Pew Research Center, 2012, 2014; Twenge, 2017). As early as 'Arab
Spring', women were more likely than men to use social media to inform others of protest
events (Tufekci & Wilson, 2012), and since then, women's use of social media hashtags (#)
linked to activist issues has exploded globally. In India, #BoardTheBus called attention to the
lack of safety on public transportation (Eagle, 2015); in the United Kingdom, women reported
their #EverydaySexism experiences in their daily routines (Bates, 2014), and perhaps the most
familiar, #MeToo was reignited on social media so that women could gather support regarding
issues of sexual assault (Mendes, Ringrose & Keller, 2018). Women’s greater use of social media
activism has been credited to it serving as a "counter-space" (Case & Hunter, 2012; Williams,
2015), a term originally used to describe safe spaces that students facing racism created to
function without the fear experienced in traditional spaces such as classrooms and dorms
(Solórzano, Ceja & Yosso, 2000). Similarly, women appear to use social media to call attention
to issues that traditional structures (e.g., media, legal institutions, workplace) have historically
disregarded (Clark, 2016; Conley, in press; Jackson, 2018; Linder, Myers, Riggle & Lacy, 2016;
Williams, 2015).
The paradox, however, is that women are also particularly prone to criticism for using
the digital space to bring attention to their issues. "Slacktivism", "armchair activism", and
"hashtag activism" are critiques of the overall use of social media activism that argue it only
makes users feel good, rather than being an effective tool for social change (Gladwell, 2010;
Morozov, 2009; Willingham, 2018), but women's social media activism is uniquely marginalized.
The term "hashtag activism" has become gendered, as "hashtag feminism" (Chen et al., 2018),
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with accompanying demeaning headlines such as ""I've had enough of #MeToo hashtag
feminism and its intellectual laziness" (Strimpel, 2017), and "And the award for the dumbest
hashtag feminism goes to…" (Miller, 2015). Moreover, cyberbullying has different
consequences for girls than boys, in that girls and women are more likely to limit their online
participation (Jackson, 2018; Madarova et al., 2019, Mendes et al., 2018), whereas boys tend to
ignore their experiences of cyberbullying (Madarova et al., 2019). In effect, while silencing of
women from traditional structures has led to the use of counter-spaces like social media,
backlash within these counter-spaces can promote the very silencing they were meant to
address. And yet, women appear undaunted in their extensive use of social media to address
sexism. This research will therefore examine the mechanisms through which social media
activism mobilizing women toward further activism. Emanating from a social identity
perspective, we propose that social media activism will strengthen women’s gender identity,
motivating subsequent action.
Defining social media activism
Critiques of social media activism contrast it with high-effort actions such as the historic
sit-in at the Woolworth's counter to protest racial segregation in 1960 (Gladwell, 2010;
Morozov, 2009). Clicking a 'like' button or re-tweeting a hashtag pales in comparison to such
courageous collective actions. However, what appears to be simple online activism may be that
first step toward further activism (Schumann & Klein, 2015; Schumann, et al., 2012), serving as
a digital form of "consensus mobilization", whereby individuals attempt to bring to public
awareness that "a certain state of affairs is unacceptable" (Klandermans & Oegema, 1987, p.
519). Pre-internet consensus mobilization included letter-writing (Foster & Matheson, 1995;
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Klandermans, 1997), or signing petitions (Kelly & Breinlinger, 1995; Louis, 2009). Even before
social media platforms like Facebook and Twitter, Postmes and Brunsting (2002) argued that
the Internet was well-suited for persuasive actions such as emailing others. Social media
brought about a similar conceptualization, namely "information activism", reflecting its use to
gather and spread information, provide solidarity and support to protestors and influence
public opinion (Halupka, 2016). For example, #MeToo was used 19 million times in its first year
alone (Pew Research Center, 2018). Thus, social media activism, as a digital form of consensus
mobilization may serve as an essential first step for women to become mobilized toward future
action (Bennet & Segerberg, 2013; Foster, 2015; Halupka, 2016; Postmes & Brunsting, 2002).
A social identity theory perspective on social media activism
Social identity theory states that as members of social groups, people are motivated to
establish positive social identities (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner, et al., 1987). Under conditions
of group threat (e.g., sexism), a social identity can be strengthened (Branscombe, Schmitt &
Harvey, 1999), providing the personal and collective resources that serve as the basis to
mobilize group members toward action (Jetten et al., 2012). While embracing a social identity
can strengthen activism (e.g., van Zomeren, et al., 2008), the identity itself is also strengthened
by activism because activism is "putting one's identity into action" (van Zomeren et al., 2012,
p.187). Activism serves as a tangible piece of evidence that the group connection is
constructive, enhancing empowerment, thereby solidifying group identification (Drury, et al.,
2015; Drury & Reicher, 1999, 2005; van Zomeren et al., 2010, 2012, see also Vestergren et al.,
2016 for a review).
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One reason social identity theory lends itself well to understanding social media
activism is that fundamentally, social media increase social connections. Use of the hashtag in
social media activism (e.g., #MeToo, #BlackLivesMatter) provides a marker that allows content
to be searched, and functions as an announcement to others to "search for me and affiliate
with my value" (Zappavigna, 2011, p. 789). By attaching a hashtag to one's content, the
individual is acting to make their content more visible to others because its searchability
increases the likelihood that like-minded others will see it; it is an intentional act designed to
create affiliation. Thus, consistent with dynamic models of social identity theory (Drury et al.,
2015), participating in social media activism my serve to strengthen social identity. In turn,
given the established relationship between social identity and collective action (e.g., van
Zomeren et al., 2012), further collective action may be more likely.
Most research showing a positive link between on- and offline activism however, has
focused on collective action intentions rather than behavioural collective actions (Brunsting &
Postmes, 2002; Foster et al., 2019; Schumann et al., 2012; Vaccari et al., 2015). Indeed, given
the theory of planned action (Ajzen, 1991; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), intentions are an important
proximate precursor of action. However, demonstrating a link to tangible behavioural actions is
critical to countering the slacktivism criticism (e.g., Gladstone, 2010). Yet, the few studies (Lee
& Hsieh, 2013; Milošević-Dordević & Žeželj, 2017; Vitak et al., 2011; Wilkins et al., 2019) that
have examined behavioural options did not examine social identity.
The studies that have assessed the role of social identities in social media use and
activism report mixed findings. Conroy et al. (2012) used a proxy of social identification, namely
the number of political group memberships on Facebook, and showed that more group
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memberships on Facebook was related to greater participation in off-line behaviours like voting
and volunteering. Likewise, the relation between self-reports of social media activism and
offline protest behaviours was mediated by a politicized identity, but a subsequent
experimental study found that group identification was unaffected by social media activism
(Kende et al., 2016). Schumann and Klein (2015) similarly found that social identity was not
affected by a social media activism manipulation. However, this could be because social
identity was measured as social identity consolidation (i.e., to what extent participants believe
others viewed them as a group member) rather than how much they themselves identified with
the group.
The current research was therefore designed to fill a gap in the research by examining
these variables together. Study 1 tested a serial mediation model (see Figure 1). First,
consistent with research showing activism strengthens social identity (e.g., Vestergren et al.,
2016), it was expected that social media activism, as a consensus mobilization action, would
enhance gender identity, compared to those in a control condition. In turn, based on evidence
showing social identity predicts collective action (e.g., Abrams et al., 2020; Cronin et al., 2012;
Foster, 1999; Kelly & Breinlinger, 1995; Stürmer & Simon, 2004; Thomas et al., 2020; van
Zomeren et al., 2008), gender identity was expected to increase collective action intentions.
Further, consistent with the theory of planned action, (Ajzen, 1991; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975),
collective action intentions were expected to increase behavioural collective actions (e.g., De
Weerd & Klandermans, 1999; Kelly & Breinlinger, 1995).
A second purpose of this research was to examine potential moderators of these
relationships. Social identity theory states that individuals seek validation from their social
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groups (Drury, 2012; Haslam et al., 2012; Turner et al., 1987). Although most research shows
that social identity leads to greater perceived support (Crabtree et al., 2010; Haslam et al.,
2005, 2012), there is also reason to believe that validation from others could strengthen social
identity. For example, when other women thought a woman’s claims of discrimination were
legitimate (i.e., ingroup validation that ones' beliefs are accurate), group identity was higher
than when the ingroup thought such claims were illegitimate (Jetten et al., 2010). Moreover,
support from the ingroup has increased collective self-esteem (Ellemers et al., 2004) and
collective action intentions (van Zomeren & Spears, 2011) and unity within the group has
enhanced feelings of empowerment (Drury et al., 2005; Vestergren et al., 2019). Thus, a second
study was conducted to assess a moderated mediation model (see Figure 2), such that the
indirect effects of social media activism on behavioural collective actions through gender
identity and collective action intentions would be strongest among those anticipating validation
from others.
Group efficacy was also examined as a potential moderator. Group efficacy (the belief
that the group will be effective in achieving its goals) predicts both a stronger social identity
(Grant et al., 2017; Thomas & McGarty, 2009; van Zomeren et al., 2008; van Zomeren et al.,
2010) and offline collective action intentions (Hornsey et al., 2006; Radke et al., 2006; van
Zomeren et al., 2004; van Zomeren et al., 2008). However, findings regarding the relationship
between perceptions of group efficacy and online activism intentions are mixed (Nekmat et al.,
2015; Velasquez & LaRose, 2014). Group efficacy may be a more consistent predictor of
behaviours than intentions. For example, Jost et al. (2018) content analyzed the tweets sent
during the Occupy Wall Street protests, and found themes of group efficacy were related to
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participation in that protest. In a quasi-experimental study, Wilkins et al. (2019) found that
users of social media who thought their actions would have a high impact were also more likely
to answer 'yes' to participating in behavioural collective actions one week after the experiment.
Thus, perceived group efficacy was also expected to strengthen the indirect effects of tweeting
on behavioural collective actions through social identity and collective action intentions (see
Figure 2).
Study 1 Method
Participants
Participants were recruited in exchange for course credit from an Introductory
Psychology participant pool for an online study on ‘power and fairness’. To provide students
with sufficient time to earn their course credits, the study remained active throughout the
academic year (N = 634). Data were cleaned by deleting participants who had completed the
study in less than 13 minutes (the mode completion minutes for each sample). Straightliners
(i.e., participants who rush through the study by clicking the same answer repeatedly) were
identified by examining the standard deviations for each set of items in a measure; they were
deleted if the standard deviation of each set was 0. These deletions resulted in a final sample of
515 women (Mage = 20.73, SD = 4.51 years).
Self-reported ethnicity was: 64.3% White European origins, 11% South Asian origins,
6.5% Chinese origins, 3.9% Arab/West Indian origins, 3.5% African origins, 2.1% Latin American
origins, 1% Indigenous origins, 1% South East Asian origins, .8% Filipino origins, .3% Korean
origins, .1% Japanese origins and 5.5% "other". 56.5% of participants reported their academic
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major was in the Faculty of Science, and the remaining majors resided in Faculties of Arts and
Social Sciences.
Procedure
To reduce demand characteristics, this online study was described as assessing power
and fairness across a variety of contexts. Participants were told that they would be randomly
assigned to read about different issues on the treatment of women, animals or university
students, but were in actuality only exposed to information on sexism. After completing
demographics, participants read information about women's treatment in a variety of contexts.
As in past work (Foster, 2015, 2019), women were primed to perceive sexism by viewing
information about real sexist events (see Supplemental Information for the full set of primes
and details of simulation).
The information women read was designed to convey the pervasive nature of sexism
across life domains. This included statistics about sexual assault, sexism in science/technology,
religion and sport, along with some specific examples. In each example, they read a description
of the event and were provided with a link to the actual news story documenting the event.
After reading through the sexism primes, participants completed checks of perceived sexism.
As Twitter is one of the most used micro-blogging sites (Pew Research Center, 2014; Top
10 Microblogging, 2019), and the origin of globally impactful social media activism like #MeToo
and #BlackLivesMatter (Anderson, 2016; Pew Research Center, 2018), we simulated the Twitter
platform with the goal of approaching the realism of how social media activism occurs, without
reducing experimental control and risking potential real-world backlash. To simulate the
experience of seeing information online and then tweeting about it, participants viewed the
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sexist primes a second time as they would appear on a Twitter feed. All participants were
asked to imagine themselves scrolling through Twitter feed and the thoughts and feelings they
would have while doing so. Participants in the tweet condition were then asked to "create a
tweet in response to the information you've just read about". As previous research finds that
greater thought is put into public compared to private tweets (Foster, 2015), women were
reminded that although their tweet would not be seen on Twitter, it would appear
anonymously to others in the experiment. Participants then typed their tweet into a simulated
twitter text box and hit send. Women in the no-tweet control condition did not receive these
instructions. Both groups then completed measures of gender identity, collective action
intentions, and behavioural collective actions, in that order. Participants were then debriefed.
Participants were compensated with course credit, and this research was approved by XXX's
Research Ethics Board(#5806).
Measures
All measures (except the behavioural collective actions) were assessed along a 5-point
scale ranging from 1 "not at all" to 5 "extremely".
Perceived Sexism
To confirm that participants regarded the information they read as sexist, they
completed eight items indicating how "fairly were women treated" (reverse-scored); "
justifiable was the treatment of these women" (reverse-scored); "threatening/risky were these
situations for women"; "sexist was the treatment of these women"; "severe was the treatment
of these women"; "likely is it this kind of thing will happen again in the future"; "pervasive in
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society is this kind of thing"; likely is it that this kind of situation could affect you personally".
The mean across all items was used as the perceived sexism score (𝛼 = .77).
Gender Identity
Participants responded to items from Cameron's (2004) measure of social identity that
assessed common ties ("I have a lot in common with other women"; "I feel strong ties to other
women"; "I don't feel a sense of being connected to other women" (reverse-scored)) and
identity centrality ("being a woman has very little to do with how I feel about myself" (reversescored); "being a woman is an important part of my self-image"; "the fact that I'm a woman
rarely enters my mind" (reverse-scored)). Postmes et al.'s (2012) single item “I identify with
women" was also included. The mean across all seven items was used as the gender identity
score (𝛼 = .76).
Collective Action Intentions
22 offline collective action items derived from Foster & Matheson's (1995) measure
were used (e.g., "I will participate in protests regarding women's issues"). The mean across the
items used as the overall collective action score (𝛼 = .95).
Behavioural Collective Actions (BCA)
To assess behavioural responses within an experimental context, behavioural collective
action was defined as a "yes" response to receive information on how to get involved in four
collective actions, each reflecting incremental variations in levels of activism: collecting more
information on sexism, spreading the word about sexism, donating to #TimesUpNow (an
organization that provides legal counsel for sexual assault victims), volunteering for an
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organization fighting sexism. "No" was coded as "0" and "Yes" was coded as "1". The sum of all
four actions were computed as the overall behavioural collective action score (𝛼 = .81).
Results and Discussion
Descriptive statistics and correlations for model variables appear in Table 1.
Perceived Sexism
For sexism to have been adequately portrayed, women should report scores above the
midpoint of the scale (3), and equally across Twitter conditions. A one-sample t-test showed
that overall, participants perceived significantly higher sexism (M = 4.34, SD = .57) than the
midpoint, t(512) = 53.04, p < .0001, 95% CIDifference [1.29, 1.38]. An independent groups t-test
showed no significant difference in perceived sexism across the tweet (M = 4.38, SD = .56) and
no-tweet control conditions (M = 4.29, SD = .58), t(511) = -1.64, p = .10. Thus, sexism was
adequately portrayed.
Tweet Content
Tweets were examined to ensure they were being utilized as social media activism (i.e.,
exhibiting consensus mobilization). Using a coding schema developed for previous research
(Foster, 2015), two independent researchers coded the tweets for different aspects of
consensus mobilization (Halupka, 2016; Klandermans & Oegema, 1987; Postmes & Brunsting,
2002): naming the problem (e.g., "The blatant sexism and disrespect of women in the media
and society is upsetting, unfair and frankly terrifying….".); criticizing (e.g." These stories are
disgusting…"); persuading (e.g., "… If you agree with any of the previously posted articles, YOU
ARE PART OF THE PROBLEM!!"); and suggesting change (e.g., "…We need to bring change, fight
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back and stand up to the everyday harassment being faced by women all over the world;
because the future is now). Each category was coded as 'present' (1), or 'not present' (0).
94.1% of tweets ‘named the problem’ (𝜅 = .86, p < .0001); 86.3% of tweets criticized the state of
affairs (𝜅 = .97, p < .0001); 50.2% of tweets were classified as persuading (𝜅 = .88, p < .0001);
21.8% of tweets suggested change (𝜅 = .85, p < .0001). Only 2.6% of tweets used no type of
consensus mobilization; 9.2% used only one type; 35.1% used two types; 39.5% used three
types; 13.7% used all four types of consensus. Notably, the breakdown of tweets falling into
each category of consensus mobilization was reminiscent of those actually tweeted in a
naturalistic paradigm (Foster, 2015), suggesting that the simulated Twitter paradigm was able
to elicit social media activism in the form of consensus mobilization even within a lab setting.
Main Analysis
The serial mediation model was tested using Hayes' Process v 3.5 (Model 6; Hayes,
2018a) using a bias-correct 95% bootstrap confidence interval based on 5000 samples (see
Table 2). As hypothesized, the serial mediation indirect effect was significant, B = .05, SE = .02,
95% CI [0.01, 0.10], indicating that tweeting increased gender identity, which in turn was
associated with higher collective action intentions, which in turn, was related to greater BCA.
However, the indirect effects of tweeting on BCA through gender identity alone, B = .01, SE =
.01, %95 CI [-0.02, 0.04], and of tweeting on BCA through collective action intention alone, B =
.04, SE = .07, %95 CI [-0.11, 0.17] were not significant.
Given larger data samples are susceptible to progressively smaller p-values, the
robustness of this effect was tested on a smaller subsample using a sample size that will not
reduce the p-value beyond what is consistent with the topic/discipline (Lin et al., 2010). Based
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on past work in social media activism (e.g., Foster et al., 2019; Kende et al., 2016; Wilkins et al.,
2019), n = 300 was chosen so that the p-value would not be driven below p=.01. Consistent
with the full sample data, the indirect effect of tweeting on BCA through gender identity alone,
B = .01, SE = .03, %95 CI [-0.04, 0.08], and of tweeting on BCA through collective action
intention alone, B = .05, SE = .09, %95 CI [-0.14, 0.24] were not significant, but the serial
mediation indirect effect was again significant, B = .07, SE = .03, 95% CI [0.02, 0.14]. Thus, the
serial mediation model was replicated in a smaller sample.
This finding is consistent with Kende et al. (2016), who found an indirect effect of selfreported social media activism on self-reported collective action intentions through politicized
identity. However, this research also extends the findings of past work. First, the inclusion of
behavioural collective actions provides further evidence that social media activism can be a first
step toward further collective actions beyond intentions. Second, this study provides causal
evidence that even a single act of social media activism can solidify a social identity, as do
traditional collective actions such as protest behaviour (e.g., Drury et al., 2015; Drury & Reicher,
1999; van Zomeren et al., 2012).
To both replicate and extend these findings, a second study was conducted to examine
potential moderators, namely validation from others and group efficacy.
Study 2 Method
Participants
Participants were again recruited from the Introductory Psychology participant pool in
exchange for course credit (N = 1182). Data were cleaned using the same method in study 1;
participants who had completed the study in less than 15 minutes (the mode completion
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minutes for study 2) and straightliners were deleted. These deletions resulted in a final sample
of 779 women (Mage = 20.41, SD = 4.42 years).
Self-reported ethnicity was: 62.1% White European origins, 11.7% South Asian origins,
7.2% Chinese origins, 5% African origins, 3.5% Arab/West Indian origins, 1.7% Latin American
origins, 1.6% South East Asian origins, 1.2% Filipino origins, .4% Indigenous origins, .4%
Japanese origins and 5.2% "other". 58% of these participants reported that their academic
major was in the Faculty of Science, and the remaining majors resided in the Faculties of Arts
and Social Sciences.
Procedure
The same procedure as study 1 was used, however the moderator variables were added to the
measures in the following order: gender identity, perceived validation, group efficacy, collective
action intentions, and behavioural collective actions.
Measures
Validation
Perceived validation by others was assessed with positive trait ascriptions (Kaiser &
Miller, 2001, 2004). Those in the tweet condition read, "If I had sent the tweet, I think others
would react to me by thinking I am…" whereas those in the no-tweet control condition read, "If I
had responded publicly to those incidents, I think others would likely react to me by thinking I
am…". Both groups then rated each of four positive traits (likeable, friendly, honest, nice) and
their mean rating was used as the index of perceived validation (𝛼 = .81).
Group Efficacy
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Those in the tweet condition read "If I had sent the tweet, I think this could lead to…"
whereas those in the no-tweet control read, "If I had responded publicly, I think this could lead
to…" Both groups then responded to six items: "success in women's voices being heard";
"success in women standing up for their rights"; "success in women influencing other's
opinions"; "success in gathering support for stopping this kind of treatment"; "success in
changing things"; "success in reducing sexist treatment". The mean rating across items was
used as the overall group efficacy score (𝛼 = .95).
Results and Discussion
Study 2 descriptive statistics and correlations for model variables appear in Table 1.
Perceived Sexism
For sexism to have been adequately portrayed, women should again report scores
above the midpoint of scale (3), and equally across the Twitter conditions. Consistent with
study 1, a one-sample t-test showed that overall, participants perceived significantly higher
sexism (M = 4.34, SD = .53) than the midpoint, t(777) = 70.87, p < .0001, 95% CIDifference [1.30,
1.38]. An independent groups t-test showed no significant difference in perceived sexism across
the tweet (M = 4.34, SD = .55) and no-tweet control conditions (M = 4.34, SD = .51), t(768) = 0.13, p = .90. Thus, consistent with study 1, sexism was adequately portrayed.
Tweet Content
Tweets were again examined to ensure they were being utilized as social media activism
(i.e., exhibiting consensus mobilization) using the same coding schema in study 1. The
breakdown of tweets into categories were similar to study 1, such that naming and criticizing
the problem were the most common types of consensus mobilization used. Specifically, 89.1%
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of tweets ‘named the problem’ (𝜅 = .87, p < .0001); 85.4% of tweets criticized the state of
affairs (𝜅 = .86, p < .0001); 65.5% of tweets were classified as persuading (𝜅 = .83, p < .0001);
21.7% of tweets suggested change (𝜅 = .84, p < .0001). Only 0.5% of tweets used no type of
consensus mobilization; 14.6% used only one type; 24.8% used two types; 43.1% used three
types; 17% used all four types of consensus. Thus, women engaged in consensus mobilization
regarding sexism, even in a simulated paradigm.
Main Analysis
Consistent with study 1, the serial mediation (Model 6; Hayes, 2018a) indirect effect was
significant in both the full sample, B = .07, SE = .02, 95% CI [0.03, 0.11], and a randomly selected
subsample (n = 300), B = .09, SE = .03, 95% CI [0.03, 0.16], indicating that tweeting increased
gender identity, which in turn was associated with higher collective action intentions, which in
turn, was related to greater BCA (see Table 3). However, again consistent with study 1, the
indirect effect of tweeting on BCA through gender identity alone was not significant in the full
sample, B = .02, SE = .01, %95 CI [-0.01, 0.05] or the smaller subsample, B = .03, SE = .03, %95 CI
[-0.03, 0.11]. Nor was the indirect effect of tweeting on BCA through collective action intention
alone significant in the full sample, B = .03, SE = .06, %95 CI [-0.08, 0.15], or subsample, B = .01,
SE = .08, %95 CI [-0.17, 0.17] (see Table 3). Thus, consistent with dynamic social identity models
(e.g., Drury & Reicher, 1999; van Zomeren et al., 2012), women 'enact' their gender identity by
participating in social media activism, which in turn increases further actions.
To assess whether this process was moderated by validation from others, Hayes'
(2018a) Model 85 was tested. The index of moderated mediation was significant for the
indirect effect of tweeting on BCA through collective action intentions in both the full sample
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(Index = .16, SE = .06, 95% CI [0.03, 0.29]), and the subsample (Index = .26, SE = .11, 95% CI
[0.05, 0.046]), indicating that this indirect effect increased with more validation from others. To
probe this moderated mediation, the conditional indirect effects at low, medium, and high
levels of validation (16th, 50th, 84th percentiles) were tested. At higher levels of anticipated
validation, the conditional indirect effect was significant in both samples (Bfull sample = .22, SE =
.09, 95% CI [0.05, 0.39], Bsubsample = 28., SE = .13, 95% CI [0.02, 0.53]). In effect, anticipating that
tweets would elicit validation from others was associated with greater collective action
intentions (full sample conditional path a = .22; subsample conditional path a = .28) 1 which in
turn predicted more BCA (see Table 4). However, this indirect effect disappeared at both lower
(Bfull sample = -.05, SE = .07, 95% CI [-0.21, 0.10], Bsubsample = -.17, SE = .12, 95% CI [-0.42, 0.07]) and
moderate levels of validation (Bfull sample = .06, SE = .06, 95% CI [-0.05, 0.18], Bsubsample = .03, SE =
.89, 95% CI [-0.15, 0.19]). Thus, unless women anticipate a high level of support, tweeting may
not mobilize them toward to further activism. This is consistent with the theory of planned
action (e.g., Ajzen, 1991), in that intentions for behaviour are strengthened by subjective
norms. Believing others would view women positively after tweeting may have served as a
subjective norm, thereby strengthening the impact of tweeting on collective action intentions,
and in turn BCA.
However, the indices of moderated mediation were not significant for the serial
mediation (Indexfull sample = .03, SE = .02, 95% CI [-0.02, 0.07]), Indexsubsample = -.001, SE = .03, 95%
CI [-0.06, 0.07]) or for the indirect effect of tweeting on BCA through gender identity alone
(Indexfull sample = .01, SE = .01, 95% CI [-0.01, 0.03], Indexsubsample = -.0004, SE = .02, 95% CI [-0.04,
0.04]). The fact that neither indirect effect through gender identity was moderated by

Tweeting about Sexism

20

validation is inconsistent with Jetten et al.'s (2010) work showing that if women believed other
women validated their claims of discrimination, their social identity was higher than when the
ingroup did not validate their claims of discrimination. One possible reason for this may be the
temporal ordering of variables; validation was measured after gender identity, and as such may
not have been able to moderate the effect of tweeting on identity.
An alternative reason is that anticipated validation did not moderate the indirect effects
through gender identity may be the operational definition. The current study asked participants
to consider how others would react to them after sending the tweet, without specifying
whether others referred to the ingroup (other women) or the outgroup. Given that respect
from the ingroup may be more important to maintaining collective self-esteem than respect
from the outgroup (Ellemers et al, 2004), the lack of a specific reference group may have
reduced the potential moderating effects of validation on the relation between tweeting and
gender identity. Moreover, research on cross-group contact suggests that support from the
outgroup has to be nuanced in order to be mobilizing. If the support offers friendship, or
cooperation, without acknowledging the outgroup's privilege, it might be perceived as
ambiguous, paternalistic, or appropriative (Becker et al., 2013; Droogendyk et al., 2016a,
2016b; Wright & Lubensky, 2009). Thus, if participants envisioned men when completing the
validation measure (which will be recalled included traits of likeable, friendly, honest, nice), it
might even have worked against the effect of tweeting on BCA through gender identity, given
such traits may be perceived as benevolent sexism (e.g., Ramos et al., 2018) and benevolent
sexism can demotivate collective action (Becker & Wright, 2011). Nonetheless, the overall
finding is consistent with research showing that social media "likes" increase users' self-esteem
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(Burrow & Rainone, 2017; Dumas et al., 2020; Scissors et al., 2016), which might suggest that an
interpersonal form of validation could also have implications for collective behaviour.
Unexpectedly, group efficacy did not moderate any of the indirect effects. The indices of
moderated mediation were not significant for the indirect effect of tweeting on BCA through
gender identity alone (Index = .00, SE = .01, 95% CI [-.01, .03]), through collective action
intentions alone (Index = .01, SE = .07, 95% CI [-.12, .14]), or through the serial mediation (Index
= .02, SE = .02, 95% CI[-.02, .06]). Thus, the serial mediation model was not moderated by group
efficacy and was not tested in the smaller sample. This finding is inconsistent with Wilkins et al.
(2019) who found that group efficacy moderated the effect of social media activism on future
behavioural actions among those who already used social media activism. The measure of
group efficacy itself seems to have appropriately tapped into the construct, given the
intercorrelations are consistent with work showing group efficacy predicts gender identity and
collective action (e.g., van Zomeren et al., 2008, 2010). Instead, one methodological difference
that may account for this inconsistency is the social media platform. Wilkins et al., asked
participants whether they would be willing to share information on their personal social media
page (Facebook, Twitter or Tumblr), but it was not specified which platform was ultimately
used. This may be important given Halpern et al.'s (2017) finding that that group efficacy
predicted offline political behaviours when information was shared on Facebook, but not when
shared via Twitter, suggesting that the normative beliefs about the efficacy of the platform
itself may play a role in the mobilizing effect of group efficacy.
As such, role of group efficacy in social media activism may be more complex than with
other types of activism. The general zeitgeist surrounding, for example, protest behaviour, is
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that it is effective. As such, it seems intuitive that among those who feel the protest will help
their group to achieve their goals, participating in a protest would strengthen identity (e.g., van
Zomeren et al., 2010) and promote additional activism (e.g., Hornsey et al., 2006). But, perhaps
believing in the efficacy of social media activism, in the face of its reputation as 'slacktivism', is
not sufficiently mobilizing for further action. For example, in research examining a combination
of social media and traditional activism, Cohen-Chen & van Zomeren (2019) showed that group
efficacy only predicted collective action intentions when hope for social change was high,
suggesting that group efficacy was sensitive to the normative beliefs surrounding social change.
It is therefore important for future research to understand the nuanced definitions of group
efficacy (Hornsey et al., 2006; van Zomeren, et al., 2013) that may be able to predict
independently beyond the reputation of the particular medium.
Alternatively, it may be a methodological limitation of the current study that explains
why group efficacy was not moderator of any path. In this study, group efficacy (like validation)
was measured after gender identity. Given group efficacy's role as both a predictor and
consequence of social identity (e.g., Grant et al., 2017; Thomas & McGarty, 2009; van Zomeren
et al., 2010), it is feasible that group efficacy did not moderate the serial mediation because of
its role as a predictor of identity. However, the placement of the group efficacy measure in the
procedure made testing it as a precursor to identity methodologically inappropriate (e.g., Cook
& Campbell, 1979; Pedhazur, 1997). Thus, future work will benefit from examining how
manipulations of validation and group efficacy may help to further understand the indirect
effects of tweeting on BCA can be enhanced.
General Discussion
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This research sought to examine the mechanisms through which social media activism
may contribute to further collective actions and under what circumstance these relationships
may be strengthened. As expected, across two samples and randomly selected subsamples,
gender identity and collective action intentions mediated the effect of tweeting on BCA such
that, tweeting to protest sexism led to a stronger gender identity (than a no-tweet control
condition), which in turn was associated with greater collective action intentions, which
predicted BCA. Study 2 further showed that this process can be strengthened when strong
validation from others is anticipated. These studies contradict the notion of 'slacktivism',
instead showing that social media activism can indeed be an effective tool for social change.
Granted, not all social media activism is used, as it was in these studies, for consensus
mobilization. Actions that require less output (e.g., clicking the 'like' button) may be less likely
to strengthen social identity, compared to a tweet responding to social injustice. Indeed, past
research has shown that such tweets reflect cognitive complexity and an attempt to make
meaning of injustice (Foster, 2015, 2020). Thus, although future research would benefit from
comparing how alternative forms of social media activism differentially impact activism, these
studies suggest that when used as consensus mobilization, social media activism can be
mobilizing.
This research also offers a methodological contribution to the literature on social media
activism. The simulation was designed to approximate real-world social media use, whereby
individuals read something on their feed, and responded to it with no explicit instructions as to
the content of the response (i.e., they were simply told to respond to what they read). Across
both studies, women's tweets reflected similar levels of consensus mobilization as had been
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observed when women used their personal Twitter accounts in a naturalistic experiment
(Foster, 2015). This suggests that the simulated Twitter paradigm can maintain both
experimental control and external validity. This is particularly important, as it may be that in
studies that did not find that social media activism impacted social identities, social media
activism was operationalized differently than it is in the real world, for instance, as sharing
information with the ingroup alone (Kende et al., 2016; Schumann & Klein, 2015). However,
Drury and colleagues (Drury & Reicher, 2000; Drury et al., 2003; Vestergren et al., 2019) have
shown that social identity is strengthened when the ingroup sees itself in opposition to the
outgroup. Thus, for social media activism to strengthen identity, it may need to exist on a
platform where one's participation in consensus mobilization can also be seen by the outgroup.
Limitations of this study include the measures of social identity and behavioural
collective actions. Although social identity is a consistent predictor of collective action, this
relationship is often strengthened by measuring a politicized identity (e.g., van Zomeren et al.,
2008; Stürmer & Simon, 2004), namely an identity that is not merely categorizing oneself as a
particular group member, but also a recognition of how the group is structurally disadvantaged
in relation to other groups (e.g., Duncan, 2010). For women, this may be represented as a
feminist consciousness (i.e., seeing the personal as political; e.g., Gurin & Markus, 1989), or a
feminist identity (e.g., van Breen et al., 2017). Thus, our future research will also examine
politicized identities. Additionally, the behavioural collective actions measure will need to be
expanded. Although consistent with how past work has defined behavioural collective actions
within the confines of an experiment (e.g., Wilkins et al., 2019), future research will benefit
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from including alternative behavioural assessments, such as accepting a follow-up invitation to
participate in a protest.
Despite limitations however, this research suggests that using Twitter for consensus
mobilization strengthens women’s gender identity, which in turn was linked to activism beyond
intentions. Moreover, this process was enhanced by women's perception that others would
positively value them for taking action online. If women believe they are supported in a
counter-space to which they have turned in order to have their voices heard, they may
continue to speak even louder.
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Footnotes

1

This value is equal to (a12 + a32W)b2, where W is a value of the moderator (Hayes, 2018b).

For the full sample, W = .96; for the subsample, W = .94.
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Table 1
Means, standard deviations and correlations of model variables by study.
____________________________________________________________________________
M
SD
1
2
3
4
5
____________________________________________________________________________
Study 1
1. Gender identity
4.00 .63
.33** .21**
2. Collective Action
Intentions
3.29 .79
.54**
3. Behavioral Collective
Action
2.27 1.58
4. Validation
--5. Group Efficacy
--Tweet n = 277
No Tweet n = 238
Study 2
1. Gender identity
2. Collective Action
Intentions
3. Behavioral Collective
Action
4. Validation
5. Group Efficacy
Tweet n = 415
No Tweet n = 355

3.94

.61

3.11

.83

-

.35** .23** .02
-

2.11 1.57
3.03 .95
3.34 .95

.19**

.54** .10** .39**
-

.00
-

.14**
.25**
-

______________________________________________________________________
Note: Scores ranged from 1 (not at all) to 5 (extremely). **p < .01
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Figure 1. Conceptual and Statistical Models for Hypothesis 1: Serial Mediation
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Figure 2. Conceptual and Statistical Models for Hypothesis 2: Moderated Serial Mediation
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Table 2. Summary of Study 1 Serial Mediation Model for Full Sample and Subsample
__________________________________________________________________________
Predictor
B
SE
CI
__________________________________________________________________________
Outcome: Social Identity (Mediator 1)
Path
Tweet (X)
a1 →
.12* .03
[ 0.01, 0.23]
Subsample
a1 →
.19** .07
[ 0.06, 0.33]
Outcome: Collective Action Intentions (Mediator 2)
Tweet (X)
a2 →
.03
.06
[-0.10, 0.17]
Subsample
a2 →
.05
.09
[-0.12, 0.22]
Social Identity (M2) d →
.41** .05
[ 0.31, 0.52]
Subsample
d→
.35** .07
[ 0.21, 0.50]
Outcome: Behavioural Collective Action
Tweet (X)
c →
.36** .09
[ 0.06, 0.41]
Tweet (X)
c' →
.26* .08
[-0.03, 0.27]
Subsample
c →
.48** .19
[ 0.12, 0.83]
c' →
.35* .16
[ 0.04, 0.66]
Social Identity (M1) b1 →
.07
.09
[-0.12, 0.27]
Subsample
b1 →
.07
.13
[-0.19, 0.33]
Collective Action
Intentions
(M2) b2 →
1.05** .08
[ 0.89, 1.20]
Subsample
b2 →
1.03** .10
[ 0.83, 1.23]
__________________________________________________________________________
Note: The tweet conditions were coded 0 for the no-tweet control, and 1 for the tweet
condition. **p< .01, * p < .05
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Table 3. Summary of Study 2 Serial Mediation Model for Full Sample and Subsample
__________________________________________________________________________
Predictor
B
SE
CI
__________________________________________________________________________
Outcome: Social Identity (Mediator 1)
Path
Tweet (X)
a1 →
.16* .04
[ 0.06, 0.24]
Subsample
a1 →
.22** .07
[0.08, 0.37]
Outcome: Collective Action Intentions (Mediator 2)
Tweet (X)
a2 →
.03
.06
[-0.08, 0.15]
Subsample
a2 →
.01
.09
[-0.16, 0.18]
Social Identity (M2) d →
.46** .05
[ 0.37, 0.55]
Subsample
d→
.42** .07
[ 0.29, 0.56]
Outcome: Behavioural Collective Action
Tweet (X)
c →
.15
.11
[-0.07, 0.38]
Tweet (X)
c' →
.03
.10
[-0.16, 0.22]
Subsample
c →
.26
.17
[ 0.12, 0.83]
c' →
-.03
.16
[-0.11, 0.41]
Social Identity (M1) b1 →
.12
.08
[-0.04, 0.29]
Subsample
b1 →
.15
.13
[-0.11, 0.41]
Collective Action
Intentions
(M2) b2 →
.99** .06
[ 0.87, 1.11]
Subsample
b2 →
.92** .11
[ 0.71, 1.13]
__________________________________________________________________________
Note: The tweet conditions were coded 0 for the no-tweet control, and 1 for the tweet
condition. **p< .01, * p < .05
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Table 4. Summary of Moderated Mediation by Validation for Full Sample and Subsample.
__________________________________________________________________________
Predictor
B
SE
CI
__________________________________________________________________________
Outcome: Social Identity (Mediator 1)
Path
Tweet (X)
a11 →
.16** .03
[ 0.07, 0.25]
Subsample
a11 →
.24** .08
[ 0.09, 0.40]
Validation (W)
a21 →
.01
.03
[-0.06, 0.07]
Subsample
a21 →
.07
.06
[-0.04, 0.19]
X *W
a31 →
.06
.05
[-0.04, 0.15]
Subsample
a31 →
-.00
.09
[-0.17, 0.17]
Outcome: Collective Action Intentions (Mediator 2)
Tweet (X)
a12 →
.07
.06
[-0.04, 0.18]
Subsample
a12 →
.03
.09
[-0.14, 0.21]
Social Identity (M1) d →
.46** .05
[ 0.37, 0.54]
Subsample
d →
.43** .07
[ 0.30, 0.57]
Validation (W)
a22 →
.02
.04
[-0.06, 0.10]
Subsample
a22 →
-.10
.07
[-0.23, 0.04]
X*W
a32 →
.15** .06
[ 0.04, 0.27]
Subsample
a32 →
.27** .08
[ 0.08, 0.47]
Outcome: Behavioural Collective Action
Tweet (X)
c'1 →
-.01
.10
[-0.20, 0.19]
Subsample
c'1 →
-.13
.16
[-0.45, 0.19]
Social Identity (M1) b1 →
.12
.08
[-0.04, 0.29]
Subsample
b1 →
.17
.13
[-0.09, 0.44]
Collective Action
Intentions
(M2) b2 →
1.01** .06
[ 0.88, 1.13]
Subsample
b2 →
.94** .11
[ 0.73, 1.15]
Validation (W)
c'2 →
-.04
.07
[-0.19, 0.10]
Subsample
c'2 →
-.16
.13
[-0.40, 0.09]
X*W
c'3 →
-.11
.11
[-0.33, 0.09]
Subsample
c'3 →
-.14
.18
[-0.50, 0.22]
__________________________________________________________________________
Note: The tweet conditions were coded 0 for the no-tweet control, and 1 for the tweet
condition. **p < .01, * p < .05
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SEXISM PRIMES
A FEW QUICK FACTS:
Women account for 92% of all sexual assaults reported to
police (http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/85f0033m/85f0033m2010024-eng.htm)
Women are twice as likely to be stalked as men (http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/85-002x/2013001/article/11766-eng.htm).
Between grades 2 and 11, girls and boys perform equally in math and
science(http://www.scribd.com/doc/242210500/Pan-Canadian-Academic-Program-2013-Report; Hyde et al.,
2008). But yet, they are under-represented in STEM professions: only 23-30% of STEM graduates are
women (http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/75-006-x/2013001/article/11874-eng.htm#a4).
A Cambridge University study shows the words associated with women place a greater emphasis on aesthetics
and their marital status with words such as ‘aged’ and un-married’ commonly cropping up while by contrast men
were referred to with adjectives such as ‘fastest’, ‘strong’, ‘big’, ‘real’ and
‘great’. (http://www.cambridge.org/elt/blog/wpcontent/uploads/2016/08/Cambridge_Papers_in_ELT_Language_Gender_and_Sport.pdf)

Next, you’ll read various news stories that exemplify these statistics. Each are real stories, with attached original
sources for your interest.
Sexual assault continues to be an issue. CNN reports that 16 year old rape victim, Jada, went to a party, but
doesn't remember passing out and waking up with her clothing askew. She found out later that people had taken
pictures of her, naked and unconscious and posted them on the internet. People began making fun of her, using
#jadapose. Source: https://www.cnn.com/2014/07/18/living/jada-iamjada-teen-social-media/index.html
These are some of the images that appeared on Twitter:

Source: http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2688006/Rape-victim-16-spoke-photos-assault-spread-onlinetrolled-sick-internet-users-copying-pose-collapsed-in.html

Source: https://www.telegraph.co.uk/women/womens-life/10968068/Teen-rape-victim-viral-photos-Jadaposeprompts-major-internet-backlash.html
In trying to understand why women leave the science and technology field, research is pointing to the
demeaning anti-female sentiment that women have to face in STEM fields. For example: Dr. Tim Hunt, Nobel
Prize Winner states at a conference in South Korea: “Let me tell you about my trouble with girls. Three things
happen when they are in the lab: you fall in love with them, they fall in love with you and – when you criticize
them – they cry.” Source: https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/women-scientists-distractmen-fall-in-love-with-them-and-cry-when-criticised-says-nobel-prize-winner-10309125.html
Or the Google employee who posts an online memo, “"...men and women differ in part due to biological causes
and that these differences may explain why we don't see equal representation of women in tech and
leadership Source: https://www.recode.net/2017/8/5/16102476/google-diversity-vp-employee-memo
Or, “Gamergate”, which began when the ex-boyfriend of Zoe Quinn, game designer, falsely accused her of
sleeping with men in the field to get positive reviews for her game. She then received death threats and was
forced to leave her home (http://www.businessinsider.com/gamergate-death-threats-2014-10). Shortly
after, Anita Sarkeesian, who has criticized the violence against women in video games, received disturbing and
graphic threats and was also forced to leave her home
(http://www.businessinsider.com/game-industry-critic-faces-rape-threats-2014-8)… as did Brianna Wu, a games
designer (http://www.businessinsider.com/gamergate-death-threats-2014-10)

The experiences of women occur also occur in religious contexts, whereby men have referred to their religious
beliefs about why women’s rights should be limited. For example, the Toronto Sun reports on a cleric who
argues, in reference to the assaults occurring on a university campus, “…the reason these sex attacks or
continuously happening is because (of) Canadian laws, which give too much freedom to women” regarding their

dress. Source: https://torontosun.com/2012/07/16/muslim-street-cleric-wants-to-protect-canadian-womenfrom-sex-assault-by-forcing-them-to-cover-up/wcm/7cdc6fb5-4d18-46d2-9958-8e171c4d79f6 Or, the student
who refused to do group work with a woman because his religious beliefs require him not to be seen in public
with women Source: https://www.macleans.ca/education/university/why-people-of-faith-should-be-angrywith-york-university/
And finally, sexism in sport becomes obvious in the kinds of coverage female athletes get versus men. For
example, NBC commenter Dan Hicks gave the credit for the female Olympic gold medalist to her
husband: “There’s the guy responsible for turning Katinka Hosszu, his wife, into a whole different
swimmer,” Or, when the camera panned to the US women’s gymnastics team, another NBC commentator
said, “they might as well be standing in the mall”. Source: https://globalnews.ca/news/2875239/rio-2016-sexistcoverage-highlights-challenges-facing-women-in-sport/ Check out this video by the New York Times
documenting double standards in
coverage https://www.nytimes.com/video/sports/100000004600240/sexism-in-olympics-coverage.html

TWITTER SIMULATION
What you are about to see on the next page is the Twitter webpage for our Twitter account, @WLUPsychStudy.
We’d like you to imagine you are on this twitter account are scrolling through the Twitter feed, and you see the
information you've just read about. Try to put yourself there; imagine you were seeing the articles you just
read about previously in your feed, clicking on them and reading them. Imagine the thoughts and feelings you
would be having.

Now, we'd like you to please create a tweet in response to the information you've just read about.
This tweet will not be seen on Twitter as this is only a simulated Twitter webpage, but it will be viewed by other
participants in the experiment, who will be evaluating it in part 2 of the study. Their role in the experiment is
read a variety of anonymous tweets and decide whether they would ‘like’, ‘reply’, ‘retweet’ etc. to those tweets.

