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Abstract

This preprint examines how activity on Twitter shaped agenda setting and media framing during U.S.

news coverage of the George Floyd protests in 2020. Drawing on framing theory and intermedia

agenda-setting research, it focuses on three mechanisms: the rapid circulation of user-generated video,

the use of hashtags as framing devices and agenda signals, and activist interactions that connected

George Floyd's death to broader discussions of racism and policing. The paper argues that Twitter

functioned not only as a channel for distributing information but also as a public interpretive space in

which language, urgency, and broader social context were formed before or alongside professional

news coverage. Through these examples, the analysis shows how platform activity can influence what

becomes news and how events are explained in moments of intense public attention.
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How Twitter Shaped Media Framing of 
the George Floyd Protests in the U.S. 

Introduction 
On 25 May 2020, a short video showing the killing of George Floyd was uploaded to Twitter and 
reached millions of users within minutes. Major U.S. news outlets reported the event after the 
video had already circulated widely online. This sequence created a specific problem: public 
meaning was formed on Twitter before journalists produced their first frames for interpreting the 
event. The first minutes after the upload mattered because the platform made the footage easy 
to copy, reply to, and repost. The event was therefore encountered through a stream of 
reactions that framed it as injustice and violence, not as neutral procedure. By the time many 
outlets published initial reports, a public frame had already formed through visible online 
engagement. 

The problem can be stated more precisely. Twitter did not only distribute information faster than 
news organizations. It also supplied early language for interpretation through hashtags, replies, 
and repeated phrases. When professional reporting followed, coverage often reacted to a 
narrative that had already gained public force online. This leads to the research question: How 
did activity on Twitter, through hashtags, user-generated videos, and activist 
interactions, shape the agenda and framing used by U.S. news media when reporting on 
the George Floyd protests in 2020? 

The research question is explored through three clear examples. First, videos shared on Twitter 
spread very quickly and were seen by many people before most news organizations published 
their first reports. Because of this, Twitter influenced not only the speed of news coverage, but 
also the emotional tone used by journalists when describing the event. Second, hashtags such 
as #GeorgeFloyd, #ICantBreathe, and #BlackLivesMatter helped focus public attention. These 
hashtags repeated important words and ideas that later appeared in mainstream news reports. 
As a result, they influenced how the protests were described and how their meaning was 
understood. Third, activist discussions on Twitter encouraged journalists to look beyond the 
event itself. Rather than presenting George Floyd’s death as an isolated case, news coverage 
increasingly connected it to wider issues of police violence and racial injustice. 



Taken together, these examples show that Twitter had a strong influence on U.S. media 
coverage of the George Floyd protests. By sharing video evidence early, turning hashtags into 
tools for interpretation, and pushing journalists to add broader social context, Twitter shaped 
both what was reported and how it was explained. 

Definitions 
Twitter’s influence on news coverage can be better understood through the idea of framing. 
Robert Entman explains framing as the process of choosing certain parts of reality and making 
them more noticeable in a text in order to guide how a problem is defined and interpreted 
(Entman 52). This definition makes clear that framing is not a neutral way of describing events. 
Instead, framing emphasizes some causes over others, places responsibility on specific actors, 
and influences what kinds of responses appear reasonable or necessary. 

In news reports about protests, framing often determines whether an incident is presented as a 
single, isolated event or as part of a larger structural problem. This difference can be seen 
clearly in the words journalists choose to use. Terms such as isolated, disorder, or confrontation 
limit how the event is understood, while terms like pattern, accountability, or systemic encourage 
readers to think about broader social causes. 

A second important concept is agenda setting, which refers to which issues receive public 
attention. In online media environments, agenda setting can become intermedia, meaning that 
different media actors influence each other. Chris J. Vargo and Lei Guo explain intermedia 
agenda setting as a connected process in which topics move across different media sources 
instead of coming from only one direction (Vargo and Guo 829). This idea is important in 
situations where Twitter activity is visible to journalists as it happens and can influence which 
events are treated as urgent or newsworthy. 

Based on these sources, Twitter-driven framing can be understood as a process in which highly 
visible content on Twitter, especially shared videos and activist hashtags, shapes both what 
professional journalists focus on and how they explain events in the news. This form of framing 
is different from traditional framing because it comes from collective public activity on the 
platform and spreads through online visibility and sharing, rather than through editorial decisions 
made only inside news organizations. 

Main Body 

1. Twitter Video Evidence and the Timing of News Frames 

The first way Twitter shaped news coverage was through the fast spread of video evidence. The 
bystander video of Derek Chauvin restraining George Floyd reached large audiences online 
before many news reports were published. This timing mattered because the video was not 



simply added later as supporting material. For many people, it was the first point of contact with 
the event, so it shaped how the event was understood from the beginning. 

As the video spread on Twitter, users also shared reactions that framed the event as excessive 
force and a moral failure. Later, many news reports relied on the same video and often repeated 
similar interpretations. This fits Entman’s idea of framing: when one part of an event is 
repeatedly emphasized, it becomes the main lens through which people understand the event 
(Entman 52). 

Twitter’s speed also affected agenda setting. The video created immediate public attention and 
pushed journalists, activists, and officials to respond quickly. In this sense, Twitter did not only 
spread information. It also increased pressure on news organizations to treat the event as 
urgent and to publish quickly. 

2. Hashtags as Framing Devices and Agenda Signals 

The second way Twitter shaped coverage was through hashtags. Hashtags group posts 
together and make repeated language visible to a wide audience. During the protests, hashtags 
such as #ICantBreathe became more than short phrases. They worked as shared public frames 
and linked George Floyd’s death to earlier cases and protest movements. 

Hashtags also acted as agenda signals. When a hashtag trended, it showed what many users 
were paying attention to. Journalists could see which topics were gaining attention and which 
phrases were shaping public discussion. Research on networked agenda setting helps explain 
how issue salience can move from social media into professional news coverage (Vargo and 
Guo 830). 

A close reading of #ICantBreathe shows why it had such a strong effect. It is a direct quotation, 
but it also carries emotional and political meaning. It expresses fear, harm, and lack of power. It 
also points to responsibility because it is connected to police restraint. When journalists used 
the phrase, they often carried that meaning into mainstream reporting. In this way, the hashtag 
helped define the issue, not just describe it. 

3. From Episodic Reporting to Systemic Framing 

A third influence was the move from episodic reporting to systemic framing. Episodic reporting 
presents an event as a single case, while systemic framing connects it to larger institutions, 
policies, and repeated patterns. This distinction is important in media studies and helps explain 
coverage of the George Floyd protests (Iyengar). 

On Twitter, many users connected Floyd’s death to earlier cases and to broader discussions of 
racism and policing. Because these connections were repeated so often, systemic explanations 
became more visible. Hashtags, threads, and repeated references to other names helped 
strengthen this pattern. 



Entman’s framing model also helps explain this shift. Systemic framing does not only define the 
problem; it also suggests what causes it (Entman 52). In this case, the problem is presented as 
institutional violence, and the cause is linked to racism and policing structures. As these 
interpretations spread on Twitter, they also appeared more often in professional news coverage. 

Conclusion 
Twitter shaped U.S. news media coverage of the George Floyd protests in 2020 by influencing 
both agenda and framing. First, user-generated video spread quickly and became the central 
reference point before many news stories were published. This made the event immediately 
visible and pushed news organizations to respond to a story that audiences were already 
watching and discussing online. 

Second, hashtags such as #ICantBreathe helped shape the public agenda and the language of 
reporting. They organized discussion, signaled what people considered important, and carried 
meanings that news outlets often repeated. In this way, hashtag activity influenced not only what 
the media covered, but also how the media described the event. 

Third, activist interactions on Twitter encouraged a shift from episodic reporting to systemic 
framing. Users repeatedly connected Floyd’s death to broader patterns of racism and policing, 
and these interpretations became more visible through repetition and circulation. As a result, 
news coverage increasingly moved beyond a single-incident narrative and toward structural 
explanations. 

Overall, Twitter did not replace journalism, but it strongly shaped how journalism responded. 
Through videos, hashtags, and activist interactions, Twitter helped influence the urgency, 
language, and interpretive frames used by U.S. news media during the George Floyd protests. 
This case shows how platform activity can affect both what becomes news and how that news is 
explained. It also shows that in moments of crisis, journalists may work in response to 
interpretations already formed in public digital spaces. For that reason, Twitter should be 
understood not only as a channel for distribution, but also as an active site of framing that can 
influence professional reporting. 
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