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Abstract
Both bystanders and journalists can play important roles in mobilizing and supporting social movements. However, there

are few empirical studies examining and contrasting their violent and nonviolent collective-action motivations or perspec-

tives on social movement goals. This study presents a comparative analysis of motivations to engage or stand aside from

social unrest comparing bystanders (n=9) and journalists (n= 7) motivations against those of protesters (n=35). Thematic

qualitative analysis of interview data using a Social Identity Model of Collective Action framework examined differences in moti-

vations and goals across each group, as well as the influence of violent protest repertoires on participation behaviors. Identified

barriers to participation include bystanders’ lack of issue consensus, low efficacy perceptions, and negative views of violent

action. Our results also lend support to the predictive validity of collective identification, anger, and injustice in motivating par-

ticipation in collective action. Journalists’ collective identity precluded overt protest participation. However, their emotional

responses to injustice or violent actions generated tensions between their role obligations and desire to intervene.

Implications for future research on collective-action responses to injustice are discussed.
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Collective action takes place in complex and fluctuating set-
tings that encompass multiple actors, such as supporters,
opponents, the media, and bystanders (Klandermans &
Oegema, 1987; Oegema & Klandermans, 1994), each of
whom may have multiple interests and goals (Smith et al.,
2019). Despite the multiplicity of groups within these set-
tings—also called arenas (Jasper & Duyvendak, 2015)—
scholarly attention to the predictors of individual interven-
tions against injustice focuses primarily on what motivates
non-activists to engage in collective action (Van Zomeren
et al., 2008). Research testing the explanatory and predict-
ive power of the Social Identity Model of Collective Action
(SIMCA: Van Zomeren et al., 2008) has confirmed the
central roles of collective identity, efficacy, negative emo-
tions, and moral conviction in motivating non-activists to
participate. While some research in Asian countries has
found that SIMCA variables could be moderated by cultural
factors, such as collectivism (Fukuzawa & Inamasu, 2020),

other studies have found no evidence of cultural differences
(e.g., Nguyen et al., 2021). However, this framework
remains largely untested amongst other groups who may
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participate or observe collective action (e.g., journalists)
and cultural contexts (van Zomeren, 2019). Individuals
engaging in collective action in different cultural contexts
may have different identities, values, and goals, each of
which can influence the extent and type of their participa-
tion in collective action (Cristancho et al., 2019; Scafuto
& La Barbera, 2016; Selvanathan & Lickel, 2019).

The present research provides a comparative analysis of
motivations to engage or stand aside from protest in a quali-
tative analysis comparing protesters themselves, the usual
focus of analysis, with two other groups: bystanders who
have not been mobilized; and journalists, who are compara-
tively neglected in the collective action literature, yet whose
work is influential and vital to social movements and col-
lective action (Gamson, 2004; Wasow, 2020). While
some researchers have highlighted the need to examine
support for collective action amongst other actors (e.g.,
Dixon et al., 2020; Subašić et al., 2008), comparative inves-
tigation of how motivations to participate in collective
action differ across individuals associated with these differ-
ent groups remains sparse (Gulliver et al., 2021). Through
this study, we sought to verify well-established predictors
of protester motivations for engaging in violent and non-
violent collective action while generating new insights
into other actors in protest arenas via comparative analysis
of bystander and journalist motivations.

Our study sought to make two novel contributions. First,
our qualitative approach enables a nuanced exploration and
examination of different actors’ perspectives on collective
action and meets recent calls for more in-depth qualitative
studies (Dixon & McKeown, 2021). Our descriptive and
exploratory work is informed by the social identity
approach to collective action, which centers questions of
identity, morality, and efficacy in relation to protest deci-
sions, and examines the extent to which these constructs
are context-sensitive (van Zomeren, 2019).

Second, we consider how participants in each of the
three groups perceive violent tactics and police responses.
Studies have established that there may be different
motives associated with normative and non-normative
actions generally, as well as violent versus nonviolent
actions (Becker & Tausch, 2015) in particular; bystander
and supporter audiences may react quite differently to nor-
mative and violent/nonviolent non-normative actions
(Feinberg et al., 2020; Shuman et al., 2020). Furthermore,
some work demonstrates that violent action may be more
compelling and attractive to media and is thus often dispro-
portionately featured in coverage (Smith et al., 2001). Our
study was conducted during the period of social unrest in
Hong Kong during 2014–2019. This long-term perspective
enables us to examine responses of groups to protest more
generally, rather than canvassing responses to a specific
moment of unrest (e.g., the 2019 Anti-ELAB protests).
This approach also facilitates the examination of general
perspectives of different groups regarding violent protest,

given that over this period violent confrontations between
police and protesters were escalating in intensity and fre-
quency (Ng & Kennedy, 2019). Below, we consider
current research on the predictors of engagement for protes-
ters, bystanders, and journalists.

Supporters/protesters
Analysis of motivations to engage in collective action has pri-
marily focused on supporters and protesters. A rich body of
research has built on foundational work by Klanderman’s
(1997), demonstrating the importance of collective identity,
collective efficacy, and perceptions of injustice in predicting
collective-action intentions and behaviors. Extensions of this
work suggest that individuals who engage in protest are moti-
vated by shared identity, emotions, efficacy, and moral convic-
tion through different pathways (Tausch et al., 2011; Van
Zomeren, 2013; Van Zomeren et al., 2008). A common
theme throughout the theoretical examination of supporters’
collective-action intentions is the importance of collective iden-
tity in motivating initial collective-action participation (Thomas
et al., 2020), as well as differentiating initial and sustained par-
ticipation (Van Zomeren et al., 2008). Collective identity
occurs when individuals define themselves by various social
categories (Tajfel et al., 1979). For Klandermans (1997), the
sharing of a contentious collective identity drives individuals
to move from consensus formation to consensus mobilization.
Indeed, research indicates that frequent protesters are more
likely to have high politicized collective identity perceptions
(Turner-Zwinkels & van Zomeren, 2021).

Protesters may also be driven by efficacy perceptions;
that is, they believe that their participation in collective
action will enhance the likelihood of that action leading
to success (Hornsey et al., 2006). The act of participation
itself may also increase collective efficacy perceptions
(Dixon et al., 2016), whether directly or through reevalua-
tions of the collective-action goal (e.g., see Batel &
Castro, 2015; Gulliver et al., 2021; Hornsey et al., 2006).
The presence of violence in the collective-action context
may also alter the influence of collective efficacy. For
example, in some studies, higher collective efficacy has
been positively associated with engagement in normative
collective action, but negatively associated with non-
normative actions (Tausch et al., 2011; Van Zomeren
et al., 2013), whereas other studies have found higher col-
lective efficacy perceptions may increase support for
violent action (Setiawan et al., 2020). Thus, the role of effi-
cacy appears complex, dependent on participants’ goals,
levels of past participation and other factors, such as parti-
cipants’ collective identity and belief in the fairness of their
political systems (Gulliver et al., 2021; Louis et al., 2021;
Scafuto & La Barbera, 2016; Setiawan et al., 2020).

In addition to these variables, a large body of research
has demonstrated the contribution of emotions, injustice,
and moral conviction (Thomas et al., 2009; Van
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Zomeren, 2013). For example, unjust treatment can elicit
feelings of empathetic anger and moral outrage encouraging
collective action to redress those injustices (Thomas &
McGarty, 2009).

As demonstrated, the predictive utility of predictors of
engagement in collective action have been demonstrated in
past literature. In this study, we aimed to explore the ways
in which these drivers manifest in the unique context of
Hong Kong. This context presents key elements that may
influence these drivers: a strong Hong Kong identity juxta-
posed against the mainland Chinese identity (Au, 2017), the
presence of escalating violence from different actors (Wang
et al., 2020), and high issue salience across the community,
where both bystanders and journalists were aware of the con-
flict and thus able to reflect upon their own participation or
nonparticipation choices. For these reasons, the social unrest
in Hong Kong provides a unique opportunity to examine
and contextualize collective-action drivers amongst
collective-action participants and two comparative stake-
holders: bystanders and journalists.

Bystanders
Bystanders are individuals who are not actively participat-
ing in protests (Cristancho et al., 2019). While often oper-
ationalized as individuals who directly witness or are
present at a situation of interest (Nelson et al., 2011), in
this study we follow Saab et al.’s (2015) definition where
bystanders are those who are neither direct targets nor per-
petrators of group-based injustices. In the context of Hong
Kong, bystanders are therefore individuals who are aware
of the protest but chose to not engage in them in any
way, neither in person via rallies or protests, nor through
participating in online collective action.

Bystanders play a critical role in sustaining and legitimat-
ing social movements as well as influencing the outcomes
social movements achieve. Given that movements continually
seek to grow, attracting bystander attention and converting this
to action is often a key goal for advocacy groups (Gulliver
et al., 2021). Bystanders also exert considerable influence on
public opinion, to which policymakers can be responsive
(Andrews et al., 2010; Burstein, 2003). Democratically
elected politicians are more likely to carry out public
demands when media attention heightens bystanders’ perspec-
tives (Burstein, 2003), with nonviolent protest more likely to
enhance popular support for a movement (Wasow, 2020).

There is a growing awareness of the importance of
bystander responses to collective action. Some research
indicates that bystander responses to collective action can
be influenced by low motivation to take action (Montagno
et al., 2021), uncertainty about government and protesters
(Shadmehr & Boleslavsky, 2015), and low efficacy percep-
tions (Kern et al., 2015). Other studies highlight the import-
ance of shared identities and values (Scafuto & La Barbera,
2016; Subašić et al., 2008).

Early work by Klandermans (1988) hypothesized that
consensus, or ideological support, is an important factor
in converting bystanders into activists. Montagno et al.
(2021), for example, found that lack of motivation or dis-
agreement with the perceived ideology or values of the
activist group can also act as a barrier to action (see also
Hartley et al., 2016). Similarly, Shadmehr and
Boleslavsky (2015) examined the role of issue consensus
in Hong Kong, finding that bystanders’ prior beliefs and
uncertainty about government and protesters precluded
their engagement in protest. Conversely, system-justifying
ideologies can predispose people to not recognize injustice
and decrease support for social change protest (Becker &
Wright, 2011; Selvanathan & Lickel, 2019). In this study,
we examined the extent to which bystanders demonstrated
issue consensus regarding the pro-democracy cause and
compared this against protester and journalist perceptions.

One factor that may have particular relevance regarding
the extent to which bystanders may express ideological
support for a cause is the presence or perceived likelihood
of violence. In the main, normative, nonviolent collective
actions receive more support from the general public than
violent, non-normative actions (Thomas & Louis, 2014;
Wasow, 2020). However, the influence of violence on
bystander responses remains complex. Research in the
Hong Kong context suggests that there are a range of psy-
chosocial factors that influence attitudes toward violence
(Chan, 2021). Studies of bystander participation in protests
in repressive contexts demonstrate that police violence can
in fact prompt strong emotional responses, which then stoke
increased protest participation (Aytaç et al., 2017). Stott and
colleagues(2021) found that coercive policing prompted
identity change, empowerment, and radicalization in pro-
testers; such changes may also occur in bystanders who
witness police violence. Given the escalating incidence of
violence in Hong Kong over the study period, particularly
violence instigated by police, it may be that bystanders in
this context express relatively greater issue consensus
with the protesters. In this study, we explored how bystan-
ders’ response to observed violence influenced the extent to
which they share issue consensus with protesters.

Journalists
The Hong Kong pro-democracy protests generated substantial
media coverage around the globe. Research has demonstrated
how media representations play an important role in shaping
public opinion (Andrews & Caren, 2010), creating momen-
tum, and attention for protest (Wasow, 2020). Media play
an important role in conveying messages of solidarity
between protesters and the wider community, potentially
increasing public support for the cause (Lee, 2020).
However, as highlighted by Aytaç et al. (2017), ruling author-
ities often construct counternarratives seeking to justify their
acts, such as labeling protesters as looters or claiming
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foreign influence and plots. A recent study (Wang & Ma,
2021), for example, demonstrates how media framing of the
pro-democracy movement ranged from illegal riots (China
Daily) to a fight against China’s control (The New York
Times). Perceptions around preferred frames can generate con-
flict for journalists, who individually help shape and frame
movement-related discourse, while they and the platforms
on which they share their work act as both gatekeepers of
movement messages as well as actors in their own right
(Gamson, 2004; Chan, 2014).

As well as navigating the challenge of balancing protes-
ters’ and authorities’ movement-related narratives and per-
spectives, journalists may also experience pressure in their
coverage of the cause. For example, activists often seek to
obtain supportive media coverage by engaging with the
identities, goals, and interests of media and other parties.
Lee (2008) refers to this as protesters’ public relations,
where protests are designed to attract reporters’ attention
such as through undertaking dramatic newsworthy actions
(see also Lee, 2014). However, journalists’ professional
values require objectivity; a stance that has been shown in
qualitative studies with journalists to be difficult to maintain
(Shultziner & Shoshan, 2018; Tenenboim-Weinblatt,
2014). The influence of context on journalists’ objectivity
has been shown in a range of studies. For example, in
some authoritarian contexts, journalists have contested
power in different ways, whether through maintaining
opposition via anti-establishment reporting or working
within the system (Repnikova, 2018). In the Hong Kong
context, the anti-ELAB protests were notable for the
increased use of social media, particularly live streaming
(Fang & Cheng, 2022). These factors may all influence
how journalists report on social unrest, as well their own
engagement in the social unrest itself.

A range of potential factors have been shown to influ-
ence journalists’ reporting, many of which hinder journal-
ists’ ability to remain objective. For example, journalists’
direct engagement with protesters can build a sense of
common identity or chain of trust (Louis et al., 2020;
Shultziner & Shoshan, 2018), which may manifest
through news decisions (Patterson & Donsbagh, 1996), or
overt participation in collective action or other forms of
support for movement actors or their opponents
(Shultziner & Shoshan, 2018; Tenenboim-Weinblatt,
2014). Some studies have also demonstrated that journalists
may also engage in collective action itself through the
course of their regular reporting, labeled by some as jour-
nalistic activism (Shultziner & Shoshan, 2018) or critical
journalism (Repnikova, 2018). These forms of participation
can convey alternative discourses from official state media,
writing favorable opinion columns, assisting protesters
outside of work hours, and coproduction of movement
materials. These behaviors were argued by Shultziner &
Shoshan (2018) to be strongly connected to journalists’
identification with the cause.

Journalists’ attitudes and behaviors not only reflect their
own professional ethic of objectivity but can also influence
those of bystanders. Journalists play a critical role in
framing the perpetrators and victims of violence, which
can influence bystanders and powerholders’ attitudes and
responses (Wasow, 2020). For example, Luqiu (2021)
noted that Hong Kong state media outlets criticized repor-
ters for focusing negative coverage at police but not citi-
zens. However, Lee’s (2014) analysis of Hong Kong
protest coverage indicated that journalists were likely to
include comments from protest targets. More than one-third
of articles included a response from a protest target, while
articles on radical protest de-emphasized protesters’
voices. Given the complex yet important role of journalists
in both experiencing collective action and shaping its narra-
tive content for others, it is all the more striking that, to our
knowledge, little social psychological analysis of journal-
ists’ responses to protest has been conducted.

The present research
In this studywe sought to expand the reviewed literature through
exploratory qualitative analysis. We aimed to shed light on the
psychological drivers of engagement in collective action
amongst different three cohorts (protesters, bystanders, and jour-
nalists) who experienced highly turbulent times during protests
in Hong Kong. We examined participation motivations across
the three groups, starting with the 2014 Umbrella Movement
and the subsequent 2019 Anti-Extradition Law Amendment
Movement (Anti-ELAB). This period coincided with escalating
political tensions. By 2019, mass mobilization expanded in
response to a proposal enabling extradition of suspected crim-
inals to mainland China. This Anti-ELAB movement repre-
sented a continuation of the largely nonviolent 2014 Umbrella
Movement (Yuen & Cheng, 2017) but included increasingly
violent confrontations with police (Ng & Kennedy, 2019).
This volatile and complex context provides a unique opportunity
to examine how different cohorts within the movement arena
view political activism against perceived injustice, and the
factors that influence their own engagement in it.

We undertook this analysis with three sets of qualitative
data, enabling an exploratory, nuanced examination of indi-
vidual and group-level factors associated with social justice
orientations and actions at different time points across the
prolonged period of social unrest in Hong Kong. This
approach addresses Dixon and McKeown’s (2021) urgent
call for more in-depth qualitative studies of intergroup
contact (see also Cristancho et al., 2019). Our comparative
analysis of participation began through an analysis of the
extent to which SIMCA variables align with protester moti-
vations. We then compared these motivations to those of
bystanders and journalists. Our analysis contributes to the
literature in three ways. First, we examined differences
between these groups to disentangle the influence of
known predictors of collective-action engagement across
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distinct groups within an arena, seeking to identify shared
motivations and perspectives on unrest generally, rather
than on a specific incidence of unrest. Second, we analyzed
differences between bystanders, protesters, and journalists
to identify how motivators of engagement are linked to
the different goals each group may have (Gulliver et al.,
2021). Third, we examined the extent to which protest
repertoires, especially violent collective action, influence
attitudes toward movements seeking to challenge injustice.

Method

Participants
We sought to interview different groups across the three-
year period of social unrest in order to examine the under-
lying motivations regarding protest participation rather than
focus specifically on participants’ views regarding one par-
ticular moment of social unrest. Subsequently, three sets of
interviews were undertaken between 2018 and 2020, one
for each of the groups of interest. Bystander data were col-
lected in 2018, enabling participants to reflect on the past
four years of escalating unrest. Protester data were collected
through field interviews held during the June–July 2019
mass mobilizations, and journalist data were collected in
late 2019 to 2020 to enable participants to reflect on their
experiences of reporting on five years of social unrest. All
interviewees were provided with information regarding
the study and gave informed consent. Participants were
debriefed and thanked after each interview.

In the protester group, 35 interviews were conducted by
two researchers. Fourteen interviews were undertaken at a
large-scale march on June 16, and 14 were undertaken at
a blockade occurring on June 21, 2019. A further seven
interviews were undertaken during the Legislative
Council building protest on July 1, 2019. At each protest,
the interviewer positioned themselves at the periphery of
the protest and directly approached protest participants as
they passed to request an interview. Each interview asked
five specific questions (Supplementary Table 1). Given
the volatile and stressful context in which they occurred
as protesters were occupying streets and engaging in mass
rallies, interviews did not deviate from the prepared ques-
tions, and were completed in around ten minutes to
enable participants to continue their protest engagement.

The bystander group consisted of ten university students
recruited via email and printed advertisements. Interviews
were undertaken in November 2018 and took approxi-
mately 40–60 minutes. Participants were asked questions
regarding their participation and perspectives on social
movements since 2014. One participant had actively parti-
cipated in protests during this period and was thus excluded
from the bystander study population. All other participants
were aware of the protests but were neither targets nor per-
petrators of group-based injustice, nor did they engage in

online or offline collective behaviors regarding the protests,
thus qualifying them as bystanders for this study (Saab
et al., 2015.

Seven journalists were interviewed from November of
2019 to January of 2020, as social unrest peaked and gar-
nered international attention. Participants were recruited
through the authors’ networks, followed by snowball sam-
pling. Journalists interviewed worked on a range of print
and online forms of media and engaged in activities
ranging from live-streaming protests to compiling media
updates. All respondents had reporting experience covering
the social movement, and all but one had over five years of
experience in their journalism roles. The interviews each
took approximately 40–60 min.

Interview timing, location, length, and participants were
selected to align with our research aims. Interviews sought
to examine individuals’ motivations regarding collective
action in general, rather than on the specific issues of con-
tention at the time. As a result, interviews were timed and
held in a location that best suited gathering insights of sali-
ence to that group at the time. Bystanders were interviewed
at length in neutral meeting rooms, during a period after the
Umbrella Movement protests but prior to the Anti-ELAB
protests. Similarly, journalist participant interviews were
timed to provide a deeper discussion of their motivations
and perspectives on collective action as the Anti-ELAB
protests escalated. In contrast, protester interviews were
undertaken directly in the field during a series of large-scale
protests. Participants were randomly selected and the inter-
views were short and succinct, all necessitated by the
chaotic context in which they occurred (see also Maguire
et al., 2020). A benefit of the field-based data collected
from participants was a larger sample (n= 35) in compari-
son with that of bystanders (n= 9) and journalists (n= 7).
Furthermore, most data on protester motivations are
obtained outside of the protest context, whereas our field
interviews allowed us to gain insight of what people felt
at the particular moment of protest. Biographical details
were not requested as most protests were not legal;
however, bystanders and protesters were primarily univer-
sity students. This selection was particularly important
given that university students have played a pivotal role
as both organizers and participants (Au, 2017; Ng &
Kennedy, 2019). Journalist participants were in their 20s
or 30s, while bystanders were in their 20s. All interviews
were conducted in Cantonese. The list of questions used
to guide each interview are provided in Supplementary
Table 1.

Analysis approach
Participants in the protest group were asked seven identical
questions. Our research goal was to compare well-
established protester collective-action motivations with
those of different actors within the protest arena. As a
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result, the bystander and journalist interviews were longer
and followed a semi-structured interview schedule. Each
bystander and journalist participant was asked a series of
open-ended questions, which provided the opportunity to
freely express their views and feelings about the recent
social movements in Hong Kong. In each group, more spe-
cific questions related to their group were also asked;
responses to questions unrelated to participation choices
were excluded from this analysis.

All interviews were transcribed in Cantonese and trans-
lated into English. Thematic analysis was undertaken by
three coders from Hong Kong and Australia in three
stages over a six-month period. For each of the three
groups, a first round of coding was undertaken in
Cantonese by the interviewer, using a deductive (theory-
driven) approach to analysis based on the known predictors
of protesters’ collective-action intentions and behavior (fol-
lowing Braun & Clarke, 2021). Cantonese text excerpts in
each theme were then translated into English and reviewed
by the first author. Following this, the first author undertook
a reflexive thematic analysis on the English translations
using NVivo, following Braun and Clarke’s (2020) six
recommended steps: familiarization, coding, generating
initial themes, reviewing and developing themes, refining,
and defining and naming themes.

Once the themes and associated text excerpts were com-
piled, a research assistant reviewed text excerpts and codes
in both English and Cantonese, guided by a codebook.
Disagreements were examined and resolved via discussion.
This process concluded with a final list of text excerpts for
each theme. Following Mazzoni and Cicognani (2013), we
then used a comparative analysis approach to analyze text
excerpts in themes that occurred across all three datasets
and examine their reciprocal relationships. This process of
close reading of the text by multiple analysts at multiple
times in both Cantonese and English ensured triangulation

of findings and that translation peculiarities or context-
specific information were identified and considered during
the analysis process.

Results
Our deductive thematic analysis approach generated six key
themes based on known predictors of, and influences on,
engagement of collective action. Comparison of excerpts
within each theme across different groups demonstrated
that each theme played substantially different roles in
motivating collective-action participation in these different
groups. Below, we begin our results with an analysis of the
protester group to ascertain the extent to which their moti-
vations mapped onto SIMCA predictors and other well-
established predictors of collective action. We then
compare these with the motivations most commonly
occurred in interviews with bystanders and journalists.

A summary of findings is presented in Table 1. The fol-
lowing sections illuminate the commonalities and differ-
ences between these themes across each group.

Protesters
We found that protesters’ motivations for engaging in col-
lective action mirrored the known psychological drivers
of engagement in collective action (Van Zomeren, 2013).
Protesters cited identity and identity enactment and injust-
ice as their primary drivers, supported by a unanimous con-
sensus about the issue. These variables appeared to be
linked to an underlying sense of moral obligation to partici-
pate. Lack of protest efficacy and the presence of violence
did not pose a barrier to participation for protesters.

Identity as a Hong Konger was spontaneously men-
tioned by many protesters and was linked to the perception
of injustice:

Table 1 Variation in participant responses by theme across different groups

Theme Protesters Bystanders Journalists

Identity and

identity

enactment

Association between Hong Kong identity

and participation

Collective identities mentioned but

none linked to participation

Journalist identity primary barrier

to participation

Emotion Anger expressed as motivator of

participation

Few expressions of emotion Emotional response primary

motivator of participation

Efficacy Action efficacy considered irrelevant, or

linked to a different goal (e.g., from

changing the law to raising awareness)

Actions considered inefficacious in

achieving perceived movement

goals (e.g., changing the law)

Professional efficacy—performing

one’s role (e.g., as a neutral

observer) is a primary concern

Injustice Many statements indicating a sense of

injustice and corresponding moral

obligation to participate

Few statements indicating a sense of

injustice

Injustice only linked to police

responses to protesters

Issue consensus Substantial issue consensus No issue consensus Issue consensus not relevant

Action type Preference for nonviolence, but

acceptance of violence

Violence used as a justification for

nonparticipation

Action type not relevant for

engagement
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I can see injustice in Hong Kong, so I have to stand up in
support as a Hong Konger. (P6)

While it was difficult to tease apart injustice, moral con-
viction, and moral obligation in protesters’ comments, the
perception that authorities’ actions were unjust or morally
transgressive appeared to be directly connected to a
feeling of moral obligation to take action.

Moralization of the issue appeared to be related to both
the broader demands for the preservation of existing demo-
cratic rights as well as authorities’ responses to these
demands:

I think what the government has done is not right. As such, I
think I have to stand up since the only thing that I can do is
to express my appeal. (P23)

An obligation to express solidarity with other protesters
was also demonstrated by some protesters:

It is our responsibility [to come out]. When I see so many
people come out, I won’t let them walk alone. (P23)

While bystanders consistently argued that protest actions
were ineffective, protesters argued that they felt obliged to
join despite fears that they would not achieve any positive
outcomes:

I think I will regret it for the rest of my life if I did not [come
out]. I would rather do an unsuccessful thing than not try
and regret in the future. (P10)

For some protesters, the hope that the goal could still be
achieved bolstered their feelings of obligation to attend
alongside perceptions of the potential efficaciousness of
the action:

I have to come out even [though] I think my power is little.
The power of a person is really little, but the power of one
million and two million people can be a lot. Also, I believe
that we will succeed one day, I won’t give up. (P34)

Even if seen as inefficacious, many protesters redefined
the goal of the protest into a more achievable outcome. For
example, although many declared previous protests had
been inefficacious, they would then state that their efforts
helped send a message to Hong Kong authorities:

It can produce noise. At least the government knows that we
have an opinion. We have to make it known to them. (P28)

Other protesters argued that the protests were effective at
garnering international attention:

Foreigners started noticing. The New York Times also
reported on the “black cops,” now the international
society knows about it. (P34)

Protesters also reevaluated the goal toward building the
movement:

When others see that there are so many people coming out,
they will think about the reasons causing so many people to
care about an issue. In short, letting more people know
about our determination on the issue is good for it. (P24)

Protesters did not change their engagement choices
when faced with the use of violence. They were largely
accepting of the use of violence (although few stated will-
ingness to directly use violence themselves). They argued
that violence was a response to inefficacious conventional
nonviolent actions, and therefore a valid response to the
political inaction that had greeted past protests.

Hong Kong people have tried joining parades with peaceful
and rational attitudes. Then, they realized that the govern-
ment wouldn’t change …. After that, they tried to escalate
their actions…Hong Kong people also want to know under
what conditions the government will respond to us. (P18)

The distinction between violence perpetrated by protes-
ters as opposed to that perpetrated by the police was very
important to many protesters. Many argued that violent
action was often the last resort or simply a justifiable and
unavoidable response to aggressive police actions:

When we are … bare-handed without any weapons while
the police fire their guns, who is more violent? (P7)

Bystanders
Bystander perspectives on collective action were strikingly
different from those of protesters, both regarding general
motivations to engage as well as views on violent collective
action. Unlike protesters, bystanders seldom used language
conveying a sense of collective identity (connected with
participation), emotional response, or perceived injustice.
Instead, their choice to remain as bystanders and not partici-
pate in the social unrest was most closely linked to three
themes: the lack of issue consensus, perceived movement
inefficacy, and a negative view of violent action. We con-
sider each of these themes in turn.

No bystanders expressed a strong collective identity that
was associated with action (e.g., such as a politicized or
opinion-based identity). Two bystanders described per-
ceived threats to what they saw as unique characteristics
of Hong Kongers, but did not connect these with a need
to take action:
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Cantonese is …… the characteristic of Hong Kong people,
i.e., using Cantonese together with English in sentences. I
don’t think that I will find it in the next generation, so I con-
sider our generation to be the last. (B3)

Bystanders expressed ambivalence over collective
action and the identities they associated with it, as well as
few indications of any emotional connections to the protests
or protest goals. They also did not convey any strong sense
of injustice or moral outrage in their interviews:

I don’t have anything that really offends me, because I don’t
have a clear stance …. I don’t have anything which makes
me want to express my voice, or to [go] against. (B4)

One explanation for the lack of identification, emotion,
and injustice themes in this group may be related to the
low degree of issue consensus that prevailed. While most
bystanders stated some support for what they perceived to
be the protesters’ goals, there was no clear consensus on
the issue. Some bystanders were unsure of their position
on the issue:

I didn’t totally agree with a particular side … I want to
understand both sides more first, I don’t want to be influ-
enced by them. (B2).

Most bystanders argued that the protests were ineffect-
ive, a perception that—unlike protesters—appeared to
strongly influence their choices to not participate.
Bystanders also did not appear to differentiate between
short-term (e.g., high attendance at a protest) and long-term
goals (e.g., full democracy):

The demonstrations in recent years were more like a mere
formality rather than having any practical use. Therefore,
I think that they were not very effective. It becomes an
annual gathering. (B3)

Bystanders’ arguments regarding the inefficacy of pro-
tests were also often closely linked to a belief that political
and systemic changes were impossible in the Hong Kong
context:

The autonomy of Hong Kong will have to be returned to
China … this change makes Hong Kong more and more
similar to China. It cannot be stopped unless Hong Kong
stops following the system of China. However, this will
never materialize. (B3)

The third theme that emerged as a strong influence on
bystanders’ choices regarding participation was action
type. As highlighted above, protesters largely accepted
the occurrence of violence. In comparison, bystanders
argued that violent action influenced their participation

choices for three reasons. First, they saw it as morally
wrong and in violation of the principles of harmony:

There are many different demands in society. You cannot
act violently just because your demand is not accepted,
because it is important for society to reach a consensus. It
is a value of the general public and the society … every-
thing should be based on the greatest benefit to the
society. Benefits to the minority cannot override those of
the others. (B5)

Bystanders also saw violent action as ineffective in
either achieving their perceived movement goals, or attract-
ing new protesters to the movement:

In my opinion, using violence is not a good method,
because, firstly, it allows the regime to use politics to sup-
press you. Secondly, when you use violence, it causes
some citizens who support or sympathize originally to
think: is that right to fight for something in this manner?
They may become more reserved about it or even object
to it. (B8)

Finally, some bystanders argued that they personally
could not engage in action if it had violent components,
either because it clashed with their self-identity or their
fear of potential consequences such as arrest:

I am not a person who likes radical forms of protest … I
tend to be peaceful, rational, and nonviolent, and I’m
afraid that I will bear some consequences, like being
arrested. (B5)

Journalists
Unlike bystanders and protesters, journalists unanimously
stated that their role identity as a journalist precluded any
engagement in collective action. This journalist identity
was also directly linked to their goal in the collective-action
arena, which all journalists said was to communicate what
was happening to the general public in an unbiased fashion:

My profession is to report the truth: to report what is hap-
pening live. (J2)

All journalist participants highlighted the critical import-
ance of neutrality and nonparticipation in the protests as the
core values of their role identity. However, they recognized
that they held a role as actors within the protest arena that
other groups—primarily protesters—sought to ally with:

In the Anti-ELAB movement, many have high expectations
of journalists or media companies and expect certain media
to stand by the side of protesters. (J4)
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These expectations impacted their ability to remain
impartial in their work on the ground. For example, a
number of journalists noted incidents of being asked to
favor a side:

Many protesters would ask that the reporters act as their
sentry and help scout out where the police were. I refuse dir-
ectly and state that I cannot be a participant—I am a reporter
and my job is to capture the news. … Other than towards
my company, a reporter should not side with anyone. (J2)

Others noted the complex role journalists navigated
attempting to maintain a neutral stance in highly volatile
situations.

I was just standing there, but the police officers suddenly
surged forward towards me. Two “raptors” [the Special
Tactical Squad] pointed at me and accused me of breaking
through their cordon. But in reality, I never moved a single
step. Sometimes, we also told the protesters not to use jour-
nalists as a shield. (J5)

These events transformed some journalists’ professional
boundaries, suggesting that journalists’ perceptions about
professionalism may be not static but rather a social con-
struct that varies in reaction to critical events. For
example, despite the strong imperative to maintain imparti-
ality, journalists did participate in protests in discreet beha-
viors. This engagement took different forms. The first of
these related to providing aid to police or protesters, and
seemed primarily prompted by emotional responses such
as sadness, fear, and anger:

While I was reporting on the Anti-ELAB movement, I did
help police officers and protesters to wash their eyes and
dress their wound because I cannot bear to see anyone get
hurt. (J5)

The second form of engagement relates to information
content. Some journalists chose not to report on protesters’
strategies or tactics. Others mentioned obscuring or hiding
protesters’ identifying information:

Journalists do sometimes take sides with demonstrators, for
example, to not capture certain actions of protesters on
camera. (J6)

These engagement behaviors were also linked to emo-
tional responses. Some journalists highlighted how the
human response of wanting to assist others could override
the strong motivations to remain an impartial
nonparticipant:

A protester fell right behind me and I instinctually
helped him up. However, in fact, as a journalist, we

weren’t allowed to do so … A riot policeman had
raised his baton to hit me and yelled, “what are you
doing?” I had no choice but to let go of the protester’s
hand and witness the riot police arrest the protester. I
was upset. (J4)

Perceived power imbalances between protesters and
police alongside feelings of injustice, anger, and a shared
identity as a Hong Konger appeared to influence these deci-
sions to engage:

If I were not on the scene of a live broadcast or doing
follow-up, I would indirectly let the [protester] groups on
the scene know there are police stationed ahead and not
to move forward … but I won’t directly let the protesters
know—that is my bottom line. It is my opinion that the
police and protesters do not hold the same level of weap-
onry. Once the police subdue them, they will be subject
to head injuries. As a citizen of Hong Kong, it pains me
to see protesters battered or injured. (J2)

Journalists did not state whether they perceived collect-
ive action to be efficacious or not. Their primary concern
was their own ability to undertake their role and get a
good story:

Journalists … all want a break. But we all want our own
exclusive news story too. This is the goal of a reporter. (J1)

Action type did not directly influence journalists’
choices regarding engagement. However, the impact of
violence again prompted emotional responses that threa-
tened to override the values of impartiality and
non-engagement tied to their role identity. Several jour-
nalists noted how conditions of extreme violence led to
tension between their professional role and personal
values:

You hate the police but you will still try hard to save the
vanishing life in front of you. This is humanity. Nothing
is more important than lives. (J1)

Finally, some journalists highlighted how issue consen-
sus impacted their decision-making. This was exacerbated
by conflicts between a journalist’s and their employer’s
ideological stance, which was particularly difficult to
manage during periods of high personal risk:

With the difference in political stance between my company
and I, I feel helpless. Because apart from my job at my
company, is there anything else I can do? This helplessness
makes me feel pessimistic and discouraged … Slowly I
started questioning my job as a reporter, because the public
has given the role of helping people to reporters, and when
it comes to the Anti-ELAB Movement, I always think,
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what else can reporters do? What can we help with? And
when I get hit by tear gas, I also think, what if one day I
cannot return home? (J7)

Discussion
Collective-action arenas are seldom exclusively binary;
they involve multiple groups with diverse goals operating
in complex and quickly changing environments. While
research has extensively investigated why protesters
choose to engage in collective action, few empirical works
compare these drivers with those of individuals in other
stakeholder groups. In this qualitative study, we explored
the motivations of two distinct groups of actors within the
protest arena and compared these against the motivations
of protesters themselves for participating or not participating
in the Hong Kong social unrest. Our study had three aims: to
examine differences between predictors of collective-action
engagement across the three groups; to identify howmotiva-
tors of engagement are linked to the different goals each
group may have; and to examine the extent action type influ-
ences attitudes toward collective action.

We found that very different factors influenced protesters
as opposed to bystanders and journalists. When comparing
bystander and protester motivations, our results lent support
to the SIMCA variables of collective identification, anger,
and injustice—linked by some protesters to a moral obligation
to participate—in motivating protesters (van Zomeren et al.,
2013). Hong Konger identity alongside moralization of pro-
democracy values appeared to be highly salient amongst the
protesters. We suggest these findings demonstrate that core
motivations for collective action are applicable in the Hong
Kong cultural context. This finding is further supported by
our finding that bystanders were low on all these dimensions.
While bystanders referred to some collective identities (e.g., as
a Hong Konger), the language they used neither conveyed a
sense of politicized identification motivating collective-action
participation, nor any need to publicly express this collective
identity (Turner-Zwinkels & van Zomeren, 2021).
Conversely, we found strong evidence that identification as
a journalist determined nonparticipation in collective action
(Shultziner & Shoshan, 2018; Tenenboim-Weinblatt, 2014).
While studies have noted the decisions journalists must
make whether to partner with or oppose the state while report-
ing on contentious social issues (e.g., Repnikova, 2018), this
issue did not emerge in our dataset. Of closer relevance is pre-
vious research showing that journalists can express identifica-
tion with a protest movement (Tenenboim-Weinblatt, 2014).
Specifically, in the present data, some journalists mentioned
conflicts with their shared identity as Hong Kongers as a stron-
ger source of tension than adapting their journalist practices in
anticipation of political opposition.

Another way of approaching the data is in relation to the
growing interest in understanding when allyship and

solidarity will emerge or will fail to emerge (see also Lee,
2020; Louis et al., 2019). In the present research, both pro-
testers and journalists conveyed anger and a sense of injust-
ice regarding the effects of violence on individuals, but
barriers emerged related to identity (in both groups) and
efficacy (particularly for bystanders). Journalists experi-
enced tensions around balancing responses to conflict
with their journalist identities and ethics of nonparticipation
(Tenenboim-Weinblatt, 2014). Journalists consistently
stated their obligation to maintain issue neutrality; an obli-
gation that was directly linked to their identity and organ-
izational loyalty and posed a significant barrier to
participation. When they did participate, it was journalists’
emotional responses to the unjust treatment of individuals
that directly influenced their spontaneous support for, or
participation in, protest (Shultziner & Shoshan, 2018).
Some researchers have argued that the substantial use of
social media and live streaming promoted active engage-
ment by journalists and their audiences in emotional
responses, which were often sensational and immersive
(Fang & Cheng, 2022). These heightened and fluid emo-
tional responses were often challenging for journalists to
bear; this finding is consistent with, and contextualizes,
other research that demonstrated a major health burden
resulting from the Hong Kong social unrest, especially
those with direct exposure to violence (Ni et al., 2020).

These responses were absent in the bystander group.
Bystanders had little consensus on the issue, nor on
protest goals, tactics, and likelihood of success (see also
Saab et al., 2015), and they expressed little desire for per-
sonal engagement in protest as a result. Our findings also
support other research showing that disagreements with
the perceived ideology or values of the activist group can
also act as a barrier to action (Montagno et al., 2021).
These findings suggest that groups seeking to transition
bystanders into protesters could seek to build issue consen-
sus, such as by communicating favorable social norms dem-
onstrating support for democracy (e.g., Guo & Chen, 2021)
as well as encouraging individuals with salient identities
(such as trusted experts, local community leaders, or celeb-
rities) to deliver relevant messages (Blair et al., 2021).
Given that cultural identity may influence intentions to
engage in collective action (e.g., van Zomeren et al.,
2016), and the fluidity and heterogeneity of the Hong
Kong identity (Hong et al., 2000), a better understanding
of how identity changes can be precipitated across
bystander, protester, or journalist identities will, in turn,
enhance our understanding of movement mobilization in
general and the social movements in Hong Kong in
particular.

Our second research aim was to examine how goals
affected motivations across the three groups. Our data pro-
vided strong evidence that each group had different goals
linked to their groups’ position within the protest arena
(Gulliver et al., 2021). These goals in turn influenced
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motivations to engage, as well as efficacy perceptions.
Journalists’ goals were to record events as they happened;
as a result, their efficacy perceptions were related to their
work outputs rather than movement or protest outcomes.
Bystanders predominantly focused more on the short-term
outcomes of one-off protests, whereas protesters frequently
mentioned longer-term goals (Gulliver et al., 2021; Hornsey
et al., 2006). Bystanders’ focus on these short-term out-
comes, combined with low issue consensus and low effi-
cacy perceptions formed a barrier to protest participation.

Goals also directly influenced protesters’ efficacy per-
ceptions. Both bystanders and protesters conveyed low effi-
cacy perceptions regarding the likelihood of the protest
achieving the perceived movement goals regarding chan-
ging laws (Scafuto & La Barbera, 2016). However, protes-
ters often redefined their goals to outcomes, such as giving
voice to Hong Kong people, raising international aware-
ness, and building support for the movement (Batel &
Castro, 2015; Dixon et al., 2016; Hornsey et al., 2006).
This process of goal redefinition facilitated higher efficacy
perceptions, which in turn maintained their motivation to
participate (Blackwood & Louis, 2012).

Two factors appeared to override low efficacy perceptions.
First, protesters with strong perceptions of injustice described
feeling morally obliged to engage in collective action regardless
of whether they believed their action would achieve its goal
(Hornsey et al., 2006; Zhang, 2017). Indeed, the relative unim-
portance of protesters’ efficacy beliefs and the greater role of
emotion and morality have been found in other repressive con-
texts where achieving the long-termmovement goals is unlikely
(Ayanian et al., 2020; Orazani & Leidner, 2019b). Second, we
also found some protesters expressed the goal of demonstrating
solidarity with others in the face of state repression, despite low
efficacy perceptions. This finding is consistent with Drury and
Reicher (2005) and suggests the need to further examine the
link between goals and efficacy perceptions.

Finally, our third research aim was to examine the influ-
ence of protest repertories on engagement intentions. We
found that bystanders conveyed negative attitudes toward
violence regardless of which party instigated the violence
(Orazani & Leidner, 2019a). The perceived risk of partici-
pation also posed barriers to bystander participation
(Scafuto & La Barbera, 2016). Conversely, protesters
largely accepted violence, arguing that nonviolent action
had been shown to be insufficient to create change in
their context (Tausch et al., 2011) and pointing to the
success of violent action in attracting international atten-
tion. Turning to the perceptions of media actors, journalists
expressed solidarity with victims of violence through feel-
ings of injustice and anger (Aytaç et al., 2017).
Journalists were very aware of their professional ethics of
objectivity (Tenenboim-Weinblatt, 2014) as well as their
ability to influence bystanders and powerholders’ attitudes
and responses (Wasow, 2020). However, they experienced
significant conflict in maintaining objectivity in their

reporting, particularly when observing victims of police
violence. Coercive policing (Stott et al., 2021) may have
influenced journalists’ feelings of identification with protes-
ters and their engagement incollective action behaviors
such as protecting protesters and avoiding footage demon-
strating protester’s location (Louis et al., 2020; Shultziner
& Shoshan, 2018). This contrasts with bystanders’
responses to violence, which appeared to reduce participa-
tion intentions. While these findings are not generalizable,
they suggest that action repertoires can generate substan-
tially different responses across groups within a
collective-action arena. Future research could examine
this further by analyzing different responses between an
increased diversity of actors within the protest arena, in
combination with quantitative analysis to extend findings
to wider populations.

Strengths and limitations
This study undertook an exploratory comparative analysis
to compare motivations to participate in collective action
amongst three distinct groups who play important roles in
collective-action arenas. Our approach and findings have
a number of strengths. First, our qualitative analysis
approach has enabled a deep examination of motivations
and the identification of patterns across the three cohorts
(Braun & Clarke, 2020). Second, this approach has
responded to calls for more qualitative studies of intergroup
contact (Dixon & McKeown, 2021), particularly in varied
cultural contexts where social problems are the focal
research topic (Bernardo & Liu, 2015; van Zomeren,
2019). Through doing so, this study has provided additional
support for SIMCA predictors within a violent
collective-action context, as well as demonstrated the
importance of issue consensus and identity in protest behav-
ior trajectories from nonparticipants to participants.

We also note some limitations. In understanding the gen-
eralizability of the results, we acknowledge that our small
convenience samples may have attracted unusual respon-
dents or circumspect responses that biased the results. For
example, bystanders who were ready to boldly comment
on the protests in interviews may be unrepresentative of
the broader population of non-actors, who may be even
more disengaged or fearful of involvement than those repre-
sented here. Furthermore, bystanders and journalists may
have been unwilling to voice a sense of common identity
with protesters or agreement with their aims and methods,
in the context of an ongoing crackdown against dissent
by the state. Moreover, a fear of consequences from
engaging in collective action may have influenced some
bystander or journalist participants’ identity attributions as
a means to justify their nonparticipation.

We also note that contextual factors, such as radicaliza-
tion before and after moments of unrest during the
Anti-ELAB protests (e.g., Lee et al., 2021), may have
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influenced participants’ opinions about engaging in social
unrest and increased their tolerance of protest-related vio-
lence more broadly. The changing context could also influ-
ence participants’ role identities over time, which our data
indicate is an important factor linked to protest participation
choices. Our data were collected across 2018–2020, and
thus could have been influenced by these factors. Future
research could aim to capture the groups’ perspective syn-
chronously and longitudinally in order to examine differen-
tial responses to the changing context over time. In
addition, while the face-to-face interviews here offer rich
data that speak to important research questions, future
research could seek comparative data using written
responses to anonymous surveys, in order to examine
whether respondents more readily engage the topics, and
whether they disclose different or similar motives, percep-
tions, and identities. These studies could also seek to
examine protesters’ perceptions around the types of vio-
lence that they believe are justifiable and the contexts in
which this violence would be tolerated. Future research
could seek to examine these perceptions across separate
groups more substantively, and then build upon this work
with experimental and longitudinal analysis.

Conclusion
In this study, we found individuals in different groups within
collective-action arenas experience different responses to col-
lective action, perceive different collective-action goals, and
express different motivations for their choices around
whether or not to engage in protest. This study is one
among very few comparative studies of collective action,
and one of few comparative studies of the impact of violence.
It is also among few studies to examine journalists as a distinct
group important to collective-action trajectories, and it pro-
vides a multi-audience analysis of collective action in a
non-WEIRD context. Specifically, our data highlight the
importance of a multi-audience approach to understanding
the impact of collective action (Gulliver et al., 2021), and
cast new light on situations in which solidarity and allyship
may fail to emerge (Louis et al., 2019).

Credit statement
Robyn E. Gulliver: conceptualization, methodology, formal analysis,
writing; original draft, writing; review and editing. Christian S. Chan:
conceptualization, methodology, investigation, writing; review and
editing, supervision, project administration, funding acquisition.
Wendy W. L. Chan: investigation. Katy Y. Y. Tam: investigation.
Winnifred R. Louis: conceptualization, methodology, writing;
review and editing, supervision, funding acquisition.

Declaration of conflicting interests
The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with
respect to the research, authorship, and/or publication of this
article.

Ethics approval statement
This study was approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the
University of Hong Kong (EA1605015) and the Research Ethics/
Safety Committee of Chu Hai College of Higher Education.

Funding
The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial support
for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article:
This work was supported by the University Grants Committee
of Hong Kong (grant number RGC GRF Grant #17612718).

ORCID iD
Robyn E. Gulliver https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8827-7850
Christian S. Chan https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2616-5199

Supplemental material
Supplemental material for this article is available online.

References
Andrews, K., & Caren, N. (2010). Making the news: Movement

organizations, media attention, and the public agenda.
American Sociological Review, 75(6), 841–866. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0003122410386689

Andrews, K., Ganz, M., Baggetta, M., Han, H., & Lim, C. (2010).
Leadership, membership, and voice: Civic associations that
work. American Journal of Sociology, 115(4), 1191–1242.
https://doi.org/10.1086/649060

Au, A. (2017). Collective identity, organization, and public reac-
tion in protests: A qualitative case study of Hong Kong and
Taiwan. Social Sciences, 6(4), 150–167. https://doi.org/10.
3390/socsci6040150

Ayanian, A. H., Tausch, N., Acar, Y. G., Chayinska, M., Cheung,
W. Y., & Lukyanova, Y. (2020). Resistance in repressive con-
texts: A comprehensive test of psychological predictors.
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. https://doi.org/
10.1037/pspi0000285

Aytaç, S. E., Schiumerini, L., & Stokes, S. (2017). Why do people
join backlash protests? Lessons from Turkey. Journal of
Conflict Resolution, 62(6), 1205–1228. https://doi.org/10.
1177/0022002716686828

Batel, S., & Castro, P. (2015). Collective action and social change:
Examining the role of representation in the communication
between protesters and third-party members. Journal of
Community & Applied Social Psychology, 25(3), 249–263.
https://doi.org/10.1002/casp.2214

Becker, J. C., & Tausch, N. (2015). A dynamic model of engage-
ment in normative and non-normative collective action:
Psychological antecedents, consequences, and barriers.
European Review of Social Psychology, 26(1), 43–92. https://
doi.org/10.1080/10463283.2015.1094265

Becker, J. C., & Wright, S. C. (2011). Yet another dark side of
chivalry: Benevolent sexism undermines and hostile sexism
motivates collective action for social change. Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 101(1), 62. https://doi.
org/10.1037/a0022615

Bernardo, A. B. I., & Liu, J. H. (2015). Sharpening our under-
standing of social problems in Asian societies: The roles of

12 Journal of Pacific Rim Psychology

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8827-7850
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8827-7850
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2616-5199
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2616-5199
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122410386689
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122410386689
https://doi.org/10.1177/0003122410386689
https://doi.org/10.1086/649060
https://doi.org/10.1086/649060
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci6040150
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci6040150
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci6040150
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000285
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000285
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000285
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002716686828
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002716686828
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022002716686828
https://doi.org/10.1080/10463283.2015.1094265
https://doi.org/10.1080/10463283.2015.1094265
https://doi.org/10.1080/10463283.2015.1094265
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0022615
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0022615
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0022615


culture and theory in socially engaged social psychology.
Journal of Pacific Rim Psychology, 9(2), 43–49. https://doi.
org/10.1017/prp.2015.14

Blackwood, L. M., & Louis, W. R. (2012). If it matters for the
group then it matters to me: Collective action outcomes for sea-
soned activists. British Journal of Social Psychology, 51(1),
72–92. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8309.2010.02001.x

Blair, G., Littman, R., Nugent, E. R., Wolfe, R., Bukar, M.,
Crisman, B., Etim, A., Hazlett, C., & Kim, J. (2021). Trusted
authorities can change minds and shift norms during conflict.
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the
United States of America, 118(42). https://doi.org/10.1073/
pnas.2105570118

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2020). One size fits all? What counts as
quality practice in (reflexive) thematic analysis? Qualitative
Research in Psychology, 18(3), 1–25 https://doi.org/10.1080/
14780887.2020.1769238.

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2021). Can I use TA? Should I use TA?
Should I not use TA? Comparing reflexive thematic analysis
and other pattern-based qualitative analytic approaches.
Counselling and Psychotherapy Research, 21(1), 37–47.
https://doi.org/10.1002/capr.12360

Burstein, P. (2003). The impact of public opinion on public policy:
A review and an agenda. Political Research Quarterly, 56(1),
29–40. https://doi.org/10.1177/106591290305600103

Chan, H. C. (2021). The pro-democracy movement in Hong Kong:
Psychosocial risk factors and Hong Kongers’ attitudes toward
violence. Deviant Behavior, 43(10), 1173–1192. https://doi.
org/10.1080/01639625.2021.1950517

Chan, M. (2014). Social identity gratifications of social network
sites and their impact on collective action participation. Asian
Journal of Social Psychology, 17(3), 229–235. https://doi.
org/10.1111/ajsp.12068

Cristancho, C., Uba, K., & Zamponi, L. (2019). Discarding pro-
tests? Relating crisis experience to approval of protests
among activists and bystanders. Acta Politica, 54(3), 430–457.
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41269-017-0061-1

Dixon, J., Durrheim, K., Stevenson, C., & Cakal, H. (2016). From
prejudice reduction to collective action: Two psychological
models of social change (and how to reconcile them). In
C. G. Sibley & F. K. Barlow (Eds.), The Cambridge handbook
of the psychology of prejudice (pp. 481–499). Cambridge
University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316161579.021

Dixon, J., Elcheroth, G., Kerr, P., Drury, J., Al Bzour, M., Subašić,
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Subašić, E., Reynolds, K. J., & Turner, J. C. (2008). The political
solidarity model of social change: Dynamics of self-
categorization in intergroup power relations. Personality and

14 Journal of Pacific Rim Psychology

https://doi.org/10.1080/17544750701861921
https://doi.org/10.1080/17544750701861921
https://doi.org/10.1080/17544750701861921
https://doi.org/10.1177/19485506211037296
https://doi.org/10.1177/19485506211037296
https://doi.org/10.1177/19485506211037296
https://doi.org/10.1111/spc3.12436
https://doi.org/10.1111/spc3.12436
https://doi.org/10.1111/spc3.12436
https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12671
https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12671
https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12671
https://doi.org/10.1093/police/pay003
https://doi.org/10.1093/police/pay003
https://doi.org/10.1353/chn.2019.0045
https://doi.org/10.1353/chn.2019.0045
https://doi.org/10.2174/1874350102114010001
https://doi.org/10.2174/1874350102114010001
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(19)33160-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(19)33160-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(19)33160-5
https://doi.org/10.2307/2096444
https://doi.org/10.2307/2096444
https://doi.org/10.1037/pac0000349
https://doi.org/10.1037/pac0000349
https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2526
https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2526
https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.1996.9963131
https://doi.org/10.1080/10584609.1996.9963131
https://doi.org/10.5129/001041518824414656
https://doi.org/10.5129/001041518824414656
https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2502
https://doi.org/10.1002/ejsp.2502
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajsp.12397
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajsp.12397
https://doi.org/10.1111/ajsp.12397
https://doi.org/10.1177/1940161217736889
https://doi.org/10.1177/1940161217736889
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000333
https://doi.org/10.1037/pspi0000333
https://doi.org/10.1353/sof.2001.0053
https://doi.org/10.1353/sof.2001.0053
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12292
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12292
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12292
https://doi.org/10.1093/police/paaa073
https://doi.org/10.1093/police/paaa073


Social Psychology Review, 12(4), 330–352. https://doi.org/10.
1177/1088868308323223

Tajfel, H., Turner, J. C., Austin, W. G., & Worchel, S. (1979). An
integrative theory of intergroup conflict. Organizational
Identity: A Reader, 56(65), 9780203505984–16.

Tausch, N., Becker, J. C., Spears, R., Christ, O., Saab, R., Singh, P., &
Siddiqui, R. N. (2011). Explaining radical group behavior:
Developing emotion and efficacy routes to normative and nonnor-
mative collective action. Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 101(1), 129–148. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0022728

Tenenboim-Weinblatt, K. (2014). Producing protest news: An
inquiry into journalists’ narratives. The International Journal
of Press/Politics, 19(4), 410–429. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1940161214540941

Thomas, E. F., & Louis, W. R. (2014). When will collective action
be effective? Violent and non-violent protests differentially
influence perceptions of legitimacy and efficacy among sym-
pathizers. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 40(2),
263–276. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167213510525

Thomas, E. F., & McGarty, C. (2009). The role of efficacy and
moral outrage norms in creating the potential for international
development activism through group-based interaction. British
Journal of Social Psychology, 48(1), 115–134. https://doi.org/
10.1348/014466608X313774

Thomas, E. F., McGarty, C., & Mavor, K. I. (2009). Transforming
“apathy into movement”: The role of prosocial emotions in motivat-
ing action for social change. Personality and Social Psychology
Review, 13(4), 310–333. https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868309343290

Thomas, E. F., Zubielevitch, E., Sibley, C. G., & Osborne, D. (2020).
Testing the social identity model of collective action longitudin-
ally and across structurally disadvantaged and advantaged
groups. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 46(6), 823–
838. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167219879111

Turner-Zwinkels, F. M., & van Zomeren, M. (2021). Identity expres-
sion through collective action: How identification with a politi-
cized group and its identity contents differently motivated
identity-expressive collective action in the U.S. 2016 presidential
elections. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 47(3), 499–
513. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167220933406

van Zomeren, M. (2013). Four core social-psychological motivations
to undertake collective action. Social and Personality Psychology
Compass, 7(6), 378–388. https://doi.org/10.1111/spc3.12031

van Zomeren, M. (2019). Toward a cultural psychology of collect-
ive action: Just how “core” are the core motivations for collect-
ive action? Journal of Pacific Rim Psychology, 13, 1–7. https://
doi.org/10.1017/prp.2019.7

van Zomeren, M., Postmes, T., & Spears, R. (2008). Toward an
integrative social identity model of collective action: A quanti-
tative research synthesis of three socio-psychological perspec-
tives. Psychological Bulletin, 134(4), 504–535. https://doi.org/
10.1037/0033-2909.134.4.504

van Zomeren, M., Saguy, T., & Schellhaas, F. M. H. (2013).
Believing in “making a difference” to collective efforts:
Participative efficacy beliefs as a unique predictor of col-
lective action. Group Processes & Intergroup Relations,
16(5), 618–634. https://doi.org/10.1177/13684302124674

van Zomeren, M., Susilani, N., & Berend, S. (2016). Explaining a
rare null relationship between group identification and social
protest through a relational form of coping with low group
status. Journal of Social and Political Psychology, 4(1), 1.
https://doi.org/10.5964/jspp.v4i1.419

Wang, G., & Ma, X. (2021). Were they illegal rioters or pro-
democracy protestors? Examining the 2019–20 Hong Kong pro-
tests in China Daily and The New York Times. Critical Arts,
35(2), 85–99. https://doi.org/10.1080/02560046.2021.1925940

Wang, P., Joosse, P., & Cho, L. L. (2020). The evolution of protest
policing in a hybrid regime. British Journal of Criminology,
60(6), 1523–1546. https://doi.org/10.1093/bjc/azaa040

Wasow, O. (2020). Agenda seeding: How 1960s black protests
moved elites, public opinion and voting. American Political
Science Review, 114(3), 638–659.

Yuen, S., & Cheng, E. W. (2017). Neither repression nor concession?
A regime’s attrition against mass protests. Political Studies, 65(3),
611–630. https://doi.org/10.1177/0032321716674024

Zhang, J. (2017). Mobilizing bystanders into popular protests in
China: A case study of the Shishou unrest. Journal of
Contemporary China, 26(106), 577–585. https://doi.org/10.
1080/10670564.2017.1274821

Gulliver et al. 15

https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868308323223
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868308323223
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868308323223
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0022728
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0022728
https://doi.org/10.1177/1940161214540941
https://doi.org/10.1177/1940161214540941
https://doi.org/10.1177/1940161214540941
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167213510525
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167213510525
https://doi.org/10.1348/014466608X313774
https://doi.org/10.1348/014466608X313774
https://doi.org/10.1348/014466608X313774
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868309343290
https://doi.org/10.1177/1088868309343290
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167219879111
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167219879111
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167220933406
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167220933406
https://doi.org/10.1111/spc3.12031
https://doi.org/10.1111/spc3.12031
https://doi.org/10.1017/prp.2019.7
https://doi.org/10.1017/prp.2019.7
https://doi.org/10.1017/prp.2019.7
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.134.4.504
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.134.4.504
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.134.4.504
https://doi.org/10.5964/jspp.v4i1.419
https://doi.org/10.5964/jspp.v4i1.419
https://doi.org/10.1080/02560046.2021.1925940
https://doi.org/10.1080/02560046.2021.1925940
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjc/azaa040
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjc/azaa040
https://doi.org/10.1177/0032321716674024
https://doi.org/10.1177/0032321716674024
https://doi.org/10.1080/10670564.2017.1274821
https://doi.org/10.1080/10670564.2017.1274821
https://doi.org/10.1080/10670564.2017.1274821

	 &/title;&p;Collective action takes place in complex and fluctuating settings that encompass multiple actors, such as supporters, opponents, the media, and bystanders (Klandermans  Oegema, 1987; Oegema  Klandermans, 1994), each of whom may have multiple interests and goals (Smith et al., 2019). Despite the multiplicity of groups within these settings—also called arenas (Jasper  Duyvendak, 2015)—scholarly attention to the predictors of individual interventions against injustice focuses primarily on what motivates non-activists to engage in collective action (Van Zomeren et al., 2008). Research testing the explanatory and predictive power of the Social Identity Model of Collective Action (SIMCA: Van Zomeren et al., 2008) has confirmed the central roles of collective identity, efficacy, negative emotions, and moral conviction in motivating non-activists to participate. While some research in Asian countries has found that SIMCA variables could be moderated by cultural factors, such as collectivism (Fukuzawa  Inamasu, 2020), other studies have found no evidence of cultural differences (e.g., Nguyen et al., 2021). However, this framework remains largely untested amongst other groups who may participate or observe collective action (e.g., journalists) and cultural contexts (van Zomeren, 2019). Individuals engaging in collective action in different cultural contexts may have different identities, values, and goals, each of which can influence the extent and type of their participation in collective action (Cristancho et al., 2019; Scafuto  La Barbera, 2016; Selvanathan  Lickel, 2019).&/p;&p;The present research provides a comparative analysis of motivations to engage or stand aside from protest in a qualitative analysis comparing protesters themselves, the usual focus of analysis, with two other groups: bystanders who have not been mobilized; and journalists, who are comparatively neglected in the collective action literature, yet whose work is influential and vital to social movements and collective action (Gamson, 2004; Wasow, 2020). While some researchers have highlighted the need to examine support for collective action amongst other actors (e.g., Dixon et al., 2020; Subašić et al., 2008), comparative investigation of how motivations to participate in collective action differ across individuals associated with these different groups remains sparse (Gulliver et al., 2021). Through this study, we sought to verify well-established predictors of protester motivations for engaging in violent and nonviolent collective action while generating new insights into other actors in protest arenas via comparative analysis of bystander and journalist motivations.&/p;&p;Our study sought to make two novel contributions. First, our qualitative approach enables a nuanced exploration and examination of different actors’ perspectives on collective action and meets recent calls for more in-depth qualitative studies (Dixon  McKeown, 2021). Our descriptive and exploratory work is informed by the social identity approach to collective action, which centers questions of identity, morality, and efficacy in relation to protest decisions, and examines the extent to which these constructs are context-sensitive (van Zomeren, 2019).&/p;&p;Second, we consider how participants in each of the three groups perceive violent tactics and police responses. Studies have established that there may be different motives associated with normative and non-normative actions generally, as well as violent versus nonviolent actions (Becker  Tausch, 2015) in particular; bystander and supporter audiences may react quite differently to normative and violent/nonviolent non-normative actions (Feinberg et al., 2020; Shuman et al., 2020). Furthermore, some work demonstrates that violent action may be more compelling and attractive to media and is thus often disproportionately featured in coverage (Smith et al., 2001). Our study was conducted during the period of social unrest in Hong Kong during 2014–2019. This long-term perspective enables us to examine responses of groups to protest more generally, rather than canvassing responses to a specific moment of unrest (e.g., the 2019 Anti-ELAB protests). This approach also facilitates the examination of general perspectives of different groups regarding violent protest, given that over this period violent confrontations between police and protesters were escalating in intensity and frequency (Ng  Kennedy, 2019). Below, we consider current research on the predictors of engagement for protesters, bystanders, and journalists.&/p;
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