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The role of social identity in the explanation of collective action:
An intergroup perspective on the Yellow Vests Movement

Abstract
Social psychologists have developed influential theoretical models to understand intergroup
conflicts, radicalism and collective action. November 2018 saw the emergence of a new
powerful movement in France named the Yellow Vests. Born on social media, the movement
has sustained an unprecedented period of intense protests and violent clashes with the police,
challenging the French government. As such, this movement offers an ideal context to examine
the real-world relevance of current social-psychological theorizing. Using a social identity and
self-categorization perspective (Turner & Reynolds, 2012), two correlational studies (three
samples, N = 1849) tested the role of self-categorization as a group member, or social identity,
in accounting for individual participation in normative and non-normative collective action.
Using different operationalizations of identification, both studies confirm a powerful role of
identification as a Yellow Vest and provided evidence that the effect of social media use on
collective action is fully mediated by self-categorization as a Yellow Vest. An alternative model
suggesting that social media use mediated the relation between social identity and collective

action was not supported by the data.

Keywords: social identity, collective action, social media, yellow vests, political ideology



YELLOW VEST IDENTITY 3

1. Introduction

Born on social media platforms in 2018, the Yellow Vest movement in France has
shaken the social and political fabric of the French establishment in unprecedented ways (see
Noiriel, 2019). Its impact has been compared to the movements of greatest historical
significance in France and worldwide, including the French Revolution (Mazeau, 2019). What
are the main factors that led individuals to take part in this movement? The central purpose of
the present research is to address this question empirically. The events surrounding this
movement, spanning over more than 14 months, occurring all over France and spreading to
the neighboring countries, form an extremely complex picture of human social and political
behaviors. The historical, economic, and political intricacies of this movement are far beyond
the scope of this article. Nevertheless, we will go beyond mere speculations to document
some of the most significant social-psychological factors that have often been overlooked in
analyses of the movement conducted so far. Theoretically grounded in the social identity and
self-categorization perspective (Turner & Reynolds, 2001; 2012), Study 1 tested the
hypothesis that self-categorization as a Yellow Vest, and not political ideology, motivated
normative and non-normative collective behaviors, among the general population (Study 1a)
and students (Study 1b). In Study 2, we replicate the findings of Study la and 1b by using a
different set of measures and we further examine connections between social media use,
social identity and collective action. The findings suggest that the Yellow Vest movement
succeeded in mobilizing people across France because it created, through social media, a
highly distinctive and novel social identity that accommodated people of extremely diverse
political orientations from left to right.

1.2.How do people come to think, feel, and act as a psychological group?

The social identity perspective in social psychology comprises social identity theory

(SIT; Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and self-categorization theory (SCT; Turner, et al., 1987). From



YELLOW VEST IDENTITY 4

this perspective, the categorization of self as a group member is the main factor that accounts
for collective behavior (Turner et al., 1987). This is a social-psychological hypothesis for two
main reasons. First, it emphasizes the importance of subjective group membership, not
objectively defined membership in a social category or social class (see McGarty et al., 2009).
Second, it asserts that relationships with others and group belonging can produce important
and sometimes radical changes in human psychology in a manner that individual psychology
cannot account for (Turner, et al., 1994). Previous research sometimes found only weak
relations between group identification and the intention to take protest action (see Kelly &
Breinlinger, 1995; de Weerd & Klandermans, 1999). However, recent reviews of the evidence
confirm an important role of social identity in collective action (Craig et al., 2020; Thomas et
al., 2020; van Zomeren et al., 2008). Thus, with regards to the Yellow Vest movement, or any
other social movements, one does not need to infer some unusual individual psychological
traits to account for participation in the movement: coming to perceive oneself as a group
member can be sufficient to trigger action. This suggests that besides the economic, political
and historical factors that are undoubtedly involved in such intergroup struggles, the ability of
the Yellow Vest movement to mobilize thousands of French citizens could be a product of the
way that the movement has created a new and highly distinctive identity.

1.3.Previous research on the Yellow Vest

The Yellow Vest movement has generated tremendous interest in the news media and
also among scholars and survey institutes (Algan, et al., 2019; IFOP, 2018; Lelan, et al., 2018;
Noiriel, 2019). Amidst numerous analyses focusing mainly on the socio-structural and
ideological background of those involved in the movement, a key insight emerged from Jetten
et al. (2020) who pointed out that identity processes are at the core of the Yellow Vest
movement. According to them, the Yellow Vest identity emerged as a strong reaction to the

perceived violations of the core French value of equality by the government. Thus, in this
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conceptual analysis, Jetten et al. (2020) assume a role for national French identity. It is true that the
Yellow Vests frequently demonstrated their attachment to France by using various national symbols in
their actions. Nevertheless, the focus of our research is on the Yellow Vest identity itself because it
corresponds to a politicized identity (Simon & Klandermans, 2001). Previous research has shown that
politicized identities, compared to non-politicized identities, are a stronger predictor of collective
action (van Zomeren et al., 2008).

Overall, the results of past analyses of the movement are consistent and three main
findings can be extrapolated. First, in contrast to the movements in the 1970’s where men
were dominant participants, the Yellow Vest is a movement in which women have taken a
place as important as men. Second, the people involved in the Yellow Vest movement tended
to be of working class backgrounds, living outside large urban centers; they are more likely to
worry about how they are going to pay their bills compared to others. In other words, social
class can account for the mobilization to some extent. Finally, in terms of political affiliation,
the Yellow Vest comprises three political voter groups: those voting for ‘France Insoumise’
(and aligning with the extreme left ideologies), those voting for ‘Rassemblement National’
(and aligning with the extreme right) and non-voters. In other words, this was not a movement
of the left against the right-wing establishment. A movement ingrained in a specific political
orientation would struggle to accommodate such diverse political perspectives.

Instead, an identity built on an anti-government opposition makes a more useful
mobilizing tool than political affiliation. For these reasons, the present research provides a
formal test of whether identification as a Yellow Vest is indeed a more powerful driver of
collective mobilization than political orientation (i.e., on a spectrum from extreme left-wing
to extreme right-wing), or other demographic variables

Furthermore, testing the role of social identity in the context of the Yellow Vest

movement may be extremely useful to help clarify two fundamental issues that have assumed
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increasing importance in recent years. First, can social identity explain both normative and
non-normative collective action? And second, is the social identity analysis useful even when
considering the effects of new communication technologies that are assumed to shape
political participation in new directions?

1.4.Normative and non-normative collective action

Wright et al. (1990) have proposed a distinction between normative collective action,
action that conforms to the norms of the existing social system such as political participation
or peaceful protest, and non-normative collective action, that is action that violates these
rules, such as violence and terrorism. Reviewing and integrating existing research, the Social
Identity Model of Collective Action (van Zomeren et al., 2008) has shown that there is
empirical support for three main predictors of collective action: perceived injustice and
concomitant intergroup emotions (e.g., anger), group efficacy and social identity. However,
this model did not clearly distinguish between normative and non-normative collective
actions. Indeed, Tausch et al. (2011) showed that two of these determinants, group efficacy
and intergroup emotions, do not predict normative and non-normative collective action in
similar ways. Tausch et al. (2011), however, did not examine the role of social identity in
these initial studies. While Becker and Tausch (2015) subsequently suggested that contrary to
group-based emotions and group efficacy, social identity may be equally important for both
normative and non-normative collective action, preliminary evidence suggests that social
identity is a stronger predictor of normative collective action than non-normative (Stathi et al.,
2019). Related work also shows that identification with Yellow Vest can be related to non-
normative collective action, but this research considered only general behaviors and not those
pertinent to Yellow Vests (Adam-Troian, et al. 2020). Nevertheless, little research has been
conducted on this question and there are divergent theoretical positions with regards to the

role of social identity in the explanation of more radical forms of actions.
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While many scholars tend to focus on individual biological or cognitive factors as the
root cause of extremism, paying less attention to group and intergroup processes at stake (see
van Prooijen & Krouwel, 2019; Zmigrod and Goldenberg, 2020), others consider social
identity one as of the most important factors. For example, Ginges et al. (2011) argue that ‘to
understand political violence we need to know more about the way moral commitment to the
in-group, and values closely associated with group identity, can trump individual level
motivations’ (p. 17). This suggests, in line with the social identity perspective, that a focus on
individual level motivations may paint an uncomplete picture of drivers of non-normative
means to protest.

More importantly, findings from the Elaborated Social Identity Model of Crowd
Behavior (Stott et al., 2018) show how protesters’ interactions with law enforcement shape their
perception of protest violence as a legitimate strategy. When people participate in collective
action and face police brutality, this can increase their identification with the group and
intensify their commitment to take action (Drury & Reicher, 2000; Reicher, 1996). This should
be especially true of movements such as the Yellow Vest, which have been characterized by a
high prevalence of police and protester violence (Jetten et al., 2020). This is converging with
research on hooliganism which shows that the likelihood of protesters committing illegal and
violent actions is higher when police use force in a disproportionate way (e.g. ‘preventively’;
Stott and Pearson 2007).

Similarly, having considered from an historical perspective a broad range of
movements involving political violence, Sageman (2017) argued, paraphrasing Turner et al.
(1987), that: ‘Self-categorization, or the acquisition of a shared social identity, is what makes
collective behavior possible’ (p.6). He suggests that self-categorization is the single most
important theory to understand political violence. Based on this analysis and the existing

empirical research (e.g. Smith et al., 2019; Reicher et al., 2004), it is expected that social
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identity may be involved in motivating non-normative collective action as well as normative
collective action. The Yellow Vest movement offers a uniquely relevant context to test this
hypothesis directly because while much of the actions taken within this movement were
normative, spectacular cases of non-normative actions were also noted. Furthermore, the fact
that the Yellow Vest often refer to the French Revolution (Jetten et al., 2020) should hint us
that revolutionary (i.e. nonnormative) action may constitute a central component of the
Yellow Vest identity.

This is an area were systematic empirical research is important and needed. As
McPhail and Schweingruber (1998) highlighted, most citizens and scholars alike learn about
current episodes of political violence through the mass media. The media are selective in their
coverage in that they often focus on negative events while ignoring the more prevalent, non-
violent events. Relying on one’s impressions derived from the exposure to media coverage
does not represent a reasonable basis to analyze the Yellow Vest movement. For this reason,
the present research sought to measure in a systematic manner the involvement in the Yellow
Vest movement based on several random samples of the French populations who indicated
their level of intended or actual participation. This participation concerns behaviors that are
located at the intergroup pole of the interpersonal-intergroup continuum of social behavior
and as such, the social identity perspective predicts that identification as a group member
should be a major explanatory factor.

1.5.Social media and Collective Action

A second question of increasing importance concerns the role of social media
platforms defined as websites allowing individuals to construct a profile and to articulate a list
of users with whom they share a connection (see Huang, 2017). McPhail and Miller (1973)
have developed an original and underappreciated analysis of collective gathering that resonate

with the widespread impact of social media platforms. They tried to understand how
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individuals navigate from disparate points in space at one timepoint to a common location at
another timepoint. Instead of looking at people’s beliefs and attitudes, they argued for the
need to consider communication processes and ecological factors. Their study concluded that
verbal and non-verbal instructions which establish the time-space location of an event are
strongly related to the actual participation in the collective gathering. In other words, how
people communicate with one another to organize a movement is key to participation in that
movement. Although scarce, subsequent research provided additional support for this
perspective (see Guimond, 2003, 2010).

Since McPhail and Miller (1973) conducted their study, however, the way people
communicate with one another has changed considerably, especially with the technological
advances and growing access to social media. When troubled by an event, people use Internet
and search engines to learn more (Troian et al., 2019). Moreover, through social media
platforms, they can engage in exchange of information and points of view about social and
political events. In line with this, there is overall empirical support for the idea that the use of
social media is related to increased political participation (Boulianne, 2015). In short, the
communication can now occur with little effort across extremely large populations. As such,
the use of social media platforms is now considered to be a important factor in understanding
collective action (Alberici & Milesi, 2015; Bimber, 2017).

The importance of social media in collective action has been documented in the case
of the Arab Spring, a wave of anti-government protest that started in Tunisia in December
2010 and spread rapidly due to social media to Egypt, Libya and Yemen (Blakemore, 2019).
In these countries, segments of the population shared information and coordinated their action
through social media (Marzouki & Oullier, 2014) and succeeded in bringing about radical
political changes. Similarly, the Yellow Vest movement is essentially the product of social

media platforms, formed by ordinary people without any political or non-political leadership.
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It started with an online petition against a tax increase targeting diesel-powered vehicles,
receiving 226,000 signatures in 10 days, and escalating to 860,000 signatures on the eve of a
general call to make the 17 November 2018 a national day of protest (IFOP, 2018). This was
the official starting date of the Yellow Vest movement that was to take form in essentially two
types of actions: one involving blocking roundabouts and highway tolls on the outskirts of
small towns, and another being a march organized every Saturday in mid-size and large cities
(i.e. Paris). Can participation in these actions be explained by social media use?

While the work of McPhail and Miller (1973) suggests an affirmative answer, research
addressing the impact of social media use on collective action is mixed (for a review see
Akfirat et al., 2020; Kende et al., 2016; Priante et al., 2018). For example, Schumann and
Klein (2015) showed that online participation can sometimes decrease actions offline, a
phenomenon known as slacktivism. Still, they conclude from their laboratory studies that
under natural conditions where social media use reinforce a sense of belonging, it may very
well promote offline collective action.

Studying students protest in Hong Kong, Lee et al. (2017) found that social media use
predicted participation in the protest movement. Moreover, the effects of social-psychological
variables such as efficacy on collective action were mediated by social media use. However,
one limitation of their study was that: “Among the social psychological factors, this study also
does not have a variable capturing the notion of identity” (p. 467). they did not measure
identification as a predictor. Nevertheless, from this perspective, social media use can be
hypothesized to predict participation in collective action but research is needed to determine
how social identity may relate to social media use and collective action.

However, research on opinion-based group by McGarty and colleagues (2013)
supports the view that social identity can function as a critical mediator of the effect of using

new communication technologies (see also Smith, Blackwood, & Thomas, 2019). In a
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detailed analysis of the Arab Spring, they specifically argue that if social media enables the
formation of a new social identity that challenges the existing social order, it could motivate
collective action. This analysis seems to fit well with the case of the Yellow Vest movement.

An undeniable achievement of this movement was the creation of a new and highly
symbolic social identity, the Yellow Vest identity. On 24 October 2018, Ghislain Coutard
posted a video convincing people to display a high visibility jacket on their cars’ dashboard
for a week as a sign of dissatisfaction with the new government policies (Marchesini, 2018).
This idea was ingenious and far from being costly as since 2010, all French drivers are
required by law to carry a high visibility jacket in the car in case of emergency. By the end of
October and five million views later, the jacket has become the identity of the movement. The
visibility jacket rapidly became the symbol of people who are in social and economic distress,
and are engaged in anti-government protest (Beneletti, 2018). In other words, a new and
highly salient intergroup context was created. Given that group identity can become salient
during computer-mediated communication (Reicher, Spears & Postmes, 1995), and given that
when people share their opinions on social media platforms, this constitutes for McGarty et al.
(2013), a basis for developing new collective identities and forming opinion-based groups,
one can expect that the Yellow Vest identity will mediate the effect of social media use on
collective action. This hypothesis will be examined in Study 2.

1.6. Ethical and methodological statement.

The studies were conducted in accordance with the 1964 Helsinki declaration (WMO,
1964) and its later amendments, the ethical principles of the French Code of Ethics for
Psychologists (CNCDP, 2012), and the 2016 APA Ethical Principles of Psychologists and
Code of Conduct (APA, 2017). Data underlying these findings are openly available at

https://osf.io/mvsa7/?view_only=bfa84a9fc19f4f15ad5a23330ed1723b

2. Study 1


https://osf.io/mvsa7/?view_only=bfa84a9fc19f4f15ad5a23330ed1723b
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Study 1 tested the hypothesis that the Yellow Vest identity can predict the behavioral
intention to take part in normative and non-normative collective actions. To do so, we used
data from two studies conducted in France between November of 2018 and February of 2019
and published elsewhere (ANONYMIZED CITATION). Here, we focused on different
variables than the ones investigated in the previous research. The studies were conducted on
both general population (Study 1a) and student (Study 1b) samples, while including
established predictors of intentions to engage in collective action such as political orientation,
income, and gender. Thus, these first analyses should provide for a robust test of whether
identification with the Yellow Vest constitutes a proximal predictor of intention to take part in
normative and/or non-normative collective actions.

2.1. Study 1a

2.1.1. Method
Participants. This first study used a cross-sectional design among the general population. The
data were collected between 12 December 2018 and 12 January 2019. The study was an
online questionnaire disseminated on social media. The sample consisted of 776 French
individuals from the general population (28.48% male, 50.39% female, 21.13% unreported;
Mage = 32.02, SD = 15.19) allowing to detect b = .1 (smallest size of interest set to avoid
correlation ambient noise, see Lykken, 1968) links between measures with 80% power given
an alpha level set at .05.
2.1.2. Materials and Procedure
The questionnaire included measures of Loss of Significance (Webber et al., 2018) and
anomia (Lytkina, 2015), which were not used in the present investigation. Rather, our re-
analysis was conducted using the following variables (scale items can be accessed at

https://osf.io/mvsa7/?view_only=bfa84a9fc19f4f15ad5a23330ed1723b).
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Yellow Vest identification. Based on past research, a single item measure of
identification with the Yellow Vest was used (see Postmes et al., 2013; 7-point Likert, from 1
‘not at all’ to 7 ‘completely’, M =3.82, SD = 2.17).

Activism-Radicalism Intentions Scale. A modified version of the Activism-Radicalism
Intentions scale (Moskalenko & McCauley, 2009; see Scarcella et al., 2016) was used to
measure behavioural intentions to display activism (‘I could join the Yellow Vests’; M = 2.25,
SD = 1.02) and radicalism (‘I could still support the Yellow Vests even if they sometimes use
violence’; M =1.97, SD = .88). Responses to eight items in total were on a four-point scale
ranging from ‘very unlikely’ to ‘very likely’.

Intentions to engage in Armed Struggle. Two more items were adapted from
Moskalenko and McCauley (2009) and tapped into intentions to engage in armed struggle for
the Yellow Vest (four-point response scale from ‘very unlikely’ to ‘very likely’, M = 1.45, SD
=.64).

Non-Normative collective action. Seven-item scale assessing intentions to engage in
non-normative were designed from real-life examples of actions displayed by the Yellow Vest
(e.g. I could barricade roundabouts’, 7-point Likert, from 1 ‘completely disagree’ to 7
‘completely agree’, M =3.31, SD = 1.85).

Political orientation. Participants indicated their political orientation (on a scale from
1 ‘far-left’ to 9 ‘far-right’, M = 4.21, SD = 1.88). Political extremism scores were also
computed from this measure (distance between participant’s score and the scale’s midpoint).

Demographics. Participants were asked to indicate their gender, age, and annual
income (from ‘less than 30,000€" coded as 1 to ‘more than 120,000€ coded as 5, M =1.70,
SD = .88). 50.6% of participants declared a less than 30,000€ income, 34.2% earning between
31,000 and 60,000€, 11% between 61,000 and 90,000€, 2.7% between 91,000 and 120,000€

and 1.4% more than 120,000€.
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2.1.3. Results

Collective action scores. Exploratory factor analyses were conducted on the four
measures of collective action to compute composite scores. We used a Maximum Likelihood
extraction with Promax rotation. It yielded an adequate, two dimension solution (KMO = .95;
Bartlett’s y*(136) = 8076, p <.001; 58.02% of total explained variance; see Appendix II). The
first factor corresponded to intentions to engage in non-violent collective action (a = .90)
while the second factor aggregated intentions to engage in violent collective action (a = .87).
Sum scores of z-transformed items were computed accordingly to create two variables for the
main analysis.

Hypothesis test. As predicted, identification with the Yellow Vest was strongly
associated with both violent, 7(775) = .72, p < .001. and non-violent collective action, #(775)
= .82, p <.001. To provide further support for this correlational link. regression analyses were
conducted to control for demographics, political orientation and political extremism. After
including the controls, Yellow Vest identification still was strongly related to intention for
violent, = .67, p <.001 and non-violent collective action, f=.77, p <.001 (see Table 1).

[Table 1 here]

Political orientation. Among the pattern of correlations identified in Appendix 3., it is
worth noting that right-wing affiliation was negatively related to non-violent and violent
collective action, #(775) = -.16, p <.001 and #(775) = -.30, p < .001 respectively. Also,
political extremism was positively associated with both non-violent #(775) = .21, p <.001 and
violent collective action #(775) = .34, p <.001. These results are in line with the literature
showing that left-wingers and extremists typically display stronger intentions to engage in
collective action (see Jost et al., 2017). Yet, identification with the Yellow Vest, the strongest
predictor of collective action intentions, did not correlate with political orientation, #(775) = -

06, p=.15.
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2.2. Study 1.

2.2.1. Participants

In the subsequent study, we sought to provide further support for the link between
social identity and collective action. The data comes from an experimental design
manipulating loss of significance salience which was unrelated to the present hypotheses.
Undergraduates from a Parisian university were randomly to one of two experimental
conditions (Ncontrol = 258; NLos = 253). Computerized surveys were disseminated to the
undergraduate students from February the 7% of 2019 to February the 14 of 2019. After
assessing that conditions did not moderate the links between Identification to the Yellow Vest
and the outcome measures (all d’s < .10, all ps > .10), we proceeded to analysis of the merged
dataset (N =511; 9.1% male, 1.3% unspecified, My = 19.39, SD = 3.04)

2.2.2. Materials and Procedure

Participants were asked to provide the same demographic information as in Study la
(gender, age and income, M = 1.84, SD = .91), measure of political orientation (M = 4.28, SD
= 1.24) and of identification with the Yellow Vest (M = 2.83, SD = 1.67). 42.1% of
participants declared a less than 30,000€ yearly income, 38.9% earning between 31,000 and
60,000€, 13.3% between 61,000 and 90,000€, 4.3% between 91,000 and 120,000€ and 1.4%
more than 120,000€. Similarly, activism (M = 1.86, SD = .79, a. = .89), radicalism (M = 1.65,
SD = .73, o = .80), intentions to engage in non-normative collective action (M =2.21, SD =
1.40, oo = .91) and in armed struggled (M = 1.22, SD = .49, r = .65, p < .001) were all
measured using the same scales as in Study 1a.

2.2.3. Results

Collective action scores. Once again, we conducted factor analyses on the four
measures of collective action using Maximum Likelihood extraction with Promax rotation.

This time, it yielded a three dimension solution (KMO = .93; Bartlett’s ¥*(136) = 6016.07, p <
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.001; 61.74% of total explained variance). Unlike with the previous general population
sample, participants in this sample (students) further distinguished between non-violent legal
action (Factor 1; including items pertaining to support for a violent/illegal movement, which
is not illegal in itself in France; a = .87), illegal non-violent collective action (Factor 2;
aggregating almost all the items from the non-normative collective action measure; a = .91),
and intentions to engage in outright violent action (factor 3; a = .80). Sum scores of z-
transformed items were computed for the three variables.

Hypothesis test. As in Study 1a, higher identification with the Yellow Vest was
strongly associated with both non-violent legal, » = .72, p <.001. and illegal collective action,
r=.57, p <.001. However, among this sample, identification with the Yellow Vest was only
moderately tied with intentions to engage in violent collective action, » = .38, p <.001.
Regression analyses confirmed the robustness of these findings: the link between
identification with Yellow Vest and behavioral intentions remained strong in two cases, f =
.69, p <.001 for non-violent legal collective action and f =.52, p <.001 for non-violent
illegal action, and moderate in the other, f = .36, p <.001 for violent collective action (see
Table 2). Only weak effects were observed for other predictors.

[Table 2 here]

Political orientation. As in Study la, right-wing affiliation was negatively correlated
to non-violent legal, 7(775) =-.29, p <.001 , non-violent illegal, #(775) =-.28, p <.001 and
violent collective action, #(775) =-.21, p <.001. Similarly, political extremism was associated
positively with non-violent legal, #(775) = .16, p <.001 , non-violent illegal, #(775) = .18, p <
.001 and violent collective action, 7(775) = .15, p <.001. Contrary to Study la, however,
identification with the Yellow Vest was related to left-wing affiliation, #(775) = -.27, p <

.001.

2.3.Discussion
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Data from two large samples showed that Yellow Vest identification is a robust
predictor of intentions to engage in collective action, both normative and non-normative,
ranging from a medium to strong effect size. Unlike political orientation and political
extremism for which the effects were consistent but weaker than the effect of the identity,
demographic factors we measured did not have consistent links with behavioral intentions.
Moreover, political extremism was not more strongly related to collective actions than
political orientation itself. Study 1 did not provide strong consistent support for the role of
political affiliation or political extremism in predicting intentions to get involved in the
Yellow Vest movement. It is possible that when a movement creates a new and highly
distinctive identity, political affiliation itself becomes largely irrelevant to the explanation of
collective behavior.

It must also be noted that among the sample composed of undergraduate students, the
link between identification to the Yellow Vest and violent intentions was the lowest (» = .38,
almost twice as low as in the first sample). Though this might be attributable to the difference
in items from the composite scores, it may also be due to qualitative differences between the
samples as to what prototypical content best describes the Yellow Vest. In other words, the
very representation of what is or is not the Yellow Vest identity might differ across marked
sociological groups (general population vs. urban educated youth). Despite these differences
in meaning, the extent to which individuals identify with the Yellow Vests seems the most

important factor to predict their intention to take part in collective action.

3. Study 2

The aim of Study 2 was two-fold: (1) to provide a conceptual replication of the link
between social identity and collective action in context of the Yellow Vest, and (2) test

whether higher social media use may be the underpinning of protest behavior via identity
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building. As in Study 1, we also explored to role of demographic predictors and political
orientation.

In addition to the role of political orientation, we considered the role of some core
beliefs about economic and social inequality that have been shown in past research to be
critical in explaining socio-political involvement and activism (Guimond, 2003). Social
change involves mobility of groups in society, and thus, beliefs about the legitimacy of
existing social and economic inequalities can be expected to have a large bearing on socio-
political involvement (Kluegel & Smith, 1986). Beliefs about the legitimacy of the intergroup
relations have always been central in the social identity perspective and as Jetten et al. (2020)
have stressed, it is the perception of the illegitimacy of inequality that motivates lower status
groups to challenge the status quo. Past research has shown with cross-sectional and
longitudinal evidence, and using both self-reports and observed level of activism, that beliefs
about the legitimacy of economic inequality (reasons for poverty, unemployment) predict
activism and support for a broad range of social movements (Guimond, 1995; Guimond &
Palmer, 1996). From this evidence, one can hypothesize that people active in the Yellow Vest
movement may be motivated by a system-blame ideology, the belief that there are systemic
causes to poverty and unemployment, and that the poor and the unemployed themselves are
not to blame. If this is the case, one can then wonder about the mobilization potential of such
core ideological beliefs relative to that of self-categorization as a Yellow Vest. Thus, a final
aim of Study 2, of a more exploratory nature, will be to (re)examine this issue about the
relative role of identity and ideology in accounting for individual participation in collective
action.

3.1. Methods
Participants were 562 French residents recruited through a Facebook page dedicated to

the study and through personal networks. The participation involved completing an online
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survey which took around 10 minutes to complete. While the participation was voluntary, one
50 Euro voucher was drawn to a random person who participated. The sample consisted of
slightly more women than men (57.9% women, 41.5% men, 0.6% prefer not to say or other)
aged between 24 and 74 years old (M =47.6, SD = 12.97).

This time, we measured identification with the Yellow Vest following the one item
operationalization utilized in national surveys (ELABE, 2018). Namely, participants
responded whether they (1) think of themselves as being a Yellow Vest, (2) support the
Yellow Vest but are not a part of it, or (3) do not support the VY. We reverse-coded this item
so that higher score indicated higher identification with the movement. Unlike in Study 1a
and 1b, we also measured collective action, by considering past protest behavior (and not
simply the intention). Participants were asked to report how many days out of 30 they
participated in the protests on roundabouts. To measure the influence of social media in
shaping the Yellow Vest identity, participants reported how often they used social media
(e.g., Facebook or Twitter) to stay up to date with news regarding the Yellow Vest (1 = never,
2 =rarely, 3 = once per week, 4 = every day). This measure was not an ‘active’ measure of
online involvement with the Yellow Vest movement (e.g. sharing/liking Yellow Vest political
posts or news). Indeed, to the extent that seemingly trivial online behaviours could be
considered as online activism, we opted for using ‘passive’ measures of news uptake to avoid
confounding with our outcome variable (i.e. offline activism, see Greijdanus et al., 2020).
Finally, as with previous two studies, we included a number of control variables including
political orientation measured on a 10-point Likert, from 1 ‘extreme-left’ to 10 ‘extreme-
right’. Given the weak results observed in Study 1 concerning the prediction of behavioral
intentions with political orientation, Study 2 sought to improve our measurements of
ideological beliefs by including measures of system-blame ideology consistently found in

previous research to predict observed as well as self-reported level of activism (Guimond,
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2003). Participants were asked to indicate their level of agreement (1 = strongly disagree; 5 =
strongly agree) with a series of statements taken from Guimond (1995) about the causes of
poverty and unemployment. Four items were used to construct a scale of system-blame
ideology with items attributing inequality to systemic factors (e.g., “The main reason for
poverty is exploitation by the rich”). Two items measured the tendency to attribute poverty
and unemployment to chance (“Anybody can be poor, it’s simply a question of bad luck™).
Including these items is important to confirm that it is not simply a tendency to put the blame
on any external factors that is important in collective mobilization but a tendency to blame the
system. In terms of demographics, participants indicated their gender, age and level of
education on a list of 12 types of qualifications. These were then recoded into a six-point item
with a higher score indicating higher education level. Income was not measured in this study,
but we used education level as a proxy for social status.

To evaluate whether the sample size of this study was adequate to detect even small
effect sizes, we conducted a sensitivity power analysis. The analysis was conducted in
G*Power (Faul et al., 2007) using the linear multiple regression method. With six predictors
of collective action (Yellow Vest identification, social media use, political orientation,
education, age, and gender) our sample size was sufficient to detect even a small effect size of
Cohen’s f> = .02, assuming 80% power and alpha level of .05.

3.2. Results

To test our hypotheses, we first examined the correlation between Yellow Vest
identification and collective action. Consistent with Studies 1a and 1b, higher Yellow Vest
identification was related to more frequent attendance at the protests, #(558) = .42, p <.001,
although the strength of this relationship was weaker than in previous studies. Higher social

media use was also related to stronger Yellow Vest identification, #(556) = .42, p <.001 and to
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more frequent protesting, 7(556) = .19, p <.001. Political orientation was not related to Yellow
Vest identification, #(538) =-.01, p = .839.

We proceeded by first entering the demographic predictors and political orientation
into a linear regression model predicting collective action. Only education was a significant
predictor of collective action with those with lower education reporting more frequent protest
behavior, f =-.21, = -4.80, p <.001 whereas age, gender and political orientation were non-
significant predictors of protest behavior (see Table 3, Model 1). This model was statistically
significant but only explained 4% of the variance in protest behavior. In the subsequent
model, we added social media use as an additional predictor. This model confirmed the
previously reported positive link between social media use and protest behavior, even when
controlling for demographic variables and political orientation (see Table 3, Model 2).
Finally, entering Yellow Vest identification as a predictor increased the explained variance to
19%. While education remained a significant predictor of collective action f =-.11,  =-2.53,
p =.012, social media use was no longer a significant predictor § = .02, t = .44, p = .660. The
final model suggests that Yellow Vest identification was the strongest predictor of collective
action with stronger Yellow Vest identification predicting more frequent protest participation,
B=.40,¢=28.93, p<.001 (see Table 3, Model 3).

[Table 3 here]

To corroborate our mediational hypotheses, we tested the whether the collective action
was related to higher social media use, which in turn was related to higher Yellow Vest
identification (see Figure 1). We have carried out a mediation analysis using sem function in
the lavaan R package (bootstrap n = 10,000). Due to missing data, n = 557 observations were
used to compute the estimates. Unstandardized coefficients are reported in text whereas the
standardized coefficients can be viewed in Figure 1. More frequent social media use was

related to stronger Yellow Vest identification, b =.34, se =.03, p <.001, 95% CI [.27, .41]
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which in turn was related to more frequent protest behavior, b = 4.03, se =35, p <.001, 95%
CI [3.37, 4.73]. Controlling for Yellow Vest identification, there was no effect of social media
use on collective action, b = .17, se =.29, p = .548, 95% CI [-.45, .69], but the bootstrapping
analysis based on n =10,000 samples showed that there was an indirect effect of social media
on collective action via Yellow Vest identification, b = 1.38, se =.18, p <.001, 95% CI [1.05,
1.76]. Therefore, higher social media use to check news relating to the protest was associated
with higher Yellow Vest identification which, in turn, further fostered collective action. A test
of an alternative model proposed by Lee et al. (2017) suggesting that social media use can
mediate the effect of social identity on collective action provided no supportive evidence as
the indirect effect of Yellow Vest identification on collective action via social media was non-
significant, b = .09, se = .17, p = .609, 95% CI [-.25, .42].

[Figure 1 here]

The above results indicate that political orientation is not related to the participation in
collective action within the Yellow Vest movement. However, consistent with past research, a
system-blame ideology reflecting a tendency to blame systemic factors to explain
unemployment and poverty is significantly correlated with participation in collective action,
r(555)=.19, p <.001. On the other hand, the tendency to blame bad luck does not predict
collective action, r(555)= .07, p = .104. We have re-run the regression analyses to include
blame and chance ideologies. After controlling for demographics (education, age, gender),
political orientation and social media use, higher system blame ideology was related to more
frequent protest behaviour, B = .17, ¢ = 3.44, p <.001, whereas chance blame was a non-
significant predictor of collective action, f=.05,¢=1.06, p =.291. However, once Yellow
Vest identification was added into the subsequent model, system blame ideology was no

longer a significant predictor of collective action, B =-.06,  =-1.12, p = .264 while Yellow
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Vest identification remained the strongest predictor of collective action, B = .42, =8.15, p
<.001,

3.3. Discussion

Study 2 conceptually replicated the finding linking the role of identification in
motivating participation in Yellow Vest protests. Identifying as a Yellow Vest was more
important than political orientation or demographics in predicting how frequently the French
citizens participated in the local Yellow Vest protests organized at the roundabouts across
France. Furthermore, the data supports the notion that Yellow Vest identification was built
and driven, at least partly, by social media use. Increased use of social media to stay informed
about the Yellow Vest-related news was related to increased identification as a Yellow Vest,
which in turn, was associated with more frequent protest participation. This is consistent with
McGarty et al. (2013)’s analysis of the Arab Spring. They argued that “communication
technologies enable the formation of new social identities that can challenge existing social
orders by promoting the growth of a social movement” (p. 725). This is exactly what
happened in France and our data suggest that the creation of the new Yellow Vest identity is
the critical social-psychological process that allowed the growth of the movement. In contrast,
there was no support for the view that social-psychological predictors of protest are now
secondary, given the development and use of new communication technologies (see Akfirat et
al., 2020; Lee et al., 2017).

4. General discussion

The present research offers three main contributions. First, regardless of ideology and
political orientation, identification as a Yellow Vest is a major factor accounting for the
formation of an intention to get involved in this movement and for the actual participation in
collective action across France, as reported by the participants. Second, social identity appears

important to understand both normative and non-normative collective action, something that
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was not clearly established in past research. Finally, the critical role of social media use in
fostering collective protest is accounted for by social identity. We will discuss each of these
findings in turn.

4.1. Social identity: behaving as a group member

On 21 September 2019, the Yellow Vest movement entered its 45™ consecutive week of
protests and mobilization. In France and worldwide, very few protest movements succeed in
keeping the momentum for such a long time. What can explain the involvement of individuals
within this movement? Several answers have been given to that question but most of them
may have missed the obvious. Many people in France came to define themselves as a Yellow
Vest and this self-categorization was a powerful factor accounting for why some individuals
got into the action while others did not. In Study 1, Yellow Vest identification was strongly
predictive of the intention to participate in collective action in student and general population
samples. In Study 2, self-categorization as a Yellow Vest was strongly predictive of the actual
participation in collective action as reported by the participants. The fact that the relationship
found in Study 2 is less strong than in Study 1 fits with the idea that explaining actual
behaviour is more difficult than explaining behavioural intention. Although intention is
probably the strongest known predictor of actual behaviour (Sheeran, 2002), intention and
behaviour do not always go hand in hand: many of those who indicated their intention to take
part in collective action will not necessarily do so. For this reason, it is methodologically
important to test the same relations with regards to intentions and behaviors. Of course, the
main interest of the present research stems from the fact that intentions and behaviors are
measured in the context of an on-going real protest movement. In contrast, past research in
social psychology, especially those conducted in a laboratory setting, has difficulty measuring
intentions or behaviors that have a high correspondence with socially real episodes of protest.

For example, in an important longitudinal analysis, Thomas et al. (2020) confirmed the role of
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social identity as an antecedent of collective action using measures such as “I have considered
participating in demonstrations on behalf of my ethnic group” (p. 5). Yet, at the time of the
study there were no protest movements capturing the mind of the population and answers to
such dependent variables are hypothetical by nature. Obtaining converging evidence in the
context of the Yellow Vest movement complements these results and reinforces their
theoretical relevance.

The fact that political orientation was weakly related to intentions in Study 1 and
unrelated to the measure of collective action in Study 2 also fits with the intention versus
actual behaviour asymmetry. In Study 1, people to the left of political spectrum were more
willing to take part in a movement that advocate change comparing than those leaning to the
right. But in Study 2, when asked about actual participation in roundabout protests, we found
that collective action behaviour was not related to political orientation. This is consistent with
many previous reports on the Yellow Vest (Alexandre et al., 2019; Lorriaux, 2018). Despite
the fact that in France, political orientation is often found to drive people’s attitudes and
behaviors (e.g., Urbanska & Guimond, 2018), this is not the case in terms of actions within
the Yellow Vest movement. This suggest that in terms of this movement, it was identity first
and ideology second: the superordinate identity of the yellow vest allowed the bonding of
individuals from diverse ideological backgrounds behind a common cause. This conclusion is
suggested also by the results of Study 2 concerning beliefs about the legitimacy of economic
inequality. Replicating past research, blaming the system to explain poverty and
unemployment is a significant predictor of participation in collective action (see Guimond,
2003). Contrary to the view that the Yellow Vests are blaming everything but themselves for
their own economic problems, the results also showed that explaining inequalities by external
factors that are outside of anybody’s control, such as chance or bad luck, do not mobilize to

action. Still, Study 2 showed that a system-blame ideology is far from being as important as
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Yellow Vest identification as a predictor of collective action. In fact, our analysis indicated
that once Yellow Vest identification is taken into account, there are no ideological beliefs that
remain predictive of participation in collective action. Thus, the present research provides
support for the idea that the creation of a shared social identity in and of itself plays an
important role in galvanizing individuals to join new causes.

Concerning the structural basis of the movement, income is not related to the intention
to take part in collective action in Study 1 but we find an important link with level of
education in Study 2, and this link is independent of other variables, even identification with
the Yellow Vest. Past research has shown that people involved in social movements, ghetto
riots, urban violence or even terrorism were more highly educated than those not involved
(see Guimond, 2003; Smith et al., 2019). Here, we find the reverse. People active in
roundabouts had a lower level of education compared to those who were less active or not
participating at all. This is a critical finding because education confers not only status but also
an assumed legitimacy to existing social arrangements. As such, the Yellow Vest movement
can be seen, in part, as challenging this legitimacy and as giving a voice to those who do not
usually take part in major social and political debates. Thus, our findings lend support to a
class basis of the Yellow Vest, as hypothesized by Jetten et al. (2020).

4.2.Collective action and political violence

Study 1 provided a novel contribution to the social psychological literature by
providing a systematic test of a link between social identification and the intention to use
normative/non-violent tactics as well as non-normative and violent ones. While past research
lead to the assumption that social identity is important for both (Becker & Tausch, 2015),
there has been very few studies that have directly compared across different samples the
ability of social identity to predict involvement in violent as oppose to non-violent action. The

results obtained here are clear: those who identify with the Yellow Vest have a greater
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willingness to engage in both normative and non-normative actions. This is in stark contrast
to the role of group-based emotions or collective efficacy that were shown by Tausch and
Becker (2011) to operate differently in normative as oppose to non-normative collective
action.

As such, the special status accorded to social identity by van Zomeren et al. (2008),
relative to other determinants of group action, is confirmed. However, a further important
implication is to provide support for the research strategy advocated by Smith et al. (2019), to
“study extremist groups as group first, and as extremists second” (p. 5). If social identity was
important only to predict the intention to engage in normative actions, then one would
conclude that non-normative collective action require a different analysis. Because this is not
the case, the results suggest that theories about how groups form and how social identity
develops may be important for any social movement, regardless of its level of radicalism.
Indeed, social identification was a robust and independent predictor of radicalism measures
which included intentions to retaliate against innocent civilians and to engage into an armed
struggle for the movement (see Appendix 3 for correlations). This shows how social
identification may also predict actions that extend beyond the group’s prototypical
behavioural repertoire in terms of activism or radicalism.

These findings do not square well with the persistent tendency among psychologists to
consider that radicalism must somehow be born out of a defect in the cognitive or emotional
system of the individual. We find strong evidence that stronger identification with the Yellow
Vest movement was related to willingness to engage in more extreme political actions. Given
the levels of violence observed in the movement, this perspective is entirely consistent with
research on crowd dynamics (see Drury & Reicher, 2000 ; Reicher, 1996 ; Stott et al., 2018).
The Yellow Vest started out advocating normative collective actions but quickly came to the

conclusion, when confronted with an increasingly strong and brutal police force, that they did
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not have the choice but to move toward more radical actions. This is also the perspective
adopted by Sageman (2017) in his attempt to understand why various groups across history
have turned to political violence and terrorism. He found that the social identity perspective
provides an adequate account and see no need to postulate the existence of indoctrination,
mental illness or brainwashing as additional processes. Rather, there is a need to consider that
political mobilization evolves over time, and that when peaceful protests are met with
continued repression and are perceived as such, the likelihood that group members will start
advocating the use of more radical actions increases.

4.3.Social media, political orientation and ideology

A third and final contribution of the present research is to show how an increasing
number of accounts of protest movements that rely on the role of social media platforms can
benefit from taking into account the mediating role of social identity. In Study 2, we found a
significant link between social media use and participation in collective action. Within the
Yellow Vest movement, those who took the streets in roundabouts and highway tolls across
France were heavy users of social media platforms. This is consistent with McPhail and
Miller (1973)’s theoretical analysis of the role of communication in allowing for collective
gathering and confirm many past analyses about the major role that new communication
devices are playing in social and political movements. However, there is also a new take-
home message in our results: social media platforms will result in offline collective action
when they create a new social identity.

This is in line with the social psychological model of radicalization outlined by Smith
et al. (2019). They distinguish between three main factors that are causally related: social
interactions (including online interactions) lead to social identity formation that lead to
(violent) group actions (see also McGarty et al., 2013). Research so far provide largely

indirect evidence for this model. In Study 2, because self-categorization as a Yellow Vest
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mediated the effect of social media use on the participation in collective action, this is direct
support for this model. Of course, given the correlational nature of these data, there is a need
for further research that can allow a causal ordering of the variables. For now, the critical
message is that social media use may not be important simply because it allows for the
communication of information but because it can speed up the development of a new social
identity. When people share and validate their experiences through social media, this
increases their sense of belonging creating a shared social identity (Smith et al., 2019). This
identity then becomes a strong basis for mobilization around collective action, normative or
non-normative ones. There is also evidence showing that the degree to which individuals
perceive shared moralization of grievances on social media predicts subsequent violence of
collective action (see Mooijman et al., 2018). To the extent that feeling identified to a
common ingroup increases sharedness of experiences and of group-based emotions (e.g.
Kessler, & Hollbach, 2005), emergent social identities like the Yellow Vest may constitute a
catalyser for radicalization in and of themselves.

Given the existence of feedback loop, considering that the model in Figure 1 may
work in reverse would also make theoretical sense. Participating in collective action in
roundabouts with fellow ingroup members can make a self-definition as a Yellow Vest more
important (see Becker & Tausch, 2015; Drury & Reicher, 2000). This new identity may then
motivate greater social media use. Our results are also consistent with this account and we
cannot deduce a causal ordering of the variables on the basis of the present data. There is
however one model that receives no support, the one advocated by Lee et al. (2017)
suggesting that social psychological determinants of protest behaviours have become, in the
digital age, secondary to social media use. Lee et al. (2017) find support for such a model in

Hong-Kong by considering group efficacy and grievances as social-psychological
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determinants. Research comparing different protest movements in different settings are
needed to better understand these different results.

4.4.Limitations and future research

First and foremost, the present studies are inherently limited by the use of a cross-
sectional design at a single point in time. Repeated data collection over time would allow to
directly study the intergroup dynamics shaping the movement (Stott, 2018). Future studies
should employ various methodologies that allow to grasp the full depth of such dynamical
social phenomena, as well as a larger protester behavioural repertoire (see Fisher et al., 2019).

Second, our measurement of social identity as a Yellow Vest was straightforward but
perhaps limited. Past research has shown that social identity can have different cognitive and
affective components (e.g., Ellemers et al., 1999). Future research should use multi-items
measures of social identity in order to examine the relative importance of these components in
the explanation of normative and non-normative collective action.

Finally, as with any correlational study, the present research cannot claim that Yellow
Vest identification is a causal factor leading people to form certain intentions or to engage in a
particular course of action. The reverse is possible. There are arguments to suggest, as noted
above, that participating in collective action may very well increase or make more salient a
given social identity. Caution should be applied to Study 2’s mediation model regarding the
link between social identification and social media use. Regression analyses suggest a more
proximal (hence mediator) role of social identification, as attested by a loss of social media
use’s link with collective action when introducing identification in the model (from p <.001
to p = .66). Still, this evidence remains statistical, and in absence of longitudinal and/or
experimental corroboration for this mediation model, causality should not be inferred (Fiedle
et al., 2018). These correlational data nevertheless can serve to justify the development of

experimental studies that can distinguish between different models. Can using social media
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not only reinforce one’s attitudes but also foster a new way of categorizing the self? Given the
power of self-categorization in accounting for collective action, such causal evidence of the
effect of social media use on self-categorization would raise questions about the model
advocated by Lee et al. (2017). More importantly, the present research suggests that more
efforts are needed to understand why some people are more likely than others to take on a
new social identity and to incorporate this identity as an important part of their self-concept.
Our evidence suggests that using social media platforms can be an important part of the story,
but other cognitive, emotional or ideological factors may be involved. Experimental and
longitudinal approaches are needed to get a better understanding of this problem.
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Regression analyses testing the effect of identification with the Yellow Vest upon behavioural
intentions to engage in collective action adjusted for age, gender, income, political

orientation and political extremism (Study la, outcomes: Model 1 = violent collective action,
Model 2 = non-violent collective action, N = 612)

Predictors t F df p R p
Model 1 wxs (6, <
161.29 605) .61 001

Identification with the Yellow sk <
Vest. 24.10 67 001
Political Ideology sk - <

7.76 21 .001
Political orientation sk <

6.01 .16 001
Income -

1.26 03 21
Age 35 01 73
Gender 2.96%* .08 .003
Model 2 P () <

223.74 605) .69 001

Identification with the Yellow sk <
Vest. 30.87 77 001
Political orientation 3 A44%% -08 001
Political Extremism 2.84% 07 .005
Income -
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Gender 1.84 .04 067

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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Table 2

Regression analyses testing the effect of identification with the Yellow Vest upon behavioural

intentions to engage in collective action adjusted for age, gender, income, political

orientation and political extremism (Study 1b, outcomes: Model 1 = violent collective action,
Model 2 = non-violent legal collective action, Model 3 = non-violent illegal collective action

N =489)
Predictors t F df beta R? P
Model 1 16.28*** 6, 475 16 <.001
Identification with the Yellow Vest. 8 15%** 36 <.001
Political orientation 2.23% -.10 .027
Political Extremism 1.86 .08 .064
Income 52 .02 .61
Age 17 -.01 .87
Gender 1.29 .05 .20
Model 2 89.40*** 6,475 52 <.001
Identification with the Yellow Vest. 2( 9%k .69 <.001
Political orientation 2.57* -.09 .01
Political Extremism 2.06%* .07 .04
Income 1.08 .03 28
Age 1.29 .04 20
Gender .06 .01 .95
Model 3 42.76*%** (6, 605) 34 <.001
Identification with the Yellow Vest. 13 56%** .52 <.001
Political orientation 2.75%* -11 .006
Political Extremism 2.40%* .09 .017
Income .97 .04 33
Age 2.59%* 10 .01
Gender 1.00 .04 32

Note.. *p < .05, **p <.01, ***p < .001.
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Table 3

Regression analyses testing the effect of identification with the Yellow Vest upon past
collective action adjusted for age, gender, education, political orientation and social media
use.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Education S - 19F** - 11*
Age -.01 -.06 .04
Gender <-.01 -.01 -.02
Political orientation .01 .02 .02
Social media use - A T7EEE .02
Yellow Vest i - 410kl
identification
F(df) 5.84 (4, 509) 7.44 (5, 508) 20.45 (6, 507)

R’ .04 .06 .19
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