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ABSTRACT 
Following the Harvey Weinstein sexual abuse allegations, the Twitter hashtag #MeToo launched 
a national conversation on the nature of sexual harassment and assault within the United 
States. Using a case study approach, this article presents an analysis of the impact of the 
#MeToo Movement on public policy in the states. By researching the relationship of movement-
related variables to new state legislation addressing sexual harassment and assault, it becomes 
evident the movement lacked a direct impact. However, the significant relationship between the 
movement and media attention (P < .000) suggests movements do have an effect on their 
environment, which may then affect policy outcomes. Furthermore, the movement generated 
several indirect influences, which can facilitate and give rise to policy change. Future studies 
should allow more time for comprehensive analyses of influence and the development of 
research-based policy solutions. 
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With alternative channels to communicate and build coalitions for change, social 
movements appear to be increasing with the potential for a greater range of impact (Meyer 
2003a). Acknowledging this potential, research on how social movements affect public policy 
can foster approaches for maximized influence. Because the rise of social movements can alter 
political agendas, they are recognized as important to the process (Meyer 2003b). Thus, greater 
understanding of potential influencers can facilitate improved policy development and 
implementation. Consequently, further study of the policy implications of social movements 
can expand understanding of the democratic process.  
 Using a case study methodology, this analysis explores the influence of the recent 
#MeToo movement on policies addressing sexual harassment and assault in the United States. 
In light of outpourings of sexually harassed victims, coupled with support on social and mass 
media, the #MeToo movement was selected for examination because it is an optimal scenario  
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for studying direct and indirect impacts. Upon the development of the #MeToo movement, 
there was great legislative activity in the states [National Conference on State Legislature 
(NCSL) 2018a]. Because of the quick speed of response in legislation related to sexual 
harassment and assault, questions emerged on what the role of the movement was in these 
policy outcomes: Was society already moving toward this transformation, or did the movement 
accelerate this call for reform?  

While the #MeToo movement presented the severity and prominence of sexual 
harassment and assault in the nation, it may not lead to substantial change. If the movement 
generated a direct impact, then this should be evident by immediate policy outcomes. 
However, the #MeToo movement could also influence policy indirectly, via its impact on the 
policy process. This analysis is intended to establish and capture the impact of a present-day 
social movement on policy, focusing both on policies generated by it and processes affected 
which can advise on the role social movements play in American democracy.  
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
Social movements are purposeful, systematized groups aspiring to generate change, 

which can often be achieved through public policy (Meyer 2003b). This may come in the form 
of (1) creating change, as seen by the same-sex marriage movement, (2) defying change, as 
exemplified by the anti-globalization movement, or (3) delivering a voice for those marginalized 
(Griffiths et al. 2015). Though there are several definitions of what constitutes a social 
movement, the focus is a desire for change. For the purpose of this analysis, social movements 
will be defined as “organized challenges to authorities that use a broad range of tactics, both 
inside and outside of conventional politics, in an effort to promote social political change” 
(Meyer 2003a:30).  

Social movements are essential to democratic politics (Burstein 1999). As Tilly and 
Wood explain, “If social movements begin to disappear, their disappearance will tell us that a 
major vehicle for ordinary people’s participation in public politics is waning. The rise and fall of 
social movements mark the expansion and contraction of democratic opportunities” (2013:4). 
Accordingly, social movements are a major component of democracy. Most noteworthy is that 
different explanations of movement impacts are grounded in different interpretations of 
democracy. As Burstein (1999) explains: 

  
…we are confronted with two sets of contradictory claims: that social movements strongly influence 
public policy and that they do not; and, in the latter case, that they have little impact because democracy 
functions badly, and because it functions well (P.4). 

 
Therefore, though scholars of sociology and political science have recognized the 

influence of social movements, disputes exist over the nature and significance of its impact. The 
question then becomes what is the relationship? To understand this connection, social 
movements themselves must be explained.  

Social movements develop in order to promote change in public policies, often when 
the goals may not be achieved otherwise. People join for various reasons including personal 
satisfaction, empowerment, belief, or ideology (Meyer 2003b; Rochon and Mazmanian 1993). 
While social movements of the past were concerned with class conflicts, the “new social 
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movement theory” that emerged in the 1970s recognizes the shift to postindustrial, quality of 
life-related movements related to education, the environment, and human rights. 
Contemporary movements also look much different as the goals, tactics, and channels for 
communication employed under social movements have evolved (Tilly and Wood 2013). Most 
noteworthy is the role of technology, specifically social media, in the development and 
advancement of movement ideas. Social media, described as Internet-based applications that 
permit the construction and interchange of user-generated content, enables interaction by 
providing a space for individuals to share personal opinions and experiences beyond in-person 
contact (Hwang and Kim 2015).  

Within new social movements, social media provide users a mechanism for identifying 
and emboldening people while circulating information and involving new members (Hwang and 
Kim 2015). Now, anyone with a social media account like Facebook, Twitter, or Instagram and a 
desire to advocate can do so. In fact, “hashtag activism” is found to be effective at pressuring 
politicians and companies to change (Chittal 2015). Though this term has been criticized and 
coupled with concerns that social movements based on social media may only generate 
keyboard activism, thus lacking real action, social media has the ability to mobilize resources 
beyond cyberspace (Chittal 2015).  

 

How Social Movements Can Be Influential 
Emphasizing the importance of context, Meyer (2003b) draws upon Kingdon’s multiple 

streams approach to policy reform. Kingdon identified the concurrence of problem, policy, and 
political streams as necessary to facilitate policy change (Kingdon 1984). Meyer explains that 
the “open windows” Kingdon emphasized, when the three streams are joined, do not always 
occur at the same time as the identification of a social problem (Meyer 2003b). By the same 
token, timing is important because the time a movement can “capture the political imagination 
of a large number of mainstream actors, including elected officials and the mass media, is 
limited” (Meyer 2003b:8). Because of this, social movements are found to be most influential at 
the initial stages of the policy process. Additionally, the policy issue, importance of it, and public 
perception will play a role in a movement’s potential influence (Amenta et al. 2010; Burstein 
1999).  

 

Do Movements Have an Effect? 
The need to identify the type of influence produced by social movements is further 

exacerbated by the difficulty of isolating social movements as a main influence. To establish an 
impact on states by social movements requires proving that state-related collective goods 
would not have occurred in the absence of specific actions within a movement related to it 
(Amenta et al. 2010). Without clearly establishing that social movements are generating an 
impact, it can be challenging to declare their policy repercussions. How then can we be sure a 
change is the result of a social movement? In fact, Meyer argues that some outcomes from 
social movements may happen on their own (without the social movement) by pointing to 
earlier feminist movements to explain that officials may have supported women’s right to vote 
not because of the social movement but rather a political motivation to gains votes for 
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reelection (2003a). In other words, the query shifts to whether an outcome is the result of a 
movement or aspects of a movement’s environment.  

The claim that social movements impact public policy is heavily contested by scholars. 
There are some scholars who believe movements have a direct effect on public policy, whereas 
others emphasize public opinion or the combined effect of both (Agnone 2007; Giugni and 
Passy 1998). Different views of democracy support the range in views of impact, which find 
other factors mediate outcomes of social movements.  

According to the most basic premise, social movements have a direct effect on policy. 
The protest efficacy theory affirms that dramatic events directly affect policy change by 
pressuring elite compromise (Agnone 2007). In Challenging Authority: How Ordinary People 
Change America, Piven (2006) explores the claim that people can elevate political power by 
disrupting the institutions involved. She explains, “The drama of such events, combined with 
the disorder that results, propels new issues to the center of political debate, issues that were 
previously suppressed by the managers of political parties that depend on welding together 
majorities” (2006:1). Hence, when dramatic protest events occur, political leaders propose 
reforms in efforts to reinstate order and prevent voter absconding (Piven 2006). 

The public opinion mediation model is substantiated by the theory of representative 
democracy. Based on it, social movements and interest groups should have no direct influence 
on public policy. This is because political elites only respond to concerns shared by the majority, 
as responding to minority groups, such as social movements, could risk re-election (Agnone 
2007; Giugni and Passy 1998). Minding these points, this interpretation of democracy finds 
public opinion facilitates movement influence on policy, such that movement activity heightens 
public awareness, consequently influencing legislative response (Giugni and Passy 1998). In one 
way, a movement can alter public opinion on a certain issue by generating public attention on 
to the issue or raising its importance. Alternatively, Burstein (1999) explains that public opinion 
can also complicate movement intentions. He found that when the public is not paying 
attention to certain issues, policymakers may diverge from what the public wants. Therefore, 
raising the salience of the issue may lead the public to notice a discrepancy, but this is only 
beneficial to the movement’s efforts if the public’s preferences are consistent with movement 
demand (Burstein 1999).  
 In contrast, the political mediation model explains influence by social movements as 
politically mediated. In one respect, political allies mediate movement outcomes. According to 
the elitist view of democracy, change in public policies comes from political elites, following a 
top-down path. Therefore, when the push for change comes from the bottom, insiders such as 
elites must support the claims in order to translate demands into policy change (Giugni and 
Passy 1998). Ultimately, for movement influence to occur, insiders must support the demands.  
 Following a similar thread, Amenta and colleagues (2010) found political opportunities 
facilitated movement influence. In a study evaluating the outcomes of the Townsend 
movement, a social movement focused on old-age policy, the authors found the presence of 
movement influence to be strongly mediated by political conditions as new benefits and 
recognition were not achieved without favorable conditions in the polity (Amenta, Carruthers, 
and Zylan 1992). This study primes conclusions that the state and the party system determine 
whether social movements gain acceptance and are ultimately successful (Amenta et al. 1992; 
Giugni 1998). 
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These findings highlight the importance of political context, which can also be explained 
by the political opportunity theory. According to this theory, external elements may boost or 
impede prospects for mobilization, advancement of claims, execution of certain strategies, and 
influencing institutional politics and policies (Meyer and Minkoff 2004). As such, movement 
influence depends on favorable political or other circumstances. Some scholars argue that the 
established characteristics of the state and its political institutions also have the ability to 
influence the likelihood for movement influence, such as political make up and existing policies 
(Amenta et al. 2010). Ultimately, we are presented with several theories that explain how and 
why social movements do not have a direct influence on policy. The questions are then how do 
social movements exercise influence and to what effect? How important are social movements 
to political and policy change?  

 

How Indirect Movement Influence Matters  
The importance of any kind of movement influence demonstrates the necessity for this 

study. If social movements are in fact able to bring change, then this provides a mechanism for 
public involvement in democratic processes that may have previously been overlooked. Even if 
social movements do not achieve direct policy outcomes, Rochon and Mazmanian considered 
“…movements that fail to alter particular policies may nonetheless have a significant impact by 
gaining access to the policy process” (1993:76). Because of this rather indirect impact, policies 
which may be attributable to movement activity may not be adopted until after the 
movement’s demise, consequentially underestimating social movements’ widespread and 
purposeful impact on policy (Rochon and Mazmanian 1993). 

Giugni reiterates the strategic benefits of targeting the policy process by recognizing the 
importance of both short- and long-term results of movements. He explains (1999):  

 
If [social movements] ask for short-term policy changes, they have a greater chance that such changes will 
occur, but they will not alter, in a fundamental way, existing structures and practices. If, instead, 
movements demand long-term institutional changes, they will encounter more difficulties in realizing 
such changes, but when they do so, they have a durable impact (P. xxix).  

 
Despite indirect impacts being less certain and more difficult to measure, they are more 

probable than solely possible and may be more important as over time they can have a larger 
range of impact (Giugni 1999). As such, social movements can cause both indirect and direct 
effects, which can ultimately further their goals and produce policy change.  
 

CASE STUDY: THE ROLE AND INFLUENCE OF THE #METOO MOVEMENT 
Keeping these considerations in mind, the policy implications of the #MeToo sexual 

harassment movement can be examined. The movement was first triggered by allegations of 
sexual assault against Harvey Weinstein, a well-known movie producer in Hollywood. Though 
the phrase ‘me too’ was first coined by Tarana Burke in 2007 to create unity and empowerment 
through empathy among those who experienced abuse (Hostler and O’Neil 2018), its use 
spread in fall 2017 after Hollywood actress Alyssa Milano shared a tweet asking people to use 
the hashtag ‘me too’ to show how widespread sexual harassment and assault are in the United 
States (Kearl 2018). Subsequently, numerous celebrities, politicians, leaders, executives, and 
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associates were identified for their sex crimes. Ann Marie Lipinski of the Neiman Foundation for 
Journalism at Harvard explained the combination of women having “had enough” and the 
celebrity status of many of Weinstein’s accusers led to the explosion of outcries (Pazzanese and 
Walsh 2017). The hashtag quickly spread into a national phenomenon, launching a public 
conversation about sexual violence.  

Sexual assault involves the forcing of a sexual act against a person’s will and without 
consent whereas sexual harassment can include verbal, cyber, and physical aggression as well 
as forced sexual acts (Kearl 2018). In a nationally representative survey on experiences of 
sexual harassment and/or assault published by Stop Street Harassment, 81% of women and 
43% of men responded they had endured sexual harassment and/or assault (Kearl 2018). The 
study found no significant differences in female experiences across racial/ethnic groups 
whereas Hispanic men had the highest degree of reporting with Black men reporting the least. 
Compared to only 19% of men reporting the experience took place in a public place, most 
women (66%) reported it happened in public places, including one-third of all women reporting 
the workplace as the site (Kearl 2018).  

Role of Social Media  
Social media played a key role in the development and spread of the #MeToo 

movement. Despite Twitter users moving rapidly from topic to topic, #MeToo has grounded 
itself as a fixture on social media (Ohlheiser 2018). According to the Stanford Social Innovation 
Review and numerous news outlets, #MeToo generated public awareness of the pervasiveness 
of sexual violence in a way unlike data ever has (Hostler and O’Neil 2018).  

Different sources report different degrees of reach by the ‘me too’ hashtag. Within the 
first month of its origin, there were reportedly more than 2.3 million #MeToo tweets across 85 
countries (Kossen and Tudela 2018). According to the Pew Research Center analysis of publicly 
available English-language tweets, from its origin in October 2017 to September 30, 2018, the 
hashtag ‘me too’ was used more than 19 million times on Twitter, which averages to 55,319 
hashtags per day (Anderson and Toor 2018). Though Alyssa Milano’s initial popularization of the 
term occurred on Twitter, Facebook also reported that in a matter of days 45% of users in the 
US had at least one friend who had shared a post using #MeToo (Kearl 2018). Evidently, online 
conversations and movement activity provided an open opportunity for victims and survivors to 
speak of their experiences, becoming an important tool for empowering people not to feel 
invisible (Kossen and Tudela 2018). 

According to a Twitter analysis by the Crimson Hexagon social media analytics firm and 
the PEORIA Project of George Washington University’s Graduate School of Political 
Management, #Metoo stands out as unique compared to other sexual harassment 
conversations on Twitter since 2010 (Ohlheiser 2018). The research team determined this 
through a review of more than 96 million tweets on Twitter from 2010-2017 that were related 
to sexual harassment by identifying tweets using keywords and hashtags related to sexual 
harassment and abuse. In comparison to #Metoo, the other event that produced substantial 
Twitter virality, which is the tendency of an image or information to circulate rapidly as 
measured by volume and reach, occurred in October 2016 after the video of then-candidate 
president Donald Trump making vulgar comments about women surfaced (Ohlheiser 2018). 
Nevertheless, this hashtag moment cultivated into a hashtag movement that surpassed 
previous Twitter sexual harassment conversation in both total tweets and mean tweet reach. 
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The Pew Research Center also found the number of Twitter posts using the hashtag surged 
around news events, demonstrating the persistent linkage and significance of movement 
activity recognized on social media (Anderson and Toor 2018). The same change in fluctuation 
revolving around major events was also seen in data by Meltwater, a software that tracks social 
media impact (Griffin, Recht, and Green 2018). 
 Evidently, not only did social media provide a medium for the origin of the #MeToo 
social movement, but it allowed for the continuation of the movement’s existence and 
influence. As Burstein (1999) explains, most people or legislatures do not have time to concern 
themselves with all the issues happening in society at once. Be that as it may, social media 
served as a way to engage in ongoing communication while acting to sustain and increase 
awareness of the issues surrounding the #MeToo movement.   
 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

Hypotheses  
Past research on the direct impact of social movements on legislation has taken 

different approaches. Most research has fixated on relating movement action to changes in 
legislation or some other indicator (Giugni 1999), including analyzing the percentage of laws 
passed each year, tracking monthly or quarterly counts of roll call votes, or scaling bills passed 
each year (Agnone 2007). Accordingly, the first hypothesis of this study evaluated state 
legislative activity. 

Hypothesis 1: An increase in the number of movement events activity is positively 
related to the number of state bills passed/enacted of favorable policy in a given time. 

Alternatively, some researchers assert that public opinion directly impacts legislative 
action. In fact, scholars have argued that in studies that find a relationship between movement 
activity and policy outcomes, the relationship would be limited or nonexistent if public opinion 
was considered (Agnone 2007). Agone (2007) employed a mixed model, described as the 
amplification model of policy, to evaluate the policy impact of the U.S. environmental 
movement. In his study he found that protest intensifies the effect of public opinion on policy 
outcomes by heightening an issue’s salience for legislators (Agnone 2007). Therefore, the 
second hypothesis of this study evaluated public opinion. 

Hypothesis 2: The presence of supportive public opinion is positively related to the 
number of state bills passed/enacted of favorable policy in a given time. 

Mass media can have an effect on both everyday citizens and politicians. Because 
people cannot pay attention to every issue occurring at a single time, media can underscore the 
importance of certain issues by reporting more (Meyer 2003b; Soroka et al. 2012). Not only do 
the number of articles reported on a certain issue affect perception, so too does the framing of 
an issue. According to framing theory, how an issue is portrayed to an audience will impact how 
it is understood (Soroka et al. 2012). In fact, episodic frames, those that discuss individuals or 
personal experiences like in the #MeToo movement, place responsibility on the individual 
compared to thematic frames which focus on general trends and promote social or institutional 
responsibility (Soroka et al. 2012). Therefore, frame types portrayed in media will determine 
the salience of the issue and may encourage a certain policy route. Accordingly, the third 
hypothesis of this study evaluated media.  
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Hypothesis 3: The presence of media attention related to the social movement will 
have a positive effect on the number of state bills passed/enacted in a given time.   

 

Variables 
These theories of social movement outcomes were tested to evaluate the role of  

#MeToo movement activity, public opinion, and media attention in state bills passed and 
enacted related to sexual harassment and assault. Data collection for each variable consisted of 
time series data between October 2017 and October 2018 to provide insight on the role of 
social movements immediate policy outcomes.   

 

Dependent Variable: (State) Bills Passage/Enacted 
The dependent variable, labeled variable A, was operationalized as the number of state 

bills (passed or enacted) favorable to the goals of the #MeToo movement. Measuring the 
successful passage of bills helps capture the degree to which political agendas were responsive 
to concerns of sexual harassment and assault.  

This measure was first based on a report by the National Conference of State Legislators 
(NCSL) of 2018 legislation on sexual harassment related to the legislatures. The NCSL identified 
125 pieces of legislation in over 32 states related to removing members, criminalizing sexual 
harassment in legislatures, requiring training, and more. Of all bills identified in the study 
period, 34 were passed and/or enacted (NCSL 2018a). 

To recognize the movement’s scope beyond solely reporting sexual harassment, an 
independent search for statewide bills was also conducted. Understanding the movement 
highlighted issues of secrecy and power inequality, the main policy areas for reform considered 
in this study include those related to nondisclosure agreements (NDAs), mandatory arbitration 
clauses, training requirements, statutes of limitations and clear policy definitions. The #MeToo 
movement brought to light how NDAs, which prohibit an employee or participant from 
discussing the events surrounding a settlement, were used as a strategic mechanism to keep 
assault allegations discreet. In the same sense, mandatory arbitration clauses limit employees 
from their right to pursue action in court. Furthermore, the rise in reported accusations coupled 
with concerns over investigations of allegations draw need for new training, especially in the 
workplace. Another common issue emphasized by the movement are statutes of limitation for 
sex crimes, which prevent victims from coming forward unless they report within a few years of 
the incident (Beitsch 2018; Wells 2018). Such related legislation was identified using reports by 
news outlets and state legislative updates (Beitsch 2018; Wells 2018). After determining major 
topic enclosure, textual summaries of bills passed from October 2017 to October 2018 were 
reviewed to determine if the laws corresponded with the goals of the movement using 
LegiScan, a nonpartisan real-time legislative tracking tool. A total of 59 bills with pertinence to 
the #MeToo movement were identified over the 13-month period. 

 

Independent Variable: #MeToo Movement Activity 
Movement activity, variable B, was operationalized as the count of #MeToo movement 

public events and accusations. The number of #MeToo events was based on a timeline reported 
by the Chicago Tribune (Johnson and Hawbaker 2019), cross-checked with other news sources 
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(Nicolaou 2018). While multiple news sources monitored the accusations made about powerful 
men, the New York Times released an article detailing 201 men and three women who were 
publicly accused during the movement (Carlsen et al. 2018). The number of people accused per 
month was thus included in the #MeToo event count. Because the focus of the movement has 
been on the empowerment of victims to make allegations and the consequences of those 
identified for their sex crimes, only these happenings and public demonstrations were included 
in the event activity data series.  

 

Independent Variable: Public Opinion  
Though the #MeToo movement covers widespread issues related to sexual violence, 

creating time-series data on public opinion of a sensitive, ongoing issue is challenging. For the 
purpose of this study, public opinion, variable C, used polling data that asked respondents their 
attitudes toward the seriousness of sexual harassment in workplaces. Across the study’s time 
period, multiple polls asked respondents how serious they thought sexual harassment in the 
workplace was. At the beginning of the study period in October 2017, which is also the same 
month the movement began, 75% of respondents indicated it was a serious problem. By 
October 2018, this increased to 89%. The percentage of those who responded it was a serious 
problem was utilized. This provided five months of data, which was then used to calculate the 
average (arithmetic mean) percentage for months when no poll was conducted.  

 

Independent Variable: Media Attention 
 The literature recognizes the necessity of controlling for the movement’s environment 
in order to understand its consequences. One external element that was possible to track was 
media attention on the movement, variable D. If mass media is to report on what is important 
to people, then the number of articles related to a social movement should reflect this. 
Likewise, media attention is important because “mass media affects the policy process” 
(Agnone 2007:1603). Bloomberg news outlet compiled a dataset of the “first instances of media 
reporting on individuals publicly accused of sexual misconduct since October 5, 2017. Sources 
include[d] national, state and local media and trade publications and public records” (Griffin et 
al. 2018). First instances of reporting were used in order to prevent counts of duplicate stories 
or allegations. Media attention is thus measured using their dataset operationalized as the 
count of articles pertaining to allegations and initial reporting headlines reported during the 
#MeToo movement. 
 

METHODOLOGY 
The count of each variable was calculated for each month from October 2017 to 

October 2018, providing 13 cases as seen in Table 1. This sample data was tested to evaluate 
the relationship between state bills and the selected independent variables.  
 
Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Variables  

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Standard Deviation 

Months 13 OCT 17 OCT 18 APR 18  
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State Bills (Variable A)  13 .00 15.00 4.5385 5.01025 

Metoo Movement Activity (Variable B) 13 2.00 53.00 18.6154 17.16362 

Public Opinion (Variable C) 13 75.00 90.00 78.6154 5.88130 

Media Attention (Variable D) 13 1.00 84.00 30.9231 26.39906 

Valid N (listwise) 13     

 
Poisson regression is the preferred statistical test for models with count data as the 

dependent variable; however, it is only appropriate to use if the data passes several 
assumptions (“Poisson regression analysis using SPSS statistics” n.d.). The #MeToo data failed 
to meet the assumption of independence because studies of diffusion and innovation effects 
find when a state decides to pass certain bills it can influence other states to take a stance as 
well (Gilardi, Chipan, and Wueest 2020). One possible reason the data did not meet all 
assumptions is because the data may be too sparse, due to the short study period. Given that 
the data violates several assumptions, the results from running a Poisson regression may not be 
valid. In its place, Pearson’s Correlation and p-values for significance were evaluated at α = 0.05 
level to gain insight to the relationship between each variable.  
 

RESULTS 
Table 2 displays the correlations between each of the variables. Because only 

correlations are considered, the results only suggest if there is a relationship between two 
variables and do not indicate if a variable caused change in another. Statistical significance also 
says nothing about the relationship in policy terms (Burstein and Linton 2002). By then applying 
theory and literature to the interpretation of the data, tentative conclusions are drawn. 
 
Table 2. Pearson Correlations Among Variables  

 
#MeToo Movement 

Activity(B) Public Opinion(C) Media Attention(D) State Bills(A) 

#MeToo 
Movement 
Activity(B) 

Pearson Correlation 1 .083 .985* -.106 

Significance (2-tailed)  .788 .000 .731 

N 13 13 13 13 

Public Opinion(C) Pearson Correlation .083 1 .084 -.501 

Significance (2-tailed) .788  .785 .081 

N 13 13 13 13 

Media 
Attention(D) 

Pearson Correlation .985* .084 1 -.119 

Significance (2-tailed) .000 .785  .698 

N 13 13 13 13 

State Bills(A) Pearson Correlation -.106 -.501 -.119 1 

Significance (2-tailed) .731 .081 .698  
N 13 13 13 13 

 
As shown in Table 2, the relationship between variable A (state bills) and B (movement 

activity) is weak and not significant (r= -.106; P= .731). Because there is not a significant 
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relationship between the variables, Hypothesis 1 is not supported. Hypothesis 1 proposed that 
social movements should have an effect on policy according to the protest efficacy theory, 
which explains that dramatic events directly affect policy change. These results are consistent 
with past research, specifically Giugni and Passy (1998), which also found social movements do 
not have a direct effect.  

In addition, Table 2 shows the relationship between variable A (state bills) and variable 
C (public opinion) is moderately strong but not significant (r= -.501; P= .081). Due to the lack of 
significant relationship between the variables, Hypothesis 2 is thus rejected. Hypothesis 2 
expected public opinion to have an effect on state bills, grounded in the theory of 
representative democracy. The results of the correlation could be a consequence of the one-
year study period, which limited the availability of data.  

Furthermore, Table 2 shows the correlation between variable A (state bills) and variable 
D (media attention) is weak and not significant (r= -.119; P= .689). Without a significant 
relationship between the variables, Hypothesis 3 is not supported. Hypothesis 3, recognizing 
the need to consider external elements as exemplified in the political opportunity theory, 
asserted that media attention affects changes in successful legislation. This lack of significance 
between state bills and media attention may be due to the short study period. Because states 
have different legislative cycles, measuring media attention across a fixed time may not capture 
the same legislative activity in each state. Future studies should wait until at least the 
completion of the 2019-2020 cycle to allow officials sufficient time to react.  
 

DISCUSSION 
Recognizing that policy development is not always a strictly cyclical process, it makes 

sense that policy effects may not be immediately evident. Likewise, there may be greater 
research that needs to be done before substantial policy changes can be made. As Emily 
Martin, vice president for education and workplace justice at the National Women’s Law 
Center, explained, “There isn’t yet a model bill circulating among the legislatures… But 
Washington and New York were first out of the box passing a package of bills. A lot of states are 
looking to them” as possible examples to follow (Wells 2018). Her acknowledgement of states 
simply not knowing how to approach this policy issue supports the need for more time to fully 
assess movement outcomes.   

Though the proposed hypotheses were tested and failed, Table 2 does indicate a strong 
and significant relationship between variable B (#MeToo events) and variable D (media 
attention) (r= .985; P < .000*). Because only correlation is evaluated, we cannot definitively 
conclude that one variable had an effect on another, but it does suggest and give reason to 
believe the #MeToo movement may be related to mass media attention. The possible role of 
media in movement effects is meaningful because although media may not determine the 
course of policy change, it can direct focus towards certain policy areas (Soroka et al. 2012). 
Despite finding the movement did not generate a direct effect according to theories of 
democracy, it may be that movements affect their environment, which then affects policy.  

Initially, the lack of correlation between state bill passage or enactment and the 
independent variables did not seem entirely consistent with previous literature. Agone (2007) 
found changes in pro-environmental policy to be attributed to both public opinion and protest. 
Giugni and Passy’s (1999) evaluation of ecology, antinuclear, and peace movements found the 
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combination of social movements, public opinion, and political alliances necessary to produce 
an effect. Nevertheless, a major difference that may contribute to the difference in outcomes is 
the sensitivity of the #MeToo movement. As previously mentioned, the type of policies 
targeted can affect how policymakers respond (Amenta et al. 2010). Undoubtedly, the policies 
targeted by the #MeToo movement were sensitive and multifaceted which may limit an easy 
resolution. Although there are several notable limitations, a short-term analysis of the impact 
on policy can still be revealing and continue the conversation beyond mainstream discourse. 
 

LIMITATIONS 
The greatest limitation of this study is that by wanting to know if the movement 

generated immediate effects there was limited data to work with. The hindrance of time was 
present in several ways. First is the fact that states have different legislative time periods which 
means bill proposals and voting are occurring at different times. If it is true that states look to 
each other for ideas, then activity in one state may not influence activity in others if they are 
not in session at the same time. There is also the possibility of missing bills because some were 
pending at the time of analysis.  

In the same way, another limitation could be a lag effect. Rochon and Mazmanian 
(1999) found some impacts of social movements on policy to be overlooked as policies may be 
adopted after the movement is active. For example, legislation may peak a month or two after 
activity peaks. While lag effects can be measured, none were found which may be due to the 
small sample (n=13). Therefore, the full influence of the movement was not possible to 
evaluate.  

In addition, since this study focuses on the number of new policies, instead of the 
content of these policies, it treated all policies as equal in impact. Moreover, media attention, 
variable D, only included first instances of reports rather than total stories, which may have 
understated the complete coverage of the movement.  

Furthermore, the case study approach does not confirm theories but can only provide 
suggestive indications. Likewise, is the problem of causality, such that of establishing a causal 
link between a movement and change. Giugni (1999) recommends strong methodological 
designs and/or comparative research designs, which can improve the possibility of finding a 
relationship between movements and outcomes. Because neither of these design 
recommendations were achievable, conclusions drawn should be tentatively considered.  
 

FURTHER CONSIDERATIONS 

Indirect Impacts 
Based on the test data, the #MeToo movement was without direct effects but there 

were several broad indirect impacts. As demonstrated in the literature, though indirect impacts 
of social movements may not receive the same recognition, they can still be vital to the overall 
influence of a movement.  

Looking at the surveys utilized to compile the variable on public opinion, the public’s 
acknowledgement of the seriousness of sexual harassment demonstrates that, despite the 
sensitivity and backlash of the issue, it is recognized as an authentic issue. Moreover, the 
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continued presence of media attention on the movement further indicates the public’s 
unrelenting interest.  

During the 2020 presidential campaigns, this topic became a priority on campaign 
agendas. Of the top 10 presidential candidates, nine of their campaign officials reported 
spotlighting protections against sexual harassment more than previously before (Parti 2019). 
Similarly, there was a record high number of women running for U.S. House seats. Many of 
these women acknowledged the movement played a role in their decision to run and their 
campaign approach (Belli 2018; Goth 2018). Additionally, the nonprofit organization National 
Women’s Law Center developed an alliance of people dedicated to “strengthen[ing] 
protections against sexual harassment in workplaces, schools, and communities in at least 20 
states by 2020” (Lieb 2019). Nearly 300 state lawmakers, both men and women, from 40 states 
and across partisan lines joined the coalition, dubbed #20Statesby2020 (Lieb 2019). Ultimately, 
these occurrences are important because it demonstrates that even if the movement fades, 
there are people involved in legislation who can continue to further the movement’s agenda. In 
fact, Rochon and Mazmanian (1999) found that movements that failed to alter particular 
policies were still capable of emitting a significant impact through means of inclusion to the 
policy process.  

Additionally, the level of detail in policies has evolved. Prior to the movement, legal 
language was decisively broad. Since 2017, it has become more explicit in light of the 
movement to instill clear consequences (Verlaque 2018). Elsa Rama, an entertainment lawyer 
explains,  

Many contracts are much more specific in terms of providing a sexual harassment policy that’s curtailed 
to production setting, having a reporting mechanism that’s very clear, but also having the ability for 
grounds for termination, as well as what to do with allegations outside the workplace environment 
(Verlaque 2018).  

Ultimately, though there was not an overnight change in the policies related to sexual 
harassment and assault, it is evident developments are slowly emerging.  
 One of the greatest effects of the #MeToo movement has been in people voicing and 
reporting their assaults. For example, according to city records in San Antonio the city has seen 
an increase in the number of victims reporting sexual harassment. Across October 2014 to 
October 2017, a three-year span prior to the #MeToo movement inception, there were 23 
sexual harassment investigations. Conversely, in the first year following the movement there 
were 16 investigations which is nearly double the number of investigations compared to one 
year prior to the movement (Molina 2019).  

Elsa Rama also recognized shifts in the entertainment industry such as an increase in 
reporting and employers being more thoughtful to dealing with and following the law (Verlaque 
2018). The escalation in reporting demonstrates that even if policy is not immediately 
following, the landscape surrounding sexual harassment and assault has altered in light of the 
#MeToo movement, giving greater motive for policy to follow. As it seems, though the 
quantitative data failed to find evidence of direct impacts, evaluating the outcomes provides 
reason to believe the movement will continue to influence policy change maintained by the 
indirect impacts it generated.   
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Unintended Consequences 
In the same way that social movements have the potential to generate positive effects, 

they also run the risk of unintended consequences. One of the greatest issues of the #MeToo 
movement is the controversy between genders and across generations. While many people 
recognize the seriousness of sexual misconduct and rape, allegations are not always clear and 
absolute. According to a three-part Gallup survey, there has been an increase in the number of 
men who believe people are “too sensitive” to the problem of sexual harassment and a 
decrease in the amount of men who said sexual harassment is a major or minor problem since 
the onset of the movement (Bedard 2019). The report suggests #MeToo publicity may be the 
reason this occurred, explaining:  

 
This preponderance of news coverage may have put men on the defensive. Or it may be that they had a 
strong reaction in the immediate wake of the Weinstein allegations and start of the #MeToo movement, 
but that they have become somewhat desensitized to the issue since then (Bedard 2019).  

 
This desensitization is significant when one considers that men make up the majority of 
legislators and consequently have a larger voice in making change happen. In fact, only about 
25% of state legislators are women (Goth 2018). The lack of female representation in legislative 
leadership could stand as a major roadblock to policy development and implementation (Kemp 
and Trunk 2018).  
 

Policy Recommendations 
The complexity of addressing the problems highlighted by the #MeToo movement is 

recognized by Andrea Johnson, senior counsel for state policy at the National Women’s Law 
Center, who states, “The outpouring of #MeToo stories shows how profoundly inadequate our 
laws have been for so long. It’s not something that gets fixed in one session” (Lieb 2019). While 
this initially gives the impression of defeat, Illinois state Senator Toi Hutchinson clarifies why a 
slow legislative reaction may be valuable: 

 
When you’re in crisis mode, you tend to move quickly. I don’t necessarily think crisis-legislating makes the 
best policy… I would suggest that [other state lawmakers] invest the time to really dig in. We’re not going 
to solve this overnight --there’s no need for bills overnight… Realize this has to last beyond the next 
couple of news cycles. It’s that important, that meaningful and that worth it (Vock 2017). 
 

Seemingly, policies centered on sexual harassment and misconduct are not black and white. 
Because of this, developing the best policies will take time and continued modifications to 
ensure its utmost effectiveness.  
 As time continues, legislators looking to address the movement concerns should 
consider several elements in their development of effective policies. A survey on legislative 
policies on sexual harassment conducted in October 2017 by the NCSL identified several policy 
elements necessary for a strong legislative sexual harassment policy including a precise 
definition of sexual harassment, examples of inappropriate behavior in the workplace, specific 
disciplinary consequences among several others (NCSL 2018b). 
 At the federal level, the Center for American Progress proposed eight areas of focus for 
policymakers that could address workplace sexual harassment (Frye 2018). The first involves 
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removing barriers to employment, such as NDAs or arbitration clauses, so future victims do not 
face limitations in their ability to report workplace harassment. Another critical policy priority 
includes empowering survivors, which is critical to shifting the balance of power and eliminating 
structural workplace barriers. This in turn gives employees the strength to come forward. In 
addition, altering workplaces to create greater accountability will also facilitate long-lasting 
change. Although changing workplace culture may seem like the responsibility of employers, 
policymakers can facilitate this change as well through requirements and limitations. 
Furthermore, policymakers should look to bolster administration of sexual harassment laws. 
This may involve raising the budgets of enforcement agencies or requiring practical 
enforcement measures. However, funding alone should be a policy priority so that survivor 
support services are able to help all survivors (Frye 2018).  

Considering how to prevent future harassment and assault, educating the public on the 
different forms of sexual misconduct can help people recognize what dictates sexual 
harassment. Likewise, an additional policy focus should be supporting investigations on the 
incidence of sexual harassment in an effort to support and identify effective solutions. In the 
same sense, policymakers should support innovative approaches and incentivize greater 
involvement for identifying policy solutions (Frye 2018). Though the path to addressing sexual 
harassment and assault may be long and difficult, the #MeToo movement began a national 
conversation that the country must continue to spotlight as policymakers look to respond.  
 

CONCLUSION 
This study aimed to understand the policy implications of social movements by 

evaluating the effects of the #MeToo movement. As Angela Reddock-Wright, an attorney who 
specializes in sexual harassment and discrimination, queries, “…the real question is – if we have 
laws and policies against sexual harassment in the workplace for years, why does harassment 
continue to happen? Why is the #MeToo movement so prevalent?” (Verlaque 2018). 
Seemingly, it is not that the problem of sexual harassment was unknown; rather, there lacked 
an effective system to address it.  

As such, several theories of policy change processes were leveraged to evaluate the role 
of the #MeToo movement in American democracy. Movement activity, public opinion, and 
media attention were evaluated to determine their impact on state bills. Despite results leading 
to the rejection of the test hypotheses, there was a significant relationship between movement 
activity and media attention reported. This finding, in concert with the several indirect impacts 
generated by the #MeToo movement, suggests movements may have an effect on its 
environment which could then affect policy.  

Although the quantitative data did not find support for any of these theories, tentative 
conclusions can still be drawn on the state of the nation’s democracy. Undeniably, citizen 
participation has evolved in recent years. No longer do people need to be present to demand 
action but through social media and technology can find support in their ideals. The large 
support of the #MeToo movement from citizen engagement suggests social movements may 
become an even greater political force. History shows that social movements can lead to lasting 
change and, as today’s technological achievements are absorbed as a key tool in a social 
movement, they have the potential to be increasingly successful with fewer resources (Kemp 
and Trunk 2018).  
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Ultimately, the short study period, among several other limitations, restricted the 
results but suggested the need to reconsider these outcomes once there has been additional 
legislative time. Nonetheless, we can find reason to believe policy change may have happened 
in part because of indirect effects stimulated by the #MeToo movement. Having established 
awareness of the nature and prevalence of sexual harassment and assault, the success of the 
#MeToo movement will be in translating support into effective policies.  
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