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Data Visualization

On May 25, 2020, George Floyd, a 46-year-old African 
American man, was killed by a white police officer in 
Minneapolis, Minnesota. Harrowing video footage capturing 
his death circulated widely on social and broadcast media, 
prompting demonstrations across the United States 
(Buchanan, Bui, and Patel 2020). Protest coalesced under the 
banner of Black Lives Matter (BLM), a movement founded 
in 2013 to fight racial injustice and police brutality in the 
United States. But protest was not confined to the United 
States or the BLM movement. Floyd’s death came to stand in 
for ongoing racial injustice worldwide, and protests would 
eventually span multiple continents.

Analysis to date has focused on protest incidence and 
social media activity related to George Floyd and BLM 
(“George Floyd Is Remembered” 2020; Haddad 2020). But 
did the protests lead to wider interest in issues of racism? 
Survey evidence suggests that protest and protracted move-
ment activity can lead to enhanced interest in, and awareness 
of, political issues (Branton et al. 2015; Castle et al. forth-
coming). Aside from surveys, another way of measuring 
generalized interest in topics of political interest is to use 
data derived from Internet search engines (Chykina and 
Crabtree 2018). These data are readily accessible and pro-
vide a way to gauge interest across multiple languages and 
countries over time.

This data visualization uses data from Google Trends. 
The data were collected by iteratively searching through 
country keyword combinations for different translations of 
the search term “racism.” For this, I used a Python library, 

“pytrents” (Hogue and DeWilde 2020), alongside Google 
Sheets to translate the word “racism” into target languages.1 
Country keyword (“racism”) combinations were taken from 
an initial list of 244 country-keyword pairs. Data were ulti-
mately accessible for 118 pairs, comprising 101 countries 
and 32 languages. Google does not provide raw search num-
bers; instead, search interest data are normalized before 
release. The normalization procedure involves taking the 
number of searches for the keyword in question denomi-
nated by total searches. This is then indexed on a scale rang-
ing from 1 to 100 and normalized relative to the location and 
date range specified (here, January 1, 2020, to August 18, 
2020, for 101 countries). Thus, a value of 100 represents the 
day, for the specified country-keyword combination, on 
which search intensity peaked, relative to other days in the 
same country (for further information, see Rogers 2016).

The visualization demonstrates that Floyd’s killing led 
to a pronounced uptick of interest in racism, and this is true 
across the overwhelming majority of country-keyword 
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Abstract
On May 25, 2020, George Floyd, a 46-year-old African American man, was killed by a white police officer in Minneapolis, 
Minnesota. His death led to U.S.-wide protest that would eventually cross borders, spanning multiple continents. The 
transnational diffusion of protest and movement frames is a recognized phenomenon in the study of contention. Less 
well documented are the consequences of such protest for political interest; absent survey data, this is difficult to 
measure. One alternative is to use Internet search data. This visualization uses Google Trends to document variation in 
search interest for “racism” across 101 countries and 32 languages during the period before and after George Floyd’s 
killing. In the majority of countries, there was significantly increased search interest that was sustained for at least two 
weeks. The findings suggest that transnational protest diffusion may lead to global increases in political interest.
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1See the Appendix for full details of the method and the Python 
library.
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Figure 1. Top: Time series of mean standardized search interest for “racism” across all countries. Individual points are standardized 
search interest for each individual country over time. The thick line is mean standardized search interest averaged across all countries. 
The red shaded areas show the duration of increased interest on a standard deviation scale (i.e., when search interest across all 
countries exceeded 1 and 2 standard deviations of the overall mean). The top time series shares the same x-axis as the bottom plot. 
The red vertical line indicates the date of Floyd’s killing. Bottom: Tiled heatmap of cross-national search interest in the keyword 
“racism”, January 1, 2020, to August 18, 2020. Search interest is displayed in intervals of 10 on the 1–100 normalized index of search 
interest supplied by Google. This records daily within-country variation over the specified observation period (i.e., for any given country, 
increases or decreases are relative to the day on which peak search volume is observed in that country). The red vertical line indicates 
the date of Floyd’s killing.



Barrie 3

pairs (Figure 1). Individual tiles show daily search interest 
for each country on the normalized scale, where darker 
colors indicate increased search intensity. To determine 
the effective duration of increased search interest after 
Floyd’s killing, I also visualize, in the upper time series, 
the duration of time after May 25 when (standardized) 
mean daily search interest exceeded overall mean search 
interest, as well as 1 and 2 standard deviations from the 
overall mean. This shows that increased search interest 
effectively lasted about four weeks, peaking over the 
period from June 1 to June 4.2

Existing scholarship points to the potential for movements 
to diffuse across borders and achieve transnational resonance 
(Tarrow and McAdam 2004). This data visualization suggests 
that episodes of mass unrest may lead to enhanced interest in 
issues of injustice globally. Absent more granular search data, 
we cannot make inferences at the individual level. But here, 
several questions would be worthy of study. Does increased 
interest translate into sustained increases in political aware-
ness? What are the sociodemographic correlates of those who 
express heightened political interest after such movement-led 
campaigns? And do such campaigns lead to heightened 
engagement among the politically uninterested as well as 
those who had prior interest in politics?
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Replication Material

Replication materials for data collection and analysis can be located 
at https://github.com/cjbarrie/flydviz.

Supplemental Material

Supplemental material for this article is available online.

References

Branton, Regina, Valerie Martinez-Ebers, Tony E. Carey, Jr., 
and Tetsuya Matsubayashi. 2015. “Social Protest and Policy 
Attitudes: The Case of the 2006 Immigrant Rallies.” American 
Journal of Political Science 59(2):390–402.

Buchanan, Larry, Quoctrung Bui, and Jugal K. Patel. 2020. “Black 
Lives Matter May Be the Largest Movement in U.S. History.” 
The New York Times, July 3, 2020. Retrieved October 26, 
2020. https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/07/03/us/
george-floyd-protests-crowd-size.html.

Castle, Jeremiah J., Shannon Jenkins, Candice D. Ortbals, Lori 
Poloni-Staudinger, and J. Cherie Strachan. Forthcoming. “The 
Effect of the #MeToo Movement on Political Engagement and 
Ambition in 2018.” Political Research Quarterly.

Chykina, Volha, and Charles Crabtree. 2018. “Using Google Trends 
to Measure Issue Salience for Hard-to-Survey Populations.” 
Socius 4. Retrieved October 25, 2020. https://journals.sagepub.
com/doi/full/10.1177/2378023118760414.

“George Floyd Is Remembered around the World.” 2020. The 
Economist, June 9, 2020. Retrieved October 25, 2020. https://
www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2020/06/09/george-floyd-
is-remembered-around-the-world.

Haddad, Mohammed. 2020. “Mapping Anti-racism Solidarity 
Protests around the World.” Al-Jazeera. Retrieved October 
25, 2020. https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/6/7/map-
ping-anti-racism-solidarity-protests-around-the-world.

Hogue, J., and B. DeWilde. 2020. “Pytrends: Unofficial API for 
Google Trends.” Technical report, Python library version  
4.7.3. 

Rogers, Simon. 2016. “What Is Google Trends Data—And What 
Does It Mean?” Retrieved October 25, 2020. https://medium.
com/google-news-lab/what-is-google-trends-data-and-what-
does-it-mean-b48f07342ee8.

Tarrow, Sidney, and Doug McAdam. 2004. “Scale Shift in 
Transnational Contention.” Pp. 121–50 in Transnational 
Protest and Global Activism, edited by D. Della Porta, and S. 
Tarrow. Oxford, UK: Rowman & Littlefield.

Author Biography

Christopher Barrie is a political sociologist specializing in the 
fields of protest, conflict, and communication. His regionalism spe-
cialism is in the Middle East and North Africa. He is interested in 
advancing computational methods and the use of digital trace data, 
in particular for the study of hard-to-reach places. He currently 
holds the position of Postdoctoral Prize Research Fellow in 
Sociology at Nuffield College, University of Oxford.

2Search interest is standardized by subtracting the mean and divid-
ing by the standard deviation. Mean daily search interest is then 
calculated as the sum of daily means for each country-keyword pair 
denominated by the total number of country-keyword pairs.

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9156-990X
https://github.com/cjbarrie/flydviz
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/07/03/us/george-floyd-protests-crowd-size.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/07/03/us/george-floyd-protests-crowd-size.html
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2378023118760414
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2378023118760414
https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2020/06/09/george-floyd-is-remembered-around-the-world
https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2020/06/09/george-floyd-is-remembered-around-the-world
https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2020/06/09/george-floyd-is-remembered-around-the-world
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/6/7/mapping-anti-racism-solidarity-protests-around-the-world
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/6/7/mapping-anti-racism-solidarity-protests-around-the-world
https://medium.com/google-news-lab/what-is-google-trends-data-and-what-does-it-mean-b48f07342ee8
https://medium.com/google-news-lab/what-is-google-trends-data-and-what-does-it-mean-b48f07342ee8
https://medium.com/google-news-lab/what-is-google-trends-data-and-what-does-it-mean-b48f07342ee8

