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The film Black Panther is a popular culture phenomenon, breaking box 

office records nationally and internationally. The film’s opening box 

office weekend of $202 million makes it the fifth largest of all time in the 

US (Khal, 2018). Forbes (Mendelson, 2018, March) reports that, 

adjusting for inflation, Black Panther is the 12th highest-grossing film of 

all time worldwide. Black Panther set the example that a Hollywood film 

with a predominantly Black cast can not only be successful, but 

successful on a high level. The film also offers media psychologists a 

unique opportunity to measure the potential positive influence of the film 

on American youth, particularly youth of color. 

Past research (Molix & Bettencourt, 2010) demonstrated that, 
for Blacks/African-Americans, greater ethnic identity is associated with 

greater well-being and greater empowerment. This is relevant to 

research on the positive influence of Black media role models on non-

White youth because exposure to Black role models in media may 

increase ethnic identity in non-White youth as well as increasing well-

being and empowerment.

In our study we extended the Molix and Bettencourt (2010) findings to 

our sample. Furthermore, we explored outcomes of watching the film, 

including well-being and empowerment, taking the race and ethnic 

identifications of our participants into consideration.

Background

Method

Results

In this study, we replicated the finding by Molix and Bettencourt 

that greater ethnic identity predicts greater well-being and 

empowerment in a sample of Black/African American 

participants. Our participants were high scholastically achieving 

youth, thus extending that finding to another sample.

We also found increases in well-being and empowerment after 

exposure to the film Black Panther in our sample of 

Black/African American youth. Additionally, we found a main 

effect of the film on the entire sample of youth, which included 

a variety of races. 

Regardless of race, participants highly identified with the hero 

T’Challa/Black Panther, while modal identification with the anti-

hero, Erik Killmonger, was low. For identification with T’Challa, 

there was no interaction with film exposure, but people who 

more strongly identified T’Challa scored higher on 

empowerment, but not on well-being. There was no significant 

main effect of identifying with Erik Killmonger, though there was 

a marginal interaction with identification with Erik Killmonger on 

empowerment.

Discussion

In a sample of academically successful, racially diverse youth, including 

Black/African American youth, we measured ethnic identity, 

empowerment, and well-being before and after the youth watched the 

film Black Panther in small groups on college campuses across the 

United States. Participants completed measures on their smart phones 

and laptops in the presence of one of the authors.

Participants
Participants were high school juniors who had been accepted to the 

2018 LEAD (Leadership, Education and Development) cohort. As part 

of this rigorous academic program they attended a 2-3 week summer 

campus residency at national university. Participants (N = 121; 

median and modal age was 17) were: 36% Black/African American, 

26% Asian American, 25% Hispanic American, 8% White and 5% 
Multiracial.

Following Molix and Bettencourt (2010), we ran a regression analysis 

with ethnic identity as the predictor and well-being as the criterion for the 

Black/African American students only. Results indicated that ethnic 

identity was a significant predictor of well-being, F(1, 43) = 6.71, p < .05.

To address the hypothesis that Black/African American participants 

would increase in well-being and empowerment following exposure to 

the film, we ran a mixed ANOVA with film (Pre and Post) as a repeated 

measures factor, race (White, Black/African American, Hispanic 

American, Asian American) as a between-subjects factor and well-being 

and empowerment as the outcome measures. Results indicated a main 

effect of film on well-being, F (1,111) = 5.16, p < .05, η2 = .044 and on 

empowerment; F(1,111) = 4.74, p < .05, η2 = .041. There was also a 

main effect of ethnicity on well-being, F(3,111) = 2.98, p < .05, η2 = .075. 

Pairwise comparisons revealed that Hispanic Americans were 

significantly higher on well-being than Asian Americans, (Asian 

American-Hispanic American= -.468, p < .05). Additionally, Whites were 

marginally higher on empowerment than Asian Americans (White-Asian 

American = -.342, p = .056). None of the other comparisons were 

significant.

We ran another mixed ANOVA with film (Pre and Post) as a repeated 

measures factor, level of ethnic identification (low, medium or high) as a 

between-subjects factor and well-being and empowerment as the 

outcome measures. Results showed no statistically significant interaction 

of level of identification and film exposure. However, there was a 

statistically significant main effect of level of ethnic identification on well-

being F(2,112) = 4.45, p < 0.05, partial η2 = .074, and of level of 

identification on empowerment F(2,112) = 3.5, p. < 0.05, partial η2 = .059

Next, we ran the same analysis using the level of identification with the 

film hero, T’Challa (low or high) as the between-subjects factor. Again, 

there was no statistically significant interaction with film exposure, but we 

found that level of identification with T’Challa had a significant main 

effect on empowerment, F(1,112) = 4.12, p < 0.05, partial η2 = .036

Finally, we ran the same analysis using level of identification with the 

anti-hero, Erik Killmonger (low or high). There was no statistically 

significant interaction with film exposure, and main effects on both well-

being and empowerment were not significant. However, if we excluded 

white participants (N = 10) from the analysis, we found that there was a 

significant effect of level of identification with Killmonger on 

empowerment F(1,102) = 4.10, p < 0. 5; partial η2 = .039

In the entire sample, mean identification with T’Challa/Black Panther was 

high (M = 3.96). Modal identification was 4 on a scale of 1 to 5. 

Identification with Erik Killmonger was lower (M = 2.5); modal 

identification with Erik Killmonger was 1 on a scale of 1 to 5. ANOVAs 

with these identification variables did not lead to significant identification 

effects. The depiction of Wakanda as a thriving 
African community, and of T’Challa/Black 
Panther himself as a ruler with strength 
and integrity is an example of how film 
can empower and inspire youth. “…as an 
idealized homeland, Wakanda also 
represents the powerful promise of Black 
liberation dreamed by generations of 
African Americans.” (Tharour, 2018, February).
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