
 

 

A Content and Thematic Analysis of Reddit Discussions about When 

They See Us 

 

by 

 

Taya D. Henry 

 

 

A thesis submitted to the  

School of Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies in partial 

fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of 

 

Master of Science in Forensic Psychology 

 

 

 

Fauclty of Social Science and Humanities 

University of Ontario Institute of Technology (Ontario Tech University) 

Oshawa, Ontario, Canada 

August 2021 

 

 

© Taya D. Henry, 2021



ii 

 

THESIS EXAMINATION INFORMATION  

Submitted by: Taya D. Henry 

 

 

Master of Science in Forensic Psychology 

 

Thesis title:  A Content and Thematic Analysis of Reddit Discussions about When They See Us 

 

An oral defense of this thesis took place on August 6, 2021, in front of the following examining 

committee:  

 

Examining Committee: 

 

 

Chair of Examining Committee 

 

Karla Emeno 

 

Research Supervisor 

 

Kimberley A. Clow 

 

Research Co-supervisor 

 

Lesley Zannella  

 

Examining Committee Member 

 

Leigh Harkins 

 

Thesis Examiner 

 

Carla Cesaroni, Ontario Tech University 

 

The above committee determined that the thesis is acceptable in form and content and that a 

satisfactory knowledge of the field covered by the thesis was demonstrated by the candidate during 

an oral examination.  A signed copy of the Certificate of Approval is available from the School of 

Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies. 

 



iii 

 

ABSTRACT 

As the number of wrongful conviction media productions increases, an understanding 

of their impact on viewers is prudent. In this thesis, I investigated the effect of watching 

When They See Us – a dramatized miniseries depicting the wrongful conviction of five 

racialized teenagers in 1990 – on the nature and duration of Reddit users’ conversations 

about wrongful convictions. Qualitative and quantitative analyses were conducted on 

users’ posts. Posts about wrongful conviction were the third most frequently encountered 

(following posts reviewing the miniseries and mentioning other parties involved in the 

case) and thematically covered the issues of Risk Factors, Exoneration and Beyond, and 

the Innocence Movement. Additionally, wrongful conviction was discussed more during 

the release of When They See Us than before, suggesting that that these conversations 

emerged due to watching the miniseries, but were rarely posted six months afterwards. 

The findings are discussed in terms of slacktivism and implications for innocence 

advocates.  
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A Content and Thematic Analysis of Reddit Discussions about When They See Us 

On November 5, 1980, after an entire trial that lasted only one day and a jury deliberation 

that lasted less than an hour, Malcolm Alexander was wrongfully convicted of sexual assault in 

Louisiana. Alexander would go on to serve 38 years in prison before being exonerated with the 

assistance of the Innocence Project in January 2018 and filing for state compensation in May 

2019 (Innocence Project, n.d.; National Registry of Exonerations, 2018). According to the 

National Registry of Exonerations (NRE; n.d.), since 1989, there have been over 2,800 

documented exonerations of innocent criminal defendants in the United States, accounting for 

more than 25,000 years spent incarcerated. Following their release, wrongfully convicted 

individuals face a multitude of obstacles, such as difficulties finding housing and employment, 

negative mental health consequences, stigma, and insufficient resources, if any, to assist in their 

reintegration (Blandisi et al., 2015; Chinn, & Ratliff, 2009; Grounds, 2004; Westervelt & Cook, 

2010; Zannella et al., 2020).  

Thankfully, there is a large body of literature investigating wrongful conviction and the 

factors that can lead to one occurring (e.g., see Leo, 2017 for a summary of the extant literature 

of the prior decade), as well as many non-profit organizations, such as the Innocence Project and 

Innocence Canada, which aim to combat and overturn wrongful convictions. Literature 

investigating perceptions of wrongful conviction has found that the general public is somewhat 

informed about the realities of this phenomenon. In a review of literature surrounding public 

perceptions of wrongful convictions, Clow and Ricciardelli (2014) found evidence that the 

public understood that a wrongful conviction involved a factually innocent defendant, and were 

aware of many, though not all, of the factors that often contribute to wrongful convictions. 

Moreover, the public seems to agree that although wrongful convictions may be rare, the 
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government should compensate and apologize to exonerees (Reid, 1995; Clow et al., 2012; Clow 

& Ricciardelli, 2014; Karaffa et al., 2017). Such results might suggest that the public’s 

understanding of wrongful conviction and its correlates may extend to them also having a 

positive attitude towards exonerees and a willingness to support them post-release.   

However, research has also found that exonerees face varying levels of stigmatization 

from the public (Blandisi et al., 2015; Westervelt & Cook, 2010). Canadian and American 

research has found that exonerees are perceived more negatively than people in general, and as 

negatively as offenders in some respects (i.e., personal characteristics; Clow & Leach, 2015a; 

Kukucka et al., 2020; Thompson et al., 2012). For instance, Zannella et al. (2020) found that real 

landlords were significantly, and equally, less likely to respond to a housing inquiry from an 

exoneree or an offender compared to inquiries from controls. In an Australian sample (Tudor-

Owen et al., 2019), despite having better perceptions of exonerees and other innocent people 

compared to offenders, participants reported wanting as much personal, housing, and business 

distance from offenders as they did from some exonerees, based on the amount of time they 

spent incarcerated and the means of their exoneration. Tudor-Owen et al. (2019) proposed that 

the slight improvement in perceptions of exonerees seen in their results could be attributed to an 

increased awareness of wrongful convictions via media coverage of popular cases.  

In addition to experiencing stigma in comparison to the general public, some groups of 

exonerees have also been found to experience greater stigma than others depending on various 

factors. For instance, exonerees with a previous criminal record have been perceived as less 

deserving of financial compensation than those without (Karaffa et al., 2017), and exonerees who 

falsely confessed or pleaded guilty to the crime for which they were wrongfully convicted have 

been viewed more negatively than other exonerees (e.g., defendants convicted due to official 
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misconduct or mistaken eyewitness testimonies; Bernhard & Miller, 2018; Clow & Leach, 

2015b; Kukucka & Evelo, 2019; Savage et al., 2018; Scherr et al., 2020a). Further, Howard 

(2019) found that Black exonerees who falsely confessed faced heightened stigma in comparison 

to their White counterparts, such that they were perceived as more aggressive, more likely to 

offend and be re-imprisoned post-exoneration, and less deserving of assistance. In fact, African 

Americans are disproportionately represented in the exoneree pool, making up only 13% of the 

American population but 47% of the first 1,900 exonerations in the NRE (Gross et al., 2017). As 

such, it appears that despite understanding that someone who has been wrongfully convicted is 

innocent, exonerees still experience stigma from the public based on the fact that they are 

exonerees, as well as whether they have a previous criminal record, the factors which contributed 

to their wrongful conviction, and their race.  

Understanding the public’s perceptions of exonerees is important given that exonerees 

will interact socially with members of the public, depend on them to facilitate their community 

reintegration by offering employment and rental opportunities, and need legislative support that 

assists exonerees (Blandisi et al., 2015; Kukucka et al. 2020; Westervelt & Cook, 2010; Zannella 

et al., 2020). Currently, research shows that exonerees face a myriad of post-exoneration issues 

in these areas, including obtaining housing, transportation, and employment, addressing physical 

and mental health issues, relearning basic everyday behaviours, and mending relationships 

(Grounds, 2004; Kukucka et al., 2020; Westervelt & Cook, 2010; Zannella et al., 2020). Thus, 

although the public recognizes that exonerees are innocent of the crime they were convicted of 

(Clow & Ricciardelli, 2014), the public’s perceptions of wrongful convictions and exonerees still 

need considerable improvement.  
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 Given the ubiquity of social and popular media in our everyday lives (Perrin & Atske, 

2021), investigating potential media effects on criminal cases and legal perceptions may provide 

insight into how to inform the public about wrongful convictions and to improve their attitudes 

towards exonerees. In fact, the news and media coverage of wrongful conviction cases has been 

proposed as an explanation for improving attitudes concerning both the death penalty and 

exonerees (Baumgartner et al., 2014; Tudor-Owen et al., 2019). This has been demonstrated in 

the widespread positive response received by the Innocence Project in their pursuits to stay the 

execution of, and exonerate, Rodney Reed, a man who is believed to have been wrongfully 

convicted of murder in 1998 and sentenced to death. In the weeks prior to his impending 

execution in November 2019, Reed’s case was aired on the television show, Dr. Phil, and shared 

on social media by celebrities, lawmakers and members of the public (Barajas, 2019). Since 

November 2019, the petitions that circulated to help obtain justice for Reed have amassed more 

than 3 million signatures (Grassroots Law Project, n.d.; Innocence Project, 2019). Moreover, 

Norris and Mullinix (2020) recently found that wrongful conviction cases do impact public 

perceptions and that this effect is contingent on how the wrongful conviction information is 

presented. Their results found that in comparison to statistics about wrongful convictions, 

narrative cases result in a greater reduction of support for the death penalty, as well as the 

emergence of support for innocence-related reforms and individual concern about a wrongful 

conviction happening to oneself or someone they know. These results are in line with previous 

research that has found that humanizing discussions around the innocence movement contributed 

to a positive shift in death penalty perceptions (Baumgartner et al., 2014).    

Perhaps one of the most popular theories of media effects on the criminal justice system 

is that of the CSI Effect (Kruse, 2010; Maeder & Corbett, 2015; Schanz & Salfati, 2016; Tyler, 
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2006). CSI: Crime Scene Investigation is a television drama that follows crime scene 

investigators as they solve murders using physical and forensic evidence (CBS, n.d.-d). 

Following the success of the original CSI, the franchise expanded to include CSI: Miami in 2002, 

CSI: NY in 2004, and CSI: Cyber in 2015 (CBS, n.d.-b, n.d.-c, n.d.-a). While there has been 

some controversy around the existence of the CSI Effect (e.g., see Schanz & Salfati, 2016 for a 

meta-analysis), it is purported that watching crime dramas may miseducate the public, leading 

them to assume that forensic evidence is ubiquitous and infallible, and cause potential jurors to 

rely too heavily on forensic evidence (e.g., DNA samples, hair analyses) when making legal 

decisions. The concern is that the CSI Effect might make jurors increasingly likely to acquit 

guilty criminal defendants in real trials due to an absence of forensic evidence, or to wrongly 

convict innocent defendants when it is flawed (Brewer & Ley, 2010; Lynch & McNally, 2003; 

Kruse, 2010; Schanz & Salfati, 2016; Tyler, 2006).  

While this theory does not seem to have been applied to wrongful conviction literature in 

the past, the CSI Effect could potentially improve or worsen the public’s perceptions of certain 

exonerees. Specifically, an over-confidence in forensic evidence may speak to why DNA 

exonerees are perceived more positively and as being more innocent than other exonerees 

(Thompson, 2014; Tudor-Owen et al., 2019). This confidence in DNA evidence, however, may 

be misplaced as forensic evidence can be tested incorrectly, cross-contaminated, or 

misrepresented at trial, among other possible fallibilities (Garrett & Neufeld, 2009; Makin, 

2010). When applying the theory of the CSI effect to the present research, evidence of this effect 

supports the notion that popular media, such as television shows, can affect the perceptions, 

beliefs, and expectations of the public regarding the criminal justice system (Clow & 

Ricciardelli, 2014).  
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While fewer in number, there are several studies that have examined the impact of media 

coverage on the public’s knowledge, perceptions, and behaviours relating to wrongful conviction 

cases. For instance, Henkel et al. (2008) found that jury-eligible participants exposed to false 

confessions in the media were less likely to believe that confessions were definite indicators of 

guilt and Blandisi et al. (2015) found some participants believed that media coverage of the 

crimes for which exonerees were wrongly convicted facilitated stereotyping and stigmatization.  

Further, Gies (2016) found that some members of the public were inspired to support the 

innocence campaigns of Amanda Knox and Raffaele Sollecito – an American woman and her 

Italian partner who were wrongfully convicted of murder in Italy – due to widespread news 

coverage of the case and personal identification with at least one of the case’s elements.  

In recent years, it has also become of interest to investigate how specific wrongful 

conviction media productions, such as documentaries, can impact consumers. For example, 

Netflix’s (2015) documentary series, Making a Murderer, delineated how an innocent man, 

Steven Avery, was wrongfully convicted of sexual assault and attempted murder. This 

documentary further depicted Avery being exonerated 18 years later and subsequently convicted 

for a separate murder shortly thereafter. Following the release of Making a Murderer, more than 

130 thousand individuals who doubted Steven Avery’s guilt in this second murder signed a 

petition for the White House to pardon him (Allocca, 2016). A content analysis of posts on 

Reddit, a social media site, pertaining to the docuseries found that Making a Murderer fostered 

empathy in its viewers, despite them having varied – and sometimes contradictory – feelings 

towards the documentary, the defendants, the criminal justice system, and wrongful convictions 

(Kennedy, 2018). Kennedy (2018) also demonstrated the utility of analyzing social media posts 

to understand the public’s reactions to and perceptions of a specific case of wrongful conviction. 
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Moreover, the public’s behavioural response following this docuseries in signing a petition 

(Allocca, 2016) suggests that popular media coverage of wrongful conviction cases may inspire 

viewers to act in support of exonerees.  

Exonerated Five 

More directly relevant to the current thesis research is the case of a multiple wrongful 

conviction of four Black teenagers and one Latino teenager that has since become popularly 

known as the ‘Central Park Jogger’ case, the ‘Central Park Five’ case, or the ‘Exonerated Five’ 

case. Antron McCray, Kevin Richardson, Korey Wise, Raymond Santana, and Yusef Salaam 

were convicted for the sexual assault of Trisha Meili while she jogged in New York City’s 

Central Park in April 1989. Following the initial reporting of Meili’s attack in Central Park, 

police officers questioned and arrested teenagers alleged to have been in the park that night, 

including the five teenagers who eventually became known as the Exonerated Five. At the time 

of their arrests, Kevin Richardson and Raymond Santana were 14 years old, Antron McCray and 

Yusef Salam were 15 years old, and Korey Wise was 16 years old. The five youths were 

interrogated for hours on end and experienced manipulation, deception, and physical abuse at the 

hands of the police. Following these interrogations, each of the five suspects falsely confessed to 

some involvement in the assault, though none confessed to perpetrating the rape. These 

confessions were used as evidence against the five youths despite the inconsistencies between 

the confessions and physical evidence from the crime scene that did not match the suspects. 

Antron, Kevin, Korey, Raymond, and Yusef were each convicted in 1990, receiving sentences of 

between five to 15 years imprisonment; moreover, Korey was tried as an adult and served his 

sentence in various adult prisons. It was not until 2001 when the actual offender, Mattias Reyes, 

confessed to the crime; by then, all of the defendants, save Korey Wise, had served their 
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sentences. Shortly thereafter, in 2002, the convictions of the five men were vacated. Finally, the 

five exonerees were awarded a $41-million settlement from the city of New York in 2014 and a 

$3.9-million settlement from the state of New York in 2016. 

In analyzing the role of newspaper media coverage of this case, Stratton (2015) 

concluded that as the case evolved from arrest through to exoneration, the narrative reported by 

print media shifted. Specifically, Stratton (2015) proposed that print media established a moral 

position in support of the criminal justice system and its officials until the convictions were 

overturned, at which point the moral position shifted to critical of said system and officials. 

Stratton (2015) also argued that the emergence of social media allows for the presentation of 

narratives alternative to those of the print media, which are often believed to be credible despite 

their fallibility. Building upon the research of Stratton (2015) and Kennedy (2018), the present 

study will use social media to analyze the public’s perception of the case of the Exonerated Five, 

specifically, and wrongful convictions, more generally.   

Current Study 

The case of the Exonerated Five has recently witnessed a surge of attention since Netflix 

(2019) released a four-part miniseries retelling the case, titled When They See Us. When They See 

Us was released on May 31, 2019 and garnered a viewership of over 23 million Netflix accounts 

in less than one month (Bennett, 2019). Additionally, Jharrel Jerome won the Outstanding Lead 

Actor in a Limited Series or Movie Emmy award for his portrayal of Korey Wise (Netflix, 2019) 

and the Innocence Project included this production in its 2019 guide of media that expands 

consumer knowledge of wrongful convictions (Innocence Staff, 2019). This thesis investigated 

viewer reactions to When They See Us to analyze whether the docuseries impacted viewers’ 

conversations about wrongful conviction and the criminal justice system, and to assess whether 
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said reactions varied from those elicited from other types of wrongful conviction media, as 

documented in previous literature (e.g., Gies, 2016; Kennedy, 2018; Stratton, 2015, 2019). 

Members of the public appear to have been willing to become activists against wrongful 

conviction when spurred to action via news coverage or documentary footage, as was seen with 

the cases of Amanda Knox (Gies, 2016) and Steven Avery (Allocca, 2016). Conversely, When 

They See Us is a completely dramatized retelling of a multiple wrongful conviction case, which 

may result in different responses from the public. Specifically, this dramatization may result in 

more emotional responses than a news story or a documentary given that emotionally arousing 

media are more likely to form affective-based attitudes within consumers (Ryffel et al., 2014). 

Moreover, it has yet to be seen whether popular depictions of wrongful conviction cases help to 

make the public more aware of and more educated about the broader context of wrongful 

conviction (Sanchez, 2020), as opposed to only the context of a specific example (Leo, 2017), as 

this factor does not appear to have been analyzed in previous literature.  

The aim of Phase I of this study was to perform a content analysis and a thematic analysis 

of Reddit posts relating to When They See Us to investigate which elements of the series were 

most discussed and whether these posts centered specifically on the details of the Exonerated 

Five case or whether users extrapolated the case’s events to the phenomena of wrongful 

conviction, the plight of exonerees, and the criminal justice system, more generally. The aim of 

Phase II was to investigate whether the Reddit users who posted about When They See Us 

discussed content related to the Exonerated Five, wrongful convictions, and the criminal justice 

system more after viewing the miniseries than before. Both phases of this study were exploratory 

in nature, thus there were no specific hypotheses.  
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Chapter 2: Method 

Reddit is a social media platform on which users can share links, photos, videos, and text 

posts to a wide variety of interest-based community pages which are known as subreddits and 

preceded by the symbol r/ (i.e., r/WhenTheySeeUs; Reddit, n.d.). As of January 2020, Reddit has 

over 52 million daily active users – which are preceded by the symbol u/ – and more than 100 

thousand active communities (Reddit Inc, n.d.). Unlike some other social media platforms, 

Reddit does not impose a character limit on user posts. Once a post is created and shared to a 

subreddit page, other Reddit users can comment on and upvote or downvote the post – this helps 

determine which posts contribute to the subreddit’s theme and conversations, and which do not 

(Reddit Help, 2021). Subreddits are overseen by moderators who are users that voluntarily create 

the subreddit page, set community-specific rules for the page, and enforce these rules by 

removing posts or comments that are in violation. Unless a post or comment is removed from the 

subreddit by the original poster or a moderator, the content of the post will remain visible on the 

subreddit page and the Reddit user’s public user page indefinitely. When a user deletes their 

Reddit account, their user information is simply removed from their posts and replaced with the 

username u/deleted; the content of their existing posts remains visible.  

We analyzed the r/WhenTheySeeUs subreddit, which has 1,900 members, to examine the 

conversations that Reddit users had about the miniseries upon its release (r/WhenTheySeeUs, 

2019). The community’s moderators indicated that any content related to the Netflix miniseries 

is permissible on the subreddit, but that posts with spoilers must be tagged as such and the 

following are prohibited: arguing amongst users, spam posts, posts created by bots, harassment, 

and posts with links to illegal streaming sites. The moderators of r/WhenTheySeeUs created five 

discussion threads on May 30, 2019, one for each of the four episodes and another for the 
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miniseries as a whole. Following the release of When They See Us, users posted to these 

discussion threads, and created more than 200 new discussion threads, to discuss the miniseries. 

Many of these discussion threads have dozens of comments from the subreddit’s members. 

These user-generated threads discuss a variety of topics, such as whether the miniseries was 

biased; the viewers’ sentiments towards the victim, Trisha Meili; and questions as to the 

innocence of the Exonerated Five.  

While users continued to create, and comment on, new discussion threads more than a 

year after the release of When They See Us, research has shown that Reddit posts created at the 

onset of a phenomenon provide a comprehensive view of the various opinions held (Priya et al., 

2019), with the most novel content being shared at the creation of a subreddit, and posts 

eventually becoming more repetitive as time progresses (Panek et al., 2018). Based on this 

research, the posts to the moderator-generated discussion threads were selected for analysis as 

they were the earliest posts to the subreddit page, thereby capturing a wide range of unique 

opinions. Moreover, these moderator-generated discussion threads allow for the most 

comprehensive user perceptions as they are neutral (e.g., ‘When They See Us Episode 1 

Discussion Thread’) and not directed towards specific aspects of the docuseries as is the case 

with user-generated discussion threads (e.g., ‘What is the main message of this tv show?’). This 

provided further support for the decision to code the posts to the moderator-generated discussion 

threads, as these discussion threads likely made the least imposition on user’s personal reactions 

to the miniseries. Therefore, we analyzed the moderator-generated discussion threads to best 

capture the users’ overall perceptions of When They See Us, wrongful conviction, and exonerees. 
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Chapter 3: Phase I 

Procedure 

Posts in the five moderator-generated discussion threads of r/WhenTheySeeUs were 

coded to investigate the content of the comments made by Reddit users. At the time of coding, 

the five moderator-generated threads had been archived by the moderators, meaning that new 

posts or comments could no longer be added. The posts included in the dataset were created 

between May 31, 2019, and November 14, 2019. 

Content analysis is a descriptive qualitative methodology that allows researchers to 

condense and classify bodies of text data into categories to analyze the structure and frequency 

of communications (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Vaismoradi et al. 2013). 

Content analysis is a three-stage process that includes the preparation, organizing, and reporting 

of qualitative data (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). Moreover, a conventional (i.e., inductive) approach – 

in which individual themes are observed and derived from the data then later consolidated into 

larger categories – is appropriate when there is little former knowledge about the subject or when 

the content is fragmented (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Following this 

framework, similar to many other studies that have investigated data collected from Reddit (e.g., 

Derksen et al., 2017; Ölcer et al., 2020; Pilkington & Rominov, 2017; Wang et al., 2015), once 

the pool of posts was determined and manually reviewed (i.e., preparation), coding categories 

were created based on the content of the posts (i.e., organizing), and analyses were conducted to 

assess the frequency with which each category and its corresponding codes appeared (i.e., 

reporting). Content analysis is most appropriate when analyzing and reporting the frequency of 

common issues within multifaceted datasets (Vaismoradi et al., 2013). 
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Thematic analysis is a qualitative methodology that allows researchers to identify 

repeated patterns, or themes, within data (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Vaismoradi et al., 2013). 

Thematic analysis is a six-stage process that provides a detailed account of one or more themes 

within a dataset by finding repeated patterns of meaning (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  Similar to its 

purpose in a content analysis, inductive thematic analysis is a data-driven method that allows for 

the coding of a specific dataset without trying to fit it into an already established coding scheme 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). The thematic analysis process involves familiarizing oneself with the 

data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming 

themes, and producing a report (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The first two phases of thematic 

analysis essentially mirror the preparation and organization stages of content analysis, while the 

final stage mirrors the reporting stage. Stages three through five of thematic analysis, however, 

allow for the creation of coherent and distinguishable themes that each represent an important 

element of the dataset as it relates to research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In stage three, 

researchers search for commonalities across several codes and collate similar codes into themes. 

In stage four, researchers review the recently created themes to ensure that they accurately 

represent the codes they are composed of and thematically belong within the entire dataset. Stage 

five involves the researcher defining and naming the themes created in stage three, such that they 

each contribute to telling a comprehensive story about the dataset. Thematic analysis is 

beneficial as it allows researchers to create a rich and detailed account of the themes within a 

dataset that goes beyond frequency (Vaismoradi et al., 2013). 

Initially, the subreddit post, its creator, the date and time of its creation, and the number 

of votes it received were noted. Posts were then read for their content and an exhaustive list of 

codes were created such that every theme within every post was coded for. Within any given 
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post, participants could mention any number of different codes, especially given that a single 

post could contain several sentences or paragraphs that could be thematically unique. 

Subsequently, codes with related content were grouped into categories to condense and classify 

the dataset.  

In order to assess the validity of the coding categories that emerged, a research assistant 

was first trained in the researcher’s coding conceptualization and subsequently performed a 

deductive content analysis on the entire dataset, independently. Deductive content analysis is 

appropriate to use when testing models or coding frameworks that have already been 

operationalized (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008). Specifically, five training sessions were held with the 

research assistant (one for each of the five moderator-discussion threads) in which the research 

assistant coded a subset of 16 – 18 posts for each discussion thread to ensure the coding 

categories were understood and applied appropriately prior to coding the entire dataset. The 

research assistant was then instructed to code the entire dataset (including the training posts, 

which were recoded). After the research assistant coded the dataset, intercoder reliability 

between the researcher and the research assistant across the coding categories was 0.79, which is 

considered an acceptable level of agreement by many (O’Connor & Joffe, 2020). The researcher 

and the research assistant then met to review, discuss, and clarify coding conceptualizations 

before independently reviewing and potentially amending the coding for posts for which there 

was disagreement to ensure that the codes were being applied consistently. After the researcher 

and the research assistant recoded the dataset, the final intercoder reliability across the seven 

coding categories was 0.91.  

Results and Discussion 

Analytic Strategy 
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An inductive content analysis was conducted to identify the various topics being 

discussed in relation to the miniseries, and the frequency with which these topics arose. This 

resulted in seven coding categories: ‘Wrongful Conviction Relevant’, ‘Case Details’, 

‘Connections’, ‘Exonerated 5’, ‘Other Parties’, ‘Review of the Show’, and ‘Other’.  Posts within 

the ‘Wrongful Conviction Relevant’ category were also coded for whether they focused 

specifically on the case of the Exonerated Five, on wrongful convictions more generally, on the 

criminal justice system more generally, or any combination of the three. See the Appendix for a 

list of the coding categories, their codes, and corresponding example posts. An inductive 

thematic analysis was then conducted specifically on the ‘Wrongful Conviction Relevant’ 

category to more thoroughly explore the conversations users had regarding wrongful conviction. 

This resulted in the emergence of three themes: ‘Risk Factors,’ ‘Exoneration and Beyond,’ and 

‘Innocence Movement.’ Upon the review of these themes, it was determined that each theme 

could be further divided into two subthemes. The ‘Risk Factors’ theme was composed of 

Individual Characteristics and System Factors. The ‘Exoneration and Beyond’ theme was 

composed of Impacts on Exonerees and Changes to System. Finally, the ‘Innocence Movement’ 

theme was composed of Unmet System Expectations and Public Awareness. 

Descriptives 

There was a total of 539 comments made to the five moderator-generated discussion 

threads in this sample. The only posts which were not coded (N = 78; 14.47%) were those in 

which the user stated that they did not watch the miniseries, those that were created by bots but 

were not removed by moderators (e.g., u/CommonMisspellingBot or u/BigLebowskiBot), those 

solely containing arguments and name-calling between users but were not removed by 

moderators, and those that were removed by the user or a moderator and any subsequent 
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comments to that removed post. The final dataset was a pool of 461 posts after exclusion criteria 

were applied. The exact number of users that created the posts in the final dataset is unknown 

due to 3.25% of all coded posts being created by users who had since deleted their accounts (N = 

15). There was a total of 258 known users within the final dataset.  

Summary of Coding Categories 

The inductive content analysis of posts resulted in seven coding categories. The coding 

categories are listed and briefly described below in order of observed frequency. In the ‘Review 

of the Show’ category (N = 281 posts; 60.95%) users’ posts included topics such as their 

emotional response to, and assessment of, the miniseries. In the ‘Other Parties’ category (N = 

153 posts; 33.19%) users mentioned other individuals relevant to the case, mostly to criticize the 

officials involved in the wrongful conviction. Most relevant to the current research – given that 

When They See Us portrays a case of multiple wrongful conviction – the ‘Wrongful Conviction 

Relevant’ category (N = 133 posts; 28.85%) includes posts in which users mentioned variables 

that are practically and theoretically related to wrongful convictions. The ‘Wrongful Conviction 

Relevant’ category, and the themes that emerged within it following our thematic analysis, will 

be described in greater detail below with examples of users’ posts. Posts were coded in the 

‘Exonerated Five’ category (N = 99 posts; 21.48%) if users mentioned any of the five exonerees 

in the case. In the ‘Case Details’ category (N = 98 posts; 21.26%), users mentioned various 

elements of the case of the Exonerated Five, such as culpability and evidence. In the 

‘Connections’ category (N = 70 posts; 15.18%) users made a connection between When They See 

Us and another criminal case or media. Finally, posts were coded in the ‘Other’ category (N = 50 

posts; 10.85%) when users made miscellaneous comments such as the miniseries being based on 
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a real story or exposing them to the case of the Exonerated Five for the first time. See the 

Appendix for a list of the main coding categories, their codes, and corresponding example posts. 

In this content analysis, posts about wrongful conviction were less frequent than those about 

the quality of the miniseries, its cast, and its crew, and about other parties involved in the case 

(e.g., the state prosecutors and city police officers). The themes within the ‘Wrongful Conviction 

Relevant’ category do, however, emerge in almost 30% of all posts in this sample. This suggests 

that a subset of viewers of wrongful conviction media may, in fact, attend to the broader context 

of wrongful convictions and the criminal justice system in addition to the specifics of the case 

being portrayed (Kassin, 2017; Strang, 2017; Stratton, 2017). These results may indicate that 

wrongful conviction media can facilitate meaningful discussions about wrongful conviction 

within a portion of its viewers, and might represent a viable means by which to educate the 

public.  

Wrongful Conviction Relevant Category 

The ‘Wrongful Conviction Relevant’ category was comprised of 16 codes which are 

theoretically and practically related to the phenomenon of wrongful conviction. Following a 

thematic analysis of these 16 codes that identified repeated patterns of meaning (Braun & Clarke, 

2006), the three following themes emerged: (1) Risk Factors, (2) Exoneration and Beyond, and 

(3) Innocence Movement. Each theme was further subdivided into two subthemes. See Table 1 

for the ‘Wrongful Conviction Relevant’ themes, subthemes, and their observed frequencies.  

Risk Factors. The ‘Risk Factors’ theme emerged given commonalities among posts that 

discussed various factors that increase the likelihood of wrongful convictions, namely race, 

youth, and socioeconomic status (Gould et al., 2014; Scherr et al., 2020b; Smith & Hattery, 

2011). This theme was summarized well by a user who noted that the criminal justice system 
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seems to function differentially for individuals of different demographics: “there is a different 

judicial system for the poor and minorities in the USA.” This theme could be further divided into 

two subthemes: Individual Characteristics and System Factors, described below.  

Table 1  

‘Wrongful Conviction Relevant’ themes, subthemes, codes, and observed frequencies 

Themes Subthemes Codes N (%) 

Risk Factors Individual 

Characteristics 

Race 

Youth 

Socioeconomic Status 

40 (30.1%) 

36 (27.1%) 

2 (1.5%) 

System Factors Interrogation Tactics 

False Confessions 

18 (13.5%) 

7 (5.3%) 

Exoneration 

and Beyond 

Impacts on Exonerees Lost Time 

Reintegration Difficulties 

Compensation Is Not Enough 

Learning Disability/Mental Health Issues 

13 (9.8%) 

9 (6.8%) 

8 (6.0%) 

7 (5.3%) 

Changes to System Holding Officials Accountable 

DNA Exoneration 

13 (9.8%) 

3 (2.3%) 

Innocence 

Movement 

Unmet System 

Expectations 

Broken Criminal Justice System 

Injustice 

Desire for Transformative Action 

11 (8.3%) 

9 (6.8%)  

6 (4.5%) 

Public Awareness Wrongful Convictions Happen/are Issues 

Could Happen to Anyone 

10 (7.5%)  

6 (4.5%)  

Note. The total number of posts is more than 100% as posts could fall into multiple codes. 

Individual Characteristics. The Individual Characteristics subtheme encompassed 

demographic variables that make an individual more vulnerable to being wrongfully convicted 

including race, youth, and socioeconomic status. Many of the posts in this subtheme addressed 

the systemic prejudice that is present in the criminal justice system for racial minorities. A 

number of these posts focused on the impact of race specific to the Exonerated Five; for 

example, one user noted: “I'm quite sure they [the jurors] saw five black men (not children, 

which is what they were) accused of a violent crime against a white woman. Full stop. That's all 

they wanted and needed to see.” It was also noted that the racial prejudice seen in this case in 

1990 still occurs present-day; one user compared the case of the Exonerated Five to the “Black 



19 

 

 

Lives Matter campaign and how incredibly difficult the journey will be until we defeat this 

systemic discrimination and slavery.” The miniseries was also commended for shedding light on 

the realities faced by racial minorities in America; one user stated that the miniseries was 

empathy-inducing in that “it puts you in the shoes of those that are not given the benefit of the 

doubt, just because of their skin color.” Finally, some users shared their race-related insights and 

questions that were gleaned from watching the miniseries. One user noted that they were, 

unfortunately, unsurprised at the events depicted throughout When They See Us because they are 

“so use [sic] to black people being treated like they don’t matter by cops.” This user went on to 

muse on the likelihood of other Black defendants being manipulated by the criminal justice 

system without the same media attention afforded to the present case: “I guarantee some black 

kid is taking a plea deal for something they didn’t do and no one will make a Netflix special 

about it.” For another user, When They See Us left them asking “how many other young boys 

lives have we ruined/are we ruining because of the color of their skin, and leave them with no 

voice?” Thus, it appears that When They See Us led many Reddit users to post about racial 

discrimination in the United States. This is consistent with previous research examining the 

factors that increase the likelihood an individual will be wrongfully convicted (Smith & Hattery, 

2011). For example, Black people are overrepresented in the American exoneree population 

(Gross et al., 2017) and Black exonerees are perceived as more aggressive, less deserving of 

financial assistance and more likely to offend post-release, than their White counterparts 

(Howard, 2019).  

Many posts also seemed to reflect an increased emotional response to the miniseries and the 

events that inspired it given the young age of the Exonerated Five at the time of their arrests. For 

example, one user stated that the wrongful conviction of innocent defendants was made worse by 
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the fact that these defendants were minors: “Not just innocent guys. Kids! Heartbreaking.” 

Further, several users expressed that they could not imagine what the Exonerated Five were 

subjected to and experienced at such young ages. For instance, one such user stated that they 

“cannot even fathom what those kids and parents went through for so long.” Finally, some posts 

condemned the criminal justice officials involved in the case for directing their actions towards 

minors: “It’s so hard to watch the detectives/officers abuse and manipulate these KIDS, it’s 

infuriating.” The finding that users noted the inherent difference between children and adults in 

the context of the criminal justice system is in line with research that has found that being a 

minor is a risk factor that could potentially increase the likelihood of an innocent individual 

falsely confessing to a crime and being wrongfully convicted (Gould et al., 2014; Scherr et al., 

2020b; Spierer, 2017). Specifically, youth are more vulnerable to manipulation and more likely 

to waive their rights during interrogation than adults because they are less likely to fully 

comprehend the implications of any admissions of guilt they make (Gould et al., 2014; Scherr, 

2020b; Spierer, 2017). In fact, Illinois and Oregon recently became the first states to pass 

legislation prohibiting police officers from lying to juvenile suspects during interrogations for 

these very reasons, with the potential for New York to enact similar legislation in the future 

(Innocence Staff, 2021). 

Finally, users also spoke to the ways in which socioeconomic status was relevant to the 

case of the Exonerated Five. Notably, one user explained, in length, their perception of the 

relationship between class and the criminal justice system as it was portrayed in When They See 

Us: 

“i was really struck by the way Ava + team depicted class in Ep 1. […] we've already 

seen a good number of parents & their interactions with their children & the cops. many 
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of these parents' responses are directly tied to class. from raymond's dad having to leave 

for work to kevin's mom having to leave due to health complications (which may not have 

happened if she had better access to healthcare or more support) to anton's dad getting 

flipped by the cops after they specifically threaten him & his job, class has a direct 

impact on the support that each of the Five receive. […] it's clear from her brief time 

onscreen & her interactions with the crooked cops that Yusef's mom doesn't suffer from 

the same class anxieties as the other parents.” 

The presence of this risk factor in the dataset demonstrates that Reddit users are cognizant of the 

obstacles that arise for individuals of a low socioeconomic status when interacting with the 

criminal justice system. In fact, impoverishment, which is not limited to the financial domain, is 

often intertwined with – and can exacerbate – other wrongful conviction risk factors. For 

instance, in the United States in 2010, 27.4% of Black adults and 45.8% of Black children lived 

in poverty, compared to 9.9% and 14.5% in their White counterparts (Strang, 2017).   

Several users referenced race, youth, and socioeconomic status as risk factors that make 

innocent people more vulnerable to wrongful convictions, suggesting that the risk factors present 

within a specific wrongful conviction media case study may be quite salient to viewers. While 

When They See Us did not overtly reference any academic literature on wrongful convictions, or 

generalize beyond the specifics of the case of the Exonerated Five, users appear to have been 

able to identify many of the empirically studied risk factors present in this case and generalized 

their implications themselves.  

System Factors. The System Factors subtheme encompassed manipulative interrogation 

practices that increase the likelihood of individuals falsely confessing. As stated by one user, the 

content of this subtheme centers on the fact that the Exonerated Five “were wrongly accused and 
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convicted - not to mention harassed by the police and had their constitutional rights violated - 

for a crime that evidence clearly shows they did not commit.” Most of the posts in this subtheme 

focused on the police practices and their outcomes depicted in When They See Us, and many 

posts reflected the emotional responses triggered within viewers upon seeing the interrogation 

tactics employed by the police officers who questioned the Exonerated Five. For example, one 

user stated that “the f*****g1  fear tactics have me seething.” Some posts focused on what users 

believed to be commonplace techniques employed by police officers, such as the use of coercion. 

One user noted that “this coercion, abuse of power and injustice still happens to this day,” while 

another stated that “it's not bad enough that the cops and the system are both crooked; the 

people we see get sucked into its bulls**t barely seem to have a leg to stand on in terms of 

protecting themselves, their families, and their rights. and when they do, as in the case of anton's 

dad, the cops have no qualms with sweeping that leg out from under them.” Users also 

commented on police practices to obtain suspects; for instance, one user noted that “they [police 

officers] made what kids they caught in/near the park name their friends […] then proceed to 

arrest everyone named. This is a pretty standard way that innocent people get sucked into cases 

like this.” Other posts focused on the more heinous aspects of the police officers’ behaviours as 

they were depicted in the miniseries, such as the Exonerated Five being “beaten and 

intimidated” by the police officers.  This, too, is consistent with previous literature examining 

the impact of manipulative police tactics on the likelihood of a criminal suspect falsely 

confessing to a crime that they did not commit. Legal interrogation tactics in many countries, 

including Canada and the U.S., are inherently psychologically coercive and persuasive in nature, 

 

 

1 Obscenities have been partially censored for this manuscript.  
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which research has documented as contributing to the occurrence of false confessions and 

wrongful convictions (Denov & Campbell, 2005; Gould & Leo, 2010; Kassin, 2014; Scherr et 

al., 2020). In some cases, police officers have also been found to engage in professional 

misconduct, including witness tampering, misconduct in interrogations, and fabricating evidence 

to attain arrests and confessions (Gross et al., 2020).  

 Users also referenced the false confessions of the Exonerated Five, which were a major 

contributing factor to their wrongful convictions and featured prominently within the first 

episode of the miniseries. Some posts simply commented on the presence of false confessions 

within the case and the miniseries; for example, one user reflected on the scene in which the five 

suspects first met in a holding cell and admitted to each other that they had falsely confessed: 

“Those boys were in there all alone, they had lied on each other yet they all knew they were 

innocent. I just wanted to comfort them all :(” Other users attempted to explain why false 

confessions might occur. For instance, in response to a quote from the show in which a character 

states that they should not confess to something that they did not do, one user noted that the 

physical abuse inflicted by police officers during the interrogation could serve as an explanation 

for false confessions: “except when being interrogated 2 beaten and intimidated into false 

confessions by multiple adults and authority figures.” As such, it appears that Reddit users 

understood that the Exonerated Five were indeed factually innocent of the crime to which they 

confessed and that these false confessions were elicited, in part, due to the actions of the 

interrogating police officers. Research has found that the likelihood of a false confession 

increases with certain individual vulnerabilities (such as youth, as mentioned above), as well as 

 

 

2 Emphasis in original. 
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with factors external to the suspect, including interrogation tactics (Kassin, 2017). Once a false 

confession is obtained, it can go on to poison the remaining steps in the investigative process, 

thus further increasing the likelihood of a wrongful conviction and decreasing the likelihood of 

an eventual exoneration (Scherr et al., 2020b). Once exonerated, an individual who falsely 

confessed to the crime for which they were wrongfully convicted is often perceived negatively 

by the public (Savage et al., 2018; Scherr et al., 2020a) and as being more likely to be guilty of 

said crime, as well as less competent and less warm than other exonerees (Clow & Leach, 

2015b). 

In addition to being able to identify various factors that made the Exonerated Five and 

their families more vulnerable when interacting with criminal justice system, users also noted the 

ways in which system factors contributed to their false confessions and wrongful conviction. As 

such, users, however unknowingly, commented on both individual and systemic variables which 

often combine to disadvantage innocent suspects and to contribute to the occurrence of wrongful 

convictions, as noted in the literature (Scherr et al., 2020b). 

Exoneration and Beyond. The ‘Exoneration and Beyond’ theme included topics 

relevant to various phases of exoneration and reintegration. In general, users had an interest in 

the impact of wrongful conviction and exoneration on the lives of the Exonerated Five post-

exoneration. For example, one user shared several of their questions:  

I kind of wish we had 2 more episodes that went through the transition from prison to 

home, the relationships these guys had and how they grew. […] I think a few of them had 

children, right? Did they meet the girlfriends in jail? I just want to know more about that. 

Then it’s curious to see how does your life change after you’ve been told “we were 
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wrong! Here’s millions of dollars!”, what happens then? I wish we could see them find 

new homes and lives. 

Within this theme, two subthemes were identified: Impacts on Exonerees and Changes to 

System.  

Impacts on Exonerees. The Impacts on Exonerees subtheme included posts about the 

various ways in which exonerees are affected by their wrongful conviction after their release. In 

this subtheme, Reddit users acknowledged the years of freedom that the Exonerated Five lost 

while wrongfully incarcerated. For example, one user noted that “the best years of their lives 

were spent in jail its just the saddest thing.” Users also commented that, although released as 

young adults, the experience of being wrongfully convicted would deeply impact the future of 

the Exonerated Five, as one user stated that “one can only imagine what those boys could have 

become had they not had their youths stolen from them by such an unfair justice system.” Users 

reported feeling sadness, anger, and empathy for the Exonerated Five because they lost out on 

valuable time in their lives. The affective responses shared by users are to be expected given that 

the miniseries was a dramatized, and emotional, retelling of the case of the Exonerated Five 

(Ryffel et al., 2014). These affective responses were also consistent with Kennedy (2018), 

however, who reported that strong emotional responses were observed in a content analysis of 

Reddit posts about the wrongful conviction documentary Making a Murderer, which contains 

live footage and is not dramatized. This might suggest that wrongful conviction media narratives 

in general, regardless of their specific visual style, present compelling enough stories to form 

affective attitudes within viewers, which might then impact their criminal justice system beliefs 

(Norris & Mullinix, 2020). 
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Users also discussed several factors that could make reintegration difficult for an 

exoneree. For instance, when speaking about the portrayal of the relationship between Raymond 

Santana and his stepmother in the miniseries, one user proposed that this portrayal might have 

been dramatized “to emphasize how hard it is for an ex con to reintegrate into society. In Ray's 

case not even his family accepted him, with his uncle believing the charges in an earlier scene.” 

Further, in mentioning the transitional point in When They See Us when the young actors 

portraying Antron McCray, Kevin Richardson, Raymond Santana, and Yusef Salaam were 

switched to their adult counterparts, one user proposed that this change in actors was done “to 

show the long term impact of these guys and how it affected them upon release into society.” In 

general, as stated by one user, several seemed to notice “how they [the Exonerated Five] aged in 

there [prison]” and “how hard reintegration is.” Exonerees frequently experience reintegration 

difficulties (Blandisi et al., 2015; Chinn, & Ratliff, 2009; Grounds, 2004; Westervelt & Cook, 

2010; Zannella et al., 2020), as such, the finding that Reddit users discussed these obstacles for 

exonerees was encouraging. For instance, of the more than 2,750 exonerations recorded by the 

NRE since 1989, each exoneree spent an average of nearly 9 years in prison (The National 

Registry of Exonerations, 2021), losing precious time, experiences, and opportunities; the toll of 

which continues to affect exonerees post-release in many ways (Gould & Leo, 2010; Grounds, 

2004; Scott, 2010). Further, while being released from prison as an exoneree is cause for 

celebration, many exonerees report a wide variety of difficulties following their release including 

experiencing stigma from others, negative mental and physical health outcomes, having 

difficulties adjusting, and encountering barriers in obtaining employment and housing (Chinn, & 

Ratliff, 2009; Chunias & Aufgang, 2008; Goldberg et al., 2020; Grounds, 2004; Westervelt & 

Cook, 2010; Zannella et al., 2020). 
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Another difficulty that exonerees often face is in obtaining financial compensation from 

the government, which tends to be a very long process that is not always successful (Cole, 2017; 

Goldberg et al., 2020). Some users felt that the financial compensation received by the 

Exonerated Five, though helpful, was insufficient to address and rectify their misfortune. For 

example, some users appear to have felt that the money the Exonerated Five received could not 

return the lost years that they spent incarcerated: “that settlement they all received will never 

give them back time, youth and innocence.” Other users noted that the financial compensation 

could not heal emotional wounds: “no settlment [sic] will give them back what they lost or undo 

the awful memories they must have from that time.” Further, some users noted that no amount of 

compensation could ever surmount to the egregious nature of the wrongful conviction: “it’s 

disgraceful disgusting racist wrong sick. No amount of money can ever make up for that ever.” 

The finding that users expressed dissatisfaction with the financial compensation received by the 

Exonerated Five reflects current discussions about the reparations made available to exonerees. 

For example, in Canada and almost half of the states in the United States, there is no legal 

obligation to financially compensate exonerees (Norris, 2012; Roach 2012). Further, many of the 

U.S. states with compensation statutes, or Canadian provinces or territories with any existing 

compensation guidelines, impose strict eligibility and disqualification criteria that often excludes 

many exonerees – particularly false confessors – from receiving compensation (Norris, 2012; 

Roach 2012). Even in cases in which compensation is granted, this compensation is often not 

holistic and is lacking components such as medical care, education, job training, and other 

essentials needed by exonerees upon their release (Armbrust, 2004; Chunias & Aufgang, 2008).  

Based on their posts, it appears that users are in support of exonerees receiving financial 

compensation and governmental assistance post-release; this support is in line with previous 
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research about exonerees in general (Clow et al., 2012; Clow & Ricciardelli, 2014), For instance, 

Canadians are generally aware of many of the difficulties that exonerees encounter upon their 

release and are supportive of the government offering financial compensation and post-release 

services to assist exonerees with job training, assistance in obtaining employment and housing, 

expunging their false criminal record, psychological counseling, and education (Blandisi et al., 

2015; Clow et al., 2012; Reid, 1995). The finding that users were in support of compensation in 

response to viewing When They See Us, however, is unexpected considering previous research in 

the U.S. has found such support to decrease for exonerees who falsely confess (Kukucka & 

Evelo, 2019, Scherr et al., 2018; Scherr et al., 2020a). This finding may suggest that wrongful 

conviction media can help to improve the public’s attitudes about false confessors – a possibility 

that warrants further research and investigation.  

Finally, users also addressed institutionalization and the negative mental health 

consequences of being in prison. These posts focused almost exclusively on the miniseries’ 

portrayal of Korey Wise, whose mental health is shown to be negatively impacted during several 

long stints in solitary confinement to avoid physical violence from other prisoners in Part 4 of the 

miniseries. One user spoke to negative mental health outcomes that affected Korey Wise 

throughout his incarceration and its impact on the miniseries: “Also, mental illness def [sic] took 

its toll on that poor man. So his retelling of his accounts are gray. Ava had to patch together 

research and interviews and Korey’s story while still being respectful. It’s not just a story. It was 

HIS life.” Further, some users also shared their opinions about the relationship between Korey 

Wise’s presumed learning disability, his experience of wrongful conviction, and the negative 

mental health outcomes it may have caused; for example, a user noted that: 
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“We stuck a 5’5 130 innocent child with a learning disability and hearing impediment 

into some of the worst prisons in America […] In truth I think this story will have many 

renditions or retelling in future generations and this first one was about the most pg that will be 

shown because it has to protect the lives and mental well being of the victims.” 

Academic research and exoneree accounts demonstrate that imprisonment can have a plethora of 

negative impacts on the mental health of inmates during and following their incarceration, 

including feeling grief and loss, experiencing post-traumatic stress, and being diagnosed with 

severe psychiatric disorders (Chinn, & Ratliff, 2009; Grounds, 2004; Scott, 2010; Westervelt & 

Cook, 2004). In fact, the negative impact of imprisonment on mental health may be heightened 

in cases of wrongful conviction where the knowledge of and constant campaigning for one’s own 

innocence results in additional stressors and affective responses that guilty inmates may not 

experience (Grounds, 2004; Scott, 2010). By vividly depicting the deterioration of Korey’s 

mental health in When They See Us, the miniseries appears to have exposed users to the chronic 

psychological trauma that wrongly convicted inmates often experience.  

After viewing When They See Us, users commented on, and sympathized with, a wide 

range of the difficulties that the Exonerated Five experienced because of their wrongful 

convictions. The presence of the Impacts on Exonerees subtheme suggests that humanizing the 

experience of exonerees through wrongful conviction media may help the public to better 

understand the reintegration process and appreciate the obstacles that exonerees must overcome 

to re-establish their lives upon their release.   

Changes to System. The Changes to System subtheme represented changes within the 

criminal justice system that have, and could, impact the future of wrongful conviction cases. 

Within this subtheme, users referenced the ways in which forensic evidence could be used to 
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facilitate the exoneration of an innocent criminal defendant and how this use of this evidence 

impacted the criminal justice system. Specifically, users spoke about the use of DNA evidence in 

wrongful conviction cases and referenced its relative novelty in 1990 when the Exonerated Five 

were convicted. One user opted to educate their peers about the use of DNA evidence in 

exonerations in the United States: “In 1989 DNA was cutting edge technology, it was rarely used 

and most people did not know what it was or how accurate its results really were. The first use of 

DNA in trial had been in 1984.” Since its introduction in criminal cases, DNA testing has been 

instrumental in both excluding and identifying suspects in cases in which forensic evidence has 

been collected (Olney & Bond, 2014). For example, research has found that DNA evidence 

significantly increases the likelihood of an exoneration in cases of violent crimes, such as murder 

and sexual assault (Olney & Bond, 2014).  

Users also asked about or called for consequences for the criminal justice system officials 

who were involved in the wrongful conviction of the Exonerated Five; the specific punishments 

suggested for these officials ranged from moderate to extreme. For example, some suggested that 

officials should be held responsible for their actions: “every police official, prosecutor and judge 

involved in this case should have to answer to these obscene injustice.” While others felt that the 

officials involved deserved public backlash: “she [Linda Fairstein] deserves the tidal wave of 

hate that’s coming her way.” Other users recommended that those involved in the wrongful 

conviction should face jail time: “dare I say throw her [Linda Fairstein] in jail for as long as 

she incarcerated these innocent boys.” Finally, some users proposed other more extreme 

punishments for these officials, depicting their anger and moral outrage; for instance, one user 

stated the following: “I hope those law enforcement officials are Catholics so they burn in their 

hell for what they have done.” The idea of ensuring accountability for officials who engage in 
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misconduct is not new, however, discipline for police officers and prosecutors is uncommon, and 

generally pales in comparison to the results of their actions – especially for prosecutors (Gross et 

al., 2020; Yaroshefsky, 2004). For instance, following the release of When They See Us, the 

district attorney for the case of the Exonerated Five, Linda Fairstein, was dropped by her book 

publisher and stepped away from her role as a board member of Vassar College, while the case’s 

prosecutor, Elizabeth Lederer, resigned from her position as a professor at Columbia Law School 

(Bruney, 2019). The repercussions that these lawyers endured came 17 years after the wrongful 

convictions of the Exonerated Five were uncovered – due primarily to the release of the 

miniseries – and were relatively mild in comparison to the wrongful convictions that their actions 

contributed to. More generally, only four prosecutors have ever been disbarred for professional 

misconduct that contributed to wrongful convictions (Selby, 2021). Moreover, only one 

prosecutor has ever been jailed for willful misconduct that contributed to a wrongful conviction – 

they were sentenced to only 10 days in prison despite contributing to a 25-year long wrongful 

conviction and imprisonment (Selby, 2020). The finding that users wanted the police officers and 

prosecutors in this case to be punished was perhaps expected, given that the criminal justice 

system and its officials were portrayed negatively within the miniseries. This negative depiction 

within When They See Us is in line with Stratton’s (2015) typology of how media narratives shift 

from positive and supportive of the judicial system to negative and critical of the system and its 

actors upon the discovery of a wrongful conviction.  

The presence of the Changes to System subtheme suggests that users are aware of the 

evolution of DNA testing in criminal cases and are in favour of legal actors being held 

accountable if they engage in professional misconduct. This finding is in line with the purpose of 

Canadian public inquiries and commissions into known cases of wrongful conviction (e.g., 
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Goudge, 2008; Kaufman, 1998; Manitoba Department of Justice, 2000) which aim to uncover 

factors that contribute to wrongful convictions and bring about system reform, and which are 

made possible by the introduction of DNA testing to confirm the factual innocence of exonerees 

(Findley, 2002).  

Innocence Movement. Finally, the ‘Innocence Movement’ theme included posts that 

referenced issues addressed by the Innocence Movement, which is a term used to encompass the 

public’s growing awareness about the occurrence of wrongful convictions and a widespread 

effort to take proactive and reactive measures to rectify these errors (Acker, 2017; Zalman, 

2011). This theme, and the goals of the Innocence Movement, is summarized well by a user who 

stated that “it [wrongful conviction] happens everyday and it's happening right now. Stay angry. 

The more people who realize what's going on, the better chance there is for change.” Within this 

theme, two subthemes were identified: Unmet System Expectations and Public Awareness.  

Unmet System Expectations. The Unmet System Expectations subtheme addressed the 

failures of the criminal justice system and several posts spoke to users’ perception of said 

failures. Users noted that “the [criminal justice] system is supposed to be fair and just but it is so 

beyond flawed” and that the miniseries is “obviously incredibly difficult to watch without feeling 

like our "justice" system is a complete farce.” Several users shared how the miniseries made 

them feel personally about the criminal justice system; for example, one user reported feeling 

“angry and heartbroken for the failure of the system.” Several users also commented on more 

deep-rooted issues within the criminal justice system and how they apply to both the case of the 

Exonerated Five and to the public, more generally. For instance, one user commented on the 

historic use of systemic discrimination in the criminal justice system: “There’s something truly 

evil and disgusting beyond words, watching children—who have no chance of defense and have 
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no advocates—get manipulated by a system that has been historically designed for their failure.” 

Posts noting that the criminal justice system is broken are to be expected given that the 

occurrence of wrongful convictions in and of itself demonstrates that the system is fallible 

(Stratton, 2019). Further, popular media depictions of wrongful conviction case studies highlight 

shortcomings within the criminal justice system such as the fact that the poor and the racialized 

are likely to have a more difficult time navigating the system, that juveniles can be charged and 

sentenced as adults, that government officials and the media can create a presumption of guilt, 

and that there are extremely damaging effects of imprisonment (Kennedy, 2018; Strang, 2017).  

Users also highlighted that the wrongful conviction of the Exonerated Five was unfair. 

Many users used the term of ‘injustice’ specifically to describe the wrongful conviction of the 

Exonerated Five. For example, one user stated that “they [The Exonerated Five] absolutely were 

innocent of rape and what happened to them was an injustice.” Another user noted that the 

injustice of wrongful conviction is an important and serious topic deserving of discussion: “I’m 

really enjoying this show and the depiction of this horrific shameful injustice that happened 

relatively recently and continues to occur to this day. It’s disgusting and I’m glad the show is 

handling the subject with the gravity and honesty it deserves.” The finding that users highlighted 

the ‘injustice’ of the Exonerated Five’s wrongful conviction is consistent with the findings of a 

content analysis on reactions to the depiction of the convictions of Steven Avery and Brandon 

Dassey in Making a Murderer (Kennedy, 2018), which many believe to be wrongful convictions 

(Allocca, 2016). The similarities between these studies suggest that wrongful conviction media 

narratives can effectively convey the severity of the atrocities that exonerees endure to viewers.  

Finally, users also voiced a need or desire to make a change within the criminal justice 

system to decrease the likelihood of future wrongful convictions, and to support exonerees. For 



34 

 

 

instance, one user stated that they had joined the r/WhenTheySeeUs subreddit specifically “to 

see if any ways to support present themselves in the future.” Further, posts indicating users’ 

desire to bring about changes within the criminal justice system were often conveyed alongside 

an emotional response. For example, one user posted the following: “Anyone else feel infuriated 

but hopeless at the same time? Knowing not much has changed, I feel so strongly that this is not 

a system I agree with or stand by but have no idea what I can do to change it or protect the most 

vulnerable in our communities.” Academic literature has also found that participants believe that 

system reform is required to address wrongful convictions (Reid, 1995; Zalman et al., 2012). For 

example, Zalman and colleagues (2012) found that more than half of their participants endorsed 

that wrongful convictions occur with enough frequency to warrant major changes to the criminal 

justice system. In addition to the legal actors, scholars, and activists that work to prevent and 

combat wrongful convictions, members of the public can also contribute to this movement 

(Childs, et al., 2020; Gies, 2016; Stratton, 2019). To that end, wrongful conviction media may be 

able to increase the public’s awareness about wrongful convictions (Kassin, 2017; Tudor-Owen 

et al., 2019), and even inspire members of the public into joining the Innocence Movement – as 

was seen in the case of Amanda Knox where widespread media coverage resulted in a number of 

media consumers identifying with Amanda to the point that they engaged in digital activism to 

support her (Gies, 2016). Thus, wrongful conviction media may present a valuable resource in 

attracting members of the public towards innocence advocacy. 

Posts in the Unmet System Expectations subtheme suggest that When They See Us 

viewers are displeased with many aspects of the criminal justice system and desire 

transformative action to address their concerns. As such, this may suggest that wrongful 

conviction media subverts the previously held notions of its consumers concerning the criminal 
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justice system by highlighting the incongruence between what is expected of the criminal justice 

system and what it delivers (Leo, 2005, 2017; Strang, 2017), thereby encouraging the realization 

that the criminal justice system requires reform.  

Public Awareness. The Public Awareness subtheme included posts that addressed the 

public’s recognition of the widespread nature of wrongful convictions and the impact it has on its 

victims. Several posts within this subtheme spoke to the fact that wrongful convictions are an 

ongoing issue, and many users expressed a range of negative emotions at that fact. For example, 

one user reported: “it’s terrifying that this is STILL something that happens in this world.” 

Another user claimed: “to think that something as disgusting and ridiculous could happen in this 

day and age is horrific and it makes me hurt inside that I can’t do more as one person.” While 

another felt: “sad that this happens so often to so many people.” However, some users were 

more appreciative of When They See Us bringing attention to the occurrence of wrongful 

convictions given its frequency; for instance, one user stated that “history has to be told and this 

story is one of many; they’ve [wrongful convictions] come hand over fist.” When They See Us 

appears to have imparted on viewers that the occurrence of wrongful conviction is important to 

highlight given its many damaging effects. Laypeople and academics alike are unsure of the 

frequency with which wrongful convictions occur, as wrongful convictions are loosely defined 

and there is no way to accurately determine how many remain undetected (Gould & Leo, 2010; 

Roach, 2012). However, there is no doubt that they do, in fact, occur, and have damaging effects 

on exonerees (Grounds, 2004; Westervelt & Cook, 2010), their families (Jenkins, 2013, 2014), 

and the victims of the crime’s true perpetrator (Baumgartner et al., 2018).  

Users also noted their realization that a wrongful conviction could happen to anyone, 

including themselves. This realization came about largely due to shared demographics between 
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Reddit users and the Exonerated Five, such as geographical location and age. For example, an 

exchange between two users highlighted this reality and the importance of this message within 

When They See Us. Specifically, one user noted that they “actually live/grew up in the 

neighborhood” in which the Exonerated Five lived and that the miniseries “was hard to watch 

without thinking this could have been me.” Another user responded to this post by noting that 

this was likely an aim of the miniseries: “thats just the point of the miniseries, yeah? It COULD 

have been you because the NYPD was just rounding up any and everyone it was easy to catch.” 

It is unclear whether this message resonated with users that do not share demographic similarities 

with the Exonerated Five, however, the finding that such similarities may elicit viewers’ 

empathy towards the exonerees depicted within the wrongful conviction media is in line with 

previous research (Rodriguez et al., 2019). Specifically, Rodriguez et al. (2019) found that 

Making a Murderer viewers that shared demographic similarities with Steven Avery (i.e., 

participants that were males, had lower socioeconomic status, or had lower education levels) 

were more likely to rate Avery as being innocent than participants that did not share those 

commonalities.   

The finding that users noted that a wrongful conviction can happen to anyone, including 

themselves, after watching When They See Us is reminiscent of past literature findings as well 

(e.g., Norris & Mullinix, 2020; Ricciardelli & Clow, 2012). Norris and Mullinix (2020) found 

that wrongful conviction narratives elicited a personal concern in participants about a wrongful 

conviction happening to themselves or someone they know, whereas statistics demonstrating the 

frequency of wrongful convictions did not. The wrongful conviction vignette used in their study 

included background information on the hypothetical exoneree, the crime for which he was 

arrested, the mitigating and aggravating evidence in his case, his conviction and death sentence, 
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the physical abuse and interpersonal challenges he endured while imprisoned, his impending 

execution, the last-minute DNA testing that corroborated his innocence, and the reintegration 

difficulties he encountered upon release (Norris & Mullinix, 2020). Meanwhile, Ricciardelli and 

Clow (2012) found that participants who heard an exoneree talk about his wrongful conviction 

experiences were significantly more likely to believe that anyone was at risk of being wrongfully 

convicted than participants who heard a guest lecture on a completely different topic. The 

similarity in results may demonstrate the utility of wrongful conviction narratives in humanizing 

the plight of exonerees and increasing the public’s assistance. For instance, a plethora of social 

media posts regarding the cases of Rodney Reed, Steven Avery, and Amanda Knox appears to 

have led to the public signing petitions and engaging in digital activism on their behalf (Allocca, 

2016; Free Rodney Reed, n.d.; Gies, 2016; Innocence Project, 2019).  

In addition to noting that the criminal justice system is fallible, users also noted that this 

fallibility has, and does, result in the wrongful convictions of numerous innocent individuals to 

the extent that anyone could be made victim – including themselves. Previous research has found 

that a personal concern or interest in a social movement may increase the likelihood that an 

individual will engage in activism to prevent the social issue they are concerned about (Gies, 

2016; Kristofferson et al., 2014; Smith et al., 2019). Thus, watching wrongful conviction media 

may present a means by which to increase the public’s personal investments in and contributions 

to innocence campaigns and innocence-related policy reform.  

Focus of Wrongful Conviction Relevant Category Posts. To assess whether users 

extrapolated the Exonerated Five’s case to wrongful conviction more generally, posts within the 

‘Wrongful Conviction Relevant’ category were also coded on the basis of their focus (see Table 

2). Almost 70% of posts coded in the ‘Wrongful Conviction Relevant’ category focused entirely 
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on the Exonerated Five. This is not surprising as the docuseries is a retelling of this case. 

Interestingly, 16.54% of posts in this category focused both on the case of the Exonerated Five 

and wrongful convictions and/or the criminal justice system more generally. Further, 3.01% of 

posts spoke about wrongful convictions, and 11.28% of posts spoke about the criminal justice 

system, in general, without commenting on the specifics of the Exonerated Five case at all. The 

finding that a number of users applied the content of When They See Us to wrongful convictions 

and the criminal justice system more generally supports Strang’s (2017) argument that thoughtful 

consumers of wrongful conviction media will discern a multitude of the issues within the 

criminal justice system that the wrongful conviction media indirectly invites them to consider. 

Table 2 

Focus of ‘Wrongful Conviction Relevant’ posts and observed frequencies and percentages 

Focus of ‘Wrongful Conviction Relevant’ posts Observed Frequency (%)  

Specific to Exonerated Five Case 92 (69.17%) 

General to Wrongful Conviction (WC) 4 (3.01%) 

General to Criminal Justice System (CJS) 15 (11.28%) 

Combination of Exonerated Five and General to WC/CJS 22 (16.54%) 

  

When They See Us is just one example of popular media that tells the story of a 

compelling case of wrongful conviction to a large audience in a manner that humanizes the 

plight of thousands of exonerees. While the miniseries does not explicitly situate the events of 

this case within the broader context and framework of wrongful convictions or the academic 

literature investigating it, the events being depicted appear to do so implicitly by virtue of their 

occurrence. Overall, the themes and subthemes that emerged from the posts within the 

‘Wrongful Conviction Relevant’ category provide initial support for the notion that popular 

media depictions of wrongful conviction cases can make the issues and themes of wrongful 

conviction salient enough that viewers engage in meaningful discussion on the topic. Reddit 
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users in this sample discussed wrongful conviction risk factors, the process of exoneree 

reintegration, and the shortcomings of the criminal justice system. These topics are in line with 

academic literature investigating wrongful convictions correlates, outcomes, and preventative 

measures. Further, the results of this study provide support for the use of social media, and 

Reddit specifically, to elucidate viewer’s reactions to wrongful conviction media (Kennedy, 

2018). What has yet to be understood is whether the meaningful discussion that is facilitated 

through wrongful conviction media continues and lasts over time.  

Chapter 4: Phase II 

Introduction 

Previous research investigating the impact of watching crime related media suggests that 

such media can have lasting effects on various perceptions and behaviours of its consumers, such 

as their perception of crime risk, their fear of crime (Callanan, 2012), and their expectations of 

criminal trials (Schanz & Salfati, 2016). Although our findings from Phase I suggest that 

consuming wrongful conviction media may facilitate meaningful discussion about wrongful 

convictions, they do not indicate whether these discussions were already occurring amongst 

these users or whether they will continue over time. There is limited research investigating the 

temporal effects of wrongful conviction media, specifically, on viewers perceptions and 

behaviours. For example, in one study, Sanchez (2020) found that mock jurors’ exposure to a 

video explaining factors that can contribute to wrongful convictions (i.e., false confession and 

eyewitness error) resulted in a decreased pro-prosecution bias one to three days following the 

experiment. Encouragingly for exonerees, Ricciardelli and Clow (2012) found that listening to a 

lecture hosted by an exoneree improved attitudes towards exonerees one to three weeks 

afterwards. Although Ricciardelli and Clow (2012) users attended a live lecture and did not 
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consume media per se, these findings suggest that wrongful conviction media can impact viewers 

over days and weeks. Therefore, in Phase II of this study, we investigated whether users spoke 

more about wrongful convictions and the criminal justice system when viewing When They See 

Us than they did before viewing it, and whether they continued to do so up to a year after 

viewing the miniseries. 

Procedure 

Each Reddit user has a profile page that lists every post and comment that they have 

shared to any subreddit page; this profile page can be organized chronologically. In Phase II, the 

profile pages of the 258 users whose posts were used in Phase I were searched. All of these users 

Reddit posts from December 1, 2018 to May 31, 2020, were coded for whether they discussed 

content related to the Exonerated Five, wrongful convictions, and the criminal justice system – 

on any subreddit page – before, during, or after the release of When They See Us. Users’ posts 

were divided into three roughly 6-month long periods based on the date of their posting: before 

the release of When They See Us (December 1, 2018, to May 30, 2019), during the release of 

When They See Us (i.e., the time period of the Phase I posts; May 31, 2019, to November 14, 

2019), and after the release of When They See Us (November 15, 2019, to May 31, 2020). Users 

were not included in analyses if their account had been suspended or deleted at the time of data 

collection as their posts were not publicly available, or if they did not have at least one post in all 

of the three time periods listed above. Individual posts or comments were not included in 

analyses if Reddit indicated that they were missing, if they were not written in English, or if they 

were in response to a post or comment that was removed or deleted. Content posted in response 

to an unavailable post or comment was excluded to maintain continuity with the exclusion 

criteria of Phase I, and because the context of users’ posts outside of r/WhenTheySeeUs was 
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more difficult to discern, and subsequently code, without this preceding information. Similar to 

Phase I, the subreddit post, its creator, the subreddit to which it was posted, the date and time of 

its creation and the number of votes it received were noted. These posts were then coded based 

on whether or not their content fell within the ‘Wrongful Conviction Relevant’ coding category 

which emerged in Phase I. 

Results 

Due to the exclusion criteria referenced above, 87 users (33.72%) who created coded 

posts in Phase I were not included in the Phase II analyses. This resulted in a final sample of 171 

users who created a total of 51,396 coded posts (M = 300.56, SD = 257.08). See Table 3 for the 

average amount of posts within each time period. Of these 171 users, 31 (18.13%) engaged in 

wrongful conviction relevant conversation outside of r/WhenTheySeeUs within the Phase II 

timeframe. Given the trend within the dataset that users posted increasingly more across time, a 

ratio of wrongful conviction relevant posts to total posts in each time period was also calculated 

to account for this increase in posting. See Table 3 for the average ratio of wrongful conviction 

relevant posts to total posts in each time period.  

Table 3 

Frequency of total posts and ratio of wrongful conviction posts per time period 

Time periods Total post frequency Wrongful conviction ratio 

 M SD M SD 

Pre-When They See Us 73.56 96.23 0.00011 0.00085 

During When They See Us 102.18 136.67 0.00545 0.01989 

Post-When They See Us 124.82 163.68 0.00067 0.00473 

 A time (pre vs. during vs. post) repeated measures ANOVA was conducted on the 

wrongful conviction relevant ratio to test the effect of viewing When They See Us on the content 

of users’ posts. None of the distributions of differences between the combination of the ratios 
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were normally distributed (all ps < .01). However, this test is robust to normality violations in 

sample sizes larger than 50, and this sample is well over that. The sphericity assumption was also 

violated (W = .15, p < .01), thus, the Wilk’s Lambda results were interpreted. There was a 

significant effect of time on the wrongful conviction relevant ratio, Wilks’ Lambda = .92, F(2, 

169) = 7.34, p = .001, multivariate partial η2 = .08. Follow-up tests with a Bonferroni correction 

revealed that the wrongful conviction relevant ratio was significantly higher during the release of 

When They See Us (M = 0.00545, SD = 0.01989) than it was before (M = 0.00011, SD = 0.00085; 

t = 1.56, p = .002) or after (M = 0.00067, SD = 0.00473; p = .008). There was no significant 

difference between the wrongful conviction relevant ratios pre- and post-When They See Us (p = 

.37). 

The same time (pre vs. during vs. post) repeated measures ANOVA was conducted on the 

frequency of wrongful conviction relevant posts within each subtheme individually. The 

assumption of normality of the distribution of difference scores was violated for all applicable 

analyses (all ps < .001). Note that the normality assumption for the distribution of differences 

between the pre- and post- time periods of three subthemes (i.e., System Factors, Impacts on 

Exonerees, and Public Awareness) could not be meaningfully evaluated because neither time 

period contained coded posts. The sphericity assumption was violated for all applicable analyses 

(all ps < .001). Note that the sphericity assumption could not be meaningfully evaluated for three 

of the analyses (i.e., System Factors, Impacts on Exonerees, and Public Awareness subthemes) 

because the pre- and post- time periods in each of these subthemes did not contain coded posts.  

There was a significant effect of time on the frequency of posts in the Individual 

Characteristics subtheme, Wilks’ Lambda = .94, F(2, 169) = 5.05, p = .007, multivariate partial 

η2 = .06, where the frequency of posts was significantly higher during the release of When They 
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See Us (M = 0.140, SD = 0.607) than before (M = 0.006, SD = 0.076; p = .014), but not after (M 

= 0.070, SD = 0.570; p = 0.812). There was no significant difference between the frequency of 

posts pre- and post-When They See Us (p = .44). There was also a significant effect of time on 

the frequency of posts within the System Factors subtheme, Wilks’ Lambda = .96, F(1, 170) = 

6.41, p = .012, multivariate partial η2 = .04, 3 with the frequency of posts being significantly 

higher during the release of When They See Us (M = 0.123, SD = 0.634) than before (M = 0.000, 

SD = 0.000; p = .037) or after (M = 0.000, SD = 0.000; p = .037).  

A significant effect of time was found on the frequency of posts within the Impacts on 

Exonerees subtheme, Wilks’ Lambda = .95, F(1, 170) = 8.34, p = .004, multivariate partial η2 = 

.05, 4 with the frequency of posts being significantly higher during the release of When They See 

Us (M = 0.070, SD = 0.318) than before (M = 0.000, SD = 0.000; p = .013) or after (M = 0.000, 

SD = 0.000; p = .013). The effect of time on the frequency of posts within the Changes to System 

subtheme was not significant, Wilks’ Lambda = .99, F(2, 169) = 0.69, p = .501, multivariate 

partial η2 = .008.  

Finally, there was a significant effect of time on the frequency of posts in the Innocence 

Movement subthemes of Unmet System Expectations, Wilks’ Lambda = .93, F(2, 169) = 6.24, p 

= .002, multivariate partial η2 = .07, and Public Awareness, Wilks’ Lambda = .96, F(1, 170) = 

6.45, p = .012, multivariate partial η2 = .04.5 Follow-up tests revealed that the frequency of posts 

within the Unmet System Expectations subtheme was significantly higher during the release of 

When They See Us (M = 0.123, SD = 0.480) than before (M = 0.000, SD = 0.000; p = .002) or 

 

 

3 Given that neither the pre- nor post- time periods contained any coded posts in this subtheme, pairwise comparisons could not 

be conducted between them.  
4 See footnote 3. 
5
 See footnote 3.  
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after (M = 0.012, SD = 0.153; p = .005). There was no significant difference between the 

frequency of posts pre- and post-When They See Us (p = .97). The frequency of posts within the 

Public Awareness subtheme was also significantly higher during the release of When They See 

Us (M = 0.059, SD = 0.301) than before (M = 0.000, SD = 0.000; p = .036) or after (M = 0.000, 

SD = 0.000; p = .036).  

Discussion 

To build upon the results of the content and thematic analyses conducted in Phase I, we 

investigated whether the conversations that users engaged in about When They See Us persisted 

over time. Specifically, in Phase II we analyzed whether the frequency of wrongful conviction 

relevant posts overall, as well as the frequencies of posts within the subthemes, varied 

significantly in the months before, during, or after the miniseries’ release. Only a small subset of 

users in this sample (i.e., 18.13%) engaged in conversations about wrongful conviction outside 

of r/WhenTheySeeUs, and users engaged in wrongful conviction relevant conversations, in 

general, more during the release of When They See Us than they did before or after. In fact, all 

but one of the wrongful conviction subthemes (i.e., Changes to System) was discussed with 

greater frequency during the release of When They See Us than before. Specifically, the release 

of When They See Us appears to have been associated with an increase in conversations about 

individual characteristics that can increase the risk of wrongful conviction, factors within the 

criminal justice system that contribute to the occurrence of wrongful convictions, the many 

challenges that exonerees experience post-release, the failures of the criminal justice system, and 

the public’s awareness about wrongful convictions. In sum, we have empirical evidence that 

When They See Us significantly impacted the frequency and content of the wrongful conviction 
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conversations that viewers engaged in. Unfortunately, this increase in engagement does not seem 

to have persisted after the miniseries’ release. 

The present findings suggest that the focus of the content of wrongful conviction media will 

heavily impact what viewers will attend to and subsequently discuss. In this study, the only 

conversations that increased during the release of When They See Us and may have persisted 

more than six-months afterwards were those about the wrongful conviction risk factors of race, 

youth, and socioeconomic status. However, the pre- and post-When They See Us post frequencies 

in this subtheme were not significantly different. This finding might suggest that discussions 

surrounding the Individual Characteristics subtheme may have been the most long-lasting among 

the present sample. As suggested by the content of user posts in Phase I, it is possible that the 

aggravating relationship between these risk factors and the wrongful conviction of the 

Exonerated Five was salient enough to viewers that this subtheme was the most persistent 

element of their discussions outside of r/WhenTheySeeUs after watching the miniseries. It is also 

encouraging that users perceived and discussed the impact of demographic risk factors on 

wrongful conviction cases outside of r/WhenTheySeeUs given the stark racial disparity of Black 

people in the exoneree pool compared to the general population (Gross et al., 2017), the 

increased likelihood for youth to submit false confessions compared to adults (Spierer, 2017), 

and the ability for low socioeconomic status to exacerbate wrongful conviction risk factors 

(Strang, 2017).  

The notion that wrongful conviction media content influences wrongful conviction 

discussions can also be used to explain why the frequency of posts in the Changes to System 

subtheme did not appear to be impacted by the release of When They See Us. Specifically, this 

subtheme included discussions about the impact of DNA evidence on exoneration cases and the 
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possibility of punishing government actors whose misconduct results in wrongful convictions. 

The lack of variation in the frequency of these types of posts may be explained by the fact that 

these elements were not explicitly stated or displayed within When They See Us, and therefore, 

may not have been prominent enough for users to discuss them outside of r/WhenTheySeeUs. 

Another possible explanation for the lack of change in the frequency of system-level exoneration 

content is that these topics may represent the more nuanced elements of wrongful convictions. 

For instance, research has found that the general public lacks knowledge about the potential for 

criminal justice system officials to contribute to wrongful convictions, despite being aware of 

other contributing factors (Bell et al., 2008; Zalman et al., 2012). 

The finding that the wrongful conviction post ratio increased during the release of When 

They See Us paints a hopeful picture for the ability of wrongful conviction media to positively 

influence the conversations that viewers have regarding wrongful convictions. This is in line 

with previous literature that has examined viewers’ reactions to wrongful conviction media and 

analyzed the broader context of criminal justice system issues that said media invites viewers to 

consider (Kennedy, 2018; Strang, 2017). Further, the present results provide empirical support 

for Stratton’s (2019) analysis of the convergence of digital media and wrongful conviction 

narratives as demonstrated by consumer reactions to Making a Murderer and season one of the 

Serial podcast (which described the potential wrongful conviction of Adnan Syed for murder in 

1999). Specifically, Stratton (2019) argued that social media platforms, including Reddit, allow 

wrongful conviction media consumers to respond to the criminal justice system issues that the 

media presents, and to participate in discussions and investigations about the wrongful 

conviction case portrayed. The present findings suggest that the release of When They See Us 

may have enabled users to reflect on the case of the Exonerated Five and contextualize it within 
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the criminal justice system in discussions across the social networking platform, thereby learning 

more about the criminal justice system and its flaws.  

Stratton (2019) also argued that social media allows wrongful conviction media viewers 

to extend the cultural relevance of the media they consume by engaging in participatory practices 

(i.e., posts and discussions) online such that the general public’s concern about and attachment to 

wrongful conviction builds and potentially contributes to positive social change. While the 

present results demonstrated an increase in users’ wrongful conviction conversations during the 

release of When They See Us, this increase in posting did not persist more than six-months after 

the miniseries’ release. There are several potential explanations for this finding. Perhaps the six-

months during which Reddit users discussed When They See Us and wrongful convictions on 

Reddit adequately fulfilled their need to discuss the miniseries and represented the full extension 

of the miniseries’ cultural relevance. The Phase I finding that users shared their realization that a 

wrongful conviction could happen to anyone and their desire for transformative action within the 

criminal justice system in response to wrongful convictions may be evidence towards their 

concern and attachment, as well as the miniseries’ cultural relevance. It is also possible that the 

conclusion to When They See Us (in which the exonerees are compensated and the true 

perpetrator is arrested) or the fact that the miniseries was composed of only four parts, limited 

the extent to which users could continue to discuss content related to the miniseries and wrongful 

conviction across Reddit. As proposed by Stratton (2019), the inconclusive nature of the cases 

portrayed in Making and Murderer and Serial, as well as the length of the productions (i.e., ten 

parts and 12 episodes, respectively), may have contributed to the extended discussions 

consumers appear to have engaged in concerning these productions. Conversely, it is also 

possible that wrongful conviction media in general, regardless of the case study’s conclusion or 
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the production’s length, results in a temporary shift in the viewers consciousness towards 

wrongful conviction discussions that will eventually dissipate.  

Future research may wish to examine the temporal relationship between wrongful 

conviction media and consumers’ perceptions and behaviours to more fully understand the 

impacts of such media. Given the finding that When They See Us was associated with a 

temporary shift in the content of discussions among Reddit users in this study, additional 

analyses outside of the scope of this thesis may allow for a more thorough examination of the 

temporal effects of this miniseries. For instance, a time series analysis as opposed to recoding 

posts into pre-, during, and post-When They See Us categories may contribute to a more 

comprehensive understanding of wrongful conviction media effects in this sample by allowing a 

more sensitive investigation into when the frequency of wrongful conviction relevant posts 

began to decrease after the miniseries’ release. Future research investigating the impact of 

wrongful conviction media may wish to implement more sophisticated analyses as well.    

Previous literature supports the notion that the nature and focus of crime and wrongful 

conviction media may impact the perceptions, attitudes, and behaviours of its consumers 

(Callanan, 2012; Ricciardelli & Clow, 2012; Sanchez et al., 2020). For instance, Callanan (2012) 

found that realistic crime-based television content was more influential on participants’ 

perceptions of, and reactions to, crime than fictional stories or newspaper reports. Perhaps the 

combination of learning about wrongful convictions via the real events depicted in When They 

See Us and the compelling nature of its storytelling contributed to a significant impact on users’ 

posting patterns. Similarly, the combination of being educated about wrongful conviction and 

exposed to an exoneree’s story was proposed by Ricciardelli and Clow (2012) to explain 

participants’ improved attitude towards exonerees after attending a wrongful conviction lecture 
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hosted by an exoneree. Further, recent research has found that viewers of Making a Murderer 

were more knowledgeable about illegal police interrogation tactics and more educated about 

false confessions after watching the docuseries than before (Sanchez et al., 2020). These factors 

were portrayed in the docuseries as potentially contributing to the 2005 conviction of Brendan 

Dassey – whose confession was later recanted and determined to have been unconstitutionally 

obtained (Kennedy, 2018) – which many believe to be erroneous (Allocca, 2016). As such, the 

finding that the focus of the wrongful conviction media consumed may then direct the content of 

the conversations that viewers engage in is in line with previous literature. Thus, it appears that 

the creators of wrongful conviction media may be able to direct consumers towards specific 

elements of wrongful conviction, exoneration, and reintegration, via their creative decisions. 

This is a possibility that may be of use to wrongful conviction researchers and advocates should 

they choose to contribute to the creation of wrongful conviction media to educate the public.   

 Finally, the finding that users expressed their dissatisfaction with the criminal justice system 

and their increased awareness about wrongful convictions more during, but not after, the release 

of When They See Us, both demonstrates the utility of wrongful conviction media in attracting 

consumers towards the Innocence Movement and exemplifies an issue with the sustainability of 

digital movements. Despite the criticism that wrongful conviction media, specifically the true 

crime genre, only enlightens viewers to the details of one case and not wrongful convictions 

more generally (Leo, 2005), even this micro-level awareness can help exonerees and can 

therefore facilitate the goal of the Innocence Movement to assist exonerees (Zalman, 2011). For 

instance, as was seen in the highly publicized cases of Rodney Reed, Amanda Knox, and Steven 

Avery, a momentary increase in public awareness and interest in these specific cases impacted 

these individuals before, during, and after their exonerations. Specifically, the public signed 
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petitions to help to stay the execution of Rodney Reed, provided meaningful contributions to the 

innocence campaign of Amanda Knox, and petitioned – albeit unsuccessfully – for the United 

States government to pardon Steven Avery (Allocca, 2016; Free Rodney Reed, n.d.; Gies, 2016; 

Innocence Project, 2019). Given that the Exonerated Five had already been released, exonerated, 

and compensated at the time of When They See Us’ release, it is impossible to know whether the 

miniseries would have constituted a call for action on behalf of the Exonerated Five had their 

case been ongoing. However, the dissatisfaction voiced by users in this sample may demonstrate 

that wrongful conviction also facilitates the Innocence Movement goal of increasing public 

awareness and knowledge about wrongful convictions.   

Conversely, the finding that the increase in Innocence Movement posting dissipated post-

release is also in line with the literature surrounding digital activism and slacktivism. While 

digital activism is a loosely defined term, broadly, it encompasses the use of digital media for 

political purposes (Kaun & Uldam, 2018). When They See Us can be considered as, and inspire, 

digital activism by dramatically exposing flaws within the criminal justice system and by 

increasing viewers’ awareness about wrongful convictions (Gies, 2016; Innocence Staff, 2019; 

Stratton, 2019). ‘Slacktivism’ is defined as an initial willingness to provide token, or low-cost, 

support to a cause (e.g., singing a petition) followed by an unwillingness to provide meaningful, 

or high-cost, support (e.g., making a donation; Kristofferson et al., 2014). The decrease in user 

posts about the Innocence Movement six months after the release of When They See Us may be 

seen as an example of slacktivism in that users made an initial gesture of token support by 

continuing online discussions related to the Innocence Movement momentarily, but stopped 

doing so after the hype of the show had decreased. It has been argued that while digital activism 

is not sustainable and may inevitably transform into slacktivism, it can still increase the public’s 
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awareness concerning social causes, facilitate discussions that may inspire meaningful 

contributions, and serve as an extension of offline efforts towards social change (McCafferty, 

2011; Smith et al., 2019; Stratton, 2019). Further, factors that increase the likelihood that 

individuals will engage in activism, as opposed to slacktivism, include a personal connection to 

the social cause and an internal motivation to align one’s behaviours with their beliefs 

(Kristofferson et al., 2014; Smith et al., 2019). While the pattern of slacktivism has been seen in 

many domains, the present findings may demonstrate that wrongful conviction media producers 

might want to consider ways to decrease the potential for slacktivism if they wish to contribute to 

ongoing and meaningful support following the production’s release.  

In sum, the results of Phase II demonstrate that wrongful conviction media does impact the 

conversations that viewers have about wrongful conviction and that these conversations are 

largely shaped by the content of the specific media consumed, but that these conversations may 

be short-lived. Given that the quantity of wrongful conviction media being produced outweighs 

the research investigating the impact of said media, producers should bear in mind that they have 

the power to determine the trajectory of the discussions their consumers will have. As such, they 

may wish to include academic research, explicitly or implicitly, within their productions and aim 

to foster a personal connection between viewers and the Innocence Movement so their work can 

contribute long-term to the public’s growing awareness about wrongful convictions.  

Chapter 5: General Discussion 

The aim of this study was to investigate whether the Netflix (2019) miniseries When They 

See Us impacted the content and duration of the online discussions that Reddit users had about 

wrongful convictions, exonerees, and the criminal justice system. The results of Phase I suggest 

that when watching wrongful conviction media, a subset of viewers may focus on, and engage in 
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discussions about, wrongful convictions and their implications on the criminal justice system. 

The results of Phase II suggest that when watching wrongful conviction media, viewers increase 

their discussions of wrongful convictions and the themes most relevant to the media’s content in 

various online settings during the media’s release. Taken together, these results demonstrate that 

the consumption of When They See Us, specifically – and wrongful conviction media, in general 

– may be able to increase the likelihood that some viewers will discuss wrongful convictions and 

consider the implications for the criminal justice system, but that these discussions may lack 

longevity. These findings present several interesting academic and practical implications. 

First, the results of Phases I and II provide empirical evidence to support the notion that a 

portion of wrongful conviction media consumers will discern the broader criminal justice system 

issues and implications that the specific case study portrayed exemplifies (Strang, 2017). For 

instance, after watching When They See Us, more than 28% of the comments in Phase I pertained 

to wrongful convictions, and more than 18% of the users in Phase II discussed wrongful 

convictions outside of the r/WhenTheySeeUs subreddit – which they were not doing before the 

miniseries’ release. Although these numbers do not represent the majority of comments or users 

in our sample, they may still translate into a considerable impact on hundreds of thousands of 

viewers. For example, applying these percentages to the 23 million Netflix accounts confirmed 

to have watched When They See Us in June 2019 (Bennett, 2019) might suggest that upward of 6 

million viewers might have discussed the wrongful conviction content of the miniseries on social 

media sites, and possibly 4 million of these viewers referenced its implications on social media 

pages or sites not directly related to the miniseries. Thus, the present thesis findings may be a 

small window into the vast number of conversations that wrongful conviction media can 

potentially inspire and influence. Even if these numbers somewhat over- or under-estimate the 
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percentage of viewers who took to social media to discuss wrongful convictions, they do still 

represent a notable number of viewers.  

Further, while the conversations that users had in Phase I were largely in support of When 

They See Us and the Exonerated Five, as well as wrongful convictions and exonerees more 

broadly, there was a small subset of users who commented on r/WhenTheySeeUs to share that 

they were critical of the miniseries and the case. For instance, one user felt that When They See 

Us was a false representation of reality and stated that it contained “lotsa [sic] lies filled with 

racially divisive nonsense and fabrications.” Another user noted that they doubted the innocence 

of the Exonerated Five by stating that “the CP5 [Central Park Five] are guilty as hell. This film 

isn't a documentary, it's fiction.” Finally, another user critiqued the miniseries’ portrayal of the 

case of the Exonerated Five as being uncomprehensive; they stated that “it's important to look at 

the full picture here. It was wrong to convict them [The Exonerated Five] of rape, but they were 

not in any way sweet little angels who had done no wrong.”  Interestingly, the comments that 

were critical of When They See Us and the Exonerated Five are in line with some of the biases 

and stigma that the public reports associating with exonerees, including that exonerees 

contributed to their own wrongful conviction by virtue of their actions or their peers, and that 

exonerees may not be truly innocent of the crime of which they were exonerated (Blandisi et al., 

2015). While anecdotal, such critical posts suggest that the conversations facilitated by wrongful 

conviction media may be varied, and may involve debates and an exchange of opinions between 

users. 

 Second, When They See Us appears to have also facilitated an understanding of complex 

phenomena, such as police coercion, false confessions, and social disadvantage. Past research 

has found that false confessors are stigmatized by the public more than other exonerees – to the 
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point that they are often perceived as being less deserving of financial compensation than other 

exonerees (Clow & Leach, 2015b; Kukucka & Evelo, 2019; Savage et al., 2018; Scherr et al., 

2018; Scherr et al., 2020a). It has been proposed that this stigmatization is a result of the public 

being unable to understand why someone would confess to a crime they did no commit or to see 

themselves ever doing so due to a poor understanding of the various risk factors that can increase 

the likelihood of false confessions (Kassin, 2017). However, the results of Phase I suggest that 

users were in support of the Exonerated Five being financially compensated, thus potentially 

demonstrating a marked improvement in attitudes towards false confessors. Moreover, several 

users even used demographic and system factors to explain why the Exonerated Five submitted 

false confessions. Specifically, users deduced how their race, age, and socioeconomic status, 

along with the coercion and physical abuse inflicted by their interrogating police officers, could 

combine to elicit false confessions from the Exonerated Five. Moreover, the Phase II results 

indicate that users in our sample were not discussing false confessions on Reddit at all before the 

release of When They See Us, which suggests that the content that users posted about false 

confessions may have been entirely gleaned from the miniseries. In sum, these findings appear to 

demonstrate an association between watching When They See Us with a reduction in stigma 

towards false confessors, as well as a better understanding of the factors that often contribute to 

false confessions, among individuals who did not previously discuss the phenomenon on Reddit. 

This finding is encouraging for the ability of wrongful conviction media to educate viewers 

about wrongful conviction and improve the experiences of exonerees who falsely confessed.  

Third, wrongful conviction media may also be a means by which to facilitate the 

Innocence Movement’s goals, which include raising awareness about wrongful convictions, 

assisting exonerees, and promoting innocence-related policy reform. For instance, in Phase I, 
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users expressed that watching When They See Us taught them about the case of the Exonerate 

Five and the occurrence of wrongful convictions, as well as sparked their interest in spreading 

awareness about wrongful convictions, supporting exonerees, and contributing to positive change 

within the criminal justice system. Our Phase II results appear to support these claims, as users 

were not discussing content related to the Innocence Movement before watching When They See 

Us. Moreover, these results are in line with other practical examples of the ability for wrongful 

conviction media to assist in the facilitation of Innocence Movement goals via documentary, 

television, and news coverage of wrongful conviction cases (e.g., Allocca, 2016; Barajas, 2019; 

Gies, 2016). Thus, wrongful conviction media may be able to increase the public’s awareness 

about the occurrence of wrongful convictions, facilitate discussions about the phenomenon, and 

improve the public’s attitudes towards exonerees. 

Finally, the results of this study also provide support for the use of social media platforms 

to assess consumers’ reactions to wrongful conviction media using both qualitative and 

quantitative methods (Kennedy, 2018; Stratton, 2019). The practical benefits of using 

methodologies that draw samples from online communities include that they are cost-effective 

and that they allow access to qualitatively rich data with specialized content (Childs et al., 2020; 

Priya et al, 2019). Further, Phase I provided a preliminary coding framework through which to 

qualitatively analyze viewer reactions to wrongful conviction media that may be useful for 

analyzing other media productions across other social networking platforms. Future studies may 

wish to investigate whether different social media websites with different user demographics and 

interests (Priya et al., 2019) result in different reactions expressed. Given that the vast majority 

of American adults go online daily (Perrin & Atske, 2021), and that social media platforms and 

their usages continue to evolve over time, researchers and media producers alike may wish 
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consider novel means by which to use social media as a tool to understand user perceptions of 

wrongful convictions and the ability of wrongful conviction media to and mobilize users towards 

innocence advocation (Childs et al., 2020). 

Limitations & Future Directions 

 A limitation of the current study is that the impact of wrongful conviction media was 

only analyzed using one media production and one social media platform. Studies analyzing 

individuals’ reactions to various styles and mediums of wrongful conviction media would help to 

determine whether wrongful conviction media effects are stable across productions or whether 

they vary depending on the nature of the media consumed. For instance, the present study 

examined a wrongful conviction drama and found similar results to a study examining the impact 

of a wrongful conviction documentary (Kennedy, 2018). Given that numerous media productions 

have been created about the case of the Exonerated Five (e.g., the 2012 documentary entitled The 

Central Park Five), future research comparing the thematic nature and frequencies of the 

discussions that emerged after consuming various productions about the same case may 

contribute to a clearer understanding of wrongful conviction media effects. Further, the effects of 

a production that is more heavily based on research and statistics, for instance, may vary from 

those of a dramatized or documentary production. For instance, the Netflix (2020) docuseries, 

The Innocence Files, was produced in collaboration with the Innocence Project, features the 

cases of eight exonerees, highlights three wrongful conviction contributing factors, and 

demonstrates the impact of racism on the criminal justice system (Innocence Staff, 2020). 

Moreover, The Innocence Files generalizes beyond the cases they spotlight by referencing 

relevant statistics and academic literature, thereby addressing many concerns raised about the 

true-crime genre (Leo, 2005, 2017). The impact of wrongful conviction media created in 
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conjunction with academics and professionals that actively works to educate viewers might be 

different than those created strictly by media producers, and these potential differences – and 

consequences – could be examined empirically.  

Moreover, future studies could expand this line of research to investigate the impact of 

further mediums of wrongful conviction media, such as podcasts (Kassin, 2017; Stratton, 2019). 

For instance, the Serial podcast, which presented a potential wrongful conviction case in its first 

season, became extremely popular following its 2014 release and has a subreddit page with over 

65,000 members (Stratton, 2019; r/serialpodcast, 2014). Stratton (2019) noted that while the 

simplification of complicated legal processes offered by the narrator of Serial was appealing to 

listeners, it also presented a potential downfall of the series. Specifically, Stratton (2019) 

proposed that Serial listeners may develop an oversimplified and superficial view of the case of 

Adnan Syed and the criminal justice system, which could contribute to the emergence of biases, 

prejudices, and stereotypes against individuals involved in the case and the criminal justice 

system. The impact of an audio-only wrongful conviction podcast on listeners could be 

investigated and compared to the impact of visual media and written narratives of wrongful 

conviction to determine which mediums allow for the most rich and thorough understanding of 

the criminal justice system.  

There are also some limitations to be noted given that Phases I and II were conducted 

using archival data from a social media platform. First, given that user’s perceptions were not 

experimentally manipulated, this data does not allow for causation to be properly tested. 

Moreover, this study design did not allow for random assignment, therefore, there could be a 

selection bias present among the individuals who chose to watch When They See Us and post 

about it on their Reddit accounts compared to those who did not watch the miniseries or did not 
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post about it. While When They See Us appears to have garnered a large viewership (Bennett, 

2019), Reddit’s user demographics have been found to be unrepresentative, in that Reddit users 

are more likely to be young adults, liberal, and male than their proportions in the general U.S. 

adult population (Barthel et al., 2016). Moreover, the study design did not allow for the 

collection of demographic data, as this user information is not publicly available, and thus, 

analyses and conclusions about potential demographic trends within the dataset cannot be drawn. 

Finally, there was no way to know when a Reddit user watched When They See Us between the 

Phase I time period of May 31, 2019 to November 14, 2019 – a factor which may have impacted 

users’ Phase II posting patterns. For instance, it is possible that a user who watched When They 

See Us on May 31, 2019 could have fulfilled their desire to discuss wrongful convictions online 

completely in the during-When They See Us time period, while a user who watched the 

miniseries on November 14, 2019 would only be able to satisfy this need within the post-When 

They See Us time period. While using a social media-based methodology may present some 

limitations, the rich data that it allows for makes it a valuable option for investigating users’ 

perceptions of wrongful conviction media (Kennedy, 2018). 

Finally, there are several contextual factors that may have impacted the results of this 

study. First, the global onset of the coronavirus disease of 2019 (COVID-19) in March of 2020 

occurred during the post-When They See Us time period of Phase II. The stay-at-home orders 

implemented at that time, or the public’s concern and uncertainty about the implications of the 

virus, may present potential explanations as to why users in this sample posted more frequently 

overall, but less frequently about wrongful convictions, during this time period. This increase in 

posting, however, was accounted for during statistical analyses by using ratios of relevant posts 

as opposed to absolute frequencies in an attempt to decrease any influence of increased posting. 
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Additionally, during the post-When They See Us study time period, conversations about the 

Black Lives Matter movement against anti-Black racism were reignited given the racially 

charged murder of Ahmaud Arbery on February 23, 2020, and the police killings of Breonna 

Taylor on March 13, 2020, and George Floyd on May 25, 2020. These murders, and the broader 

context of anti-Black racism and racism within the criminal justice system, may have resulted in 

an increase in user posts in the Individual Characteristics and Unmet System Expectations 

subthemes that was associated with the criminal justice system, but not with wrongful 

conviction. This possibility may be more relevant to the results obtained pertaining to the 

Individual Characteristics subtheme, as this was the only subtheme for which the increase in 

frequency of posts during the release of the miniseries did not significantly decrease post-release. 

It is possible that these events resulted in an increased sensitivity within viewers to the systemic 

prejudices present within the criminal justice system – as well as in the case of the Exonerated 

Five and in When They See Us – that was reflected in the frequency of posts in this subtheme. As 

such, it appears that the impact of wrongful conviction media may be mediated by social and 

political contexts at the time of the production’s release (Kennedy, 2018). Further, despite 

widespread media coverage highlighting police corruption and excessive use of force, it is 

interesting to note that a number of viewers expressed surprise at the occurrence of wrongful 

convictions and its implications for minorities. This suggests that wrongful conviction media 

may represent an effective method by which to enlighten the public to the realities of the 

criminal justice system’s fallibilities. Given the importance of these historic events, the finding 

that Reddit users discussed wrongful convictions at all during the post-When They See Us time 

period is impressive and may speak to the impact of wrongful conviction media on viewers.  
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Conclusions 

 Ultimately, the present research demonstrates that wrongful conviction media can be 

disseminated for reasons other than entertainment; it can serve as a cultural reference to help the 

public understand and explain the concept of wrongful convictions and its complexities to 

themselves and to others. By humanizing the plight of wrongfully convicted individuals via its 

depiction of the Exonerated Five, When They See Us appears to have exemplified the egregious 

nature of wrongful convictions and fostered a personal concern about the occurrence of wrongful 

conviction among viewers. As summarized by one user in the present study, When They See Us’ 

portrayal of the case of the Exonerated Five reminded them that “You get one life, one chance 

and theirs were all robbed from them.” Given that media can likely reach a larger audience than 

academic research (Leo, 2005), academics and innocence advocates may be able to utilize the 

media as a tool to increase the public’s awareness about wrongful convictions, to educate 

viewers about the complexities of the phenomenon, and to contribute to attitude and policy 

change, as suggested by Kassin (2017). The present results demonstrate that wrongful conviction 

media may inspire people to discuss wrongful convictions for the first time and facilitate a better 

understanding of complex legal matters.  
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Appendix 

Table 1 

 

Phase I Reddit Posts Coding Categories 

 

Coding Category Codes 

Wrongful Conviction 

Relevant a 

Race 

Youth 

Socioeconomic Status 

False Confessions 

Interrogation Tactics 

Wrongful Convictions Happen/Are Issues 

Lost Time 

Compensation Is Not Enough 

Reintegration Difficulties 

Injustice 

Holding Officials Accountable 

Desire for Transformative Action  

Could Happen to Anyone 

Broken Criminal Justice System 

DNA Exoneration 

Learning Disability/Mental Health Issues 

 

Example Post “They got paid out and justice prevailed in the end, which is 

great. However, money can't ever replace what these kids had to 

go through.” 

 

Case Details The exonerated 5 Are Innocent 

The exonerated 5 Are Guilty 

Lack of Evidence Against Exonerated 5 

Real Offender’s DNA Evidence/Confession 

Police Timelines and Arrests  

Wilding/Gang Attacks 

Jury 

Parole/Prison 

Extra Evidence (e.g., multiple assailants, blood, mud, semen) 

Other  

 

Example Post “There is DNA evidence which matches the guy who confessed, 

and his MO was to run alone.” 

 

Connections Other Criminal Case: Wrongful Conviction 

Other Criminal Case: Not Wrongful Conviction 

Other Media: Exonerated 5 

Other Media: Other Wrongful conviction case 
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Other Media: Other Legal/Criminal 

Other Media: Not Legal/Criminal 

Other (e.g., books) 

 

Example Post “There is a documentary? I would be interested in watching, how is 

it called?” 

 

Exonerated 5 Korey Wise 

Antron McCray 

Raymond Santana 

Yousef Salam 

Kevin Richardson 

His/Their Lives Now 

The Exonerated 5 Had a Happy Ending 

Think of How He/They Felt Throughout Wrongful Conviction 

Korey Had the Worst Experience of The Exonerated 5 

 

Example Post  “We can all thank Raymon [sic] Santana for tweeting Ava 

DuVerney [sic] about making this series” 

 

Other Parties Donald Trump 

Trisha Meili 

Police/Government Officials 

Mattias Reyes 

Elizabeth Lederer 

Linda Fairstein 

Exonerated 5's Parents 

Roberts (Prison Guard) 

Media 

 

Example Post “Man I didn’t realise Trump called the five guilty in 2016! I knew 

he’d said s**t about them before but after they were acquitted and 

they found the actual rapist I thought he would have stopped.” 

 

Review of Show Actors 

Ava DuVernay 

Show/Episode/Scene/Line/Title 

Other (e.g., casting, videography, music) 

Thought Provoking 

Missing Facts 

Dramatization 

Difficult to Watch 

Important to Watch 

Emotional Response 
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Example Post “This is so difficult to watch. My heart is aching as I struggle to get 

through this.” 

 

Other New to Case 

Learned More About Case 

Based on Real Story 

Transgender Character 

Other 

 

Example Post “I didn't know much about this case going in (too young, happened 

before I was born, etc) but it's insane to me, all of it” 
 

a Posts in this category were also coded for whether the comment refers specifically to the 

Exonerated Five, generally to wrongful convictions, generally to the criminal justice system, or a 

combination of the three. 

 


