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Abstract

How did the global financial crisis–the greatest economic crisis since the depres-

sion of the 1930s–affect political protest? Existing approaches to explain protest

behaviour lead to competing predictions as to how protest would have been af-

fected by a major crisis. According to grievance theories, those most affected by

the crisis would be mobilized to participate in protest following the crisis. Resource

approaches, however, suggest that those better off in society, participate more in

protest, due to the time, skills and resources required to take part. As more cit-

izens faced material hardship during the crisis, this would lead to the prediction

that participation would have declined following the crisis as fewer had the time

and resources to protest. Meanwhile, the political opportunities approach would

suggest that government policy responses to the crisis, rather than the crisis in

and of itself, would mobilize protest. To test these competing explanations, this

paper examines individual trends in protest participation with World Values Sur-

vey data in 18 democratic countries from before and after the crisis hit. This is

complemented with analysis of protest event data from the Integrated Crisis Early

Warning System (ICEWS). The results show that individual level participation de-

clined following the crisis, in countries that were affected to a greater extent, lending

support to the resources model. Meanwhile, the analysis of protest events demon-

strates that there were significant mobilizations in response to government policy

responses. These results suggest that economic crises may mobilize specific protest

events, whilst depressing participation trends as a whole.
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Introduction

The global financial crisis, or Great Recession, is widely considered the greatest economic

crisis since the Great Depression of the 1930s. The crisis, which began in 2007, led to

severe recessions across a range of nations. In OECD countries annual GDP growth

dropped to 0.2 percent in 2008, and -3.5 percent in 2009 (OECD, 2014). The economic

crisis resulted in a range of social repercussions including rising unemployment, loss of

retirement savings, home foreclosures, and decreasing opportunities for young people.

The exact nature, timing, and magnitude of the crisis varied across countries. Some

nations, such as Australia, emerged virtually unscathed, or weathered the crisis well,

such as Germany, while in others the effects were both severe and long-lasting. In the

United States over eight million people lost their jobs, millions more homes were fore-

closed each year (U.S. Department of the Treasury, 2012); in Spain youth unemployment

rose to over 50 percent (OECD, 2016c); in Iceland the economy contracted by almost

ten percent over 2008 to 2010 (Ólafsson, 2011, p. 6). The severity of the crisis presents

questions regarding the political repercussions, including for citizen engagement in the

political process.

This paper examines the impact of the crisis on protest behavior. Protest is one

of several ways in which citizens can have a say in politics, providing a means for

people to express their discontent. Unlike voting, where opportunities to influence the

government are determined by the electoral cycle, citizens can protest at the time, place,

and in the manner of their choosing. How would we expect a major economic crisis to

influence political protest? On the one hand, the world saw a number of popular protest

movements, linked to economic issues and inequality, gain traction during the global

financial crisis—from Spain’s indignados (indignants) to Occupy Wall Street, which

spread from New York to hundreds of other cities worldwide (Calhoun, 2013; Castañeda,

2012). This might suggest the crisis had a mobilizing effect on protest participation.

Yet it is well established that it is disproportionately those who are better off in society,

with higher incomes, and higher education levels, who participate in all forms of politics,

particularly protest, due to the time, skills and resources required to take part (Dalton,

2014; Rucht, 2007). This, on the other hand, would suggest that as more citizens faced

material hardship during the crisis, fewer may have the time and resources to protest.

To investigate these competing expectations, this paper tests the main theoretical

approaches that have been used to explain protest participation, and their implications

in the context of an economic shock. This includes the respective roles of grievances,

resources, postmaterialist values, and political opportunities. The paper primarily uses

data from the fifth and sixth waves of the World Values Survey (WVS) to compare

trends in protest participation from before and after the crisis in 18 countries. This is

complemented by the analysis of protest event data from the Integrated Crisis Early

Warning System (ICEWS) to investigate the role of political opportunities. The paper
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finds that the crisis had a demobilizing effect on protest participation in countries harder

hit by the crisis, suggesting that resources, rather than grievances, continue to play a

role in protest participation. Whilst overall participation declined following the crisis,

there is evidence that the introduction of austerity policies led to an increase in protest

demonstrations suggesting the political opportunities approach also has explanatory

power. This leads to the nuanced finding that economic crises may depress protest

participation overall, whilst precipitating large mobilizations related to the crisis.

The paper proceeds in four sections. The first section theorizes how political protest

might be affected by a major economic crisis, building upon existing literature that con-

siders the role of grievances, resources, values, and political opportunities, respectively,

in explaining who participates in protest. Hypotheses are developed for the implications

of these approaches in the context of an economic shock. The second section outlines

the methodological approach used to test these hypotheses, including the sources of evi-

dence used, the selection of cases, operationalizations of key variables, and the methods

of analysis. Third, the results are presented in turn for each theoretical approach tested:

grievances and resources; values; and political opportunities. The paper concludes with

reflections on the implications of these findings for our understanding of how economic

conditions affect political protest.

1 Theorizing Protest Responses to an Economic Crisis

Political protest forms an important part of democratic politics, as one way in which

citizens may participate in the political process between elections. A few decades ago,

protest was classified as unconventional political behavior (Kaase and Marsh, 1979, p.

41). More recently, as more and more citizens participate in some form of protest, this

‘unconventional’ classification is no longer reflective of the ubiquity of protest politics

(Norris, 2002). In particular, protest is often a means of expression for the young, who

tend to be less engaged in the conventional forms of political activity including voting,

though more likely to engage in protest (Dalton, 2008). Protest incorporates a wide

range of political actions outside of the electoral arena, ranging from petitions through

to strikes, boycotts, and public demonstrations. Of these activities, some are more

conventional than others, with a majority of citizens in many advanced democracies

having at some point signed a petition; fewer citizens have joined a demonstration, one

in four Americans for example, and fewer still partake in more extreme actions like

occupying buildings (Dalton, 2014, pp. 54–56). Protest provides an opportunity for

citizens to feed into policy-making in between elections by expressing discontent over

government policy or performance, or advocating for a particular cause.

How might political protest be affected by a major economic crisis? Existing the-

oretical frameworks provide a number of potential explanations. The question of who

participates in protest has long interested researchers, and a range of approaches have
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emerged to investigate the question (see Dalton et al., 2010; van Stekelenburg and Klan-

dermans, 2013, for an overview). Theoretical frameworks cover macro explanations of

the contextual factors that lead to the emergence of protest within societies, as well as

micro explanations of the characteristics of individuals who are more likely to protest

(Dalton et al., 2010; Norris, 2002). Models based on grievances, resources, political

opportunity structures, and values predominate, these will each be discussed in turn –

along with the theoretical implications during a time of crisis.

Grievances Grievance theory views protest participation as a means for underprivi-

leged members of society to express their grievances. Gurr applied this argument firstly

at the contextual level, suggesting ‘the more widespread and intense deprivation is among

members of a population, the greater is the magnitude of strife’ (1968, p. 1104), with

his definition of ‘strife’ incorporating demonstrations, riots, strikes and other political

clashes. Then, in Why Men Rebel (1970) he makes the case at the individual level,

arguing that those who experience relative deprivation, defined broadly as ‘perception

of discrepancy between their value expectations and their value capabilities’ (p. 24)—

in other words the feeling one receives less than that to which they believe they are

entitled—will increase the likelihood an individual will participate in protest or violent

rebellion. Lipsky similarly argued that protest was ‘a strategy utilized by relatively

powerless groups in order to increase their bargaining ability’ (1968, p. 1157). This

approach has been challenged, with a range of studies showing that those who protest

are no more disadvantaged than those who do not, and in many cases quite the reverse

(see for example Norris et al., 2005; Dalton, 2014, pp. 74–75). If grievance theories are

correct, the greater level of deprivation in the society as a whole following the onset

of the economic crisis would result in a greater prevalence of protest activity (H1). At

the individual level, more citizens would be experiencing relative deprivation and thus

would be more likely to participate in protest (H2).

H1: In countries hit harder by the crisis, political protest will be more likely to in-

crease after the crisis than in countries that were less hard hit.

H2: Individuals more vulnerable to the financial crisis, such as the unemployed,

those on low incomes, and those with a lower level of education, will be more likely

to participate in political protest after the crisis.

Resources Contrary to the grievances model above, resource theories argue that

protest is simply another political resource people may use in meeting their goals (Dal-

ton, 2014). Within this framework it is those who are better off in society who partic-

ipate more across a range of forms of participation, whether it be voting, engagement
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in civic associations or political protest (Dalton, 2014; Norris, 2002; Verba et al., 1995).

Resources such as time, money, networks, and organizational skills developed through

education and professional occupations facilitate involvement in protest, as with voting

and campaign activity. Evidence from across a range of contexts supports this idea that

protestors are highly educated and financially better off citizens (Caren et al., 2011;

Dalton, 2014; Inglehart, 1990; Norris et al., 2006). The resources thesis challenges the

stereotype of protestors as disaffected radicals developed during the protest era of the

sixties and seventies. Contrary to popular perceptions of protestors as anti-system rad-

icals, protest positively correlates with voting, and various forms of civic participation

including party membership, and belonging to clubs (Norris, 2002, p. 195).

According to the resources approach, following the onset of the crisis, more citizens

will be suffering the resource constraints typically associated with a lower likelihood of

protest participation. Therefore we might expect a downturn in political protest as a

function of disadvantage—the crisis caused greater levels of disadvantage, which in turn

could have led to a drop in protest activity (H3). At the individual level it would be

expected that resources including education and income would be positively related to

participation in protest both before and after the crisis (H4).

H3: In countries hit harder by the crisis, political protest will be more likely to decline

after the crisis than in countries that were less hard hit.

H4: Individuals with greater resources, such as those on higher incomes and those

with higher levels of education, will be more likely to participate in political protest,

before and after the crisis.

Values Another framework to explain protest participation relates to values. Ingle-

hart’s value change thesis argues that citizens’ value orientations are shaped by economic

conditions, and that changing value orientations have flow on effects for political behav-

ior, including protest (1971; 1977; 1981; 1997). As economies grew, Inglehart identified a

global shift away from materialist values—centered around survival, security, and fulfill-

ing basic needs, towards postmaterialist values—where material concerns are taken for

granted and focus is given to higher-level concerns such as ‘freedom, self-expression, and

the quality of life’ (Abramson and Inglehart, 1995, p. 1). This body of work suggests

that economic development is conducive to the spread of postmaterialist values, and

economic decline, the reverse (Inglehart, 1981, p. 881). A rise in postmaterialism has

been linked to a rise in protest, as postmaterialists tend to have more time and energy

available for political action, are more challenging of the status quo, and their concerns

tend to be neglected by governments (Inglehart, 1981, p. 890).

Given the links between economic conditions, postmaterialist values, and protest ac-
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tivity, this relationship is worth re-examining in the context of a major economic crisis.

If levels of postmaterialism have been affected by the global financial crisis, as might be

expected from the theory, this would presumably have flow on effects for protest activity.

If we assume that there will be a drop in postmaterialism (H3), we can construct two

sets of hypotheses for the flow on effects to political protest. If postmaterialism remains

similarly correlated with protest activity after the crisis, we could expect to see a drop

in protest activity to accompany the drop in postmaterialist values. In this scenario, as

more people adopt materialist value orientations, they prioritise matters of survival and

security and have less energy available to devote to political activities such as protest

(Inglehart and Klingemann, 1979, p. 345). Thus it remains the diminishing numbers of

postmaterialists that are more likely to protest, and as their numbers decline so does

participation in protest (H6-H7).

H5: In countries hit harder by the crisis, postmaterialism will be more likely to de-

cline after the crisis than in countries that were less hard hit.

H6: Those with postmaterialist values will be more likely to participate in protest,

before and after the crisis.

H7: In countries hit harder by the crisis, protest would be more likely to decline after

the crisis as a function of a decline in postmaterialism.

In contrast, an alternate hypothesis would suggest that growing numbers of materi-

alists would become more likely to protest following the financial crisis, and that protest

becomes more widespread as a result. One of the reasons Inglehart gives for the relation-

ship between postmaterialism and protest, is that governments have tended to prioritise

materialist concerns—meaning materialists’ concerns are more often addressed by gov-

ernment (1979, p. 345). It was therefore postmaterialists that needed to go outside of

conventional modes of participation to have a voice (1979, p. 345). Under the conditions

of a major economic crisis resulting in rising unemployment, home foreclosures, and a

loss of economic security it could be said that materialists’ concerns are not being met

by governments. In these circumstances it is foreseeable that materialists may be more

likely to go outside of the electoral process to express their discontent (H8). Previous re-

search shows protest activity to be strongly correlated with postmaterialism (Inglehart,

1997, pp. 312–315), but if materialists increasingly turn to protest we would expect this

relationship to weaken. Further, we might see a rise in protest activity as numbers of

dissatisfied materialists increase in response to conditions such as unemployment and

loss of financial security (H9).

H8: Those with materialist values will be more likely to participate in protest after
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the crisis, compared to before the crisis.

H9: In countries hit harder by the crisis, political protest will be more likely to in-

crease after the crisis as result of those with materialist values protesting more.

Political Opportunity Structures The final approach to consider is the role of

political opportunities in shaping protest participation. Within the body of literature

on social movements, scholars have argued that outbreaks of political protest within

societies can be linked to variation in the political opportunity structures. Tarrow makes

the case that grievances are far more enduring than the protest movements emerging as

a result of them, thus grievances alone cannot be said to explain for outbreaks of protest

(1998, p. 71). Rather he argues:

What does vary widely from time to time and place to place are the levels and

types of opportunities people experience, the constraints on their freedom of

action, and the threats they perceive to their interests and values... I argue

that contention is more closely related to opportunities for – and limited by

constraints upon – collective action than by the persistent social or economic

factors that people experience. (Tarrow, 1998, p. 71)

The concept of political opportunity structures was initially introduced by Eisinger

(1973), and has been further developed by Tilly (1978), Kitschelt (1986), Kriesi et al.

(1995), Tarrow (1998), della Porta and Diani (1999), among numerous others. The liter-

ature is divided however on what specific institutional arrangements are most conducive

to mobilization. Some argue open political structures, where protest is an accepted form

of political activity, and is tolerated by elites are most conducive to the emergence of

protest (Dalton et al., 2010; Tarrow, 1998). Others have argued that closed systems are

more conducive as the less access there is to conventional avenues to influence the polit-

ical process the more citizens will turn to unconventional forms of political action such

as protest (Kitschelt, 1986). A third group meanwhile has suggested the relationship is

actually curvilinear with a combination of open and closed structures best facilitating

the emergence of protest (Eisinger, 1973).

How might protest be affected by a financial crisis within the political opportunities

approach? One possibility would be government policy responses to the crisis opening

up opportunities for protest (Giugni and Lorenzini, 2014, p. 66). Amidst the hardship

that followed the crisis, governments across a range of countries introduced austerity

policies, cutting social services at a time when they were under greater demand. Exist-

ing work on the crisis suggests it was the introduction of austerity policies, rather than

the crisis per se that led to specific protest mobilizations (Bermeo and Bartels, 2014;

Kriesi, 2014). If the introduction of these policies created an opening of political oppor-

tunities, we would expect to see a greater degree of protest in countries that introduced
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austerity policies (H10).

H10: In countries that introduced austerity policies, political protest will be more

likely to increase.

2 Data and Methods

To investigate the impact of the financial crisis on political protest and test the hy-

potheses identified above, this paper primarily uses data from the World Values Survey

(WVS) – a cross-national survey of public opinion which has fielded six waves to date,

since the 1980s. The WVS has been selected for three reasons. First, the survey pro-

vides a measure that captures a range of different protest activities, incorporating both

protest potential and protest participation. Second, the timing of the WVS is suitable

for assessing the impacts of the global financial crisis. The two most recent waves were

fielded over 2004 to 2007, and 2010 to 2014, respectively, providing data for comparing

protest participation from before and after the crisis hit in 2008 (see Figure 1). The third

reason for selecting the WVS is the breadth of countries incorporated in the survey, not

limited by region, culture, or political system. This facilitates an analysis of the effects

of the crisis broadly, rather than confined to the much studied advanced Western democ-

racies. It enables an assessment of how contextual factors such as the severity of the

crisis and democratic experience affect citizen protest responses to the crisis. The final

section on political opportunities will use data from the Integrated Crisis Early Warning

System (ICEWS). ICEWS provides evidence on the number of protest demonstrations

cross-nationally, complementing the data on individual level protest participation in the

WVS.

In order to make comparisons within and across countries over time, it is necessary

to have data for the same countries from both before and after the crisis commenced

in 2008. The sample of countries incorporated in the WVS varies from wave to wave,

presenting challenges for tracking trends over time across a large group of countries.

It is therefore necessary to take a subset of countries covered in the relevant survey

waves. The two most recent waves of the WVS (Waves 5 and 6), covering 2004 to 2007

and 2010 to 2014 respectively, provide a snapshot from before and after the crisis hit.

Taking these two most recent waves leaves 31 countries that have been incorporated in

both, 18 of which can be considered democracies—as indicated by a ‘free’ classification

in Freedom House’s Freedom in the World report (2016). The sample included in the

analysis is limited to these 18 democratic countries as in non-democracies there is a

wider range of factors that would be influencing citizen participation in protest (or lack

thereof), other than the economic crisis. The list of cases, survey timing, and sample

size is detailed in Table 1.
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Figure 1: World Values Survey Field Dates and OECD Economic Conditions

Note: The shading shows the timing of the WVS in the countries incorporated in the previous
two waves. Wave 5 spans 2004 to 2007, (beginning with New Zealand in August 2004, ending
with Spain in July 2007), Wave 6 spans 2010 to 2013 (beginning with South Korea in February
of 2010 and ending with Germany in November 2013).
Sources: GDP Growth and Unemployment data from the OECD (2016a; 2016b); Survey
timing from the WVS (2017).

This set of 18 cases includes countries that were hard hit by the crisis, and fell

into recession, including Spain and the United States, and those that were relatively

unaffected such as Australia. This enables a comparison of citizen protest responses

to the crisis in countries which were badly affected by the crisis and those which were

not. Countries with a long history of democracy are included alongside those which

democratized more recently such as Spain and South Korea, facilitating an investigation

of whether the impact of the crisis on protest differed in consolidating democracies

compared to established democracies.

The WVS data used in this paper is hierarchical in structure, consisting of individuals

nested within countries. To handle data of this nature, following the investigation of

aggregate level trends, multilevel modelling is employed to assess the role of individual

and country level predictors on political protest. Using Ordinary Least Squares (OLS)

regression models, or other single-level regression models, would not be appropriate

as the data is grouped – with people within countries being similar to one another in

various respects, the assumption of independence of observations is not met, rendering

OLS regression unsuitable (Robson and Pevalin, 2016, p. 8). The data is weighted to
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Table 1: World Values Survey Case Selection and Sample Size

Country Pre-Crisis Survey N Post-Crisis Survey N

Australia 2005 1,421 2012 1,477
Chile 2006 1,000 2011 1,000
Cyprus 2006 1,050 2011 1,000
Germany 2006 2,064 2013 2,046
Ghana 2007 1,534 2011 1,552
Japan 2005 1,096 2010 2,443
Netherlands 2006 1,050 2012 1,902
New Zealand 2004 954 2011 841
Peru 2006 1,500 2012 1,210
Poland 2005 1,000 2012 966
Romania 2005 1,776 2012 1,503
Slovenia 2005 1,037 2011 1,069
South Korea 2005 1,200 2010 1,200
Spain 2007 1,200 2011 1,189
Sweden 2006 1,003 2011 1,206
Trinidad and Tobago 2006 1,002 2011 999
United States 2006 1,249 2011 2,232
Uruguay 2006 1,000 2011 1,000

Total 22,136 24,835

Note: Shaded countries experienced a recession during the global financial crisis of 2008–2009,
defined as two or more consecutive quarters of negative growth.
Source: WVS technical reports: www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSContents.jsp

ensure that the country samples are reflective of national population characteristics.1

Missing data is handled using listwise deletion. An overview of the key variables used in

the analyses follows, including the measure of the dependent variable, political protest,

as well as independent variables at both the country and individual level. A full list of

variables, coding and means is provided in Table 6 in the appendix.

Political Protest To measure political protest, I use the question items asked in both

Waves 5 and 6 of the WVS. The question wording remains consistent across the two

waves for three items, signing a petition, joining in boycotts, and attending peaceful

demonstrations. The question captures both protest activism, measured by ‘have done’

responses, as well as protest potential, measured by ‘might do’ responses. These three

items are highly inter-correlated, meaning they can be combined into a single scale of

protest. This scale is constructed by adding up values across each of the items, with

1Where models are estimated for a single country, the variable S017 is used to ensure that the
data is representative of the national population (Medrano, 2017). For all cross-national analyses the
variable S018 is used, which weights the country samples to an N of 1000 each (Medrano, 2017). This
ensures that the samples from each country contribute equally to the results, without a large sample in
a particular country biasing the results. This variable is derived from the original country weights to
ensure that the data remains representative of each national population (Medrano, 2017).
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‘have done’ responses scored as 1, ‘might do’ responses as 0.5, and ‘would never do’

responses as 0. This results in an overall scale of protest ranging from 0 to 3, where 3

indicates the highest level of protest activism.2 The measure draws upon the seminal

Political Action Study that advocates measuring protest potential as protest activity

alone is ‘governed far more by local political opportunity’ (Barnes and Kaase, 1979, pp.

57–96). The measure also draws on Norris’ political activism scale (2002, pp. 194–195).

The question wording common to both waves of the WVS is outlined as follows:

I’m going to read out some forms of political action that people can take,
and I’d like you to tell me, for each one, whether you have done any of these
things, whether you might do it or would never under any circumstances do
it:

- signing a petition

- joining in boycotts

- attending peaceful demonstrations

(World Values Survey Association, 2012)

Measuring the effects of the crisis To measure the effects of the financial crisis

at the country level, I use measures of GDP growth and unemployment which capture

differences in crisis impact between countries. The GDP growth figures are taken from

the World Bank (2015a). Whilst the surveys in each wave of the WVS were fielded

at different times for each country, at varying points over 2010 to 2013 for the latter

wave, economic growth rates have been taken for the same time period for each country

to capture differential effects of the economic crisis, which hit hardest cross-nationally

during 2008 to 2009. Thus I have taken the average annual growth rate for those two

years as the measure of GDP growth. This avoids the growth figure being an artefact

of the survey timing, rather than a reflection of crisis impact in comparison to other

countries. For the earlier wave of the survey, I have taken the World Bank growth

rates over 2003 to 2004, as an equivalent time period for comparison two years prior to

the first surveys being fielded. Similarly, the unemployment figures are taken from the

World Bank (2015b) over the same period of time as the growth rates.

Democratic experience In addition to the country level variables relating to eco-

nomic conditions, the models control for different experiences of democracy within this

diverse set of countries. The longer a country has been democratic, the greater the

opportunity for participatory norms to develop, which applies not only to voting but

also to other forms of political engagement including protest (Dalton, 2014). Years of

democratic experience is calculated as the difference between the survey year, and the

variable ‘PolityIV-durable’ from Norris’ Democracy Cross-national Data (2015), which

2A Cronbach’s alpha reliability test for the political protest scale has been conducted, indicating
that the scale has high reliability (α=0.75) (see Hinton et al., 2004, p. 363).
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represents the latest regime transition date. As the distribution of years’ of democratic

experience is positively skewed this variable is log transformed in the regression models.

Individual level predictors At the individual level I consider factors which may

indicate increased vulnerability to the financial crisis, as well as a range of control vari-

ables from the WVS. Income is on a scale from one to ten, with ten being the highest

income category. Unemployment is coded dichotomously as those who are unemployed,

compared to everyone else, including those in employment, retirees, stay–at–home par-

ents, and students. Education dichotomously represents those who completed a college

degree or higher compared to everyone else. Age is incorporated as deciles to avoid

overly small regression coefficients. Gender is coded dichotomously. Postmaterialism

is measured via the 12-item index (see Inglehart, 1977, pp. 39–41). The index is de-

rived from the answers to three, four-item lists about respondents’ top two priorities

for the nation, with those focused on order and security coded as materialist, and those

focussed on higher level concerns such as freedom of speech and quality of life coded as

postmaterialist (Abramson and Inglehart, 1995, p. 1; index details in the appendix).

As noted above, ICEWS protest event data will be used for testing the hypothesis

relating to political opportunities. This will be discussed further in the relevant section.

Use of this complementary data enables the hypothesis regarding austerity policies (H10)

to be tested, which would not be possible with the WVS data.

3 Results

Political Protest in 18 Societies

Before testing the hypotheses identified, this section provides an overview of the de-

scriptive trends in protest activity, across different types of protest and within each

country over time. The frequencies across the protest items in Waves 5 and 6 of the

WVS, pooled across the 18 countries, are presented in Table 2. Signing a petition is the

protest action that the most respondents had done—40 percent had signed a petition

in Wave 5, and 35 percent had in Wave 6 of the WVS. Another third of respondents

said they might sign a petition, while the remaining 30 percent (29 percent in Wave 5)

said that they would never sign a petition. As for joining a peaceful demonstration, 19

percent said they had done so in Wave 5, this declined to 15 percent in Wave 6. The

remaining 80 to 85 percent of the sample were roughly split as to whether they might

join a demonstration or would never do so. Joining a boycott was the item that the

fewest respondents had done, at less than 10 percent in both waves of the survey. Over

50 percent of respondents said that they would never join a boycott.

Figure 2 highlights both the differences between countries, as well as changes over

time within each country. The charts plot the mean values on the protest scale which

combines protest participation and potential for petitions, boycotts, and demonstrations.
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Table 2: Protest Potential and Participation

Would never do Might do Have done

W5 W6 W5 W6 W5 W6

Petitions 29.1 30.8 31.2 34.0 39.8 35.2
Boycotts 54.4 56.8 36.5 35.0 9.1 8.1
Demonstrations 41.1 40.5 40.0 44.6 18.9 14.9

Note: Percentages are drawn from the 18 country sample, weighted to a popula-
tion of 1000 observations in each country survey (weight variable S018).
Source: Wave 5 (W5) and Wave 6 (W6) World Values Surveys (2014; 2015).

The data is sourced from the World Values Survey (waves 1 to 6) and where available,

the European Values Study (waves 1 to 4) which fielded the same question items. In

some cases the data goes back to the early 1980s, whereas in others the data is only

available from the mid 2000s.

Whilst the nature of the trends in political protest differs according to the specific

circumstances of each country, there are some general trends evident cross-nationally.

Firstly, countries that have been democratic for a longer period of time, such as Aus-

tralia, the United States, and Sweden have much higher levels of political protest than

those that democratized more recently, for instance Spain and Chile.3 Second, from the

1980s to the 2000s there was in most cases a gradual rise in protest activity. Third,

in recent years since the late 2000s in many countries there has been a slight reversal

in these long-term trends, for example in Spain, Sweden and Japan. This decline is

primarily evident in those countries with a high base of protest activity—economically

developed countries with a longer democratic history. This paper investigates whether

and how these trends have been influenced by the economic shock of the global financial

crisis.

Grievances and Resources

The first set of hypotheses to be tested relate to the role of grievances and resources,

respectively, in predicting protest participation. According to grievance approaches it

would be assumed that those experiencing financial hardship would be mobilized to

participate in protest. Competing against grievance theories are resource approaches,

which are based on the premise that it is those with resources who are more likely to

engage in protest (Dalton, 2014; Norris et al., 2006). These competing theories can

be explored in the context of the global financial crisis in terms of both aggregated

participation in political protest within countries, as well as an individual’s likelihood

to participate in protest.

The data from the WVS fielded before and after the financial crisis in 18 democratic

3A Pearson’s correlation test confirms a strong positive relationship between democratic experience
(measured as logged years of democracy) and the political protest scale (r=0.84, n=19, p<0.01).
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Figure 2: Trends in Political Protest over Time

Notes: Charts plot the mean protest scale for each country over time. The scale is constructed from

questions worded identically in each survey on protest potential and participation, covering petitions,

boycotts, and demonstrations. The dashed vertical line highlights the onset of the global financial crisis

in 2008. Surveys were fielded in some countries on more occasions than others.

Sources: World Values Surveys waves 1 to 6 (2014; 2015); European Values Study waves 1 to 4 (2015).

countries enables these hypotheses to be tested. Table 3 presents the mean score on

the protest scale for each country in the survey waves fielded before and after the crisis,

in addition to the change between the two time points. Independent samples t-tests

have been conducted to determine whether the level of protest after the crisis can be

considered significantly different to the level before the crisis in each country. Eight of

the 18 countries experienced a significant decline in the political protest scale between

the two survey waves, whereas only three countries showed a significant increase, for the

remaining seven countries there was no significant change.

There are a few things worth noting about these trends. Firstly, newer democracies

that had lower levels of protest to begin with were more likely to see an increase in

protest, including Chile, Romania, and Poland—the only three countries where protest

significantly increased. Secondly, countries that did not experience a recession were

mostly among those that did not experience a drop in protest, including Australia, South

Korea and Poland.4 Germany, a country that did go into recession along with most of

4Ghana is the exception to both of these trends as protest declined considerably from an already
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Table 3: Trends in Political Protest

Mean (2004-2007) Mean (2010-2013) Change

Japan 1.30 0.98 −0.31∗∗

Ghana 0.71 0.44 −0.26∗∗

Sweden 1.95 1.76 −0.19∗∗

Peru 1.05 0.87 −0.19∗∗

Spain 1.25 1.12 −0.14∗∗

Slovenia 1.14 1.01 −0.13∗∗

United States 1.71 1.60 −0.11∗∗

Netherlands 1.38 1.28 −0.10∗∗

Germany 1.44 1.35 −0.09∗

Cyprus 1.17 1.08 −0.09∗

South Korea 1.21 1.15 −0.07
Uruguay 0.78 0.73 −0.06
Trinidad and Tobago 1.27 1.22 −0.05
New Zealand 1.85 1.81 −0.04
Australia 1.70 1.68 −0.02
Romania 0.47 0.66 0.19∗∗

Chile 0.61 0.82 0.21∗∗

Poland 0.78 1.01 0.24∗∗

Total 1.21 1.14 −0.06∗∗

Note: The table presents means of the political protest scale, which is constructed using
weighted responses to the questions regarding protest potential and participation across
three types of activity—petitions, boycotts, and demonstrations. Scale ranges from
0-3, with each type of activity the respondent has done contributing one point to the
scale, and each the respondent ‘might do’ contributing half a point. Shaded countries
experienced a recession during the global financial crisis.
∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01
Source: Wave 5 and Wave 6 World Values Surveys (2014, 2015).

Europe, though was considered to have fared well in comparison to other European

countries (Funk, 2012), also avoided a decline in protest activity. Meanwhile Spain, the

United States and Japan, all countries that were badly affected by the crisis, albeit in

different ways, are among those that experienced significant declines in political protest.

These results lend some support to the resources hypothesis. There is no evidence

of a mobilization amongst countries hard hit by the crisis, and more countries show

demobilization which is consistent with the resources based model of protest, as protest

has declined contemporaneously with a decline in societal wealth.

To provide another way of looking at these trends which takes account of the extent

of the crisis in each society, Figure 3 plots the average GDP growth rate over 2008 to

2009 in each country, against the change in the aggregated political protest scale which

low base, though the country did not experience a recession. The GDP growth rate did drop however,
from 9.15 percent in 2008 to 4.85 in 2009 (World Bank, 2015a). Ghana is an outlier in the dataset in
terms of being the least developed country incorporated in this study, and one of the newest democracies
(alongside Peru).
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Figure 3: GDP Growth and Change in Political Protest

Note: Change in Political Protest measures the difference in the political protest scale country

means (0–3) between WVS wave 5 (2004–2007) and wave 6 (2010–2013).

Sources: Political protest from the wave 5 and 6 World Values Surveys (2014; 2015); GDP

growth from the World Bank (2015a); Human Development Index (HDI) categorizations from

the United Nations Development Programme (2016).

captures protest potential and participation.5 The Pearson correlation between these

two variables incorporating all countries is positive though does not reach statistical

significance so it is not possible to reject the null hypothesis (r=0.18, n=18, p=0.47).

Looking at the pattern of observations in Figure 3 reveals a more nuanced picture

however, with different trends across different types of countries. By classifying countries

according to the Human Development Index either as ‘very high human development

countries’ or into the lower categories, including ‘high human development’ (Uruguay,

Trinidad and Tobago, and Peru) and ‘medium human development’ (Ghana), a different

picture emerges. Amongst the very high human development countries, there is a strong

positive significant relationship between GDP growth over 2008 to 2009 and the change

in political protest from before and after the economic crisis hit, also indicated by the

line of fit in Figure 3 (r=0.74, n=14, p<0.01). Lower growth rates are associated with

a decline in protest activity in the more developed countries. There are too few of the

less developed countries in the data set to provide an indication as to what the true

relationship would be in those cases.

5The protest scale incorporates petitions, boycotts, and public demonstrations on a seven-point scale
ranging from 0 to 3.
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These results lend support to the resources model of protest (H3). In countries that

experienced greater hardship during the crisis, citizens became less active in political

protest, whereas in those that fared relatively well, such as Australia, political protest

was more likely to either stay the same or increase. There is no evidence of protest

mobilization amongst those countries hit hard by the crisis, and thus the grievance

hypothesis (H1) is not supported. These trends could perhaps be explained by people’s

changing priorities during a crisis. During prosperous times being politically active may

be a priority, whereas in a crisis when citizens affected would be disproportionately

focussed on just getting by, protesting on political issues could become a lower priority.

The resources and grievance hypotheses can also be applied at the individual level.

According to the grievance hypothesis we would expect that individuals more vulnerable

to the crisis, such as the unemployed, those on low incomes, and those with a lower level

of education, will be more likely to participate in political protest after the crisis (H2).

According to the resources hypothesis on the other hand, it would be expected that after

the crisis, much as before, it will be those with greater resources, including university

education and higher incomes, that will be most likely to participate (H4).

To test these hypotheses, linear bivariate regression models are run separately in

each country on the WVS data from before and after the crisis. Four socio-economic

predictors are tested: education—measured dichotomously as those with a university

degree compared to everyone else; income—measured on a scale of 1 to 10; employment

status—comparing the unemployed against a base category of labor force participants;

and financial satisfaction—also measured on a scale of 1 to 10. In each model the

dependent variable is the political protest scale ranging from 0 to 3. The results are

presented in Figure 4 which plots the coefficients and 95 percent confidence bars for the

regression models in each country, and for a multi-level model which incorporates the

data from all 18 countries.

The results essentially show a pattern of continuity rather than change. Looking first

at the effect of having a university degree on political protest, the effect is positive, and

in the vast majority of cases statistically significant as the confidence bars do not cross

zero. Comparing the regressions from before and after the crisis enables an assessment of

whether things have changed. In each country, and in the pooled multilevel model, the

confidence bars for education overlap indicating that the effect after the crisis cannot be

considered significantly different from the effect before the crisis. In the multilevel model

the coefficient for education is slightly greater after the crisis, though not significantly

different from before the crisis. In sum, education matters for protest potential and

participation, though it matters in much the same way before and after the crisis.

Income similarly has a positive effect on protest before and after the crisis, albeit does

not reach significance in all cases. In the multilevel model incorporating all 18 countries

the effect of income is less after the crisis, although not significantly different from before

the crisis. For unemployment the trend is almost always negative, though the effect is
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Figure 4: Effects of Resources on Political Protest

Notes: Charts plot coefficients and 95 percent confidence intervals for linear bivariate regres-
sion models before and after the crisis. The models regress university degree, income, unem-
ployment, and financial satisfaction respectively on the political protest scale (0-3). University
degree is dichotomous. The unemployed are compared against labor force participants. In-
come and financial satisfaction are on ten-point scales.
Source: Wave 5 and Wave 6 World Values Surveys (2014; 2015).
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not particularly strong. For many country cases the difference between unemployed

people and labor force participants does not reach statistical significance, although it

does so in the multilevel model which combines the data for all countries. The effect of

employment status on political protest is much smaller than that of education.

Finally, financial satisfaction is also explored to assess the degree to which subjective

economic perceptions matter, as opposed to one’s actual economic circumstances as

indicated by the income variable.6 Previous research has found that subjective economic

perceptions matter for predicting political outcomes, whether pertaining to the country

or one’s own finances (see for instance Blekesaune, 2007; Gabel and Whitten, 1997).

Financial satisfaction trends positive though in many country cases has no significant

effect on protest. In the multilevel model the effect is positive though falls just short

of significance at the 0.05 level, indicating that in this case at least, actual income has

a greater effect on one’s likelihood of participating in protest than one’s perception of

economic well-being.

Similar to the analysis pertaining to protest trends at the country level, this analysis

of individual level predictors also lends support to the resources hypothesis (H4). We do

not see those likely to be most vulnerable to the crisis, including those without a degree,

those on lower incomes, the unemployed, or those less financially satisfied mobilized to

protest by the crisis. Rather, it continues to be those with resources that are more likely

to participate. The nature of who participates does not significantly change in any of

the areas of resources examined for the multilevel models combining data from all 18

countries.

These findings are interesting in light of the country level findings discussed above.

At the country level we see a decline in protest activity in countries harder hit by

the crisis, whereas the individual level data shows it is the same type of person that

participates. This raises the question, if it is the same people protesting, how is is that

protest behavior is in decline? One explanation consistent with these findings would be

that those with fewer resources become more numerous during a crisis—given that they

participate less, protest activity as a whole would decline during an economic crisis. The

data presented here is insufficient to be confident in that explanation, though it would

be consistent with the results.

The above analysis focuses on bivariate relationships between resources and protest.

A model that incorporates various control variables and accounts for variation at both

the individual and country levels simultaneously will provide a more robust test of

these hypotheses. Table 4 and Figure 5 present the results of a multilevel model which

incorporates country and individual level predictors of protest.7 The chart (Figure 5)

6The wording for this item in the World Values Survey is ‘How satisfied are you with the financial
situation of your household?’, with responses from 1 to 10 where 1 is ‘completely dissatisfied’ and 10 is
‘completely satisfied’.

7The regression has been run using Stata’s mixed command, with random intercepts. The Intraclass
Correlation Coefficient (ICC) reported in Table 4 provides a measure of how much variation is explained
by country level factors, in this case 9 percent in the pre-crisis wave and 10 percent in the post-crisis

19



provides the same information as the table though eases comparison of coefficients from

before and after the crisis. The blue and red dots are the regression coefficients from

before and after the crisis respectively, and the bars show 95 percent confidence intervals.

When the bars overlap the coefficients cannot be considered significantly different from

one another.8

Table 4: Predicting Political Protest Before and After the Crisis

Pre-crisis (2004-2007) Post-crisis (2010-2013)

Coef. Std. Error Coef. Std. Error

Country level predictors
Log of years democracy 0.16 (0.09) 0.06 (0.12)
GDP growth −0.03 (0.03) −0.06∗ (0.03)
Unemployment −0.02∗∗ (0.01) −0.01 (0.01)

Individual level predictors
Employment status (base labor force participants)
Unemployed −0.05 (0.05) −0.07∗ 0.03
Other employment status −0.12∗∗∗ (0.02) −0.13∗∗∗ (0.03)
Income 0.03∗∗∗ (0.01) 0.01 (0.01)
University degree 0.26∗∗∗ (0.03) 0.32∗∗∗ (0.03)
Age range (base 18–29)
Aged 30–49 0.04 (0.03) 0.05 (0.03)
Aged 50 and over −0.02 (0.05) −0.01 (0.05)
Gender (female) −0.11∗∗∗ (0.02) −0.07∗∗∗ (0.02)
Postmaterialist (12-item) 0.11∗∗∗ (0.02) 0.14∗∗∗ (0.02)
Constant 0.62 (0.39) 0.73 (0.47)

N (countries) 18 18
N (respondents) 17,822 20,310
ICC 0.09 0.10

Note: Multilevel model with random intercepts produced using the Stata mixed command. The
dependent variable is the seven-point protest scale ranging from 0-3.
Sources: Wave 5 and Wave 6 World Values Surveys (2014, 2015), with country level indicators
from the World Bank (2015a, 2015b) and Norris (2015).
∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001

At the country level democratic experience, GDP growth, and unemployment are

incorporated as predictors that may have an effect on protest. Due to the small number

of cases at the country level, it is difficult for these variables to reach statistical signifi-

cance. Democratic experience is positively associated with protest before and after the

crisis though not significantly so. The effect is stronger before the crisis, falling just

wave, indicating the difference between countries has not changed much between the two survey waves.
Variation between groups of around 10 percent can be considered non-trivial, underscoring the need for
multi-level modelling (Lee, 2000).

8Coefficients are not standardized so the relative distance from zero on the x-axis should not be
interpreted as the strength of the variable in relation to other variables in the model.
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Figure 5: Predicting Political Protest – Coefficient Plot

Note: Chart plots coefficients and 95 percent confidence intervals for a linear multilevel model

with random intercepts produced using the Stata mixed command. The dependent variable

is the seven-point protest scale ranging from 0–3. The base category for age is 18–29. The

base category for employment status is labor force participants.

Sources: Wave 5 and Wave 6 World Values Surveys (2014, 2015), with country level indicators

from the World Bank (2015a, 2015b) and Norris (2015).

short of significance at the 0.05 level (β=0.16, p=0.06). GDP growth is negatively as-

sociated with protest after the crisis.9 Societal unemployment is also negative, reaching

significance before the crisis. Figure 5 shows that whilst the coefficents differ slightly

and may reach significance in one wave but not the other, as the confidence bars overlap

these variables cannot be considered as having a significantly different impact following

the crisis.

At the individual level the various indicators of resources are incorporated in the

model alongside controls for age group, gender, and postmaterialism. The results show

that unemployed people are less likely to protest than those in the labor force, signifi-

cantly so after the crisis. Income is positively associated with protest before and after

the crisis, though the effect is smaller after the crisis, falling just short of statistical

significance (β=0.01, p=0.07). This change indicates that less well-off people were a bit

more likely to protest after the crisis. Education has a large positive significant effect

both before and after the crisis. The effect is greater following the crisis though not sig-

9GDP growth is taken as the average from from the two years before each survey wave, 2003–2004
and 2008–2009 respectively.
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nificantly so. Compared to the base category of 18 to 29 year olds, the coefficient for 30

to 49 year olds is positive both before and after the crisis although in neither case does it

reach significance. There is no difference between young people and those 50 and over.

Women are significantly less likely to protest both before and after the crisis, though

the effect is smaller after the crisis which could be reflective of trends towards gender

equality over time including generational replacement.10 Postmaterialism is positively

associated with protest before and after the crisis, and will be discussed further in the

subsequent section.

The multilevel model, alongside the bivariate analyses presented above, provides

further support for a resources model of protest behavior that changes little from before

and after the crisis. Resources including education, income, and to a lesser extent

employment status matter, and they matter in much the same way before and after the

crisis. If anything, the multilevel model shows that education may matter more after the

crisis, with the coefficient increasing from 0.25 (.03) to 0.32 (.03), and income matters a

little less, with the coefficient decreasing from 0.03 (.01) to 0.01 (.01). With regards to

the grievances and resources hypotheses, this suggests a more nuanced finding in that

some resources may matter more than others, with education being a more important

factor than income in explaining protest after the crisis.

Values

The second set of hypotheses to be tested concerns the role of postmaterialist values in

predicting political protest before and after the crisis. Before proceeding to test each

of the hypotheses identified, Figure 6 presents the trends in postmaterialism over time

in each country, alongside the trends in protest, to provide a picture of how these two

measures fit together. As with Figure 2 above, this data comes from waves 1 to 6 of the

WVS, and in some countries is supplemented with data from waves 1 to 4 of the EVS.

The chart shows the percentage of postmaterialists in each society at various time points

(from the 4-item index), alongside the percentage that had participated in some form of

protest, either signing a petition, taking part in a boycott, joining in a demonstration,

or some combination of the three.11

There are a few features of the data worth highlighting. Firstly, trends in post-

materialism and protest often go together, this is clear for example in Germany, the

Netherlands, Peru, Slovenia, Chile, and the United States. Second, while the gap differs

between countries, the proportion of citizens that have participated in some form of

protest is in all cases higher than the proportion of postmaterialists. This is driven by

the prevalence of signing a petition which is so common it can no longer be accurately

10In support of the generational replacement argument the World Values Survey data shows the
correlation between gender(female) and protest for those aged 50 and over has decreased from -0.095 to
-0.088 between the two survey waves (2014; 2015).

11The 4-item postmaterialism index is used in this instance as when looking at percentages, the
12-item scale results in a very low proportion of pure postmaterialists.
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described as an unconventional form of political behavior (Dalton, 2014). Third, levels

of postmaterialism, and protest, tend to be higher in countries that have a longer history

of democracy, such as Sweden and the United States. Finally, the long term trend tends

to be upwards (as per the findings of Inglehart and Abramson, 1999; Scarbrough, 1995;

Van Deth and Scarbrough, 1995), although as with protest in many countries there is a

dip in recent years.12

Figure 6: Trends in Political Protest and Postmaterialism over Time

Note: Charts plot the percent of respondents in each country who said they had participated in some
form of protest (petitions, boycotts, or demonstrations), and the percent of postmaterialists (4-item
scale).
Source: Wave 5 and Wave 6 World Values Surveys (2014; 2015).

The first hypothesis regarding values relates to the potential affect of the crisis on

the levels of postmaterialism within each country. Specifically it was supposed that in

countries hit harder by the crisis, postmaterialism would be more likely to decline (H5).

To investigate the change in postmaterialism since the crisis began, Table 5 presents

the differences between the country means on the postmaterialism index (12-item) from

12It has been debated whether the steep downward trend in postmaterialism in Australia is an artefact
of survey timing (see Figure 6). The Australian Election Study which also includes the postmaterialism
index shows, in contrast to the WVS data, fewer postmaterialists, but also the proportion of postma-
terialists increasing over time (Tranter, 2015; Cameron and McAllister, 2016, p. 102). Tranter (2015)
argues the timing of surveys is influencing responses depending on whether it is an election year.
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Table 5: Trends in Postmaterialism

Mean (2004-2007) Mean (2010-2013) Change

Australia 2.36 1.91 −0.45∗∗

Peru 2.27 1.97 −0.30∗∗

Netherlands 2.58 2.34 −0.25∗∗

Cyprus 1.90 1.68 −0.22∗∗

Uruguay 2.51 2.38 −0.13∗

Slovenia 2.39 2.28 −0.11∗

Trinidad and Tobago 1.85 1.74 −0.11∗

United States 2.00 1.93 −0.07
Ghana 1.72 1.67 −0.05
Spain 2.26 2.22 −0.04
New Zealand 2.22 2.19 −0.03
Japan 2.11 2.09 −0.01
Sweden 2.75 2.82 0.07
Germany 2.66 2.74 0.08
Poland 2.01 2.20 0.20∗∗

South Korea 1.85 2.05 0.20∗∗

Chile 2.31 2.53 0.23∗∗

Romania 1.60 1.97 0.37∗∗

Total 2.18 2.14 −0.04∗∗

Note: The table presents means of the 12-item postmaterialism index (0–5). Higher
values reflect more postmaterialist values. See Appendix A for index construction.
Shaded countries experienced a recession during the global financial crisis.
∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01
Source: Wave 5 and Wave 6 World Values Surveys (2014, 2015).

before and after the crisis. In 12 of the 18 countries the difference between the survey

waves is negative, significantly so in 7 of these cases. The remaining 6 countries show an

increase in postmaterialism. Countries that experienced a recession during the economic

crisis of 2008 to 2009 are shaded, indicating no particular trend, with the few countries

that avoided recession found among both those that experienced a significant decline

in postmaterialism and those that experienced a significant increase. To account for

variation in crisis impacts beyond the dichotomous characterisation between countries

that did and did not go into recession, a pairwise correlation is conducted between the

change in the mean score on the 12-item postmaterialist index and the average GDP

growth rate over 2008 to 2009 at the peak of the crisis. This shows no relationship

between the two variables (r=-0.20, n=18, p=0.43).13 Plotting the observations on

a scatterplot, unlike political protest, reveals no particular trend among country sub-

groups.14 Thus, whilst there has been a significant decline in postmaterialism in 7 of

18 countries after the crisis, there is no evidence that postmaterialism declined more in

13Testing this with the 4-item postmaterialism index makes no difference to this finding.
14Scatterplot not presented here for parsimony.
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countries harder hit by the crisis.

Figure 7: Change in Postmaterialism and Political Protest

Note: The axes respectively represent the change in the postmaterialism index (12-item) and
the political protest scale (0–3) in each country between the surveys before the crisis (2004–
2007) and after the crisis (2010–2013).
Source: Wave 5 and Wave 6 World Values Surveys (2014; 2015).

The next hypothesis related to values suggested that the decline in postmaterialism

would be linked to a drop in protest in countries hard hit by the crisis (H7). To test

this, the scatterplot in Figure 7 shows the relationship between the change in postmate-

rialism and the change in political protest between the two survey waves. Countries are

differentiated according to those that did and did not experience a recession during the

global financial crisis, with the line of fit covering those that did. The chart shows that

change in the postmaterialism index is positively associated with a change in protest.

The correlation between the two variables amongst countries that went into recession is

strong and statistically significant (r=0.64, n=13, p=0.02).15 These results support the

hypothesis that the decline in protest is related to changes in postmaterialism, particu-

larly in countries hard hit by the crisis. Australia is a notable outlier, which may have to

do with measurement issues associated with the postmaterialist index in the Australian

context (Tranter, 2015), furthermore Australia was largely immune from the effects of

the global financial crisis. The scatterplot shows a concentration of newer democracies,

Poland, Romania, and Chile, in the top right hand corner of the chart. These countries

15In the full sample of 18 countries the relationship is also positive and significant though not as
strong (r=0.50, n=18, p=0.04).
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all started with lower levels of postmaterialism and protest and thus have further to go

along the process of modernization outlined by Inglehart (1997). It is thus unsurprising

that postmaterialism and protest would be rising from a low base in these countries.

What role do postmaterialist values play in predicting participation in protest before

and after the crisis? Two hypotheses in this area were identified. On the one hand it was

hypothesized that those with postmaterialist values would remain similarly predisposed

to participate in protest relative to materialists before and after the crisis (H6). On the

other hand one could suppose that those with materialist values would be more likely to

protest after the crisis compared to the pre-crisis period (H8), as materialist priorities

were under greater threat during the crisis and of greater salience.

Figure 8: Effect of Postmaterialism on Political Protest

Notes: Chart plots coefficients and 95 percent confidence intervals for a linear bivariate re-
gression model for each country before and after the financial crisis. The model regresses the
postmaterialism index (12-item) on the political protest scale (0-3).
Source: Wave 5 and Wave 6 World Values Surveys (2014; 2015).

The values of protesters are investigated using the same approach that was used to

test other characteristics of protesters, including education and income. Figure 8 plots

the coefficients for postmaterialism as a predictor of political protest before and after the

crisis in bivariate linear regressions run separately for each country, and in a multilevel

model factoring in data from all 18 countries. The data shows that postmaterialism

is similarly related to political protest before and after the crisis (consistent with H6).

In the multilevel model (both the bivariate model in Figure 8, and the full model with

controls in Table 4 or Figure 5) postmaterialism has a positive significant effect on
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political protest both before and after the crisis, the coefficient is greater after the

crisis, though as the 95 percent confidence intervals overlap, it can not be considered

significantly different after the crisis.

The single country regressions in Figure 8 also show that in almost all countries

postmaterialism had a similar effect before and after the crisis, as indicated by sim-

ilar coefficients and overlapping confidence intervals. Spain—the site of large protest

events directly related to the crisis, particularly the indignados movement of 2011 (see

Castañeda, 2012)—is exceptional here as postmaterialism became significantly more

strongly associated with political protest after the crisis. In the USA, also the site of big

protest events related to the crisis, notably Occupy Wall St, the coefficient is also more

positive after the crisis, though not significantly greater than before the crisis. These

cases, both countries that were particularly hard hit by the crisis, would suggest if there

is any change at all, the effect of postmaterialism may increase as a result of a major

economic crisis.16 There is no evidence to support the competing hypothesis (H8), that

those with materialist values would be mobilized to protest by the crisis at time when

materialist issues were under threat.17

Political Opportunities

Within the political opportunities approach, outbreaks of protest are explained by open-

ings in the political opportunity structures. It was hypothesised that the introduction of

austerity policies may trigger protest mobilizations (H10). Previous work lends support

to this hypothesis, including Kriesi’s (2014) analysis of four East and West European

case studies during the Great Recession, and Beissinger and Sasse’s study of Eastern

European countries in the same volume, which found protests on economic issues in-

creased during the Great Recession, while other forms of protest decreased (2014). To

test this hypothesis, the WVS data is not ideal. As austerity policies were instituted in

later years rather than amidst the peak of the crisis in 2008 to 2009, the WVS field dates

beginning in 2010 and 2011 are in most cases too early to investigate the impact of aus-

terity policies. Moreover, the World Values Survey data does not include key countries

that received bailouts from the International Monetary Fund and the European Union

leading to the imposition of harsh austerity measures, such as Portugal, Ireland and

Greece. Thus another solution is warranted to investigate the role of austerity policies

in protest mobilization.

In order to investigate this question, data from ICEWS is used (see Boschee et al.,

2015). ICEWS, produced for the United States’ Defense Advanced Research Projects

16The United States was the epicentre of the crisis while Spain experienced dramatic increases in
youth unemployment among other impacts (World Bank, 2016).

17Similarly the hypothesis that political protest would increase after the crisis as a result of those
with materialist values protesting more (H9) is not supported, as the existing results have shown firstly
that political protest decreased, rather than increased, and secondly that those with materialist values
were not mobilized by the crisis.
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Agency (DARPA) and Office of Naval Research (ONR), uses the BBN ACCENT event

coder to automatically code events worldwide from newspapers into a range of event

types.18 The data has been created to enable the US government to predict international

crises by tracking protest, violence, insurgencies and other events. Machine coding

enables event data to be collected on a scale that simply would not be feasible with

human coders, and still achieves similar levels of accuracy to human coding (Schrodt

and Van Brackle, 2013).19

To investigate protest using this data, the number of events coded as ‘demonstrate or

rally’ within each year in each country are counted, enabling an investigation of trends in

the number of demonstrations over time, cross-nationally. This measure is distinct from

protest measures included in the WVS in several ways. First, it tracks the number of

demonstration events rather than the level of individual participation in protest. Second,

this item in the ICEWS data focusses on demonstrations and rallies, whereas the WVS

data used in this thesis is broader, incorporating petitions and boycotts in addition to

demonstrations. Finally, ICEWS tracks the number of demonstrations worldwide on an

ongoing basis, whereas WVS fields cross-sectional surveys periodically, approximately

every 5 years or so in countries that are incorporated.

As a test of the hypothesis regarding the relationship between austerity and protest,

I take the example of the PIIGS (Portugal, Ireland, Italy, Greece and Spain), countries

which were affected by the sovereign debt crisis and implemented severe austerity policies

in response, and compare protest trends in these countries to the rest of the European

Union. Figure 9 presents the data on the number of demonstrations in each country,

or group of countries for the rest of the EU. Amongst the PIIGS, Greece, Ireland, and

Portugal all received bailout funds from the troika—the International Monetary Fund

(IMF), the European Commission (EC), and the European Central Bank (ECB). Spain

received a bailout for its banks from the European Union in 2012. Italy managed to

narrowly avoid needing a bailout though came dangerously close and implemented severe

austerity measures. The timelines of each case will be briefly discussed alongside the

demonstration trends revealed by the ICEWS data, to assess how austerity policies may

have affected protest.

In Portugal austerity measures began in 2010 in an effort to meet EU deficit tar-

gets, incorporating tax increases and public sector salary reductions (Accornero and

Ramos Pinto, 2015, p. 498; CNN, 2017). By early 2011 the Socialist government’s pro-

posals for further austerity cuts were defeated and in May Portugal agreed on a bailout

from the IMF and the EU to a total of e78 billion. A new government came in follow-

ing elections in June 2011 and it was under this right-wing Coalition government that

more severe austerity measures were introduced (Accornero and Ramos Pinto, 2015).

18For further information on ICEWS see Boschee et al. (2015) and Lockheed Martin (2017).
19ICEWS reports an accuracy level of over 80 percent of events coded correctly (Lockheed Martin,

2017). In comparison to GDELT, another large dataset of events, ICEWS is less prone to false positives
and thus provides a more conservative assessment of protest levels (Ward et al., 2013).
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Portugal exited the bailout program in early 2014.

Figure 9: Bailouts, Austerity and the Number of Demonstrations

Source: ICEWS (Boschee et al., 2015).

The ICEWS data reflects the cycle of austerity in Portugal. Whereas demonstra-

tions in other countries considered here reached a peak in the year that bailouts were

agreed (see Figure 9), in Portugal the number of demonstrations peaks later. The data

shows the number of demonstrations rising from 2010 when austerity policies were first

introduced, but by 2012 the number of demonstrations had more than doubled from

the previous year. The total rises substantially again to reach a peak in 2013 reflect-

ing the increasing severity of austerity measures in Portugal. As Accornero and Ramos

Pinto detail, 2012 and 2013 saw some of the largest demonstrations in Portugal’s history

(2015, p. 500). The number of demonstrations declines from 2014 when Portugal exits

the bailout program.

Ireland was the first EU country to slide into recession and by early 2009 was imple-

menting cuts to public services while continuing to provide bailouts to the beleaguered

Anglo Irish Bank. By late 2010 Ireland agreed on a e67.5 billion loan from the IMF

and EU. The ICEWS data shows the number of demonstrations rising rapidly in 2009,

reaching a local peak in 2010 – the year of the bailout. After that, protest levels dropped

from 2011 through to 2013. O’Connor (2017) attributes this muted response to auster-

ity, relative to other countries faced with severe cuts in Southern Europe, to Ireland’s

conservative political culture. The introduction of water charges in 2014, part of Ire-

land’s austerity agreement with the troika, provided a mobilizing force, with the ICEWS
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data showing a peak of 81 demonstrations in 2014 when anti-water charge protests were

held throughout the country (O’Connor, 2017; Power et al., 2016).

Italy is the sole country in this group to have avoided needing a bailout from the

European Union or International Monetary Fund, though the country came close. In

2010 Italy, facing a deficit of 5.5 percent, double that permitted within the eurozone,

implemented a e24 billion austerity program to reduce the deficit (Verney and Bosco,

2013, p. 401). The number of demonstrations peaked in 2010, the year austerity policies

were introduced, and remained high in 2011 as another austerity package of $40 billion

was brought in.20 Though Italy did not get bailed out by the troika, concern regarding

the country’s fiscal situation was sufficiently high to warrant Prime Minister Berlusconi

agreeing to IMF supervision over the country’s reform program during the G20 Summit

in November 2011 (Verney and Bosco, 2013, p. 404). The ICEWS data shows the

number of demonstrations returning to lower levels from 2012, with an uptick in 2013

when Italy held elections, where it took an unprecedented 63 days from the first election

to form a government (Verney and Bosco, 2013, p. 398).

Greece has been the epicentre of the eurozone crisis, requiring not one but three

bailouts from the troika. The Greek government first announced austerity measures

in early 2010 including cutting public sector salaries and raising taxes. By May of

2010 the troika finalized an aid package of e110 billion, loans were provided alongside

the requirement to implement harsh austerity measures. The ICEWS data shows the

number of demonstrations more than doubles between 2009 and 2010 (from 114 to

310), coinciding with the IMF–EU bailout and the introduction of austerity policies. In

subsequent years levels of protest remain high as the crisis in Greece continued. Second

and third bailout packages were approved in 2012 and 2015 respectively, and the ICEWS

data shows higher numbers of demonstrations in these years.

In Spain austerity measures began in 2010. In 2011, as youth unemployment reached

46 percent (up from 18 percent in 2007) (World Bank, 2016), there was a mobilization

of youth in the form of the 15M movement, whose participants were described as los

indignados, or the indignants (Castañeda, 2012). The mobilization came just before

the elections to be held the following week. In 2012 the country sought and received

a bailout from the European Union for the country’s troubled banks. Once again the

ICEWS data does show higher levels of protest reflecting the introduction of austerity

policies and the EU bailout in 2012. The number of demonstrations almost doubled from

2010 to 2011, and rose higher still to a peak in 2012 coinciding with the EU bailout.21

This data does show support for the role of political opportunities in triggering

protest mobilization (H10). In each of these cases protest is higher in the year the country

20The ICEWS data, which provides specific dates of demonstrations, shows the spike in protest in
Italy in 2001 was centered around the G8 summit held in Genoa, Italy over July 21–22, 2001 (Boschee
et al., 2015, see also Niwot, 2011).

21A few factors contributed to higher levels of protest in Spain in 2007, as shown by the ICEWS data
in Figure 9, including protests in January linked to the Basque separatist movement (Reuters, 2007b),
and protests in March against the Iraq war (Reuters, 2007a).
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receives a bailout and/or implements austerity policies, and in the years thereafter.

Demonstrations do not spike around 2008 to 2009 when the crisis initially hit, supporting

the proposition that it was the government policy responses that mobilized protest.

Comparing the PIIGS to other countries in the European Union in Figure 9, we can

see that in the rest of Europe there was no spike in protest around the time of the

bailouts and controversial austerity policies, lending support to the view that the spikes

in protest observed in the PIIGS cannot be dismissed due to some factor affecting other

European countries as well.22

These findings regarding political opportunities are interesting in light of the results

from the WVS above. If the ICEWS data shows protest mobilization following the

introduction of austerity policies, but the WVS data shows demobilization following the

crisis, how can these results be squared? This is where it is important to consider the

differences in the type of data collected. The WVS provides a measure of individual

participation across societies, whereas ICEWS tracks the number of demonstrations.

Moreover with the WVS there are limitations in the scope of countries and frequency of

surveys. It could be the case that a large number of demonstrations arise linked to the

introduction of an austerity program, though it could be drawing in the same suspects

rather than mobilizing those who would not ordinarily participate. In support of this

argument, a survey by Rüdig and Karyotis (2013) showed that in Greece anti-austerity

demonstrations mobilized 29 percent of respondents, but fewer than a fifth of these

people were first-time protesters.

4 Conclusion

This paper has investigated how the financial crisis has affected citizen potential for

and participation in political protest. It has tested four theoretical approaches in the

context of the crisis, including the role of grievances, resources, values and political

opportunities. First, testing the competing influences of grievances and resources in

predicting political protest, the results show that resources continue to play a critical

role. At the country level, countries that were harder hit by the crisis were more likely

to experience a decline in protest activity, although this relationship was only observed

among the more developed countries incorporated in the study. At the individual level

it continued to be those with greater resources in terms of education, income, financial

satisfaction, and employment status that were more likely to participate in protest

both before and after the crisis. These findings are consistent with the hypotheses on

resources, as greater resources continued to be associated with greater degrees of protest,

whether measured at the societal or individual level. There was no support for the

22Note the spike in EU protest in 2015 is driven by specific events in France and Germany. In France
there were many protests related to the 2015 United Nations Climate Change Conference in Paris; in
Germany there were big protests in relation to the influx of refugees to Germany that year, and also
against the controversial Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP).
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grievances hypotheses which would have suggested the opposite, that countries hardest

hit by the crisis would see increases in protest, and that individuals most vulnerable

to the crisis would be mobilized. The analyses of the role of postmaterialist values,

showed that postmaterialism played a similar role in predicting protest before and after

the crisis. These findings, from analysis of WVS data in 18 countries from before and

after the crisis, all point to a pattern of continuity rather than change in the wake of

the crisis. Even amidst a major crisis where those experiencing the greatest grievances

have plenty of reasons to be protesting, it continues to be the same types of people that

join protest actions.

The role of political opportunities in predicting protest was also examined, in this

case with data from ICEWS on the number of demonstrations across societies over

time. Portugal, Ireland, Italy, Greece, and Spain, the so-called ‘PIIGS’, were taken as

examples that had implemented harsh austerity policies, in most cases as conditions for

receiving bailout loans from the IMF and the EU, and then compared with the pooled

data for the rest of the EU. The ICEWS data showed there was an increase in the

number of demonstrations coinciding with the imposition of austerity policies in these

cases, which was absent in the pooled data for the rest of the European Union. There

was no spike in protest around the time of the recession when it hit in 2008, supporting

the argument that it was government policy responses to the crisis, rather than the crisis

itself that mobilized protest, echoing existing research which took a different approach

though identified similar results (Beissinger and Sasse, 2014; Kriesi, 2014). These results

supports the contention that political opportunities play a role in mobilizing protest.

Taken together, these findings reveal a nuanced picture of the dynamics of protest

behavior amidst a major crisis, where a crisis may mobilize in some ways and demobi-

lize in others. The ICEWS data demonstrated that austerity led to a greater number

of protest demonstrations in the PIIGS, though it does not show us who demonstrated.

Individual level data from the WVS shows declines in protest potential and participation

in countries hard hit by the crisis. It is possible then, that crises may lead to an outbreak

of protest events that mobilize a limited subset of the population comprised of the usual

suspects. Meanwhile protest participation as a whole may go down, as citizens become

preoccupied with survival needs and less oriented towards political activism than they

would be in ordinary times.23 This paper contributes to our understanding of the rela-

tionship between economic conditions and political protest. While much of the existing

literature on protest responses to the crisis has focussed on anti-austerity protests in

Europe,24 this paper has broadened out to consider trends in participation across popu-

lations as a whole, in a sample that extends to other parts of the world. Although large

mobilizations attract considerable attention, they may mask the participation depressing

23Research from Beissinger and Sasse (2014) supports this proposition, finding the financial crisis in
Eastern Europe led certain types of economic protest to increase while other types of protest became
less prevalent.

24See for example della Porta et al. (2017), Giugni and Grasso (2015), and Kriesi (2014)
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effects of economic shocks.
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A Appendix

Postmaterialism Index

People sometimes talk about what the aims of this country should be for the
next ten years. On this card are listed some of the goals which different
people would give top priority. Would you please say which one of these you,
yourself, consider the most important?

And which would be the next most important?

A. A high level of economic growth

B. Making sure this country has strong defense forces

C. Seeing that people have more say about how things are done at their jobs
and in their communities

D. Trying to make our cities and countryside more beautiful

If you had to choose, which one of the things on this card would you say is
most important?

And which would be the next most important?

E. Maintaining order in the nation

F. Giving people more say in important government decisions

G. Fighting rising prices

H. Protecting freedom of speech

Here is another list. In your opinion, which one of these is most important?

And what would be the next most important?

I. A stable economy

J. Progress toward a less impersonal and more humane society

K. Progress toward a society in which Ideas count more than money

L. The fight against crime

(World Values Survey Association, 2012)

A, B, E, G, I and L are said to be materialist priorities whereas C, D, F, H, J and K

are said to be postmaterialist priorities. Inglehart found ‘trying to make our cities and

countryside more beautiful’, whilst hypothesised to reflect postmaterialist values, does

not load strongly on either the materialist or postmaterialist dimensions, so this item

is usually dropped from scale construction (Inglehart, 1997, p. 111). Thus this study

will use Inglehart’s additive index ranging from 0 to 5, calculated by adding priorities

allocated to the five remaining postmaterialist items (Inglehart, 1997, p. 130).
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Table 6: World Values Survey – Variables, scoring, and means

Wave 5 (2004–2007) Wave 6 (2010–2013)
Variable Codes Mean SD Mean SD

Dependent Variable
Protest Scale from 0 (low) to 3 (high) 1.19 0.91 1.18 0.89

Independent Variables (Country level)
Log of years democracy From PolityIV-durable (Norris 2015) 3.31 1.04 3.72 0.86
GDP growth Average Annual % 2003–2004 / 2008–2009 3.92 2.33 0.31 2.84
Unemployment Average Annual %: 2003–2004 / 2008–2009 7.37 3.33 6.10 2.56

Independent Variables (Individual level)
Income Scale from 1 (lowest income category) to 10

(highest income category)
4.73 2.35 4.81 2.08

Unemployed 1 = yes, 0 = no 0.08 0.26 0.07 0.25
University degree 1 = yes, 0 = no 0.15 0.35 0.21 0.41
Gender (female) 1 = female, 0 = male 0.53 0.50 0.53 0.50
Age range 1 = 18–29, 2 = 30–49, 3 = 50 and over 2.16 0.78 2.24 0.78
Postmaterialist (12-item) 0 = materialist, 2–4 = mixed, 5 = postmateri-

alist
2.18 1.18 2.16 1.17

N 22,043 24,802
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