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Dynamics of Political Protests
Graig R. Klein and Patrick M. Regan

Abstract The links between protests and state responses have taken on increased
visibility in light of the Arab Spring movements. But we still have unanswered questions
about the relationship between protest behaviors and responses by the state. We frame
this in terms of concession and disruption costs. Costs are typically defined as govern-
ment behaviors that impede dissidents’ capacity for collective action. We change this
causal arrow and hypothesize how dissidents can generate costs that structure the gov-
ernment’s response to a protest. By disaggregating costs along dimensions of concession
and disruption we extend our understanding of protest behaviors and the conditions
under which they are more (or less) effective. Utilizing a new cross-national protest-
event data set, we test our theoretical expectations against protests from 1990 to 2014
and find that when protesters generate high concession costs, the state responds in a
coercive manner. Conversely, high disruption costs encourage the state to accommodate
demands. Our research provides substantial insights and inferences about the dynamics
of government response to protest.

The protests of the Arab Spring movement of 2011 surprised many in terms of their
speed, geographical spread, and international involvement. The range of divergent
processes and outcomes from the individual countries is remarkable. In 2014 there
were massive protests that resulted in, among other things, a military coup in
Thailand, the Russian annexation of the Crimea, tens of thousands in the streets of
Caracas, and prodemocracy protests in Hong Kong. The governments of each
country faced large protest actions that imposed significant costs on the state and gen-
erated various responses to quell or coerce the protesters. More recently, hundreds of
thousands of people have taken to the streets in Japan and Malaysia. But what is the
relationship between protest behaviors and state responses to them? Why do some
protests generate harsh responses and others accommodation? As we observed in
many of the Arab Spring movements, and certainly in Ukraine and Syria, internal pro-
tests are not immune to the influence of international actors. There are numerous
instances of external interventions in situations far short of civil war1 and at the
extreme, internal protests can alter the international configuration of allies and
enemies, if not entire maps.
The regional and global diffusion of protests associated with common overarching

grievances, that is, the Occupy Movement and Arab Spring, demonstrates that

We thank participants of the World Politics Workshop at Binghamton University for their helpful com-
ments, as well as Will Moore and the anonymous reviewers.
1. Regan and Meacham 2014.
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collective action is a phenomenon that crosses international borders. The ongoing
civil war in Syria is a wake-up call about the need to improve our understanding
of the relationship between protests and state responses. What started as a protest
in Dar’a in March 2011, which the state responded to by shooting and killing protest-
ers, spiraled into country-wide protests and ultimately a violent rebellion that has
entangled neighboring countries, transnational nonstate actors, and global powers.2

Put differently, the international dimensions and consequences of internal protests
are such that is it theoretically limiting to consider protests solely in a domestic
context.
The study of civil wars has embraced their international dynamics and advanced

our understanding of their underlying conditions and their subsequent termination,
yet we systematically miss the processes that generate civil wars. That is, they
appear to start with claims making and collective unrest and with increasing fre-
quency attract external involvement but our models tend to focus on structural con-
ditions. If we artificially strip out the demands and state responses that are often the
harbinger of rebellion and intervention, our ability to understand, predict, or control
international events is diminished.
Cederman and his colleagues suggest that macro-level indicators are poor predic-

tors of rebellion and miss the critical role of subnational and state behavior.3 Our an-
alysis builds on this insight by focusing on microlevel components of protest cost
structures and the resulting government response. Understanding how dissidents
and states interact through protests and responses is an initial step in exploring
how societies jostle over rights and access that should inform how we think about
the conditions for civil war. One explanation for the observed frequency of protests
and armed rebellion is found in state response to earlier dissent.4

Repressive structures and actions by the state have been linked to civil war onset.5

This tends to form the foundation for the inverted U-curve model of repression and
conflict6 and the democratic peace in civil war.7 Yet even this assumed homogeneity
of states obscures the role of state behaviors in the escalation from protest to civil war.
This might show up in ethnonational politics when opposition movements lose the
struggle for representation, but because of their organizational capacity have the
ability to escalate repressed dissent toward armed conflict.8 These incentives and
behaviors are first observed in protests and the motivation to escalate beyond protests
might be a function of how the state responds.
In this sense, the rather vague barrier between comparative and international pol-

itics might obscure more than it illuminates. Preemptive or proactive interventions by

2. De Juan and Bank 2015, 93–94.
3. Cederman, Wimmer, and Min 2010.
4. Regan and Norton 2005.
5. Brancati 2006; Buhaug, Cederman, and Rød 2008
6. Gurr 1970b.
7. Hegre et al. 2001.
8. Cederman, Weidmann, and Gleditsch 2011; Cederman, Wimmer, and Min 2010.
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states or international organizations require an understanding of internal dynamics in
potentially unstable countries. How a state responds internally to demands by its cit-
izens will influence how or if the world community responds in that state. Recent pro-
tests around the world make this clear. And these linkages in the literature are neither
new nor settled.9

We frame our argument about state responses to protest actions in terms of con-
cession and disruption costs. Many studies of protests, social movements, and
armed conflict rely on assumptions about costs in determining movement successes,
negotiations with the state, or the onset of armed conflict. Costs are typically defined
as government behaviors that impede dissidents’ ability for collective action. We
change this causal arrow and hypothesize how dissidents generate costs that structure
the government’s response to a protest. We also unpack the “black box” of costs into
distinct and discernable parameters. We disaggregate costs along dimensions of con-
cession and disruption and use these different forms of costs to account for various
state responses to protests. We therefore extend our understanding of how we
think about protest behaviors and the conditions under which they are more (less)
effective.
We develop theoretical linkages between protest behaviors and state responses and

ask whether protest behaviors determine how a state responds to those actions. The
importance of understanding how states respond to particular protests is evident in
recent scholarship.10 We demonstrate how protests shape cost structures and how
the costs influence state behavior. Our focus is on protests because they create the
initial bargaining environment between public dissent and the state. After placing
our argument in the extent literature, we articulate a theoretical model that accounts
for how a state responds to protests under differing cost structures. The implications
of our argument are tested against data on protests in 161 countries over a twenty-
five-year period. Our results confirm that high disruption costs generate accommoda-
tion while high concession costs generate a coercive response. By our reading this
reflects one of the first systematic analyses that links protester-generated costs to
state responses.

Social Movements and the Expression of Demands

The literature on protests has a long tradition.11 A government’s ability to constrain
collective action is integral to maintaining political control as popular participation
makes civil resistance credible and successful.12 Collective action combines

9. Rummel 1963; Wilkenfeld 1968.
10. Carey 2010; Chenoweth and Stephan 2011; Cunningham 2013; Stephan and Chenoweth 2008;

Young 2012.
11. See Chenoweth and Stephan 2014; Davies 1971; Feierabend, Feierabend, and Nesvold 1969;

Francisco 1993, 1996; Gurr 1970a, 1970b.
12. Chenoweth and Stephan 2011.
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current mobilization, relative capability of opposition groups, the state’s response to
demands, and uncertainty over the state’s response.13 Regime violence can be a stim-
ulus for increased protest participation by reducing societal support for the govern-
ment.14 Contagion models suggest that revolts are spatially or temporally linked
through demonstration and learning effects of successful tactics.15 Moreover, internal
political instability has the potential to generate external interventions.16

Empirical evidence tends to support the idea that the casual arrow for state
responses flows from opposition actions to government repression.17 When
demands are strong the state is more likely to react with coercion; this evidence is
buttressed by action-reaction analyses;18 regimes appear to be more open to negoti-
ation when confronted by nonviolent opposition demands.19 The tactics and demands
of protests impose costs on the state and these costs condition interactions between
the state and the opposition.

The Process of Demands and Responses

Grievances generate demands that citizens can express in the form of protests.
Articulating a demand on the state is an opening move between domestic actors
within the confines of an asymmetric power relationship.20 There is strength in aggre-
gation through mobilizing opposition groups. Others consider the role of protec-
tion,21 leadership strategies,22 social networks that facilitate mobilization,23 or the
interplay of economics and social motivations24 to be of critical importance.
The state has weak incentives to concede and considerable motivations to disregard

demands or respond with coercion.25 Unresponsive states, however, can encourage
additional protests and further the organization of opposition supporters. A dismis-
sive government response can be framed as promoting collective humiliation that
generates additional opposition anger and determination.26 Repression can work to
subdue protests,27 making coercion a bargaining strategy of the state. But coercion
can have significant consequences if the state is incapable of controlling escalation.28

13. Tilly 1973.
14. Young 2012.
15. Francisco 1993.
16. Regan and Meacham 2014.
17. Davenport 2007; Gartner and Regan 1996; Regan and Henderson 2002.
18. Moore 1998, 2000.
19. Chenoweth and Stephan 2011; Stephan and Chenoweth 2008.
20. Gurr 1970a, 1970b; Tarrow 1994; Tilly 1998.
21. Heath et al. 2000.
22. DeNardo 1985; Stephan and Chenoweth 2008.
23. Petersen 2001.
24. Tarrow 1994.
25. Walter 2006.
26. Bishara 2015.
27. Regan and Norton 2005.
28. Davenport, Armstrong, and Lichbach 2008.
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Contemporary logic suggests that the degree to which protesters increase the costs
on the ruling coalition makes a coercive response increasingly likely. If the govern-
ment expects coercion to eliminate the threat, then coercion provides a vehicle for
maintaining the status quo. However, these models tend to neglect the role of accom-
modating demands and assume that costs are homogeneous. For example, we know
little about the conditions under which states respond to protests with accommodation
rather than coercion. We know even less about when the government strategically
disregards protesters.29 We see state response as a function of heterogeneous costs
that we define as concession and disruption costs and we focus on how differences
between these costs generate coercive, accommodative, or crowd-control responses
by the state.

Protest Costs and Government Response

Protests impose costs on the state. These costs may be rather meager and motivate
little more than crowd control when the size is nonthreatening and the demands
are minimal (i.e., police barricades, tear gas, or moving riot police into position).
Alternatively, large protests that are part of a series of actions that span multiple loca-
tions and occupy public spaces can pose greater costs on the state. The type of
demand influences the costs the state faces. Demands such as resignation or structural
changes impose greater costs than demands for resource distribution or political or
social rights. Studies show that high costs imposed by the opposition challenge a
leader’s job security and that leaders prefer to use the least costly means of maintain-
ing office.30

At their most basic form, costs are either high or low and analogous to maximalist,
minimalist, or limited goals, respectively. Maximalist demands target the core of the
regime and seek to alter the loci of authority.31 Direct challenges to the government’s
source of power or ideology are the crux of maximalist demands. Activists organized
in support of maximalist objectives are often willing to endure long battles and risk
personal welfare.32 Ukraine and Thailand in 2014 are examples. Maximalist demands
may create such a small bargaining range that the state prefers the risks and costs of
coercion to any potential acceptable accommodation. As the protesters’ demands
threaten the core constituency, coercion is increasingly likely.33

Limited or minimalist demands do not directly challenge the regime’s hold on
power, imperil the regime’s political survival, or urge an overthrow of the status
quo.34 Instead, they aim to “win hearts and minds” and bring issues to the political

29. Bishara 2015.
30. Bates 2008; Davenport 2007; Young 2012.
31. Abrahms 2006; Leonardi, Nanetti, and Putnam 1981; Rothman and Olson 2001.
32. Bacharach, Bamberger, and McKinney 2000.
33. Francisco 1993.
34. Abrahms 2006, 2012; Rothman and Olson 2001.
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leadership’s attention.35 The goal is to satisfy grievances while leaving the regime
intact. When protesters express minimalist demands, the political space for govern-
ment compromise increases.
The notions of high and low costs and maximalist and minimalist demands do not

sufficiently differentiate between the types of costs imposed on the state by protests,
nor do they account for the conditions under which the demands are expressed. There
is no single protest attribute that defines the costs of a protest or determines the state’s
response. Yet current scholarship routinely conceptualizes costs as a homogeneous
category where the “black box” of costs faced by the state structures its response.
To unpack the “black box” we consider how disruption and concession costs
define the state’s response. We hypothesize that some costs, what we call concession
costs, describe how “expensive” it is to accommodate demands. The demands and
tactics that increase these costs can push to the core of the ruling coalition. Other
costs, disruption costs, pose a greater challenge to economic stability and public
order than to the foundation of the ruling elite.
We contend that disruption costs, which are a function of direct and indirect eco-

nomic costs such as the disruption of business activities, are different from conces-
sion costs, which are the political costs imposed by protesters.36 Conflating costs
into a homogeneous category inhibits a nuanced understanding; disaggregating
them provides important subtleties for understanding protest and government
response dynamics.37

The interplay between protest behaviors and state responses is part of a strategic
process. In effect this is one phase of a domestic bargaining situation that others
have used to model negotiations and the use of violence within the context of civil
war.38 Evidence suggests that political instability prior to war onset can generate
external interventions.39

The smallest of protests with the mildest of demands have less room for strategic
maneuvering, but more highly organized protests with stronger demands have the
ability to use the imposition of costs to bargain with the state. This is similar to the
use of violence against civilians in a civil war as a strategic maneuver by rebels to
increase the state’s costs.40 The logic that motivates this strategic use of costs to
achieve outcomes is rooted in the bargaining literature. We think of protest behaviors
as a stylized form of bargaining between protesters and their grievances and the state
and its constituencies.
Protest demands, in the ideal, are clearly articulated such that a state responds

based on complete and perfect information about the protesters, their intentions,
and their capabilities. Under conditions of complete information, the parameters of

35. Abrahms 2012.
36. Luders 2006.
37. Moore 1998.
38. For example, Cunningham 2013; Walter 2006; Wood and Kathman 2014.
39. Regan and Meachum 2014.
40. Wood and Kathman 2014.
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a necessary bargain to avoid war would be known and the need for escalation min-
imized.41 War is in the error term42 and asymmetries of information often underlie
bargaining situations. A miscalculation in the demand or the resolve to press it can
account for bargaining breakdown and the resort to violence. We posit that this
same liability exists between opposition protesters and the state, leading to inefficien-
cies in response patterns.
Protests are an initial step in a bargaining process that reveals information.

Concession and disruption costs reflect a method for communicating commitment,
resolve, and support to the government. In turn, governments respond based on the
information and the preferences or expectations of their core constituency. Because
the possible escalation to armed conflict is costly for both the state and opposition,
bargaining through the imposition of concession and disruption costs and govern-
ment response tactics is a process for gauging the tenacity with which each actor
will press its claim. We argue that the structure of the costs imposed by protesters
shapes the government’s incentives for alternative responses.
When demands are unclear or resolve untested, protesters can adopt behaviors that

increase disruption or concession costs and the state can respond with accommoda-
tion, deadly force, or some strategy in between. The state and the opposition evaluate
their expectation for victory, negotiated outcome, or the continuation of the status quo
based on the information revealed in the protest process. When concession and dis-
ruption costs are low the state has an incentive to disregard the protest because any
response holds the possibility of increasing costs and risks future bargaining out-
comes that are beyond current expectations. Low-cost protests can be “innocuous”43

and dismissed or disregarded by the state because they generate minimal public nui-
sance and pose little threat to the status quo or regime stability.44 As costs increase the
most basic response by the state is to ensure public safety through various forms of
crowd control. At a certain level we assume that all states have an obligation to ensure
public safety and measures of crowd control provide this initial mechanism. But as
costs escalate, there is a separation between concession and disruption costs that gen-
erates additional measures by the state. The state might still engage in crowd-control
efforts, but it also increasingly uses accommodative or coercive measures, depending
on the structure of the costs.
Central to our understanding of protests’ role in the bargaining process is the

framework in which costs are imposed as a function of the protesters’ behaviors,
which in turn generates a response by the state. We distinguish between three
general response options by the state other than disregard, which we see as a baseline
category: crowd control, accommodate, or repression. A government’s incentives for
each are framed in terms of the size of the concession and disruption costs.

41. Fearon 1995.
42. Gartzke 1999.
43. Boudreau 2005.
44. Bishara 2015.
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Concession Costs

Conceptually, concession costs are defined as the actual or anticipated political costs
from altering the status quo policy in response to protesters’ grievances. We posit that
concession costs are a function of three components: (1) the protesters’ demand(s),
(2) protester violence, and (3) the recurrence of demands. Violent protests levying
recurrent maximalist demands impose the greatest concession costs, whereas nonvio-
lent protests with new minimalist demands generate the lowest concession costs.
These types of high concession costs were evident in Thailand and Ukraine in
2014: in Ukraine the government was overthrown by the protesters, in Thailand by
a military coup.
When protests express minimalist demands, the government is more likely to

accommodate because political survival is not threatened. If protesters levy maximal-
ist demands—at the extreme we think in terms of high-level resignations or changes
in political representation—governments are unlikely to concede. Maximalist
demands force the ruling coalition to choose between catering to their core constitu-
ency and making concessions to another. Since both risk political survival, accommo-
dating maximalist demands is unlikely. But by themselves, maximalist demands do
not motivate coercion; it is in combination with demand recurrence and protester vio-
lence that the decision to repress protesters is motivated. Protesters increase conces-
sions costs through the severity of their demands, willingness to use violence, and
ability to mobilize around recurrent demands.
The recurrence of a specific demand demonstrates protesters’ resolve and commit-

ment. By pressing the government with recurrent demands, protesters signal the
importance of their grievance(s). Recurrent demands signal the legitimacy or wide-
spread support of a grievance as multiple constituencies hold it.
Protester violence also assumes a role in defining concession costs. Because violence

is expected to beget violence,45 protesters who assume the risks of violent tactics dem-
onstrate their willingness to sacrifice safety in pursuit of rectifying a grievance.
Demands and violent tactics are independent conditions whereby minimalist demands
can be expressed violently and maximalist demands can be expressed nonviolently.46

Protester violence increases the future costs of retaining office. If protesters can
motivate concessions through violence, then future protesters are encouraged to
adopt violent tactics. Governments recognize this dynamic because nonviolent oppo-
sition campaigns are more successful in gaining concessions than violent opposition
campaigns or terrorism.47 We extend this logic to independent protest events; violent
protests raise the concession costs making coercion a more likely response because
conceding to demands in the face of violence can undermine a regime’s ability to
maintain authority and thus threatens political survival.

45. For example, Moore 1998, 2000.
46. Chenoweth and Stephan 2011; Stephan and Chenoweth 2008.
47. Abrahms 2006, 2012; Chenoweth and Stephan 2011; Stephan and Chenoweth 2008.
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Concession costs pose a direct challenge to the ruling coalition, their privileges,
and the distribution of public and private goods. The larger a required concession
to meet opposition demands the more resources get shifted away from the ruling coa-
lition. And the greater the protesters’ commitment to pressing those demands, the
greater is the pressure on the ruling coalition to respond. As concession costs
increase, accommodation is more costly and threatens a regime’s political survival.48

Therefore, high concession costs motivate a coercive response in an attempt to end
the protest and maintain political survival. Conversely, low concession costs
reduce motivations for the state to respond coercively.
In a perfectly informed strategic environment, protesters confront the choice of

tempering concession costs to avoid coercive responses, yet in doing so they make
their own concession in terms of demands or tactics.49 With incomplete information
—or asymmetric information—balancing demands, tactics, and responses is
complex. If concession costs are too high, governments revert to coercion as a mech-
anism for political survival, but if concession costs are modest, governments are more
likely to accommodate protester demands, ceteris paribus. We hypothesize that:

H1: When concession costs are high we are more likely to observe a state responding
with coercion than accommodation in response to protest actions.

Disruption Costs

Conceptually, we define disruption costs as the actual or anticipated loss of economic
activity or public order resulting from protests. Such costs are a function of (1) the
location, (2) duration, and (3) size of a protest event. Disruption costs increase the
security demands on the state and the liabilities on industries and commerce
through the potential for temporary shutdown of markets. These costs are tangible,
incur on an ongoing basis throughout a protest, and increase with a protest’s duration.
When disruption costs are sufficiently high, the willingness of members of the

state’s constituency to support the government can be called into question. As the
level of disruption begins to threaten the local, regional, or national economic viabil-
ity and political stability, the state faces a choice between accommodation and coer-
cion. High disruption costs might result from actions such as shutting down
international transport or trade or blocking commerce in the central city through
massive protests or occupation. We saw this in Thailand, Venezuela, Ukraine, and
Hong Kong in 2014. In Thailand, Venezuela, and Ukraine the large protests were
coupled with high concession costs. In Hong Kong the protest was disruptive but
the concession costs were moderate. Outcomes and responses differed dramatically.
The economic impact of disruption costs is exemplified by the pro-democracy

demonstrations in Hong Kong. Business owners reported dramatic declines in the

48. Bueno de Mesquita et al. 2002.
49. DeNardo 1985.
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flow of customers as protesters occupied the business district and blocked traffic cre-
ating a greater disruption to business than the SARS epidemic in 2003.50 Contrasting
this with the Occupy movement in the US provides a view of the impact of disruption
costs. The Occupy movement was large (in terms of participants) and dispersed geo-
graphically, but protesters were generally in vacant lots provided by the targeted
cities. Even the most visible encampment of that movement (in New York) took
place in a park, out of the way of vehicular traffic with food and portable toilets pro-
vided by private supporters. In general, the larger the protest, the higher the disruption
costs. But significant costs can be imposed through smaller protests in critical locations.
Accommodation is motivated by the direct costs protesters impose and by the asso-

ciated impact these costs have on the general constituency. If protesters can amass in
locations where business is interrupted or public order is impaired, governments are
forced to consider the protesters’ grievances and the public’s preference for order.
Protests in deliberate locations, such as a confined downtown business district, gen-
erate new grievances among affected businesses, laborers, and consumers. Pressure
mounts for governments to accommodate protesters when protests affect local popu-
lations uninvolved in the protest. High disruption costs motivate governments to
accommodate protesters to restore order and avoid defection by members of the
core constituency affected by the protest’s negative externalities.
All protests create at least minimal disruption, but when protesters establish over-

night or multiday events it magnifies their impact on business activities and public
order. Concerns over lost revenue or daily interferences attributable to protests
increase as protest duration increases. Occupying government buildings or establish-
ing protest camps sustains pressure on governments to respond. The longer a protest’s
duration, the greater its ability to motivate elite defection, which challenges the
regime’s political survival.
Protest size reflects the level of popular support and is crucial for contesting gov-

ernment strength.51 Power is in numbers so the ability to disrupt is partially reflected
in the number of protesters. Greater participation increases economic and social dis-
order, at the extreme, leading to increasingly significant economic losses.52

There can be high disruption costs when the demands do not require concessions
that will directly challenge the viability of the ruling coalition. That is, disruption
costs provide a distinct metric for calibrating the government’s response. In the
norm we expect protests that impose high disruption costs to generate an accommo-
dative response by the state. If protesters can impose high disruption costs and
minimal concession costs, the government has incentive to concede so authority
can be maintained and public order restored. More generally we hypothesize that:

H2: When disruption costs are high we are more likely to observe a state responding
with accommodation than coercion in response to protest actions.

50. Sheehan and Chang 2014.
51. O’Neill 2005.
52. Chenoweth and Stephan 2011; DeNardo 1985; Stephan and Chenoweth 2008.
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Mixed Costs and State Responses

Disruption and concession costs fall along two somewhat exclusive dimensions and
provide a set of observable and contrastable conditions. We recognize that these in-
dependent cost parameters can move in unison, but we see that as a function of protest
behavior rather than necessarily linked conditions. That is, protesters can increase or
decrease both disruption and concession costs simultaneously, sequentially, or in-
dependently. From this perspective, these cost parameters are conceptually distinct,
but can be operationally convergent.
The size of the protest should increase the viability of the action but size, tactics,

and demands are not necessarily reinforcing components. Smaller groups making
severe demands engaged in violent protests can make it difficult for the state to
forge an accommodating response. For example, in April 1995 in Bangladesh,
approximately fifty members of the Jatiya Party, the Jamaat-e-Islami Party, and the
Awami League engaged in a two-day strike in Dhaka demanding the removal of a
political figure. The protest was small in size, but high cost in terms of the demand
and the use of violence. Ultimately the government used coercive tactics in an
attempt to restore order and did not concede to the demands.
When both disruption and concession costs are high the state faces a dilemma in

the choice of selecting how to respond to protester demands.53 Large accommoda-
tions have the potential to break apart the coalition that forms the ruling elite, and
therefore impose an incentive to respond coercively to the protest.54 However, too
much coercion may help mobilize a wider constituency for the opposition to par-
ticipate in protests.55 The state’s objective is to provide the minimal concession
that would defuse the protests but when demands push to the core of the ruling
coalition the interaction among these costs makes accommodation too risky. Under
conditions with high concession and high disruption costs, the ruling coalition
faces considerable risk. The state might consider accommodation, but ultimately
would resort to coercion because threats to the core constituency carry greater weight.
Conversely, when both disruption and concession costs are low the state has an

incentive to marginalize the protest and protesters. A dominant strategy is to disregard
the protest and let it play out without response. Disregarding protests is a calculated
government decision because reacting in any fashion grants credibility and legitimacy
to protesters and risks escalation and future mobilization.56 Small protests over mar-
ginal issues generate participation in reaction to the state’s response, leaving the state
with an optimal strategy of disregarding the protest. In the bargaining process, low
costs reveal information about the expected capabilities and resolve of the opposition.
In protests where the opposition reveals its weak hand we expect the state to let the
protest run its course without a state response. We hypothesize that:

53. Lichbach 1987.
54. Cunningham 2011; Kydd and Walter 2006.
55. Gurr 1970b; Mason 2004.
56. Bishara 2015.
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H3: When both concession and disruption costs are high we are more likely to
observe the state responding with coercion than accommodation in response to
protest actions.

H4: When both concession and disruption costs are low we are more likely to observe
the state disregarding protest actions.

We represent our expectations of the relationship between costs and responses in
Table 1.

Research Design

We test our hypotheses on the Mass Mobilization Data.57 It records independent
protest events, rather than campaigns, with at least fifty protesters within five
regions of the world: Europe, North Africa and the Middle East, Asia, Africa, and
the Americas.58 The data are recorded from 1990 to 2014 in 161 countries for a
total of 10,133 protest events in 3,640 country-years. The data indicate that 1,427
country-years (39.2%) are without protest. Our sample includes observations of
protest events only. Since there cannot be a government response if there is no
protest, the 1,427 country-years without a protest are excluded. Our sample reflects
cultural differences, economic development, regime characteristics, and the potential
for social discord.
Teams of researchers coded the data over the course of three years. The data build

from the European Protest and Coercion Data.59 Intercoder checking and team
reviews were employed to ensure coding consistency and accuracy. The data set
records protests that are directed at the state by internal groups and excludes non-
state-directed protests, protests against foreign governments, and political rallies.60

TABLE 1. Government response to cost components

Concession Costs

Low High

Disruption Costs
Low Disregard Coercion

High Accommodation Coercion dominates accommodation

57. Clark and Regan 2016.
58. The United States and Israel are excluded from the Mass Mobilization Data. The data release at the

time of writing includes Europe from 1999 to 2014 and other regions from 1990 to 2014. Azerbaijan enters
the data in 1992 and Timor-Leste enters in 2002.
59. Francisco 2000.
60. Clark and Regan 2016.
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The fifty-protester threshold is sufficient to capture organized opposition making
demands on the state and large enough to exclude idiosyncratic efforts by one or a
few individuals. Our threshold is considerably lower than NAVCO 2.0,61 therefore
providing for greater sensitivity to the role of costs.
The data set records the dates of protests, the number of participants, the protest’s

duration, the geographic location (province/state and the city), the group identity of
those organizing the protest, protester violence and demand(s), and state response(s)
at the level of the country-event-day.62 The data reflect a sample of specific independ-
ent protest events making the data set uniquely different from NAVCO 2.0 and other
data sets recording opposition campaigns.63

We rely on the demand(s) and response(s) variables, which are each coded on a
seven-point nominal scale that reflects an aggregation of the European Protest and
Coercion Data index of protest actions.64 Protester demands include: (1) fiduciary
issues such as price increases or tax policy, (2) social restrictions that impose on reli-
gion or culture, (3) labor or wage demands, (4) land tenure or farm issues, (5) police
brutality, (6) constraints on political behavior or processes, such as democratic
reforms or political access, and (7) corruption, resignation, or removal of reviled pol-
iticians. State responses include: (1) disregard,65 (2) crowd dispersal, (3) arrests,
(4) accommodation, (5) beating, (6) shooting, and (7) killing. Protesters can make
multiple demands and the government can respond multiple ways. To account for
this, the data set records up to four protester demands and up to seven state responses.
The distribution of protest events ranges from one protest in Qatar, South Sudan,

and Switzerland to more than 200 protests in South Korea (321), Bangladesh (306),
Thailand (212), China (206), and Venezuela (262) during the twenty-five-year period
of observation, and in the United Kingdom (272) and Ireland (271) from 1999 to
2014. Seventeen countries had five or fewer protests and thirty-five countries had
more than 100. Figure 1 plots the distribution of protest events and country-event
data by geographic region.
There are a total of 13,015 state responses recorded; Figure 2 plots the distribution.

In 235 observations, or 2.3 percent of protests, there are more than three responses by
the state. Disregard is the most common response.
Protesters can levy multiple demands per protest event. The data record a total of

11,803 protester demands; 1,457 record two, 213 record three, and eleven record four
demands. Figure 3 plots the distribution. The most frequent demand invokes reforms

61. Chenoweth and Lewis 2013.
62. In the data, protest violence is defined as personal injuries and property destruction. Fatalities are not

required. Violence includes when protesters riot and damage businesses, light buildings on fire, or throw
projectiles at government agents or buildings.
63. Chenoweth and Lewis 2013.
64. Francisco 2000.
65. Disregard includes cases with specific references to governments disregarding protests by way of

making public addresses about protesters as well as cases where there is no report of government
action. The data do not differentiate between the two. A lack of response represents tolerance, ignoring,
disregarding, and dismissing protesters and protest events.

Dynamics of Political Protests 497

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
20

81
83

18
00

00
61

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e.
 L

ib
ra

ry
 A

fr
ic

an
 S

tu
di

es
 C

en
tr

e,
 o

n 
31

 M
ay

 2
02

1 
at

 0
9:

58
:0

5,
 s

ub
je

ct
 to

 th
e 

Ca
m

br
id

ge
 C

or
e 

te
rm

s 
of

 u
se

, a
va

ila
bl

e 
at

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e/
te

rm
s.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818318000061
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


to the political process. Policy abuses and political corruption are the core of roughly
one in eight protest events.

The majority of protests (approximately 83.9 percent) are one-day events, while
approximately 26.6 percent of multiday protests last for more than one week.
Roughly 28 percent of all protests include violence by protesters. The number of par-
ticipants per protest varies from 50 to 7,000,000; the mean number of participants is

FIGURE 1. Protest event distribution by geographic region

FIGURE 2. Distribution of state responses
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16,195. The modal size is 100 participants, and the fiftieth percentile is 400 partici-
pants; 90 percent of the protest events record 10,300 or fewer participants.66

Predictor Variables

Disruption and concession costs are operationalized as the extent to which the char-
acteristics of the protest, the protesters, and their demands impose political, eco-
nomic, and social costs on the state. We rely on the protest event data we
described to build our measures of concession and disruption costs.
The DISRUPTION COSTS INDEX is an additive function of (1) the protest location, (2) the

duration of a protest event, and (3) protest size. Each component is expected to influ-
ence the economic impact and shift the level of public disorder attributable to a
protest event.
We operationalize protest size as categorical levels of participation. To generate the

categories, we implement Tukey’s ladder of powers67 and empirically identify three “cut
points” at which the slope or inflection point(s) of the respected curve changes and are
evident in various assumptions about the functional form. Correspondingly, we use “cut
points” at 100, 1,000, and 10,000 protesters creating an ordinal scale of protest size
ranging from 0 to 3, with 0 reflecting protests between 50 and 99 participants.
Across the data, 83.9 percent of the protests last for one day, but if a protest extends

beyond one day, 11.8 percent end within one week and the remaining 4.3 percent of

FIGURE 3. Distribution of protester demands

66. Descriptive statistics of the Mass Mobilization Data are in Appendix Table A1. For a complete
description of the data, see <http://www.binghamton.edu/massmobilization/>. Clark and Regan 2016.
67. Tukey 1977.
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protest events last from 8 to 939 days. We categorize duration by day, week, or longer
with day-long protests assigned a 0, more than a day and up to a week assigned a 1,
and greater than a week a 2. We do this to avoid the nonlinearity in our index.68

Protest location is recorded on an ordinal scale ranging from 1 to 4. We assume that
disruption costs are greater as the political or economic significance of the protest’s loca-
tion increases. Disruptions to public order and economic activity are greater in urban
locations than isolated non-urban settings, and greatest when protests are nationwide.
Operationally, protest location is assigned a value of 1 for non-urban settings, 2 for
urban settings, 3 if it takes place in the capital, and 4 if the protest is nationwide. For
protests not in a country’s capital, we determine non-urban versus urban by the loca-
tion’s population; communities with fewer than 50,000 people are considered non-
urban. A majority of protest events (56%) in our sample occur in the country’s capital.
We combine the three component parts to create a DISRUPTION COSTS INDEX. The

index ranges from 1 to 9 with a mode of 4, a mean of 4.32, and a standard deviation
of 1.48. An index value of 1 indicates a one-day, non-urban protest with fewer than
100 participants; an index value of 9 indicates a protest lasting longer than one week,
nationwide, with at least 10,000 participants. The index allows for diversity in how
protesters can generate disruption costs. A one-day, urban protest with 1,000 partici-
pants creates a disruption cost similar to a one-day protest in the capital with 500 par-
ticipants. Or a five-day, non-urban protest with 2,500 participants produces
disruption similar to a small (200 participants), one-day protest in the capital. An
example is the 2008 protests by Spanish fishermen and farmers. Although mostly
rural, it was a nationwide campaign creating significant disruption costs without
having to occupy the capital; these protests were relatively small (under 1,000 partici-
pants), but were multiday and nationwide, creating a DISRUPTION COSTS INDEX value of 6.
CONCESSION COSTS INDEX is an additive function of (1) the protesters’ demand(s),

(2) protester violence, and (3) a recurrent demand(s). The first component is an
ordinal scale measuring the protesters’ demand(s). Protesters make a variety of
demands; some challenge the regime’s distribution of private benefits while others
are aimed at changing or expanding the provision of public goods and policies.
We consider demands to be high, medium, or low threat to the government coalition.
When protesters articulate multiple demands, we consider up to three and use the
highest-order demand when generating our scale.
When protesters’ demands involve price or tax policy, social restrictions, labor or

wage policy, or land and farm policy, we consider the demands to be low threat and
assign a value of 1. We assign a value of 2 to demand type when protesters’ demands
challenge the political process, police brutality, or arbitrary actions by the government.
When protesters demand the resignation or removal of government officials, we consider
this to be high threat and assign a value of 3 to demand type. Just over 20 percent (20.8)
of protests are low threat, 70.6 percent are medium threat, and 8.6 percent are high threat.

68. One way to view our categorization is that duration influences costs as a stepwise function. After a
week of protest the effect on costs become asymptotic.
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The second component is demand recurrence. If protesters press the same demand
against the government in subsequent protest actions we consider the cumulative
effect.69 We code recurrent demand as a dichotomous measure of whether the observed
protest event presents the same demand as the immediately previous protest event.
When the previous protest and the current protest have the same demand, recurrent
demand is assigned a value of 1; 0 otherwise. Almost 60 percent (59.5) of protests
have a recurrent demand.
The final component is a dichotomous indicator of protester violence. Violence is

expected to increase the costs of conceding to the opposition because it creates an
incentive for future protesters to revert to violence. When protesters use violence
we assign a value of 1; 0 otherwise. Twenty-eight percent of protests are violent.
We combine the three component parts to create our CONCESSION COSTS INDEX. The

index ranges from 1 to 5. The modal value is 3, with a mean of 2.76 and a standard
deviation of 0.92. The index allows for diversity in how protesters generate conces-
sion costs. When protesters initiate a new, nonviolent, high-threat demand event, the
CONCESSION COSTS INDEX assumes a value of 3. Alternatively, a violent protest involv-
ing a recurrent, low-threat demand also generates a CONCESSION COSTS INDEX value of
3. By way of example, in May 2014 in the Central African Republic protesters
pressed a recurrent demand against corrupt leadership calling for resignation but
they remained nonviolent (CONCESSION COSTS INDEX = 4). By contrast protesters in
September 2009 in Chile also generated a CONCESSION COSTS INDEX of 4 through a
violent, recurrent, medium-threat demand (political process and behavior). In both
instances the government responded by killing protesters.

Recursive Relationships

The relationship between protest costs and government response could be the result
of a strategic interaction that precedes a current protest event. In this sense, history
would be a driving force for developing current expectations. If we were analyzing
protest campaigns or sustained social movements against the government, decision
making in the present is likely to reflect a strategic process influenced by the past.
In independent protests, protest costs and government response may be spurred by
similar strategic dynamics. We explore this potential recursive relationship in a
series of regression models in which we alternatively implement lagged cost
indices and government response(s), lagged individual cost indices components,
and test the effect of government response(s) and protest costs at time t-1 on govern-
ment response and protest costs at time t, respectively. The results are included in
appendix Tables A2–A12 and Figure A1. Across alternative model specifications
and empirically tested causal relationships, a strategic interaction between previous
government and current protester behaviors or previous protester and current govern-
ment behaviors does not affect our results.

69. Stephan and Chenoweth 2008.
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Research indicates that violence begets violence. This becomes a recursive rela-
tionship if previous violence leads to present violence, which leads to higher conces-
sion costs increasing the incentive for government coercion, which in turn motivates
future protest violence. This is to some extent a theoretical question addressed in the
literature,70 but also an empirical one if it influences our concession cost index con-
struction and ultimately our empirical results.
Figure 4 represents the distribution of protest violence at time t contingent on

protest violence at time t-1. Protest violence at time t and time t-1 are correlated at
0.224. The plot on the left shows that over 50 percent of the violent protests at t-1
use violence in the subsequent protest action. This is far from a “violence necessarily
generates violence” relationship.
Because multiday events may increase media-reporting opportunities or attract

more committed or extreme agitators, protest violence could be more frequent in
multiday than one-day events. Figure 5 confirms this but the correlation between
protest duration and protest violence is only 0.025. In the data, it does not appear
that violence is closely tied to protest duration in a systematic way (see Figure 5
and appendix Tables A5–A11).
In Figure 6 we compare the distribution of violent protests across previous violence

and duration—the top row contains violent protests at time t-1 whereas the bottom
row is nonviolent protests at time t-1. We can see clearly from the top-right plot
that violence is most common in multiday protests when the previous protest was
violent. None of the measures are strongly correlated though; in fact, protest duration
and previous violence are negatively correlated at -0.002. When we test distinct gov-
ernment responses at time t-1 we do not find evidence in our data that government
coercion at time t-1 generates protest violence at time t (see appendix).

Indices Functional Form

Our indices are based on a functional form that specifies a linear, nonweighted rela-
tionship among its components. We accept that this comes with assumptions and
implications, but in our consideration of various functional forms, this held to the
strongest rationale across alternatives. One alternative specification is a multiplicative
functional form, in effect providing a “veto” for some components of the indices. In
either index where one component is absent or below the necessary threshold value,
the index for that protest event is 0. We find this to be inconsistent with our theoretical
argument because all protests create at least minimal disruption and concession costs.
We could weight the components by our expectations of the relative contribution of

each to the dynamics of the process we seek to model. The possibility for consequential
error here is too high by our standards; we would have to rely on either a mechanical
weighting or our speculation as to weights, which might border on the arbitrary. The
impact of different decisions is demonstrated in appendix Tables A13–18.

70. Carey 2010; Moore 1998, 2000.
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Because of the extreme variation in the implications of our alternative indices we
present our analysis based on the form we can most readily justify—an additive,
linear, nonweighted relationship among the components. We use Cronbach’s alpha71

FIGURE 5. Protest violence by protest duration

FIGURE 4. Protest violence by previous protest violence at time t-1

71. Cronbach 1951.
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to assess the internal consistency of both indices; the alpha scores (0.70) indicate a
robust level of internal consistency.
The construction of the concession costs index does not require protest violence to

generate high concession costs. If protest violence is omitted, we observe a shift in the
range while the distribution of values remains stable. In appendix Table A18 we
detail alternative specifications. To better visualize the shift in range and not distribu-
tion, we present histograms of these two different concession cost index specifica-
tions in Figure 7; the indices are highly correlated at 0.874.

FIGURE 7. Violence and the range and distribution of alternative concession cost
index specifications

FIGURE 6. Protest violence by previous violence at time t-1 and protest duration

504 International Organization

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
20

81
83

18
00

00
61

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e.
 L

ib
ra

ry
 A

fr
ic

an
 S

tu
di

es
 C

en
tr

e,
 o

n 
31

 M
ay

 2
02

1 
at

 0
9:

58
:0

5,
 s

ub
je

ct
 to

 th
e 

Ca
m

br
id

ge
 C

or
e 

te
rm

s 
of

 u
se

, a
va

ila
bl

e 
at

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e/
te

rm
s.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818318000061
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


Dependent Variable

We develop a categorical variable, STATE RESPONSE for estimating the effect of the
protest costs on state response; it is derived from the data described earlier. To
create STATE RESPONSE, we assign a value based upon the highest level of government
response; we categorize responses as disregard, crowd control, accommodation, and
coercion (disregard = 0, crowd control = 1, accommodation = 2, coercion = 3).
Coercion includes beating, shooting, or killing protesters. Accommodation reflects
state concessions to demands, and crowd control includes arrests and dispersal
tactics. In our sample, there are 1,433 instances of coercion, 920 instances of accom-
modation, 2,655 of crowd control, and 5,096 instances where the government disre-
garded the protesters.
To observe a state response, there must be a protest; therefore, we estimate the

effect of costs on event data. Similar to any event data analysis, we face a selection
problem in that there is a greater likelihood of protests in certain countries in our
sample than others.72 We do not purport to resolve this common problem. Instead
we analyze relationships between protest behavior and state response, not the occur-
rence of protests so our inferences are therefore restricted to conditions where there
are observed protests. This assumes a form of independence from the conditions that
account for when protests happen. While we see this as a potential threat to inference,
it is so only at the margins and the core relationships we observe are robust. Our data
account for regimes that are autocratic and repressive, democratic and inclusive, and
varied combinations of institutions and norms between these extremes. A theory and
evidence of state response in light of a theory of protest should serve as a guidepost
for further research and is consistent with thinking about microlevel conditions, indi-
cators, and interactions between protests and state responses that shape future collec-
tive action and even the escalation to civil war.

Control Variables

We use four control variables: POLITY and POLITY SQUARED,73 the size of the economy
in constant 2005 US dollars as measured by the natural log of GDP PER CAPITA,74 and
the country’s YOUTH BULGE75 population measured as the ratio of fifteen- to twenty-
four-year-olds to the total population. The control variables influence both the
outcome variable and the conditions for observing protests.76 Summary statistics
are in appendix Table A19.

72. We run models (see appendix Tables A20 and A21) to test for selection problems that predict the
likelihood and frequency of protests in our sample.
73. Marshall and Jaggers 2015.
74. World Bank 2015.
75. United Nations Population Division 2015.
76. Chenoweth and Ulfelder 2017; Collier 2000; Cunningham 2011, 2013; Fearon and Laitin 2003.
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Estimation Techniques

The costs raised by protesters have a direct effect on the state’s response. Since STATE

RESPONSE is a categorical outcome, we use a multinomial logit estimator with robust
standard errors clustered by country to test our hypotheses. We assume that a state
leader is concurrently choosing between our four response types—by estimating
simultaneous binary logit regressions for each response type, the multinomial logit
model resembles a state leader’s selection process.77

Because our cost indices are measured at an event level and our control variables
are measured at a country-year level of observation, we employ alternative model
specifications to isolate incident-level measures from country-year level variables.
To test the effect of disruption and concession costs using only event-level variables
we create two event-level control variables: NUMBER OF DEMANDS and PREVIOUS

VIOLENCE. NUMBER OF DEMANDS is a count of how many protester demands (up to
three) are originally recorded in the Mass Mobilization Data. The more demands pro-
testers make, the state may find it more challenging to accommodate, or may pick one
of the multiple demands to accommodate in hopes of appeasing a portion of protest-
ers. PREVIOUS VIOLENCE is assigned a value of 1 if either or both of the two previous
protest events included violent tactics by protesters.
We test our expectations on regression models that account for incident-specific

and country-year control variables. This provides event-specific and country-contex-
tual factors that affect both protests and state response.
Our modeling choice assumes independence of irrelevant alternatives (IIA). A

Hausman Base test is inefficient because our data fail to meet asymptotic assump-
tions; we rely on seemingly unrelated estimations using standard errors clustered
by country to test the IIA assumption. In the analysis utilizing event-specific and
country-context control variables, the test statistic is not significant; our model selec-
tion does not violate IIA.78

Results

The state response models estimate the probability a government selects crowd
control, accommodation, or coercion of protesters relative to the base category of dis-
regard. We find support for all four hypotheses (Table 2). The models demonstrate
that government response to protests is influenced by the disruption and concession
costs. These results are not trivial. Since the state has access to any response choice,
the systematic relationship between costs parameters and state responses demon-
strates that the state takes into account how and why the protesters are mobilizing.

77. Long and Freese 2006.
78. Ibid. Weesie 1999.
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TABLE 2. Multinomial logit regression results

Dependent Variable = STATE RESPONSE Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Base Category (Disregard)
Crowd Dispersal
CONCESSION COSTS INDEX .616**

(.055)
.624**
(.058)

.622**
(.052)

.631**
(.054)

DISRUPTION COSTS INDEX −.184**
(.035)

−.165**
(.035)

−.177**
(.033)

−.159**
(.032)

PREVIOUS VIOLENCE .478**
(.101)

.441**
(.085)

NUMBER OF DEMANDS −.223
(.124)

−.189
(.140)

POLITY −.141*
(.052)

−.147*
(.052)

POLITY SQUARED .005
(.002)

.005
(.002)

GDP PER CAPITA (LN) −.109
(.068)

−.085
(.064)

YOUTH BULGE (15–24) .016
(.026)

.013
(.026)

Constant −1.59**
(.250)

−.239
(.847)

−1.57**
(.295)

−.333
(.825)

Accommodation
CONCESSION COSTS INDEX −.136*

(.058)
−.148*
(.054)

−.176*
(.058)

−.189**
(.054)

DISRUPTION COSTS INDEX .184**
(.047)

.195**
(.048)

.184**
(.046)

.194**
(.047)

PREVIOUS VIOLENCE .472**
(.094)

.336**
(.084)

NUMBER OF DEMANDS .183
(.116)

.242
(.106)

POLITY −.134
(.072)

−.131
(.071)

POLITY SQUARED .006
(.003)

.006
(.003)

GDP PER CAPITA (LN) −.255**
(.080)

−.233*
(.077)

YOUTH BULGE (15–24) .023
(.035)

.028
(.035)

Constant −2.22**
(.285)

−.210
(1.23)

−2.52**
(.287)

−.778
(1.23)

Coercion
CONCESSION COSTS INDEX .889**

(.075)
.869**
(.073)

.902**
(.078)

.887**
(.079)

DISRUPTION COSTS INDEX −.078
(.047)

−.036
(.047)

−.059
(.046)

−.023
(.046)

PREVIOUS VIOLENCE .819**
(.109)

.682**
(.097)

NUMBER OF DEMANDS −.452**
(.139)

−.342
(.151)

POLITY −.082
(.080)

−.088
(.074)

POLITY SQUARED .001
(.004)

.001
(.003)

GDP PER CAPITA (LN) −.214
(.140)

−.170
(.130)

YOUTH BULGE (15–24) .143**
(.034)

.140**
(.032)

Continued

Dynamics of Political Protests 507

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
20

81
83

18
00

00
61

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e.
 L

ib
ra

ry
 A

fr
ic

an
 S

tu
di

es
 C

en
tr

e,
 o

n 
31

 M
ay

 2
02

1 
at

 0
9:

58
:0

5,
 s

ub
je

ct
 to

 th
e 

Ca
m

br
id

ge
 C

or
e 

te
rm

s 
of

 u
se

, a
va

ila
bl

e 
at

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e/
te

rm
s.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818318000061
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


We start by evaluating hypotheses 1 and 2. Consistent with H1, as concession costs
increase, on average, the predicted probability of coercion increases. Supporting H2,
if protesters create high disruption costs, on average, the likelihood of accommoda-
tion increases. Model 1 includes only the disruption and concession cost indices. We
add country-context control variables in model 2 and in model 3 we include only
event-level control variables; in model 4, we combine both types of control variables.
In model 5, to minimize the threat of modeling attenuated links between previous pro-
tests and current protests, we drop PREVIOUS VIOLENCE because it relates to protests at
time t-1. Across all model specifications our hypotheses are supported. The statistical
significance of disruption costs on a coercive response varies across model specifica-
tion and our argument suggests this variance is consistent with our expectations.
Coercion is primarily motivated by concession costs. In the simplest form of our
model (model 1), disruption costs play a significant, yet small role in reducing the
likelihood of a coercive response. In more complete specifications, while remaining
negative, it falls out of significance. This suggests that variation in contextual condi-
tions account for the strength of the relationship.
Based on model 2, our results demonstrate that in the cross-section, the predicted

probability of accommodation increases when governments are faced with high dis-
ruption costs and low concession costs. On average, the predicted probability of a
coercive response to protests increases when governments are faced with high con-
cession costs. This is consistent with research connecting violent dissent and state
repression.79 In model 3, our hypotheses are also supported. The predicted probabil-
ity of accommodation increases when disruption costs are high and concession costs
are low. As expected, when concession costs are high, a coercive response is pre-
dicted to increase. In model 4 high disruption costs and low concession costs have
a positive effect on accommodation, and high concession costs have a positive
effect on a coercive response by the government. Previous violence increases the

TABLE 2. Continued

Dependent Variable = STATE RESPONSE Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Constant −3.52**
(.384)

−3.67
(1.83)

−3.48**
(.378)

−3.91*
(1.65)

N 9965 9522 9965 9522
Wald χ2 (Prob. > χ2) 247.75

(0.0000)
461.05
(0.0000)

294.92
(0.0000)

556.83
(0.0000)

Country Clusters 160 152 160 152

Notes: Robust standard errors in parentheses clustered by country. Two-tailed significance tests. *p≤ .05; **p≤ .01;
***p≤ .001.

79. Carey 2010.
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probability of coercion (model 4), yet even when violence is removed as a component
of the CONCESSION COSTS INDEX, increasing concession costs continue to be associated
with the state’s decision to coerce or accommodate.

Figure 8, based on model 4, illustrates that as concession costs increase, while
holding disruption costs constant at the mode, the predicted probability of accommo-
dation decreases, whereas the predicted probability of coercion increases. We rely on
the point estimates to interpret the effects and include the confidence interval curves
to better visualize trends in response across increasing CONCESSION COSTS INDEX. As
CONCESSION COSTS INDEX increases to the maximum value, the predicted probability
of coercion and crowd control increase to approximately 29 and 43 percent, re-
spectively, and the predicted probability of disregard decreases to approximately
26 percent. When concession costs reach a value of 4 or greater, approximately
19 percent of observations, there is a statistically significant difference between coer-
cion and accommodation. Coercion is the predicted response in the cross-national
sample.
Figure 9 (model 4) depicts the effect of increasing disruption costs while keeping

concession costs constant at the mode. We exclude estimates for disregard because

FIGURE 8. Predicted probability of state response across concession costs index
(95% CIs)
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they remain stable at approximately 50 percent predicted probability. The predicted
probability of coercion remains consistently low across increasing disruption costs
but, importantly, the predicted probability of accommodation increases with increas-
ing disruption costs. On average in the cross-national sample, coercion is predicted
over accommodation when the disruption costs are low, but as disruption costs
increase from 1 to 4, the predicted probability of accommodation doubles from
approximately 3 to 6 percent. When protesters are capable of creating high disruption
costs (>6), the predicted probability of accommodation increases to 17 percent. We
recognize that Figure 9 shows there is ambiguity about which response protesters
motivate.
Although the confidence intervals overlap, the results suggest that when disruption

costs are very high (=9), accommodation is more likely than coercion or crowd dis-
persal. The results suggest that government accommodation to protests is a positive
function of disruption costs. Crowd dispersal is predicted to decrease as disruption
costs increase. Perhaps this is a function of protest size. While disregard is the
common state response, protesters can motivate the state to consider accommodation
by imposing high disruption costs.
To better understand the independent effect of each cost index, we set the two

indices to specific values and generate predicted probability. This helps demonstrate
the validity of all four hypotheses. In support of H1, if protesters generate low

FIGURE 9. Predicted probability of state response across disruption costs index
(95% CIs)
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concession (1) and disruption costs (1), the model predicts coercion 2.6 percent and
accommodation 6.3 percent of the time. The predicted probability of coercion
increases to 24.6 percent when concession costs increase to the maximum (5) and dis-
ruption costs remains low (1); the probability of accommodation in this scenario
declines to 0.9 percent. If protesters push concession costs to the maximum and main-
tain average disruption costs (4), coercion is predicted in 29.3 percent and accommo-
dation in 1.8 percent of protest events.
When protests generate high disruption costs while minimizing concession costs,

the predicted probability of accommodation increases. For example, when disruption
costs are high (9) and concession costs low (1), the predicted probability of accom-
modation is 26.7 percent, whereas coercion is 2 percent. When disruption costs
remain high and concession costs are average (3), the predicted probabilities of
accommodation and coercion shift to 10.4 and 16.5 percent, respectively. This sup-
ports H2.
To test hypotheses 3 and 4, we set concession and disruption costs to their highest

and lowest values and compare the predicted probabilities. When both costs are high,
we expect coercion (hypothesis 3); the results support our expectation. On average,
cross-nationally, the predicted probability of coercion is 14.2 percent. When both
cost indices are high, the predicted probability of coercion is 34.3 percent—a statisti-
cally significant increase (95% confidence interval is 16.1 to 52.5%). Moreover, the
predicted probabilities of disregard, accommodate, and crowd dispersal change to
34.0, 6.3, and 25.4 percent respectively whereas, on average, the predicted probabil-
ity of each response is 50.4, 9.1, and 26.3 percent, respectively. These results suggest
that when both indices are high, the state has incentive to coerce protesters.
When both costs are low, we expect the state to disregard (hypothesis 4); the

predicted probability supports our expectation. On average, cross-nationally,
50.4 percent of protests are disregarded but when both costs are low predicted prob-
ability of disregard increases to 75 percent (95% confidence interval is 69.6 to
80.4%). Subsequently, in a low-cost protest, the predicted probability of coercion
is 2.6 percent, accommodation 6.3 percent, and crowd dispersal 16.1 percent. In
sum, variation in the cost parameters predicts shifts in government responses that
reflect our theoretical expectations.

Robustness to Model Specification

We engage in multiple robustness checks. The state-response categories we employ
in the main models are not exclusive categories because a government can ac-
commodate and repress the same protest. Sometimes when repression fails to quell
and instead swells the number of protesters, governments try accommodation.
Typically, when there are multiple government actions, they fall within the same
type we use to generate STATE RESPONSE; that is, the state beats and shoots, or arrests
and disperses protesters. In 1,362 protest events, approximately 13.5 percent of obser-
vations, the state responds with a mixed strategy—that is, crowd control and coercion,
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TABLE 3. Multinomial logit regression results, mixed response category included

Dependent Variable = STATE RESPONSE Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

Base Category (Disregard)
Crowd Dispersal
CONCESSION COSTS INDEX .615**

(.055)
.622**
(.058)

.622**
(.052)

.630**
(.054)

DISRUPTION COSTS INDEX −.193**
(.035)

−.175**
(.035)

−.186**
(.034)

−.168**
(.033)

PREVIOUS VIOLENCE .478**
(.102)

.443**
(.086)

NUMBER OF DEMANDS −.224
(.126)

−.192
(.139)

POLITY −.142*
(.053)

−.147*
(.052)

POLITY SQUARED .005
(.002)

.005
(.002)

GDP PER CAPITA (LN) −.107
(.069)

−.083
(.065)

YOUTH BULGE (15–24) .013
(.026)

.009
(.026)

Constant −1.58**
(254)

−.171
(.853)

−1.56**
(.303)

−.265
(.832)

Accommodation
CONCESSION COSTS INDEX −.376**

(.065)
−.373**
(.063)

−.408**
(.067)

−.410**
(.066)

DISRUPTION COSTS INDEX .131*
(.053)

.144*
(.051)

.130*
(.053)

.142*
(.051)

PREVIOUS VIOLENCE .205
(.095)

.092
(.094)

NUMBER OF DEMANDS .210
(.149)

.288
(.126)

POLITY −.092
(.074)

−.086
(.073)

POLITY SQUARED .005
(.003)

.005
(.003)

GDP PER CAPITA (LN) −.130
(.085)

−.122
(.084)

YOUTH BULGE (15–24) .082*
(.033)

.086*
(.033)

Constant −1.84**
(.294)

−2.19
(1.29)

−2.08**
(.308)

−2.62
(1.29)

Coercion
CONCESSION COSTS INDEX .752**

(.101)
.788**
(.095)

.782**
(.101)

.823**
(.102)

DISRUPTION COSTS INDEX −.222**
(.063)

−.185*
(.061)

−.203**
(.063)

−.170*
(.061)

PREVIOUS VIOLENCE .819**
(.167)

.729**
(.170)

NUMBER OF DEMANDS −.652*
(.263)

−.535
(.242)

POLITY −.157
(.138)

−.163
(.133)

POLITY SQUARED .003
(.007)

.003
(.007)

GDP PER CAPITA (LN) −.180
(.184)

−.128
(.173)

YOUTH BULGE (15–24) .202*
(.069)

.201*
(.066)

Continued

512 International Organization

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
20

81
83

18
00

00
61

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e.
 L

ib
ra

ry
 A

fr
ic

an
 S

tu
di

es
 C

en
tr

e,
 o

n 
31

 M
ay

 2
02

1 
at

 0
9:

58
:0

5,
 s

ub
je

ct
 to

 th
e 

Ca
m

br
id

ge
 C

or
e 

te
rm

s 
of

 u
se

, a
va

ila
bl

e 
at

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e/
te

rm
s.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818318000061
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


crowd control and accommodation, accommodation and coercion, disregard and any
other response, or a combination of any three or four response categories. We
recode our dependent variable to include an additional category of a mixed response
changing the distribution of observations to approximately 50.4 percent disregard,
25.7 percent crowd control, 5.9 percent accommodation, 4.5 percent coercion, and
13.5 percent mixed response. Empirical results testing this specification are consistent
with our primary models (see Table 3).
In Table 3, disruption costs continue to be negatively associated with coercion, but

are now consistently significant. The consequence of including a mixed response is
that we implement a stricter measurement interpretation of coercion and these results
reinforce our expectations. That is, high disruption costs motivate accommodation,
not coercion.
In the mixed-response category, disruption costs produce a positive effect. This is

consistent with our expectation that ambiguity prevails when both costs are high and
concession costs dominate the state’s response. The positive effect of disruption costs
is likely linked to the accommodative component of the mixed response, but the rel-
atively large substantive differences between the concession costs and disruption
costs coefficients suggests that, as expected, concession costs carry much of the
explanatory weight.

TABLE 3. Continued

Dependent Variable = STATE RESPONSE Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

Constant −3.65**
(.505)

−4.98
(2.82)

−3.43**
(.569)

−5.20
(2.70)

Mixed Response
CONCESSION COSTS INDEX .765**

(.067)
.718**
(.063)

.754**
(.070)

.707**
(.066)

DISRUPTION COSTS INDEX .079
(.049)

.117*
(.049)

.094
(.047)

.126*
(.048)

PREVIOUS VIOLENCE .856**
(.107)

.703**
(.084)

NUMBER OF DEMANDS −.248
(.115)

−.122
(.140)

POLITY −.095
(.074)

−.101
(.070)

POLITY SQUARED .002
(.003)

.002
(.003)

GDP PER CAPITA (LN) −.295
(.128)

−.257
(.120)

YOUTH BULGE (15–24) .059
(.035)

.055
(033)

Constant −3.86**
(.338)

−1.86
(1.66)

−3.99**
(.325)

−2.21
(1.48)

N 9965 9522 9965 9522
Wald χ2 (Prob. > χ2) 329.79

(0.0000)
611.69
(0.0000)

412.83
(0.0000)

747.50
(0.0000)

Country Clusters 160 152 160 152

Notes: Robust standard errors in parentheses clustered by country. Two-tailed significance tests. *p≤ .05; **p ≤ .01;
***p ≤ .001.
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There is a risk to our analysis that protesters “learn.” That is, protesters today
learned how previous protests elicited varying state responses. This assumption
may cloud the effect of relationships between costs and state responses. To test
this, we split our sample into two groups, SAME PROTESTER IDENTITY—where protests
at time t and time t-1 are coordinated by the same organization or class of dissidents
(i.e., students, workers, farmers)—and DIFFERENT PROTESTER IDENTITY—where the pro-
tests are (assumed to be) distinct and uncoordinated with the temporally previous
protest. This is a rough cut, but it does help clarify and potentially delineate a “learn-
ing” link. We rerun the model using this split sample. The results continue to support
our main analysis. See appendix Table A23.
Next we remove corruption, removal, or resignation as a demand from the

Concession Costs Index and include it instead in our models as a control variable.
Since it is assumed to be the most threatening demand, we estimate the independent
effect.80 CORRUPTION DEMAND assumes a value of 1 when protesters air grievances over
corruption or demand the resignation or removal of a high-level official, and assumes
a value of 0 for all other demands. We also remove the protester violence component
of the Concession Costs Index and include a binary measure of PROTESTER VIOLENCE;
violent protests are assigned a value of 1. Together, PREVIOUS VIOLENCE and PROTESTER

VIOLENCE account for action-reaction dynamics and the effect of nonviolent events
on the probability of coercion and accommodation respectively.81 See appendix
Table A24.
When we remove violent protest tactics from the Concession Costs Index (model

A62), the index continues to have a positive effect on coercion. Although protester
violence begets state violence, action-reaction dynamics are not the only determinant
of a coercive state response. Once a corruption demand is removed from the
Concession Costs Index (model A63), while this specific demand generates coercion,
increases in the Concession Costs Index continue to have a positive effect on coercion
and a negative effect on accommodation. When these components are tested in-
dependently (model A64), the expected effects of the DISRUPTION COSTS INDEX and
CONCESSION COSTS INDEX remain.
We recognize that there is significant variation in institutional and cultural norms

across the countries in our sample and that the battery of control variables may not
fully capture these differences. In the main analysis, we cluster standard errors by
country, which provides a means of accounting for this potential threat to the gener-
alizability of our results. We conduct a fixed-effects multinomial logit regression
analysis using country-panels as an alternative method to account for cross-country
intrasample variation in country’s baseline probability of protest responses. A
fixed-effects model is effective for modeling heterogeneity across the sample. It is
also a valid method for showing within-country effects of protest costs. The results

80. Francisco 1993.
81. Moore 1998, 2000; Stephan and Chenoweth 2008.
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from a fixed-effects model allow us to draw stronger inferences about within-country
outcomes; that is, within a country, variation in a protest’s disruption and concession
costs results in changes in government response.

The model requires manipulation of observations to generate convergence. In the
country-panels, the number of protests range from 1 to 317; country-panels with less
than three protests had to be dropped to generate convergence (Bhutan, Cape Verde,
Eritrea, Jamaica, Laos, and Qatar are dropped). The results continue to support the
results and implications generated by our main models. Table 4 presents the coeffi-
cient estimates for disruption and concession costs on each response choice; appendix
Table A31 presents the full results. Both disruption and concession costs play an
influential role in determining the state’s response to protests. In model 9, once
country-panel effects are directly accounted for and modeled, in support of our expec-
tations, escalating concession costs decrease the predicted probability of accommo-
dation by approximately 12 percent and increase the predicted probability of
coercion by approximately 165 percent. Escalating disruption costs are predicted to
increase accommodation by approximately 26 percent.

TABLE 4. Fixed effects multinomial logit regression results, cost indices only

Dependent Variable = STATE RESPONSE Model 9 GDP per Capita (ln) and Youth Bulge

Base Category (Disregard)
Crowd Dispersal
CONCESSION COSTS INDEX .692**

(.035)
DISRUPTION COSTS INDEX −.175**

(.020)
Constant −.635

(1.71)
Accommodation
CONCESSION COSTS INDEX −.131*

(.047)
DISRUPTION COSTS INDEX .233**

(.030)
Constant −1.60

(2.38)
Coercion
CONCESSION COSTS INDEX .976**

(.048)
DISRUPTION COSTS INDEX −.040

(.028)
Constant 1.34

(2.10)
N 9512

Notes: Ten observations completely dropped. Robust standard errors in parentheses. Two-tailed significance tests.
*p≤ .05; **p≤ .01; ***p ≤ .001.
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Additional robustness checks support the main results so we restrict the models to
the appendix.82 In Table A23 we rerun the split protester-identity models and include
measures of PROTEST HISTORY—alternatively, STATE RESPONSE(t-1) and both costs indices
at time t-1. We replace POLITY and POLITY SQUARED with alternative measures of the
political regime and legislative competiveness and effectiveness (HEAD OF STATE,
REGIME TYPE,83 and GOVERNMENT TYPE).84 A government’s response decision could
be influenced by a country’s human rights practices that make coercion in response
to protests an easier decision. We include two alternative measures of human rights
practices, which removes contemporary protests from the analysis because physical
integrity, from the CIRI Human Rights Database, ends in 201185 and the Political
Terror Scale ends in 2013.86 See appendix Tables A25 and A26.
Government response decisions might be influenced by ethnic power dynamics.

To account for this we include alternative measures of ethnic-based relations
between the government and population: NUMBER OF EXCLUDED GROUPS, NUMBER OF

INCLUDED GROUPS, and EXCLUDED POPULATION.87 See appendix Table A27.
We also generate an alternative DISRUPTION COSTS INDEX that omits protest size and

instead accounts for the frequency of protest activity; for these models we include
the natural log of PARTICIPATION SIZE as an additional control variable. PROTEST
FREQUENCY follows a nominal scale ranging from 0 to 3; when the previous
protest was more than two months prior to the protest of interest, PROTEST

FREQUENCY is coded as 0; it is coded as 1 when the current protest is within two
months from the previous protest; coded as 2 if the protests are within one week
of one another; and coded as 3 if there is a concurrent protest.88 See appendix
Table A28.
We also split previous violence into PROTEST VIOLENCE t-1 and PROTEST VIOLENCE t-2

and alternatively include lagged values, at time t-1, of the costs indices and STATE

RESPONSE. Results are in appendix Table A29 and A30. Our main analysis is rein-
forced by these robustness checks. Accounting for protest history has a minimal
impact on the substantive effect of our cost parameters, but does not change the stat-
istical significance.
One inference we draw from this is that state response to protests is linked to a

domestic constituency that supports the ruling coalition as well as the behaviors

82. Descriptive Statistics for the robustness checks are found in appendix Table A22.
83. Cross-National Time-Series Database is by Banks and Wilson 2015.
84. Geddes, Wright, and Frantz 2014.
85. Cingranelli, Richards, and Clay 2014.
86. Gibney et al. 2016.
87. Ethnic Power Relations Data v3.0. Wimmer, Cederman, and Min 2009.
88. The cut points are deduced from the distribution of the measure. In the country of observation, 6.5

percent of protests are concurrent with another protest, 26.2 percent are in the same week of the previous
protest, 38.1 percent are between one week and two months, and 29.2 percent are two months or more since
the previous protest. Concurrent protests and protest location are not exclusive categories; a nationwide
protest can be concurrent with a regional or local protest if the two events were coded as distinct
demands, size, and protester identity.
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and demands of the protesters. From this perspective, competing coalitions or constit-
uencies can make it increasingly likely that compromise is hard to find. Together this
suggests that when it is hard for the ruling coalition to find a set of concessions that
can satisfy both their internal constituency and protesters, they are more likely to try
to address the protest through coercive tactics.

Discussion and Contemporary Political Implications

The results of our analysis shed light on recent political upheaval across the globe.
They also point to a further refinement in our dynamic understanding of the processes
underlying civil wars and potential interventions in them. This dynamic process has
implications for internal and external politics. Our results identify variation in protest
behaviors and differentiate the effect on state responses. If protesters organize around
issues that leave the ruling coalition a “way out” and yet use their protest behaviors to
generate disruption costs, on average, they are more likely to have their demands
addressed, but by imposing higher concessions costs, on average, they are more
likely to generate a coercive response. These findings add nuance to the action-reac-
tion arguments89 suggesting that state responses are in part a function of a broader
notion of costs and the role of threats to states’ ruling coalitions.90

For example, our results help inform the different responses by states in the Arab
Spring protests, as well as the opposition’s willingness to press toward rebellion. In
Syria and Libya the states responded with coercion to nonviolent protests and subse-
quently the opposition took up arms against the state. The concession costs imposed
on Bashar al-Assad and Muammar Gaddafi made it difficult for them to accommo-
date without alienating their own core constituencies, and so the coercive response
was consistent with the results of our models. Under other conditions, such as in
Jordan or Morocco, there were accommodative strategies that could keep intact the
ruling coalition or the level of disruption was so severe that accommodation was a
compelling choice. The civil wars in Syria and Libya became internationalized as
they spiraled out of control. External states intervening with military aid, human
rights organizations caring for the trapped populations, and international aid relief
trying to bring food and medicine have all been trying to stem the tide of the conse-
quences of internal protest and state responses.
Our models advance the theoretical understanding of state response to protest

actions. The action-reaction process that has carried much of the explanation for
moving toward armed conflict is not sufficient to describe the process of protests
and state response. Our results suggest that there are multiple ways for the opposition
to impose costs through both nonviolent and violent protest, and it is the character or
content of these costs that influence the shape of any action-reaction process. But our

89. For example, Moore 1998, 2000.
90. Gartner and Regan 1996.
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analysis does not answer all of the questions. We cannot answer the question of
country-level heterogeneity that may account for differing responses under similar
conditions, nor can we account for why groups protest. A fuller explanation for the
former requires systematic treatment beyond a control for regime types; the latter
requires a broader look into the sociological aspects of dissent. Theory would have
to point to expectations and conditional arrangements.91 Ultimately, modeling the
onset of armed rebellion or civil war requires attention to the dynamic processes ini-
tially presented in the bargaining space and the environment created by political
dissent in the form of protests; these processes appear to constrain choices and
harden positions.

Supplementary Material

Supplementary material for this article is available at <https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0020818318000061>.
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