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Abstract | We conducted a randomised 
survey experiment involving 13,301 
online Australians. Respondents were 
asked about their support for 
environmental, anti-lockdown and 
sovereign citizen protests. They were 
randomly allocated to one of three 
groups presented with different protest 
tactics—peaceful marching, disrupting 
traffic and violent clashes with police. 

Respondents were significantly more 
likely to oppose violent or disruptive 
protests than peaceful protests, 
regardless of the issue or movement in 
question. The strongest opposition was 
to anti-lockdown and anti-vaccination 
protests, followed by protests relating 
to the sovereign citizen movement. 
Protests about environmental issues 
had the most support. 

The effect of conspiratorial beliefs on 
support for protests varied by protest 
cause. Belief in conspiracy theories 
increased support for protest violence, 
relative to other tactics. Support for 
certain protest causes and tactics is 
shaped by a person’s ideological beliefs. 

An experimental study of 
support for protest causes 
and tactics and the influence 
of conspiratorial beliefs

Anthony Morgan, Timothy Cubitt, Alexandra Voce 
and Isabella Voce

In the last few years protest activity has increased globally (van 
der Zwet et al. 2022). Australia has been no exception. Recent 
protest activity has advocated for a range of political and social 
causes, including support for increased action on climate change, 
opposition to public health measures introduced during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, women’s safety, Indigenous deaths in 
custody and other more extreme ideological movements.

There were protests in response to lockdowns and social 
distancing measures from very early in the pandemic (McGowan 
2020), including the emergence of the freedom movement in 
late 2020 (ABC News 2020). There was further protest activity 
following the rollout of the national vaccination program in early 
to mid-2021 (Noble 2021). While many of these protests were 
peaceful, there were numerous examples of disruptive behaviour 
and clashes between protesters and police, resulting in large 
numbers of fines and arrests, as well as the hospitalisation of 
police officers (Seyfort & Zagon 2021). This included notable 
anti-vaccine mandate protests in Melbourne, which attracted 
widespread condemnation (Marin-Guzman 2021). 
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As frustration with public health measures grew, antisocial behaviour and threats of violence towards 
political leaders escalated (Butler 2021). In early 2022, several thousand Australians travelled in 
a ‘Convoy to Canberra’ to protest against a range of grievances, organised using social media and 
supported through crowdfunding (Britton 2022). While fringe and conspiratorial views were apparent 
in some of the earliest protest activity, the convoy exemplified the central role that conspiratorial 
beliefs, the language of the sovereign citizen movement and other ideological motives had come to 
play in pandemic protest narratives (Khalil & Roose 2023; Roose 2022).

While COVID-19 protests garnered significant attention, protest activity occurred in support of 
several other movements in this same period. It too involved a mix of tactics. Following intense 
bushfires in the 2019–20 summer, tens of thousands of people protested nationally in support of 
action on climate change and environmental policy (Regan & Yeung 2020). Conversely, in mid‑2022, 
Blockade Australia disrupted traffic heading into the centre of Sydney during peak hour, while 
concurrently protesting through Sydney’s central business district (Thompson 2022). Despite 
involving no more than 60 individuals, there was significant disruption to the community and 
a number of protesters were arrested (McGuire 2022). Two large, nationally coordinated protests 
were also noteworthy. Marches against Indigenous deaths in custody and systemic racism occurred in 
mid‑2020 (Henriques‑Gomes & Visontay 2020), while the ‘March 4 Justice’ took place in March 2021 
in 40 cities in response to high-profile cases of sexual violence, with estimates of up to 110,000 
attendees (Gorman 2021). These were peaceful protests that, unlike much of the pandemic-related 
protest activity, were planned in consultation with authorities and held in accordance with public 
health measures.

In attempting to draw public attention to their social or political cause, protesters may use disruptive 
and at times aggressive tactics (Andrews & Caren 2010). Often this depends on the perceived 
legitimacy of the government of the day—protest violence is more likely when the government 
is perceived as coercive rather than legitimate (Sullivan 2018). Some protest groups can be 
unpredictable and volatile, attracting individuals with a greater propensity for violence (Maguire et al. 
2016; Tyler et al. 2018). However, it is also clear that protest violence can be specific to the situation 
and is more likely to occur when the action is disorganised or spontaneous (Gustafson 2020; Ives & 
Lewis 2020), when there are counter-protesters present (Australian Security Intelligence Organisation 
2020), and during periods of heightened emotion and tension following some sort of triggering event 
(Nassauer 2016). The use of more assertive policing measures can lead protesters to escalate to 
violence in competition with police tactics (della Porta 2014). But this is not always straightforward. 
What constitutes lawful or violent protest can vary between places and also over time, particularly 
in political and legal environments where tolerance for public protest may be lowered. This has 
implications for law enforcement, whose role it is to maintain civil order and enforce protest laws, 
and can shape how they respond but also how that response may be perceived.
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The majority of Australians support the right to protest (Amnesty International 2022). However, 
public support for activism may be influenced by the tactics used by protesters, even among 
individuals who are personally aligned with the social or political cause (Feinberg, Willer & Kovacheff 
2020; Muñoz & Anduiza 2019; Simpson, Willer & Feinberg 2018). Of course, what constitutes violent 
action is subjective, and can depend on the political beliefs of the individual (Hsiao and Radnitz 2020). 
Even so, the negative effects of violent protest have been shown in survey experiments (Simpson, 
Willer & Feinberg 2018) and in studies of real-world protest violence (Huet-Vaughn 2013; Muñoz & 
Anduiza 2019). Further, regardless of an individual’s core ideology, violent protest action can reduce 
support for the cause overall, and diminish identification with a movement, with observers reporting 
the action to be immoral (Feinberg, Willer & Kovacheff 2020). This can lead to fewer protesters 
being willing to engage in subsequent protest activity—although violence by the state can have the 
opposite effect (Steinert-Threlkeld, Joo & Chan 2022).

Protest tactics can also be influenced by a group’s underlying ideology. The onset of the pandemic 
saw an increase in protests endorsing conspiratorial views (Khalil & Roose 2023), which have been 
associated with increased support for violence (Uscinski et al. 2022). Recent research has found that 
individuals who show greater commitment to conspiratorial beliefs are also more likely to endorse 
ideological violence (Vegetti & Littvay 2021). Further, these beliefs are associated with support for 
political violence, particularly where they co-occur with mental health issues (Baum et al. 2023).

It is not clear how these findings apply to the Australian context, particularly as it relates to 
contemporary protest movements and the recent growth of certain ideological movements and 
conspiratorial beliefs. To measure differences in support for different protest causes and tactics, 
we conducted a randomised survey experiment. We examined scenarios involving fringe movements, 
including sovereign citizen and anti-lockdown and anti-vaccination protests (Khalil & Roose 2023), 
and more widely-accepted mainstream movements, including action on climate change (Bradley et al. 
2022). We also examined the extent to which support was influenced by belief in conspiracy theories. 
This research has implications for both protest organisers seeking to generate community support 
for their movement and authorities who are responsible for ensuring that protest activity is lawful 
and non-violent.

Method
Sample
Data for this study were collected as part of a large national survey of online Australians about 
their political and social beliefs. Fieldwork was conducted by Roy Morgan Research in November 
and December 2022. Respondents were recruited from Roy Morgan’s Single Source panel, which 
comprises individuals recruited through a rigorous clustersampled, face-to-face survey approach, 
and a panel managed by Pureprofile. The survey was sent to members of these panels aged 18 years 
and over who had joined to receive incentives in exchange for completing surveys.
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Proportional quota sampling was used to ensure the sample broadly reflected the spread of 
people living in Australia. Quotas were based on the Australian adult population stratified by age, 
sex and usual place of residence, based on Australian Bureau of Statistics (2023) population data. 
The majority of respondents (58.7%) were drawn from Roy Morgan’s Single Source survey panel. 
The raw completion rate for invitations sent to this panel was 7.1 percent; however, 78.3 percent 
of respondents who opened the invitation and were eligible to participate in the research went on 
to complete the survey. Poor-quality responses and duplicates were removed from the final sample.

The survey took respondents an average of 23.8 minutes to complete. The initial sample size 
was 13,302 respondents. One respondent was removed as they were present in more than one 
experimental group, leaving a sample of 13,301. Because we were interested in the differences 
in protest support between groups, and the randomisation ensured there were no threats to the 
internal validity of our findings, we did not apply post-stratification weights to the data.

Experimental design
As part of the survey, respondents were asked to read descriptions of four protest scenarios:

	• a group of pro-choice advocates marching to show support for protecting abortion access in 
Australia;

	• a group of anti-vaccine, anti-lockdown and anti-mandate advocates protesting government-
imposed mandatory COVID-19 vaccinations and lockdowns;

	• a group of sovereign citizens protesting oppression by the government, which they view as an 
illegitimate corporation depriving them of their sovereign rights and imposing laws to which they 
do not consent; and

	• a group of environmental activists protesting government inaction on climate change and calling 
for a new, green approach to energy and emissions.

A split-ballot design was embedded into the survey, in which respondents were randomly assigned 
to one of three mutually exclusive groups (Table 1). Each group was asked about different tactics 
used by protesters in support of each issue or movement. These included peacefully protesting 
(peaceful protest condition), disrupting peak-hour lunchtime traffic (disruptive protest condition), 
or violently clashing with police (violent protest condition). We did not vary the tactics used in the 
pro-choice protest scenario, which acted as a control condition to verify that the randomisation 
had been successful. Access to abortion services was chosen because it is an issue that has received 
consistently high support from the Australian public in the previous decade (IPSOS 2022). It is 
noteworthy that the survey was conducted in the months after the US Supreme Court overturned 
Roe v Wade, a landmark case that had legalised abortion nationwide (ABC News 2022), leading to 
an increased focus on the issue in Australia (Truu 2022), where most legal barriers (but not non-legal 
barriers) to abortion have been removed (Sifris & Penovic 2021).
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The order in which scenarios were presented to each respondent was also randomised. This was 
done to avoid any carryover ordering effects, in which the respondents’ ratings of support for 
or opposition to a given scenario (eg peaceful protests) could be influenced by the scenario that 
preceded it (eg violent protests). Respondents were asked to rate their level of support for each 
protest scenario on a scale from one (strongly oppose) to five (strongly support). Respondents could 
also answer that they did not know or decline to answer (combined into an unknown category).

Table 1: Assignment of protest causes and tactics to experimental groups (n=13,301)
Group A 
(n=4,463, 33.6%)

Group B 
(n=4,411, 33.2%)

Group C 
(n=4,427, 33.3%)

Pro-choice protest 
(control condition) Marching Marching Marching

Environmental protest Violently clash with police Disrupt traffic Peacefully protest

Sovereign citizen protest Disrupt traffic Peacefully protest Violently clash with police

Anti-lockdown and 
anti-vaccination protest Peacefully protest Violently clash with police Disrupt traffic

Other variables of interest
In addition to the control protest condition, respondents were asked to rate their level of agreement 
with the statement ‘It’s OK to support groups that use violence to fight injustices.’ This was used 
to measure any differences between groups in their support for violence as a means of achieving 
political or social change.

To analyse the relationship between conspiratorial beliefs and support for different protest causes 
and tactics, respondents were asked the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with common 
conspiracies, some of which were related to the COVID-19 pandemic and public health measures. 
There were seven statements in total, ranging from more moderate beliefs to more extreme 
conspiracies:

	• mainstream media reports in a biased and false manner;

	• COVID-19 vaccine mandates are an unnecessary form of government control;

	• COVID-19 has been intentionally released as part of an orchestrated plan;

	• secret societies control the world;

	• big events (wars, recessions, elections) are controlled by small groups secretly working against the 
rest of us;

	• vaccines can be used maliciously to infect people with poison or insert microchips into people; and

	• elites use microchips to track and affect the population’s behaviour.
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Responses were based on a five-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly 
agree. To produce a global measure of conspiracy beliefs, these ordinal scales were converted into 
a continuous variable (Sullivan & Artino 2013). These items had very good internal consistency 
(α=0.87) and an overall mean score was calculated.

Finally, respondents were asked to provide a range of sociodemographic information as part of the 
survey. We also asked respondents whether they had ever participated in a protest or rally in-person 
in support of a political or social movement and, if so, whether they had participated in an in-person 
protest since January 2020. Respondents who said they had participated in an in-person protest since 
January 2000 were then asked the issues or movements they had supported through protest.

Analytical approach
Our analysis proceeded in three stages. First, we examined whether the randomisation had resulted 
in a balanced sample in each of the three groups, and whether respondents in each of those three 
groups provided similar responses to common questions about protests and the use of violence. 
Second, we analysed the results from the experimental study, comparing the responses from the 
three groups to determine the extent to which support for protest activity varied according to the 
tactics employed. In both stages we used chi-square (χ2) tests of association to assess whether there 
was a statistically significant relationship between the experimental group assigned and the variable 
of interest. Where this result was statistically significant, we used Cramér’s V to measure the strength 
of this association.

The third stage of the analysis examined whether the relationship between protest tactics and 
support for protests varied depending on whether a respondent believed in conspiracy theories. 
We did this by estimating a series of ordinary least square regression models. We converted the 
outcome variable—support for protests—from a five-point ordinal scale to a numeric variable 
(excluding respondents who did not know or declined to answer from this stage of the analysis). 
We included protest tactics as a categorical independent variable, with peaceful protest used as the 
reference category. We then included a variable that measured the strength of each respondent’s 
beliefs in common conspiracy theories. In addition to estimating the main effects of these variables 
on the level of support for protests, we included an interaction between protest tactics and belief in 
conspiracy theories. These models also included several control variables that were expected to be 
related to support for protests, including age, gender, employment status, level of education, level of 
socio-economic disadvantage, relationship status, parental status, and whether the respondent had 
participated in protest activity (never protested, protested before January 2020 but not recently, and 
protested since January 2020).
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Limitations
The experimental design allowed us to understand how the level of support changes depending 
on whether a protest is peaceful, disruptive or violent. It ensures a high degree of internal validity. 
However, the findings cannot explain why a certain cause or tactic may garner more or less support. 
Moreover, although the protest scenarios described in the experiment were based on actual events 
in Australia, in which protesters halted peak-hour traffic (Thompson 2022) and violently clashed with 
police (Seyfort & Zagon 2021), it is possible that the hypothetical scenarios lack real-world context, 
which may have influenced the extent to which respondents indicated support (or not) for different 
protest causes and tactics. For example, support for protests that involve violent clashes with police 
may depend on the severity of that violence, how it started and how police responded, among other 
variables. Respondents may also have had limited awareness of the sovereign citizen movement 
beyond the short description provided in the survey. Finally, the current study was not intended to 
measure the general level of support in the community for protest activity, nor do the results apply 
to other social movements; rather, they are specific to the scenarios described in the survey. There 
are limitations associated with non-probability sampling, including not being able to generalise 
beyond the sample of respondents.

Results
Validating the randomisation

Sample characteristics

Sample characteristics, presented in Table 2, show that the three experimental groups were very 
similar. There were no statistically significant differences between the groups in respondent age, 
Indigenous status, sexuality, place of birth, language spoken at home, disability, relationship status, 
parental status, usual place of residence, highest level of education, employment status or level of 
socio-economic disadvantage. The only statistically significance between the three groups was in the 
gender of respondents (χ2(4)=10.6, p<0.05, Cramér’s V=0.02). Inspection of the adjusted residuals 
made it clear this was due to differences in the small proportion of respondents who identified as 
non-binary. Specifically, there was a lower than expected number of non-binary or other gender 
respondents in Group A, and a higher than expected number in Group C. When these respondents 
were excluded, the difference between groups in the proportion of respondents who were male or 
female was not statistically significant (χ2(4)=3.1, p=0.21). Ultimately, the difference between the 
groups was very small (demonstrated by a weak association), meaning it was unlikely to have had any 
effect on the results from the analysis that followed. 
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Table 2: Sample characteristics, by experimental group (%)
Group A Group B Group C χ2, p-value

Age

18–34 25.2 24.8 25.3 1.0, p=0.90

35–64 49.1 50.0 49.7

65+ 25.7 25.2 25.1

Gender

Male 47.6 46.7 45.6 10.6, p<0.05

Female 52.2 52.8 53.8

Non-binary or other gender 0.3 0.5 0.6

First Nations 2.4 2.2 2.7 2.9, p=0.58

LGB+ respondentsa 7.8 8.1 8.6 3.2, p=0.53

Born outside of Australia 23.3 23.5 22.8 2.7, p=0.60

Speaks a language other than English 
most often at home 5.6 4.9 5.6 5.1, p=0.28

Restrictive long-term health condition 12.7 13.2 12.0 3.1, p=0.54

Currently in a relationship 63.1 65.3 64.5 8.1, p=0.09

Children living at home 35.2 36.5 36.2 4.9, p=0.30

Usual place of residence (remoteness)

Major city 72.6 73.9 73.1 11.0, p=0.09

Regional 24.7 22.7 23.6

Remote 2.0 2.8 2.6

Highest level of education

High school 26.1 25.1 25.4 3.7, p=0.88

Vocational 22.8 23.4 23.3

University 50.4 50.9 50.8

Employment status

Employed 62.2 62.0 62.6 0.7, p=0.99

Other 33.5 33.9 33.1

Unemployed 3.8 3.7 3.9

Index of relative socio-economic disadvantage

Quartile 1 (most disadvantaged) 17.3 15.6 15.6 9.8, p=0.28

Quartile 2 19.5 19.4 20.1

Quartile 3 25.3 25.5 26.2

Quartile 4 (least disadvantaged) 37.1 38.9 37.4
a: LGB+ respondents include those who identified as lesbian, gay, bisexual or another non-heterosexual sexual orientation

Note: Denominators include respondents who did not know or declined to answer the question. Where present, this unknown group was included in the 
comparison between groups

Source: Survey of social and political attitudes in Australia, 2022 [computer file]
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As shown in Table 3, the rate of protest participation, including since January 2020, did not 
significantly differ between the three experimental groups (χ2(6)=8.4, p=0.21). We also compared 
the groups in terms of the prevalence of participation in recent protests in support of specific issues 
or movements relevant to the current study. While participation in these protests was relatively 
rare , there were no differences between the groups in whether respondents had participated in 
protests in support of environmental issues or climate change (χ2(2)=1.9, p=0.39), women’s safety 
or rights (χ2(2)=1.4, p=0.50), government policies on COVID-19 (χ2(2)=1.1, p=0.58), or the rejection 
of government authority and legal documents (typically associated with the sovereign citizen 
movement; χ2(2)=0.5, p=0.77). 

Table 3: Protest participation, by experimental group (%)
Group A Group B Group C χ2, p-value

Protest participation

Never protested 77.3 75.8 76.1 8.4, p=0.21

Protested before January 2020, but not 
recently 13.3 14.8 15.1

Protested since January 2020 7.0 7.2 6.7

Unknown 2.4 2.2 2.2

Participation in specific protest movements (since January 2020)

Environment issues or climate change 4.0 4.0 3.5 1.9, p=0.39

Women’s safety and rights 2.1 2.4 2.3 1.4, p=0.50

Government policies on COVID-19 1.3 1.5 1.3 1.1, p=0.58

Rejection of government authority and 
legal documents 0.4 0.5 0.4 0.5, p=0.77

Source: Survey of social and political attitudes in Australia, 2022 [computer file]

Support for pro-choice protests and support for violence

We then compared the groups on their support for pro-choice advocates marching to show support 
for protecting abortion access in Australia (Figure 1). There was no mention of specific tactics, and 
the same scenario was presented to all three groups. Support for this protest activity was high 
across all three groups, with only a small minority (13.7–14.4%) either opposed or strongly opposed. 
Importantly, there was no evidence that the level of support varied between the three experimental 
groups (χ2(10)=11.4, p=0.33).
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Figure 1: Level of support for pro-choice protests (%)

Group A          Group B          Group C

7.5 6.7
7.8

6.7 7.0 6.6

26.0 25.4 25.3

28.1
27.1 26.9

28.3
29.8

UnknownStrongly supportSupportNeitherOpposeStrongly oppose

29.2

3.4 4.0 4.2

Source: Survey of social and political attitudes in Australia, 2022 [computer file]

Next, we compared groups on their support for violence as a means of social or political change 
(Figure 2). Support for the use of violence to fight injustices was low among all three groups, with 
three-quarters of respondents (77.4–78.3%) either disagreeing or strongly disagreeing with the 
statement ‘It’s OK to support groups that use violence to fight injustices’. There were no significant 
differences in the level of support for this statement across the three groups (χ2(10)=10.4, p=0.41). 

Figure 2: Level of agreement with the statement ‘It’s OK to support groups that use violence to 
fight injustices’ (%)

Group A          Group B          Group C

43.9 44.9 45.6

33.8 32.4 32.8

14.4 13.8 13.1

4.5 5.1 4.7
1.5 1.6 1.9 1.9 2.1 2.0

UnknownStrongly agreeAgreeNeitherDisagreeStrongly disagree

Source: Survey of social and political attitudes in Australia, 2022 [computer file]
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There were no major differences between the three groups in terms of sociodemographic 
characteristics and protest participation, and respondents in the three groups provided very similar 
responses to the same questions about pro-choice protests and the use of violence. This finding was 
important because it suggests that any observed differences in support between the different protest 
causes and tactics that follow are attributable to the experimental manipulation (ie varying the 
protest tactics). In other words, the randomisation was successful, and this was a valid experiment.

Protest causes and tactics and community support
Among the three movements included, environmental protests had the highest level of support 
and the lowest level of opposition, irrespective of the tactics used. For example, more than half of 
respondents (58.3%) were supportive or strongly supportive of peaceful environmental protest, 
compared with 27.4 percent for sovereign citizen protests and 15.9 percent for anti-lockdown and 
anti-vaccination protests. The levels of support for and opposition to environmental protests were 
similar to those for pro-choice protests observed above.

There was clear evidence that protest tactics have a significant influence on support for protest 
activity. For example, in the case of environmental protests, only a small minority (15.5%) of 
respondents said they were opposed or strongly opposed to peaceful protests (Figure 3). In 
contrast, nearly half of respondents opposed or strongly opposed environmental protests that 
disrupted peak‑hour traffic (48.3%), while more than half were opposed to environmental protests 
that involved violent clashes with police (56.4%). There was a very strong, statistically significant 
relationship between protest tactics and support for environmental protests (χ2(10)=2,520.2, p<0.001, 
Cramér’s V=0.31).

Figure 3: Level of support for environmental protests, by protest tactic (%)

UnknownStrongly supportSupportNeitherOpposeStrongly oppose

Peaceful          Disruptive          Violent

7.6

25.4

28.5

7.9

22.9

27.9

23.4 22.6
24.0

29.4

18.6

12.1

28.9

7.7

4.5
2.9 2.9 3.0

Source: Survey of social and political attitudes in Australia, 2022 [computer file]
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Similarly, opposition to sovereign citizen protests was much higher when protests were described as 
disruptive (61.5%) or as involving violent clashes with police (59.5%) than when they were peaceful 
(29.7%). The levels of support for sovereign citizen protests were similar for disruptive protests and 
protests involving violent clashes with police. Nevertheless, there was a strong, statistically significant 
relationship between protest tactics and support for sovereign citizen protests (χ2(10) =1,369.4, 
p<0.001, Cramér’s V=0.23; Figure 4).

Figure 4: Level of support for sovereign citizen protests, by protest tactic (%)

UnknownStrongly supportSupportNeitherOpposeStrongly oppose

Peaceful          Disruptive          Violent

15.3

33.6
36.1

14.5

27.9

23.4

36.3

24.5 24.1
20.5

6.6 7.4 6.9

2.4 2.5

6.5
5.0 6.4

Source: Survey of social and political attitudes in Australia, 2022 [computer file]

Finally, while the level of support for anti-lockdown and anti-vaccination protests was lower than for 
other protest causes, there was still a relationship between protest tactics and support (Figure 5). 
While more than half the respondents were opposed to peaceful anti-lockdown and anti-vaccination 
protests (56.4%), this increased to three-quarters of respondents when protests were described as 
disruptive (73.5%) or as involving violent clashes with police (74.9%; χ2(10)=646.9, p<0.001, Cramér’s 
V=0.16). Similar to sovereign citizen protests, there were almost identical levels of support for and 
opposition to disruptive protests and protests involving violent clashes with the police.
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Figure 5: Level of support for anti-lockdown and anti-vaccination protests, by protest tactic (%)

UnknownStrongly supportSupportNeitherOpposeStrongly oppose

Peaceful          Disruptive          Violent

31.7

50.1
53.5

24.7 23.4 21.4
25.2

14.8 14.3
9.6

5.0 5.0 6.4
3.5 2.9 2.4 3.3 3.0

Source: Survey of social and political attitudes in Australia, 2022 [computer file]

Belief in conspiracy theories and support for protest causes and tactics
The final stage of the analysis examined how belief in conspiracy theories influenced support for 
protest activity and, more specifically, whether the relationship between protest tactics and support 
for protests varied depending on whether a respondent believed in conspiracy theories. Results from 
three ordinary least square regression models are presented in Table 4. The statistically significant, 
negative coefficients for protest tactics show support was lower for disruptive and violent protest, 
relative to peaceful protest. The coefficient for conspiracy beliefs was significant in all models, but 
in different directions. A negative coefficient for the environmental protest model indicates that 
stronger conspiracy beliefs were associated with lower levels of support for environmental protest, 
while the positive coefficient for sovereign citizen and anti-lockdown and anti-vaccination protests 
indicates higher levels of support for protest among respondents with stronger conspiracy beliefs.

The interaction effect was significant in all three models. This was true for both coefficients in the 
environmental protest and sovereign citizen protest models, and the interaction between violent 
protest and conspiracy beliefs in the anti-lockdown and anti-vaccination protest model. These results 
show that not only does belief in conspiracy theories influence support for protests, independent of 
the tactics used, but it moderates the relationship between protest tactics and the level of support. 
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Table 4: Ordinary least squares regression predicting level of support for protests
Model 1: 

Environmental protests
Model 2: Sovereign 

citizen protests
Model 3: Anti‑lockdown 

protests

B SE B SE B SE

Protest tactics (vs peaceful)

Disruptive −1.71*** 0.07 −0.99*** 0.07 −0.57*** 0.06

Violent −2.25*** 0.07 −1.20*** 0.07 −0.68*** 0.06

Conspiracy beliefs

Strength of beliefs −0.40*** 0.02 0.31*** 0.02 0.63*** 0.02

Interactions

Disruptive × conspiracy 
beliefs

0.28*** 0.03 0.09** 0.03 0.04 0.03

Violent × conspiracy beliefs 0.41*** 0.03 0.18*** 0.03 0.06* 0.03

Constant 4.78 0.07 2.41 0.07 0.76 0.04

n 11,850 11,525 11,859

F 367.33 179.15 266.3

R2 0.31 0.22 0.33
***statistically significant at p<0.001, **statistically significant at p<0.01, *statistically significant at p<0.05

Note: Each model included controls for respondent age, gender, employment status, highest level of education, relationship status, whether children were living 
at home, and participation in protest. Robust standard errors were used

Source: Survey of social and political attitudes in Australia, 2022 [computer file]

We can show how conspiracy beliefs influenced support for protests, and moderated the relationship 
between protest tactics and support for protests, by estimating the predictive margins. We did this 
for each model. These show the predicted level of support for protests at each level of belief in 
conspiracy theories, according to the type of protest tactic included in the scenario presented to 
the respondent.

Figure 6 shows that support for peaceful and disruptive environmental protests decreased as belief 
in conspiracy theories increased. Support for violent protest remained constant. Among respondents 
with the strongest belief in conspiracy theories, there was little difference in the levels of support for 
different protest tactics. 
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Figure 6: Level of support for environmental protests, by belief in conspiracy theories and protest 
tactic (predictive margins)
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Source: Survey of social and political attitudes in Australia, 2022 [computer file]

The effect of conspiracy beliefs on support for sovereign citizen protests and anti-lockdown and 
anti-vaccination protests is presented in Figure 7 and Figure 8, respectively. These show similar 
patterns. For both types of protest, respondents who held stronger beliefs in conspiracy theories 
were more likely to support protest activity. Further, support for violent protest increased at a faster 
rate than for peaceful protests (and, in the case of sovereign citizen protests, disruptive protest). This 
means conspiracy beliefs had a larger, positive effect on support for violent protest, relative to other 
protest tactics.

Figure 7: Level of support for sovereign citizen protests, by belief in conspiracy theories and 
protest tactic (predictive margins)
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Source: Survey of social and political attitudes in Australia, 2022 [computer file]
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Figure 8: Level of support for anti-lockdown and anti-vaccination protests, by belief in conspiracy 
theories and protest tactic (predictive margins)
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Source: Survey of social and political attitudes in Australia, 2022 [computer file]

Discussion
Our study shows that community support for protests varied according to the social issue or 
movement and the tactics used by protesters. The strongest opposition was to anti-lockdown and 
anti-vaccination protests, followed by protests relating to the sovereign citizen movement. Protests 
about environmental issues had the most support. This largely reflects popular opinion on these 
issues. Support for action on climate change is very high in the general population (Australian 
Conservation Foundation 2021). Similarly, there was widespread support for Commonwealth and 
state and territory public health measures during the COVID-19 pandemic and worry about the 
effects of the disease (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2021; Tranter 2022). Further, many anti-
lockdown protests took place in contravention of public health orders (Khalil & Roose 2023). There 
were also numerous examples of disruptive behaviour and violence occurring during protests against 
pandemic-related public health measures (Butler 2021; Marin-Guzman 2021). There was extensive 
media coverage of disruptive environmental protest (eg Thompson 2022) immediately prior to our 
survey, but this involved a small group of activists. Similarly, the sovereign citizen movement is largely 
a fringe movement associated with strong anti-government views (Khalil & Roose 2023) and was 
prominent in a large-scale convoy protest in Canberra, alongside more malicious actors (Roose 2022), 
which was widely condemned by the local community. Once a protest movement is associated with 
unlawful, violent or disruptive activity, it may be that the loss of support among the general public 
endures, even when subsequent protest activity is peaceful.
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Respondents were significantly more likely to oppose violent or disruptive protests than peaceful 
protests, regardless of the issue or movement being protested. There was generally very little 
difference in levels of support between disruptive protests and those involving violent clashes with 
police. These findings are consistent with evidence that protest tactics considered to be extreme 
(harmful, disruptive or violent) can be counterproductive, alienating both supporters and neutral 
observers and reducing broader community support for the cause (Feinberg, Willer & Kovacheff 2020; 
Simpson, Willer & Feinberg 2018). When protesters adopt such tactics, the public may perceive the 
movement as representing the extreme viewpoints of the group. In turn, this may lead to members 
of the public, even those who sympathise with a movement’s goals, feeling disconnected from the 
movement—believing that the protesters do not represent them. Some activists may be unaware of 
this effect, believing instead that there is wider public support for their movement, irrespective of the 
tactics used (Feinberg, Willer & Kovacheff 2020).

Not all protesters attend protest activity with the same intention, particularly among larger protests. 
Protest activity may be unpredictable and, when a cause has been associated with disruptive or 
violent protest in the past, it may attract individuals who attend because of the possibility of violence 
(Maguire et al. 2016; Tyler et al. 2018). Early protest activity relating to COVID-19 regulations was 
comparatively peaceful and, while some activism focused on vaccination (Khalil & Roose 2023), there 
were also industrial and employment issues that attracted peaceful protest activity (Marin-Guzman 
2021; Seyfort & Zagon 2021). However, with the onset of disruptive and violent protest in mid- to 
late 2021, it is possible that disruption and violence became associated with anti-lockdown activism. 
Our findings support the notion that more extreme protest tactics tend to undermine support, even 
among those who are aligned with the cause (Feinberg, Willer & Kovacheff 2020; Simpson, Willer & 
Feinberg 2018).

There are important lessons from this research for those who engage in activism to effect societal 
or policy changes. Not only are peaceful protests more successful at generating support in the 
community, they have also been shown to be more effective at promoting policy change than 
violent protests (Huet-Vaughn 2013). Disruptive or violent protest, regardless of the cause, is less 
likely to garner support from the community, while also risking recruiting individuals who are more 
interested in violent or disruptive behaviour than the cause itself (Maguire et al. 2016; Tyler et al. 
2018). The effects depend on who is responsible for the violence and the scale of that violence 
(Steinert-Threlkeld, Joo & Chan 2019). The primary goal of some movements may not be to generate 
community support. Indeed, communicating a grievance with like-minded people is often the 
dominant motive, even if it is unlikely to lead to change (van Stekelenburg, Klandermans & van Dijk 
2011). Nevertheless, the results encourage the use of peaceful protest where the aim is to shape 
policy. Whether these findings apply to other protest causes is unclear. 
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Separately, these findings may be important for engagement and messaging by authorities. In 
Australia the right to peaceful assembly is protected under international conventions and some 
state and territory legislation (Martin 2021). Communication with protest organisers and, where 
possible, attendees may help promote a shared understanding that peaceful protest activity is the 
best mechanism for generating wider community support for the cause and improving the chances 
of influencing public policy. Communication of this type may also offer an opportunity to identify and 
de-escalate extreme or fringe factions ahead of planned protest activity (Police Executive Research 
Forum 2022), which would benefit both authorities and protest organisers.

Lastly, our finding that belief in conspiracy theories significantly influences support for all forms 
of protest demonstrates the important role that underlying ideologies play in shaping a person’s 
attitudes towards protest activity (Thomas et al. 2024). Belief in conspiracy theories has been shown 
to reduce support for policies to address climate change (Biddlestone, Azevedo & van der Linden 
2022), intentions to engage in politics (Jolley & Douglas 2014) and extreme right-wing beliefs often 
associated with denial of climate change (Imhoff et al. 2022), which may explain why an increase 
in conspiratorial beliefs reduced support for peaceful environmental protests. That it increased 
support for disruptive and violent protest as part of more fringe movements, over and above the 
effect on support for peaceful protests, is also significant. This adds to the growing evidence of the 
links between conspiratorial beliefs and support for the use of violence in anti-government social 
movements (Thomas et al. 2024; Uscinski et al. 2022; Vegetti & Littvay 2021). It also supports prior 
research which found that conspiratorial beliefs are associated with greater willingness to justify 
violence and support or participate in violent or unlawful behaviour on behalf of one’s own group 
(Morgan, Cubitt & Voce 2024; Rottweiler & Gill 2022). Given the proliferation of conspiracy theories 
that accompanied the pandemic (Waldek, Droogan & Ballsun-Stanton 2022), and persisted as 
pandemic regulations eased, there is a need to draw on the growing evidence on how to detect 
disinformation online (Aïmeur, Amri & Brassard 2023) and effectively communicate information about 
social or policy issues that are frequently targeted by malicious actors (Lazić & Žeželj 2021). This may 
help to reduce support for violent protest among those susceptible to this disinformation without 
infringing on people’s right to protest.
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