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The Individual–Institutional Nexus of Protest
Behaviour

RUSSELL DALTON, ALIX VAN SICKLE AND STEVEN WELDON*

Political protest is seemingly a ubiquitous aspect of politics in advanced industrial societies, and its
use may be spreading to less developed nations as well. Our research tests several rival theories of
protest activity for citizens across an exceptionally wide range of polities. With data from the
1999–2002 wave of the World Values Survey, we demonstrate that the macro-level context – levels
of economic and political development – significantly influences the amount of popular protest.
Furthermore, a multi-level model examines how national context interacts with the micro-level pre-
dictors of protest activity. The findings indicate that contemporary protest is expanding not because
of increasing dissatisfaction with government, but because economic and political development
provide the resources for those who have political demands.

Political protest has a long history in the repertoire of political action and the course of
political development. From the French Revolution, to the Rights Movements of the
1960s in the United States, to the ‘people power’ protests of the Third Wave of democrat-
ization, popular protest has shaped political history. Protest has also become an often
potent tool of public influence over government policy making and implementation.
Moreover, protest activity is apparently increasing in advanced industrial democracies,
as well as spreading on a global scale. Indeed, several recent studies describe protest as a
nearly ubiquitous part of contemporary politics.1

The importance of protest activity has led to a rich and varied literature on its general
causes. Yet, these theories have developed independently and without systematic testing
or comparison with rival theories. In addition, on an empirical level, past research has
typically had a limited scope – focusing on a single region, nation or protest movement, and
attempting to generalize from this experience. Most survey research has examined
advanced industrial democracies where surveying is common; our knowledge of protest
activity in developing nations is less extensive. The purpose of this article is to develop
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a more complete cross-national understanding of the general sources of protest with a
systematic testing of these competing theories across a broad range of nations.
We use the 1999–2002 wave of the World Values Survey to examine protest across

seventy-eight nations, representing more political and social diversity than has been
possible in previous studies. Although protest in a specific political campaign or
organization may be shaped by factors unique to that one example, we study the
correlates of protest to determine the factors that generally encourage citizens to use
this mode of political action.
On a theoretical level, we argue that individual protest is shaped by a complex interaction

between the context of action (in this case, national attributes) and the characteristics
of individual citizens. Scholars have long recognized the importance of both contextual
and individual level factors, but this is the first study that integrates them into a single
model and considers the interaction between micro and macro factors. We thus provide a
more comprehensive theoretical framework of the forces shaping overall levels of protest
activity.
Methodologically, we go beyond previous research by developing a hierarchical linear

model (HLM) of protest behaviour. Past comparative studies of political protest have
statistically mis-specified results because they analysed either micro or macro factors
independently or with an inappropriate statistical model. Hierarchical linear modelling
integrates macro and micro variables in a single model, and provides for a more accurate
estimation of parameters at both levels.
The next section briefly reviews the macro-level theories on how the economic and

political contexts may affect protest activity. Then, we review the micro-level theories of
how grievances, resources and values may explain protest activity. The following section
describes the cross-national levels of protest based on the 1999–2002 World Values Survey
(WVS). Finally, we develop a multi-level model that combines both national and indi-
vidual explanations of public protest. Our conclusion discusses the implications of these
findings for our understanding of protest politics, and how protest changes because of
economic and political development.

THEORIES OF PROTEST ACTIVITY

Many studies of protest and social movement activity – especially in developing nations –
attempt to explain a discrete event or a series of contentious events, such as why a
particular protest occurred or why a group chose the path of contentious action. Why did
this protest occur, why did this group choose the path of contentious action? Our goal
is broader. We want to explain how protest becomes part of the repertoire of political
action for a nation or an individual. This draws our attention away from factors that
might stimulate a specific protest, such as a catalysing event or the actions of a political
movement. Instead, we ask what factors contribute to the general use of protest within
and between nations, whether this protest involves a dramatic event such as a protest
against the government in the capital, or a host of small community protests against local
governments. Even though our focus is on broader and more generalizable patterns of protest
activity, we draw upon the same rich and diverse literature on what might stimulate
protest. This section summarizes theoretical literature on the major macro-level con-
textual factors that might influence protest activity, and the following section reviews
micro-level theories and the interaction between macro and micro effects.
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MACRO-LEVEL CONTEXT

Prior research stresses two broad contextual features of nations that may influence the
aggregate level of protest in a nation. These two are the political context and the economic
conditions.
The ‘Political Opportunity Structure’ (POS) approach considers whether institutional

structures and political processes influence levels of political activity. Some analysts argue
that relatively open institutional structures that accommodate citizen demands facilitate
protest activity.2 Political openness exists when individuals can make demands and criti-
cize political actions without fear of reprisal; where there are viable means of political
access; and where decision makers are willing to listen (and perhaps even sympathetic) to
the demands of citizen groups.3 When governments tolerate protest or even facilitate
protest activity in these ways, more groups and individuals will engage in protests (and
other forms of political action) since the barriers to action are lower and possibly the
acceptance of public demonstrations is higher.4 Indeed, a considerable amount of protest
activity in contemporary societies is highly routinized, organized and even institutionalized –
whether it is a protest in central London or Mexican peasants protesting a change in food
subsidies. Thus, one aspect of POS theory suggests that as political systems become more
open and democratic, protest will increase.
In contrast, other scholars argue that closed political systems are more likely to push

actors outside conventional channels, thereby increasing levels of protest activity.5 Closed
systems exist when there are few channels for public input into the political process or

2 Sidney Tarrow, Power in Movement, 2nd edn (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Kurt
Schock, ‘People Power and Political Opportunities: Social Movement Mobilization and Outcomes in the
Philippines and Burma’, Social Problems, 46 (1999), 355–75; Hanspeter Kriesi, Ruud Koopmans,
J. Duyvendak and M. G. Giugni, The Politics of New Social Movements in Western Europe: A Comparative
Analysis (London: University College of London Press, 1995); Christopher Rootes, ed., Environmental Protest
in Western Europe (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003); Joe Foweraker and Todd Landman, Citizenship
Rights and Social Movements: A Comparative and Statistical Analysis (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997);
Russell Dalton and Robert Rohrschneider, ‘Political Action and the Political Context: AMulti-level Model of
Environmental Activism’, in Dieter Fuchs, Edeltraud Roller and Bernhard Wessels, eds., Citizen and
Democracy in East and West: Studies in Political Culture and Political Process (Wiesbaden: Westdeutscher
Verlag, 2002).

3 Some research claims that although protest may be more common in open political systems, it is also
likely to be less contentious or violent. In contrast, protests in closed systems presumably are more likely
to challenge the current regime violently. Revolutionary protest movements bring out more violent and
contentious responses by both sides because so much is at stake. In open societies, where protest is
permitted and indeed often facilitated by government, neither protesters nor the state are likely to resort
to such violent tactics. We do not directly test this hypothesis, but there is little evidence of this pattern
within the range of contentious actions we examine.

4 The inclusive scope of the POS concept is evident in Sidney Tarrow’s definition of POS. Tarrow states that
structures of political opportunities are ‘consistent – but not necessarily formal or permanent – dimensions of
the political environment that provide incentives for people to undertake collective action by affecting
their expectations for success or failure’ (Tarrow, Power in Movement, p. 85). This definition leaves
considerable discretion to the researcher to decide which aspects of the political environment are relevant
for shaping actors’ behaviour.

5 Herbert Kitschelt, ‘Political Opportunity Structures and Political Protests: Anti-nuclear Movements
in Four Democracies’, British Journal of Political Science 16 (1986), 57–85; Alfred Cuzan, ‘Resource
Mobilization and Political Opportunity in the Nicaraguan Revolution: The Praxis’, American Journal of
Economics and Sociology, 50 (1991), 71–83; Charles Brockett, ‘The Structure of Political Opportunities
and Peasant Mobilization in Central America’, Comparative Politics, 23 (1991), 253–74.
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where the government (or institutional structures) formally restricts public access through
conventional channels. For instance, nations with limited civil liberties or with limited
electoral democracy (or outright autocracy) have closed input structures. Consequently,
with limited means of conventional political access, dissatisfaction may build until it
generates extra-institutional forms of protest activity. Kitschelt made such an argument
for the cross-national differences in protest activity by anti-nuclear power groups, and the
same argument has applied to other social movements.6

Yet other researchers maintain that a mixture of open and closed characteristics is most
conducive to protest. For example, Eisinger finds that civil rights protests in American
cities were relatively low in both open and closed systems of city government, and highest
in mixed systems.7 This curvilinear hypothesis holds that contentious protest is low in
the most open societies because of the easy availability of influence through conventional
channels and low in the most closed societies because these states do not accept public
action or suppress such activity. Consequently, protest should be highest in countries with
mid-level openness.
A second major contextual factor is the socio-economic development of a nation. Again,

the literature is divided. The heart of Ted Gurr’s grievance theory argues that poverty,
economic deprivation and other negative living conditions should stimulate protest
activity.8 Gurr identified a range of societal factors that might produce feelings of relative
deprivation, including changes in the national economy, inflation rates and growth
rates of gross national product, as well as long-term economic and social deprivation.
These indicators were positively related to Gurr’s measure of turmoil, which combined
demonstrations, strikes, riots and other forms of political protest and violence. Despite
criticism from many scholars of collective action, many accounts of protest use grievance
theory as an explanation. Moreover, several comparative studies of protest movements
argue that popular dissatisfaction stimulates protest on a range of issues.9

In contrast, a resource thesis suggests that sustained protest activity requires a resource
base that facilitates mobilization by protest groups.10 An affluent society, a highly skilled
public and citizens freely engaging in voluntary associations create a resource environ-
ment that can support collective action. Extensive non-governmental organizations and
other civil society groups are more likely to exist in affluent nations that have a large
voluntary sector. Socio-economic development also produces dense communication
structures, mass education, urbanization and high degrees of social mobility – factors that
can increase the resources available to protest groups. For example, an independent mass

6 Kitschelt, ‘Political Opportunity Structures and Political Protests’.
7 P. Eisinger, ‘The Conditions of Protest in American Cities’, American Political Science Review,

81 (1973), 11–28.
8 Ted Robert Gurr, ‘A Causal Model of Civil Strife: A Comparative Analysis Using New Indices’,

American Political Science Review, 62 (1968), 1104–24; Ted Robert Gurr, Why Men Rebel (Princeton,
Conn.: Princeton University Press, 1970).

9 Rima Wilkes, ‘First Nation Politics: Deprivation, Resources, and Participation in Collective Action’,
Sociological Inquiry, 74 (2004), 570–89; Richard Harris, ‘Resistance and Alternatives to Globalization in
Latin America and the Caribbean’, Latin American Perspectives, 29 (2002), 136–51; Tom Barry, Roots of
Rebellion: Land and Hunger in Central America (Boston, Mass.: South End Press, 1987); Charles Brockett,
Land, Power and Poverty: Agrarian Transformation and Political Conflict in Central America (Boston,
Mass.: Unwin Hyman, 1988).

10 John McCarthy and Mayer Zald, ‘Resource Mobilization and Social Movements’, American Journal
of Sociology, 82 (1977), 1212–41; Tarrow, Power in Movement.
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media and access to communication networks enable groups to communicate with
potential constituencies across large distances. Previous cross-national surveys and
events-based analyses indicate a strong positive relationship between national affluence
and protest activity.11 Thus, this theory claims that higher levels of economic development
produce the resources that facilitate political action.
In addition, other literature suggests a curvilinear model of resource effects.12 With low

levels of resources, individuals or social movement organizations may simply lack the
ability to mount effective protests, and may be more susceptible to the oppressive powers
of the state; so protest levels will be low. At high resource levels, individuals and groups
may have ready access to conventional channels of influence, and thus protest less often
because it may alienate political authorities or supporters. Consequently, these authors
claim that protest may be more common with moderate levels of resources that provide
a sufficient basis for political action by groups that are not accepted within the dominant
political structure.
In summary, previous research offers differing views on how cross-national differences

in the institutional and social contexts may affect protest activity. In part, this reflects the
diversity of cases being discussed. Some studies focus on a specific protest event, in which
different nations and time periods are being examined, and systematic cross-national
comparisons are limited. Such diversity in cases can produce equal diversity in findings.
In part, this also reflects methodological considerations. There is a wealth of empirical
evidence for advanced industrial democracies. However, much of the previous research on
protest in the developing world comes from a particular movement, a single campaign,
or small n case studies. This research does not provide a broad, firm foundation for
cross-national generalizations about the systematic effects of political structures or social
conditions. Moreover, the concept ‘political opportunity’ is open to varying interpreta-
tion, and this makes it difficult to compare results across cases and reach broader, more
generalized conclusions.13

The World Values Survey provides a unique opportunity to study the influence of the
political and socio-economic context because we use reports of protest activity from
citizens in a broad range of nations. The large contextual differences across the nations in
the WVS provide the systematic cross-national evidence that is missing from many earlier
studies of protest in the developing world.14 We use the level of democratic development
to measure the openness of a political system. Democratic systems allow for a more open
expression of opinion, typically have more institutionalized channels through which
citizens can press their demands on government, and protect the rights of dissenters.
Similarly, the wide differences in national affluence and other socio-economic conditions

11 Norris, Democratic Phoenix; Inglehart and Catterberg, ‘Trends in Political Action’; Juha Auvinen,
‘Political Conflict in Less Developed Countries, 1981–1989’, Journal of Peace Research, 34 (1997), 177–95.

12 David Meyer, ‘Protest and Political Opportunities’, Annual Review of Sociology, 30 (2004), 125–45;
Jack Goldstone, ed. 2003. States, Parties, and Social Movements (New York: Cambridge University Press,
2003), chap. 1; Schock, ‘People Power and Political Opportunities’.

13 Sidney Tarrow, ‘Social Movements in Contentious Politics: A Review Article’, American Political
Science Review, 90 (1996), 874–83.

14 Much of the literature on opportunity structures examines Western democracies or different groups
acting in democratic settings. The variation in opportunity structures between France and Britain, for
example, is quite limited. Thus, our broader cross-national comparison should provide a more valid and
reliable test of whether institutional context shapes protest activity.
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can test the grievance and resource hypotheses regarding the influence of context on
protest activity.

MICRO-LEVEL THEORIES

In addition to contextual influences, personal characteristics determine which individuals
are most likely to protest within a nation. There are three main individual-level theories
of protest: grievances, resources and political values. In addition to summarizing the
theoretical rationale for each predictor, this section also discusses how the national
contextual factors may affect the influence of each predictor. This multi-level approach
provides a more comprehensive theoretical framework for studying how macro and micro
factors interact in shaping protest activity.

Grievance Theory

In addition to being a contextual predictor of protest activity, grievance theory is a common
starting point for studies of individual protest behaviour. Protest is conceived as a
response to societal problems and citizen dissatisfaction. Gurr’s Why Men Rebel argued
that when changing social conditions cause people to experience ‘relative deprivation’,
then the likelihood of protest and rebellion significantly increases.15 Dissatisfaction
caused by deprivation provides a general spur to action.
Studies of protest in developing nations routinely focus on examples where grievances

stimulated action, such as protest movements against the construction of dams, indigen-
ous rights movements, the Piqueteros in Argentina, and people’s power movements.16

For instance, James Scott’s research on peasant movements stressed how grievances
motivated a range of contentious actions even if the protesters had limited social and
political resources.17 However, it is equally possible that many individuals who feel
intense grievances may not protest, and thus are overlooked in studies of protesters. A
question is whether high levels of grievances systematically produce high levels of protest
activity.
Beyond the general logic of the grievance model, the national economic and political

contexts may affect the impact of grievances on protest. Most studies of political action
in advanced industrialized democracies present only a weak relationship between protest
activity and either personal or political dissatisfaction and protest.18 However, several
studies in developing nations find that personal or political dissatisfaction is related to

15 Gurr, Why Men Rebel; Michael Lipsky, ‘Protest as a Political Resource’, American Political Science
Review, 62 (1968), 1144–58.

16 Margaret Keck and Kathryn Sikkink, Activists Beyond Borders: Advocacy Networks in International
Politics (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1998); Quee-Young Kim, ‘From Protest to Change of
Regime: The 4–19 Revolt and the Fall of the Rhee Regime in South Korea’, Social Forces, 74 (1996),
1179–208; Mara Loveman, ‘High-risk Collective Action: Defending Human Rights in Chile, Uruguay,
and Argentina’, American Journal of Sociology, 104 (1998), 477–525.

17 James Scott, Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance (New Haven, Conn.: Yale
University Press, 1985).

18 Samuel H. Barnes, Barbara G. Farah and Felix Heunks, ‘Personal Dissatisfaction’, in Samuel
Barnes, Max Kaase et al., eds, Political Action: Mass Participation in Five Western Democracies (Beverly
Hills, Calif.: Sage, 1979); Barbara Farah et al. ‘Political Dissatisfaction’, in Barnes et al., Political Action;
Steven Finkel, Edward Muller and Karl Dieter Opp, ‘Personal Influence, Collective Rationality, and
Mass Political Action’, American Political Science Review, 83 (1989), 885–903.
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protest activities.19 In less affluent nations, personal dissatisfaction may represent severe
economic deprivation or the struggles to survive.20 These conditions more clearly reflect
the deprivation logic of the grievance model. This may explain why developing nations
apparently show more evidence that deprivation spurs protest.
In contrast, dissatisfaction in advanced industrial democracies may reflect a more

expressive quality of life or communitarian issues.21 Severe deprivation is less common in
advanced industrial democracies and the means to address basic human needs are more
extensive. Thus, some people may be dissatisfied with politics or the conditions of life,
but the objective circumstances are less likely to be severe. This may explain why
researchers typically find only weak relationships between dissatisfaction and protest in
Western democracies. In summary, the grievance model may be more appropriate for
explaining protest in low-income nations.
Political opportunity theory also suggests that the political context may affect the

impact of grievances on protest.22 In closed systems, grievances may stimulate protest
because they provide the motivation to overcome the barriers to protest activity (and the
threat or repression). In contrast, open political systems might transform protest into
an expressive activity to generate media attention and popular support for a cause. Thus,
specific grievances may have less impact in predicting protest activity in this latter context.
Our analyses will allow us to compare how personal and political dissatisfaction

influence protest activity, and whether these relationships vary systematically by the level
of economic and political development.

Resources

The literature on protest in advanced industrial democracies argues that the individual
skills and resources that facilitate conventional action also stimulate protest activity.

19 John Booth and Mitchell A. Seligson, The Legitimacy Puzzle: Democracy and Political Support in
Eight Latin American Nations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009); Damarys Canache,
‘Looking Out My Back Door: The Neighborhood Context and Perceptions of Relative Deprivation’,
Political Research Quarterly, 49 (1996), 547–71; Mitchell Seligson, Edward Muller and Thomas Jukam,
‘Diffuse Political Support and Antisystem Political Behavior: A Comparative Analysis’, American Journal
of Political Science, 26 (1982), 240–64. In contrast, the Afrobarometer study finds that grievances are only
weakly related to protest in most African nations; see Michael Bratton, Robert Mattes and E. Gyimah-
Boadi, Public Opinion, Democracy, and Market Reform in Africa (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2005).

20 For instance, Solinger compares protests over unemployment in China and France (see Dorothy
Solinger, ‘Workers’ Reactions: Puzzles of Protest’ (unpublished, Department of Political Science, University
of California, Irvine)). In the former, workers faced a potential loss of their livelihood that might threaten
their subsistence because of the lack of social benefits in China. In France, unemployment created real
hardships, but the liberal benefits of the French welfare state and high standards of living diminished the
economic hardship that accompanied unemployment. Our findings below would nonetheless suggest
higher levels of protest in France.

21 Ronald Inglehart, Modernization and Postmodernization (Princeton, Conn.: Princeton University
Press, 1997), chap. 10; also Dieter Rucht, ‘Distant Issue Movements in Germany’, in John A. Guidry,
Michael D. Kennedy and Mayer N. Zald, eds, Globalizations and Social Movements: Culture, Power, and
the Transnational Public Sphere (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2000); Pippa Norris, Stefan
Walgrave and Peter van Aelst, ‘Does Protest Signify Disaffection? Demonstrators in a Postindustrial
Democracy’, in Mariano Torcal and José Ramón Montero, eds, Political Disaffection in Contemporary
Democracies: Social Capital, Institutions and Politics (London: Routledge, 2006).

22 Meyer, ‘Protest and Political Opportunities’.
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Verba, Schlozman and Brady, for example, highlighted the crucial role of individual
resources to protest activity in America.23 They differentiated between two types of
individual resources. First, resources such as education and income provide citizens
with the political skills and means that enable them to be active in politics. Secondly,
organizational membership can encourage political participation. Individuals are much
more likely to be recruited into political activity – both conventional and contentious
activity – if they are members of social groups such as unions, churches, professional
organizations and political parties.
Comparative studies of advanced industrial democracies typically find that protest is

more common among the better educated; this is evidence that runs counter to the grievance
theory.24 Some research in less developed nations similarly suggests that resources are
important in facilitating political protest.25

This is another case where the economic and political context may affect the impact of
individual resources on protest activity. Advanced industrial democracies have more
people with the resources to participate in politics, and an infrastructure that can facilitate
movement leaders in mobilizing protest.26 In this context, the resources of an individual –
their income or educational level – might be more easily translated into political action.
That is, the resource-rich context of advanced industrial democracies may compound the
effect that individual resource variables have on protest. Similarly, individual resources
may be more strongly related to protest in open, democratic countries because the context
provides more opportunities for mobilizing protest. Democratic countries, for example,
often facilitate protest by providing venues and security protection for protests. The
democratic legal framework, which protects democratic rights and liberties, allows citizens to
more easily express their demands and concerns. Moreover, protest appears to be more
socially acceptable in democratic contexts. These lower political and social constraints
may enable individuals with resources to take even more advantage of the opportunities
to protest in democratic countries.
In contrast, some research suggests that resources have a weaker impact in lower

income and less open national contexts. Some studies in developing nations show that the
wealthier and more educated individuals are less likely to protest.27 In low-income
countries, individuals with politically relevant resources may find it more difficult to
translate their resources into political action, and engaging in protest may be more difficult
because the organizational basis of collective action is weaker.28 Moreover, in poor countries,

23 Sidney Verba, Kay Schlozman and Henry Brady, Voice and Equality: Civic Voluntarism in American
Politics (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1995).

24 Ronald Inglehart, Culture Shift in Advanced Industrial Society (Princeton, Conn.: Princeton University
Press, 1990), chap. 9; Charles Pattie, Patrick Seyd and Paul Whiteley, Citizenship in Britain: Values,
Participation and Democracy (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004); M. Kent Jennings and Jan
van Deth, eds, Continuities in Political Action (Berlin: DeGruyter, 1989).

25 Peter McDonough, Doh Chull Shin and José Álvaro Moisés, ‘Democratization and Participation:
Comparing Spain, Brazil, and Korea’, Journal of Politics, 60 (1998), 919–53; Bratton, Mattes and
Gyimah-Boadi, Public Opinion, Democracy, and Market Reform in Africa.

26 Norris, Democratic Phoenix, chap. 10.
27 Canache and Michael Kulisheck, ‘Preserving Democracy’.
28 Resource mobilization theorists highlight the importance of social movement organizations, and

resources for these organizations, as a base for contentious politics. The existence of social movement
organizations to mobilize the public can be a crucial variable linking dissatisfaction to political action.
The theory leads us to expect that there is a greater propensity to protest (and participate in other
activities) where a rich civil society exists and where citizens engage in voluntary associations.
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those who are relatively affluent may not want to disturb the status quo with contentious
protests, while the rural peasants and urban poor may see protests as a tool to improving
their condition. Thus, the relationship between individual resources and protest may be
weaker in low-income countries. Similarly, some case studies suggest that authoritarian
states moderate participation for all groups.29 When conventional avenues of political
participation are closed, protest may become a less viable option even for those with the
ability and resources to participate.
A good example of contextual effects might be the relationship between civil society

involvement and protest. At the micro level, the civil society theory suggests that involvement
in social groups creates networks for recruitment into political life.30 Therefore, social
group membership should increase protest activity. However, the effect of group member-
ship may be influenced by the political context. The costs of protest – from basic
organizational costs to repression – will be much lower for civil society organizations
operating in open political contexts. In addition, the more pluralistic nature of established
democracies encourages individuals to participate in multiple and cross-cutting organiza-
tions, again increasing citizen access to opportunities and invitations to protest. By
contrast, in a less democratic society, civil society groups have less political space to
challenge the government and engage in protest. In these nations, social groups may even
function as agents of state control.31 When civil society is heavily controlled by the state,
protest participation is more likely to be short-lived and manifested in intermittent
demonstrations supporting the existing leadership. In short, although civil society
involvement may theoretically increase overall levels of protest, the effect may be far more
pronounced in affluent societies and open democracies.

Political Values

Several researchers maintain that social modernization produces a political culture that
emphasizes post-material or self-expressive values that encourage political participation.32

In addition, these values prompt a questioning of authority that specifically stimulates
elite-challenging behaviour. This research demonstrates a strong relationship between
post-materialism and protest across a wide range of advanced industrial democracies over
the past three decades.
We argue that the influence of post-material values should also interact with national

context. Post-materialism should be less relevant to explaining protest outside of the
advanced industrial societies. The number of post-materialists is smaller in less developed
countries, and therefore individual post-materialists in these contexts are less likely to

29 Schock, ‘People Power and Political Opportunities’; Loveman, ‘High-risk Collective Action’.
30 Robert Putnam, Bowling Alone (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2000); Verba, Scholzman and

Brady, Participation and Political Equality.
31 Kirk Hawkins and David Hansen, ‘Dependent Civil Society: The Circulos Bolivarianos in Venezuela’,

Latin American Research Review, 40 (2006), 102–32; Ebenezer Obadare, ‘Second Thoughts on Civil
Society: The State, Civic Associations and the Antinomies of the Public Sphere in Africa’, Journal of Civil
Society, 1 (2005), 267–281; Russell J. Dalton, ‘Civil Society, Social Capital, and Democracy’, in Russell
Dalton and Doh Shin, eds, Citizens, Democracy and Markets around the Pacific Rim (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2006).

32 Inglehart, Culture Shift in Advanced Industrial Society, chap. 9; Ronald Inglehart and Christian
Welzel, Modernization, Cultural Change and Democracy: The Human Development Sequence (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2005), chap. 9; Norris, Democratic Phoenix, chap. 10.
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find a network of social movements and political groups that mobilize such orientations.
They also may confront governments that are less acceptant of contentious political
activities. For example, Dalton and Rohrschneider demonstrated that post-material
values were a much stronger predictor of membership in environmental groups in affluent
nations than in less developed societies.33

Broad ideological orientations may also stimulate protest activity. Typically, protest is
more common among Leftists, who are more likely to challenge the political status quo
and resort to protest activities as part of their political repertoire. Indeed, there is a long
tradition of Leftist support for mass protest within Western societies, which evolves from
the challenging status of the groups mobilized by Leftist parties and the ideology of
protest embedded within Leftist movements.34

While the relationship between ideology and protest is well known for the advanced
industrial democracies, it is unclear whether this same causal process functions in less
developed and less democratic nations. Some research suggests that the intensity of
ideological conflict is often greater in less developed nations, because conflicts may
involve more fundamental values and more intense economic interests.35 Therefore,
ideological polarization may be a stronger influence on protest in less developed
nations. In contrast, the lack of open political expression and competition in these
same nations may attenuate the impact of ideological divisions. If citizens cannot
mobilize and participate, then even clear ideological views may not lead to action. This
latter logic suggests that the effect of ideological polarization on protest is weaker in
less developed societies.
In summary, as protest has become a significant part of the repertoire of political

action, research presents conflicting models of the individual sources of protest activity
in broad cross-national terms. Many case studies of protest emphasize the importance of
grievances, for example, but they do not examine cases where equal feelings of grievances
do not lead to protest. Similarly, many previous studies have focused only on a subset
of the rival causal theories presented here. In addition, there are strong reasons to expect
that the political and economic context shapes the impact of individual-level predictors
of protest. Our analyses systematically test these micro-level theories of protest, with an
explicit focus on how these processes are shaped by the economic and political context of
a nation.

MEASURING POLITICAL PROTEST

Our empirical analysis begins by measuring the level of protest. Protest is an unconven-
tional action, which makes it more difficult to measure than institutionalized activities
such as turnout in elections or campaign activity. Also, the potential repertoire of protest

33 Dalton and Robert Rohrschneider, ‘Political Action and the Political Context’.
34 In addition, ideological extremism – on either the left or the right – is generally related to protest

activity. At the cross-national level, support for extremist parties or the percentage of ideological
extremists was positively related to the incidence of protests once other national conditions are controlled
See G. Bingham Powell, Contemporary Democracies: Participation, Stability, and Violence (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1982); Russell J. Dalton and Alix van Sickle, ‘The Resource, Structural,
and Cultural Bases of Protest’ Center for the Study of Democracy. Paper 05-11 (August 8, 2005). http://
repositories.cdlib.org/csd/05-11.

35 Daniel Bell, ‘The Resumption of History in the New Century’, in Daniel Bell, The End of Ideology,
revd edn (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2000).
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activity is more varied because of its very nature. The initial survey-based studies
of protest ordered activities along a continuum with several thresholds.36 The first
threshold is a transition between conventional and unconventional politics, such as
signing petitions as a conventional activity and participating in lawful demonstrations
as an unconventional method. The second threshold includes direct action techniques that
are only semi-legal, such as boycotts. A third level involves illegal but nonviolent acts,
such as unofficial strikes or peacefully occupying a building. Finally, a fourth threshold
includes violent activities such as personal injury or physical damage where the action
clearly exceeds what is accepted in a democracy.
The World Values Survey adopted this framework of protest activity.37 These surveys

cover nearly all advanced industrial democracies, more than a dozen states from Eastern
Europe and the former Soviet Union, and an array of developing nations that are normally
absent from survey research. Seventy-eight separate nations asked the battery of protest
questions, and these are the basis for our analyses.
The WVS asked respondents in nationally representative samples to describe their past

participation in various protest activities. The survey asked about five types of activity
(excluding the fourth threshold because it is such an infrequent activity):

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

— Signing a petition
— Joining in boycotts
— Attending lawful demonstrations
— Joining unofficial strikes
— Occupying buildings or factories.

As a starting point, across all the nations combined (weighting each nation equally),
34 per cent of respondents say they have signed a petition, 18 per cent have participated in
a legal demonstration, 10 per cent have joined a boycott, 5 per cent went on an unofficial
strike and 2 per cent have occupied a building. There are other forms of activity that
might be added to a list of contentious acts, but these five examples tap the most common
forms of collective action. Thus, protest now involves many citizens in at least one form of
protest action.
Participation in each of these five items forms a single dimension of protest politics.38

Therefore, we combined the five items into a single index to produce a more robust
measure of protest activity.39 We counted the number of activities that respondents had

36 Barnes, et al., Political Action; Edward Muller, Aggressive Political Participation (Princeton, Conn.:
Princeton University Press, 1979).

37 We analysed the May 2004 release of the fourth wave of the World Values Survey, which includes
about a dozen nations from the 1995–98 wave that were not surveyed in the 1999–2002 wave. The nations
from the 1995–98 wave are denoted by the survey dates in Table 1.

38 We performed a principal components analysis for the 1999–2002 wave, combining all respondents.
Only one factor emerged with an eigenvalue greater than 1.0 and all five variables loaded strongly on this
factor: Signed a petition 0.70; Lawful demonstration 0.78; Unofficial strike 0.75; Occupied a building
0.62; Eigenvalue 2.62; %Variance 52.3%.

39 We counted those who had actually done each activity to construct a more robust protest index.
Several of these items have low participation rates that would limit the potential for comparing different
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actually done from among the five; this is the methodology used in most other studies.40

Moreover, we explored alternative subsets of these five items, and concluded that the
five-item index is the most valid and reliable measure of protest activity.41

We want to note one methodological point before presenting the empirical findings.
We are examining the forms of contentious political action that citizens might use while
still working within the political framework of the existing state. These activities stop
short of physical violence. Consequently, we are not studying actions such as coups,
political violence or deaths by violence that are often examined in the political conflict
literature.42 We acknowledge that the patterns and correlates of political violence may
differ from the type of contentious actions examined here. Our goal is to predict patterns
of protest, demonstrations, boycotts and other contentious actions that stop short of
political violence.
Table 1 presents the average number of protest activities for the five-item index by nation.

Interpreting national levels of protest partially depends on one’s prior expectations. On
average, a majority have engaged in at least one protest activity in most nations. Even
if one excludes signing petitions, a large minority has participated in at least one chal-
lenging act. In a world where participation beyond voting is limited even in democracies,
the frequency of protest activity is relatively common for an ‘unconventional’ action.

(F’note continued)

forms of protest. However, combining items with varying frequency into an index gives us variation
across the thresholds of protest and a better summary measure of protest activity. In El Salvador, South
Korea and Vietnam, the survey did not ask one of the more demanding forms of protest. In these cases,
we double-counted a comparable protest item in order to estimate a roughly comparable cross-national
value. Otherwise, we would have had to drop these nations from the analyses. To check the validity of the
cross-national patterns from the World Values Survey, we compared national scores on the WVS protest
index to a measure of civil domestic conflict from the new World Handbook database. The World
Handbook coded events from the Reuters Business Briefs, which by the late 1990s had fairly wide
international coverage. This textual material was analysed by the KEDS automated content analysis
programme, with a dictionary designed to measure protest and political violence. We included all civil
direct actions (crime incidents, violence attacks and assaults, as well as collective protest and demonstra-
tions). We combined reports for 1995–99 to match the WVS data most closely. Despite the differing
methodologies and only partially overlapping time frames, this comparison illustrates the basic validity of
the cross-national patterns in the World Values Survey. There is a 0.51 correlation between national levels
of protest for the five-item WVS index and the World Handbook data. We thank J. Craig Jenkins for
access to these data. More extensive comparisons of the WVS and World Handbook measures are found
in Dalton and van Sickle, ‘The Resource, Structural, and Cultural Bases of Protest’.

40 Inglehart, Culture Shift in Advanced Industrial Society, chap. 9; Inglehart and Welzel, Modernization,
Cultural Change and Democracy, chap. 9; Norris, Democratic Phoenix, chap. 10.

41 Some analysts have questioned including petitions in the protest index. Signing petitions is a basic
democratic right and part of conventional democratic politics. In addition, the use of petitions may be
related to literacy rates in a nation and thus spuriously influence protest levels. To explore these points we
constructed a protest index with only the four other protest items and excluded petitions. The aggregate
national scores on the four-item and five-item protest scales are correlated at 0.87 across these nations. In
other analyses we show that the five-item and four-item indices yield comparable results in aggregate
cross-national models: see Dalton and van Sickle, ‘The Resource, Structural, and Cultural Bases of
Protest’. We also replicated the basic individual level model, and they yielded comparable results for
variables such as education that would tap the effect of literacy. Therefore, we relied on the five-item
measure as a broader indicator of contentious actions based on these correlations and the factor analyses
in fn. 38.

42 See, for example, Ted Robert Gurr and Robert Duvall, ‘Civil Conflict in the 1960s’, Comparative
Political Studies, 6 (1973), 135–70; John Londregen and Keith Poole, ‘Poverty, the Coup Trap, and the
Seizure of Executive Power’, World Politics, 42 (1990), 151–83.
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Table 1 also provides striking evidence that a nation’s economic and political conditions
strongly influence the aggregate levels of protest. It is immediately apparent that protest is
more common in advanced industrial democracies. Sweden ranks highest in protest; in
fact, the ten highest-ranking nations are all advanced industrial democracies – this is
hardly evidence of protest as a tool of a poor and disenfranchised public. Conversely, the
lowest-ranking nations are a mixed set of Third World nations and some of the poorer

TABLE 1 Mean Number of Protest Activities by Nation

Nation Year Mean Nation Year Mean

Sweden 1999 1.63 Peru 2001 0.50
France 1999 1.38 Uganda 2000 0.49
Belgium 1999 1.35 Albania 1998 0.49
United States 1999 1.35 Algeria 2000 0.49
Greece 1999 1.34 Latvia 1999 0.46
Denmark 1999 1.32 Tanzania 2001 0.46
Australia 1995 1.28 Nigeria 2000 0.45
Netherlands 1999 1.25 Lithuania 1999 0.44
Canada 2000 1.21 Bosnia 1998 0.44
New Zealand 1998 1.18 Argentina 1999 0.43
Britain 1999 1.18 Colombia 1997 0.42
Norway 1996 1.15 Poland 1999 0.42
Italy 1999 1.07 Romania 1998 0.42
Czech Rep. 1999 1.00 Azerbaijan 1996 0.40
Germany 1999 0.97 Turkey 1997 0.40
Ireland 1999 0.97 Hungary 1998 0.39
Switzerland 1996 0.96 Peru 1996 0.39
Iceland 1999 0.95 Estonia 1996 0.38
Luxembourg 1999 0.94 Russia 1999 0.38
Brazil 1997 0.87 Ukraine 1999 0.36
Austria 1999 0.83 Bulgaria 1999 0.34
South Korea 2002 0.83 Macedonia 1997 0.34
Finland 1999 0.79 Estonia 1999 0.33
Israel 2001 0.77 Turkey 2001 0.32
Slovakia 1999 0.77 Belarus 2000 0.29
Japan 2000 0.75 El Salvador 1999 0.29
Malta 1999 0.74 Morocco 2001 0.29
Bangladesh 1996 0.72 Venezuela 2000 0.28
Armenia 1997 0.72 Mexico 2000 0.27
India 2001 0.64 Romania 1999 0.25
Spain 2000 0.63 Philippines 2001 0.25
Egypt 2000 0.62 Hungary 1999 0.24
Uruguay 1996 0.60 Indonesia 2000 0.23
South Africa 2001 0.59 Moldova 1996 0.21
Croatia 1999 0.55 Pakistan 2001 0.18
Dominican R. 1996 0.54 Taiwan 1995 0.17
Georgia 1996 0.54 Zimbabwe 2000 0.15
Portugal 1999 0.53 Jordan 2001 0.15
Slovenia 1999 0.53 Vietnam 2001 0.08
Chile 2000 0.50

Source: World Values Survey, waves 3 and 4.
Note: Table entries are mean number of protest acts in each nation using the five-item protest
scale.
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nations of Eastern Europe. There is also a marked variation in protest across nations,
with a 20:1 ratio in protest mean scores between the highest-ranking (Sweden) and
lowest-ranking (Vietnam) nations.
Because economic and political development are so strongly correlated, it is difficult

to disentangle their independent effects. The gross domestic product (GDP) per capita
(at purchasing power parity, ppp) in the year of the survey is correlated at 0.80 with
protest levels across the nations in Table 1. We examined other measures of national well-
being that might fit the grievance thesis – such as changes in GDP or the level of income
inequality – and these had weak or insignificant correlations with protest.43

Of course, there can be more to grievances than just economic conditions. Indeed, one
often hears analysts claim that national protests are stimulated by dissatisfaction with
living conditions, rising inflation, falling employment or a host of other factors beyond
simple national affluence. Therefore, we also sought to tap the general psychological
aspect of Gurr’s grievance thesis. We compared the average life satisfaction and the
percentage who say that they are happy, as measured by the WVS, with the level of
protest. Both life satisfaction (r5 0.54) and national happiness (r5 0.45) are positively
correlated with national levels of protest. This further questions the psychological aspect
of grievance theory.
As noted above, some scholars hypothesized a curvilinear relationship between eco-

nomic conditions and protest: less protest among the least and most affluent nations, with
the highest protest levels among mid-income nations. Figure 1 displays the relationship
between the five-item protest index and GDP per capita (ppp). These data show a strong
linear relationship.44 National levels of life satisfaction and happiness also display linear
relationships. In other words, protest is most common in nations that are affluent,
satisfied and happy – the direct opposite of the grievance thesis and inconsistent with the
curvilinear thesis.
We also expect that national levels of political development (as an indicator of the

openness of a political system) may affect levels of protest. We rely on the rule of law
index from the World Bank to measure the openness and democratic development of
a nation.45 We use this indicator because it taps an institutional context that facilitates
contentious politics and restricts the repression of opposition groups. The rule of law measure
distinguishes whether a nation systematically and equitably enforces civil liberties and
political rights, characteristics that are often vital in allowing citizens to protest against
the government.
The rule of law is positively related to protest activity (r5 0.69). Moreover, the relationship

is also clearly linear (data not shown), much like for national affluence in Figure 1. Other
measures of democratic development display a similar pattern, such as the Freedom House
scale of democracy, acceptance of voice, lack of repression, corruption or the Polity measures
of regime stability.46

43 See the extensive aggregate level analyses in Dalton and van Sickle, ‘The Resource, Structural, and
Cultural Bases of Protest’.

44 We removed Luxembourg from the figure because it is an outlier in terms of income level
(GDP/capita was $47,740) and it is atypical because of its small size and large international population.
Even with Luxembourg included, there is a 0.76 correlation.

45 See the Appendix for more information on this variable.
46 The correlation with the Freedom House scale is r5 0.62. Freedom House scores combine the

seven-point scales for political and civil liberties in the year of the World Values Survey. This scale was
reversed, so high values represent high levels of democracy. For additional discussion of these aggregate
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These aggregate patterns, at least in part, represent the transformation of political protest
in advanced industrial democracies. In these nations, protest is not primarily the tool of those
ignored or oppressed by the political system. Rather, a wide section of society embraces
protest politics. In addition, protest is more common in open, democratic political systems
where individuals can make demands and express their opinions without fear of reprisal; and
decision makers are willing to listen (and perhaps even sympathetic) to the demands made
by groups. In advanced industrial democracies, the level of protest now rivals or exceeds
participation in electoral campaigns (beyond the act of voting). In less developed nations,
however, protest remains a relatively rare occurrence.

A MULTIVARIATE, MULTI-LEVEL MODEL OF PROTEST

These macro-level patterns provide a first insight into the correlates of contemporary
protest, but they do not reflect the individual-level sources of protest or the interaction
between macro and micro factors. We therefore combine macro-level and micro-level
predictors into a single multivariate, multi-level analysis of protest activity. This estimates
the independent effects of both macro-level and micro-level factors. It also tests for cross-
level interaction effects to see if national context shapes the individual sources of protest.
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Fig 1. The aggregate relationship between GNP/capita and protest
Source: GNP/capita (ppp) from World Bank for same year as World Values Survey. Protest mean from
Table 1.

(F’note continued)

relationships, see Dalton and van Sickle, ‘The Resource, Structural, and Cultural Bases of Protest’.
Several measures of ‘political openness’ display similar patterns. Protest is positively correlated with the
World Bank’s ‘Voice and Accountability’ measure (r5 0.73) and the ‘Control of Corruption’ measure
(r5 0.76). Repression, as measured by the Political Terror Scale, is negatively correlated with protest. In
countries where there is a high level of repression, protest is less common (see M. Gibney, L. Cornett and
R. Wood, Political Terror Scale 1976–2006 (forthcoming, see http://www.politicalterrorscale.org)). Gibney
uses two measures: the correlation of protest with the Amnesty International reports is 20.54; with the
US State Department records, the correlation is 20.60. Regime durability is another way to gauge
political openness. Under stable or consolidated regimes, citizens are more likely to understand how to
utilize and exert influence through established institutional channels. The Polity measure of regime
durability is positively correlated with protest (r5 0.64).
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As discussed above, previous scholarship suggests that political and economic context does
shape protest behaviour – although there is little agreement on the direction of that impact.
We conducted extensive analyses at the macro and micro levels to identify potential

predictors that reflected our core theoretical explanations of protest and were empirically
related to protest.47 For instance, we examined both life satisfaction and happiness as
measures of personal well-being, and three different indicators of political satisfaction.
From these analyses, we selected a subset of variables to minimize collinearity among
multiple predictors of general theoretical concepts (see appendix for question wording
and coding):

— Grievances: Life satisfaction and confidence in parliament as measures of personal and
political grievances,48

— Resources: Education and group membership as measures of resources, and
— Values: Left/Right attitudes and post-material values as cultural variables.

To estimate the independent effects of both macro- and micro-level variables, as well as
cross-level interaction effects, we use a hierarchical linear model (HLM).49 Unlike more
conventional approaches, HLM explicitly models the multi-level structure of the data, and
hence yields more reliable and precise parameter estimates. More conventional approaches,
such as using ordinary least squares (OLS), tend to underestimate the standard errors,
yielding inefficient estimates and biased measures of statistical significance.
We first estimate a baseline model for the pooled data that includes only the micro-level

predictors; then we use the variance components of that model to estimate whether the effects
of the micro-level predictors vary significantly across countries. If the variance component
for the model intercept is statistically significant, it indicates there is systematic cross-
national variance in the levels of protest activity, even after controlling for micro-level
factors. If the variance component for a micro-level coefficient is significant, it indicates
that the predictor’s effect varies systematically across countries. Finally, the size of a variance
component measures the amount of unexplained cross-national variance. As we add

47 For example, for the pooled cross-national sample, the correlations between protest and life satisfac-
tion (0.08) is stronger than for happiness (0.05). For additional analyses, see Alix van Sickle and Russell J.
Dalton, ‘The Roots of Political Protest: A Contextual Analysis of Protest Behavior’ (paper presented at
the annual meetings of the International Studies Association, Honolulu, 2005); Dalton and van Sickle,
‘The Resource, Structural, and Cultural Bases of Protest’.

48 We use confidence in parliament as a measure of political trust or satisfaction based on previous analyses
of trust in government using the WVS. See Hans-Dieter Klingemann, ‘Mapping Political Support in the
1990s’, in Pippa Norris, ed., Critical Citizens (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999). In addition, this item is
available for nearly all of the nations in Table 1, while other WVS questions on satisfaction with government
or confidence in government are missing from over thirty of these nations.

49 We also fitted a standard and an over-dispersed Poisson hierarchical model as a check whether a
count model was preferable to the linear HLM model. The standard Poisson performed best, most
accurately predicting the distribution of the actual data and not underestimating the number of zeros.
However, the Poisson model was less robust in dealing with the multiple interaction terms in our models;
estimation would have required dropping some of these interactions, even if they appeared statistically
significant in the linear HLM model and other analyses. Following diagnostic tests, reliability estimates of
the random coefficients’ variation across countries, and consideration of the substantive estimated effects
of the interactions, we decided to use the linear HLM model. The standard Poisson model is available
from the authors on request. We estimated the models using HLM 6.06. See Stephen Raudenbush and
Anthony S. Bryk, Hierarchical Linear Models: Applications and Data Analysis Methods (Thousand Oaks,
Calif.: Sage, 2002); Marco Steenbergen and S. Bradford, ‘Modeling Multilevel Data Structures’, American
Journal of Political Science, 46 (2002), 218–37.
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macro-level variables in the subsequent models, we can see how much those variables
reduce that unexplained cross-national variance. Because the effects of grievances,
resources and values each may depend on the national context, we estimate the variance
components for all six micro-level predictors. Thus, our baseline model includes (a) the
independent effect of each micro-level predictor, (b) the variance components for these
predictors, and (c) the model intercept.
The baseline Model 1 in Table 2 while incomplete (underspecified) nonetheless gives us

an initial gauge of the micro-level predictors. Overall, grievances have the weakest effects
across the three general categories of predictors. Political grievances appear unrelated to
protest. While life satisfaction has a statistically significant coefficient (dissatisfaction
increases protest), its effect is negligible. The ten-point life satisfaction scale has a
coefficient of 20.006, indicating that the least satisfied participate in only 0.06 more
protest acts than the most satisfied.
The lack of grievance effects may be surprising given some of the literature’s

emphasis on this explanation. We do not believe grievances are unimportant; people
typically do not protest to express their satisfaction with life or politics, although this
does occur sometimes. At any protest, people will inevitably express their grievances,
but our findings suggest that many people who hold equal grievances do not protest.
Thus, other factors must be present before existing grievances are translated into
action.
In contrast, resources are rather important in the model. Education and social group

memberships are strong and significant predictors of protest.50 Individuals who have the
political skills and resources to engage in conventional forms of political action are also
more likely to engage in protest. In addition, Left/Right position and post-material values
are significantly related to protest activity. Taken together, the pattern of the micro-level
coefficients is generally consistent with previous pooled analyses of the individual sources
of protest across nations.51

The lower panel of the table presents the variance components for each coefficient.
The model intercept displays significant differences, which indicates that levels of protest
vary significantly across nations even after considering the micro-level effects. The other
variance components tell us whether the coefficients for each predictor also vary
significantly across nations. Only life satisfaction, the indicator of personal grievances,
does not vary significantly across nations (p5 0.17). This is significant because it
demonstrates that the impact of personal grievances is not a function of economic
development, the rule of law (democratic development) or other contextual differences
across nations. However, the results for the other micro-level predictors indicate that their
effects do vary systematically across nations – and the question is whether we can model
these contextual effects.

50 We created a group activity scale to measure an individual’s level of involvement in civil society as
the number of organizations to which they belong. The WVS asks the following question:
Please look carefully at the list of voluntary organizations and activities and say which, if any, do you belong to?
Church or religious organization; social welfare for the elderly, handicapped or deprived organization; sport or
recreational organization; art, music, or educational organization; labour union; political party; environmental
organization; human rights organization; local community action on issues like poverty, employment, or housing;
professional organization; youth group; health organization; other group.

51 For example, see Inglehart, Culture Shift in Advanced Industrial Society, chap. 9; Norris, Democratic
Phoenix, chap. 10.
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TABLE 2 Multivariate, Multi-level Model of Protest Activity

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Intercept 0.271** (.077) 0.187* (.073) 0.217** (.061) 20.014 (.132) 20.045 (.100)
Individual-Level Effects:
Life satisfaction (10 pt scale) 20.006** (.002) 20.005** (.002) 20.003 (.002) 20.006** (.002) 20.003 (.002)
Trust in parliament (4 pt scale) 0.008 (.011) 0.006 (.011) 0.006 (.010) 20.001 (.018) 0.009 (.015)
Political interaction – 0.007 (.010) 20.002 (.009) – –
Economic interaction – – – 0.001 (.001) 20.000 (.001)

Education (8 pt scale) 0.064** (.005) 0.055** (.005) 0.065** (.004) 0.042** (.006) 0.046** (.006)
Political interaction – 0.022** (.004) 0.025** (.004) – –
Economic interaction – – – 0.002** (.000) 0.002** (.001)

Group memberships 0.090** (.007) 0.084** (.007) – 0.086** (.011) –
Political interaction – 0.014* (.006) – – –
Economic interaction – – – 0.001 (.001) –

L-R ideology (10 pt scale) 20.034** (.008) 20.014* (.006) 20.023** (.006) 0.014 (.009) 0.013 (.008)
Political interaction – 20.039** (.006) 20.037** (.005) – –
Economic interaction – – – 20.004** (.001) 20.004 (.001)

Post-materialism (3 pt scale) 0.125** (.014) 0.100** (.010) 0.124** (.011) 0.059** (.018) 0.089** (.017)
Political interaction – 0.061** (.011) 0.052** (.010) – –
Economic interaction – – – 0.005** (.001) 0.005** (.001)

Macro-Level Effects:
Political Development – 0.195** (.067) 0.251** (.054) – –
Economic Development – – – 0.020** (.007) 0.027** (.006)

Variance Components:
Model intercept 0.25396** 0.19488** (23%) – 0.20023** (25%) –
Life satisfaction 0.00006 – – – –
Trust in parliament 0.00404** 0.00403** (0%) – 0.00396** (3%) –
Education 0.00120** 0.00070** (42%) – 0.00075** (33%) –
Group memberships 0.00186** 0.00164** (12%) – 0.00153** (0%) –
L-R ideology 0.00330** 0.00189** (43%) – 0.00216** (38%) –
Post-materialism 0.00788** 0.00372** (53%) – 0.00408** (43%) –
223Log likelihood 128547.74 128536.78 122419.15
(N) 48426/50 48426/50 67096/67 48426/50 67096/67

Source: World Values Survey.
Note: Reported Ns are for the micro-level and macro-level, respectively. *significant at the 0.05 level, **significant at the 0.01 level.
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The next step adds the macro-level variables to the model. The World Bank’s rule of law
index measures the openness of the political system.52 Economic development is measured as
GDP per capita ($1,000/ppp). A series of statistical analyses found that it is difficult to
separate statistically the impact of these two highly collinear variables (r5 0.80). Given that
a priori we have no reason for excluding one factor over the other, we estimated separate
models of interaction effects for political and economic development.
Models 2 and 3 include the micro-level predictors, the macro effect of political develop-

ment, and the interactions of the micro-level predictors with the level of political
development. We estimate two separate models because group membership was not asked
in seventeen of the seventy countries, creating a large amount of missing data.53 Model 2
includes the group membership variable; and Model 3 excludes this variable. The two
results of the models for each macro-level factor are similar, indicating that the exclusion
of the seventeen countries does not bias the general findings.
In broad terms, Models 2 and 3 show that the political context has a substantial impact

on protest activity. Not only is protest more common in nations with a strong rule of
law, but the political context also plays an indirect role by significantly affecting several of
the micro-level predictors. Education is directly related to protest, and the strong inter-
action term indicates that this relationship is magnified in open political contexts. Model 2
also indicates that group memberships generally stimulate protest. However, this relation-
ship is also stronger in more open political contexts, where there are more outlets for
protest. There is a similar pattern for Left–Right attitudes with the large interaction
coefficient (20.039) implying that the effects are much greater in open political contexts.
At the same time, both indicators of grievances – life satisfaction and trust in parliament –
have weak effects. In general, grievances alone as a tool of political action do not appear
to stimulate protest broadly.
The changes in the variance components at the bottom of the column for Model 2

confirm the importance of national context for the micro-level relationships. For instance,
the nation’s rule of law score accounts for 42 per cent of the unexplained variance in the
strength of the education coefficient across nations. Political context also accounts for a
large percentage of the variance component for Left–Right ideology (43 per cent) and
post-material values (52 per cent).
We can better illustrate the interaction of micro-level and macro-level influences by

examining the influence of education graphically. Looking at Model 2, the education
coefficient is 0.055, which is its effect on protest when the rule of law is coded as zero, a
moderately closed system. Yet, a one unit increase in the rule of law measure strengthens
this relationship by nearly half (0.021). Given that most advanced industrial democracies
score around two on the scale, this means education’s effect is on average 0.097 in these
countries, nearly twice as strong as in moderately closed systems. Moreover, since the
standard errors of both coefficients are very small (0.004), these are highly significant
effects.

52 It is a standardized continuous variable with a theoretical mean of zero that in our dataset runs
from 21.25 (Zimbabwe) to 2.08 (Switzerland).

53 These countries are: Armenia, Brazil, Columbia, Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Georgia,
Indonesia, Israel, Jordan, South Korea, New Zealand, Nigeria, Norway, Pakistan, Switzerland, Egypt
and Great Britain. Because HLM uses list-wise deletion, including this variable in the model means all
data are lost for the respondents from the seventeen countries.
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To graphically illustrate this interaction, Figure 2 plots the impact of education on
protest for four levels on the rule of law scale. The bottom line in the figure corresponds
to semi-closed systems (such as Russia or Nigeria). In these systems, education has a
relatively modest impact on protest levels; the most educated participate in only 0.20 more
protest acts than do the least educated. The slope of the relationship increases slightly
for mixed open/closed and semi-open nations. Among the most open political systems,
the highest quartile that includes most Western democracies, the education gap is substan-
tially stronger (approximately 0.50). In other words, the impact of education more than
doubles between the least and most open political systems.

Models 4 and 5 repeat the analyses, this time using GDP to model the economic context
of the nation. The results are quite similar to the political development models. Protest is
higher in more affluent nations (0.02), even controlling for the characteristics of the
populations, such as educational level and social activism. Education, group membership
and post-materialism also have significant individual-level effects on protest, and the
interactions with national affluence are significant for each of these factors. As with
political development, the coefficients are similar across the two models including and
excluding group membership.

PROTEST AS A MEANS OF POLITICAL ACTION

Since at least the writings of Marx, protest has been touted as a weapon of the weak and
deprived in their battle against the privileged. This ‘underdog’ story of protest also finds
considerable support in popular lore and the media, as well as a substantial part of the
academic literature on protest. But this is only one theory of protest, and the goal of this
article has been to test alternative micro-level and macro-level theories of protest activity.

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1

1.2

1.4

1.6

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Education Level

M
ea

n 
P

ro
te

st
 A

ct
s

Lo quartile 2nd quart 3rd quart Hi quartile

Fig. 2. Relationship between education and protest by political openness
Source:World Values Survey 1999–2002 for protest acts and education levels; World Bank for the ‘rule of
law’ measure of political openness/development.
Note: each line depicts the relationship between education and protest activity for nations in each quartile
of the rule of law measure.

20 DALTON, VAN SICKLE AND WELDON



Our findings reveal a picture of contemporary citizen protest that is markedly different
from the classical argument that protest reflects feelings of grievances and is the tool of
the powerless.
First, while protest was once considered an unconventional political activity, it has now

become a common part of the political repertoire in many nations. In several Western
democracies, signing petitions and going to protests rival the level of activity in electoral
campaigning or contacting politicians. Moreover, longitudinal evidence indicates that
protest levels are increasing, even as nations develop economically and politically.
Secondly, on an unprecedented cross-national scale, we examined how the principal

theories of protest fare across divergent economic and political contexts. The findings
reveal a rather surprising and even counter-intuitive picture. Although case study evidence
has long suggested that grievances drive protest, we find little empirical support that
economic conditions of the nation or personal feelings of dissatisfaction generally predict
levels of protest activity. Personal and political dissatisfaction are neither consistent nor
strong predictors of protest activity, regardless of a nation’s level of political or economic
development.
We do not doubt that those who protest hold some form of grievance as the basis of

their political action, but grievances alone are not sufficient to stimulate protest as a
general mode of political action; other factors must be present.54 It is not surprising that
case studies cite examples of grievances behind a specific protest or some event that
increased dissatisfaction as a prelude to protest. However, such research misses the
equally numerous cases where equivalent levels of personal grievances did not stimulate
protest activity. In our cross-national comparisons, those who are personally or politically
dissatisfied are not more likely to protest than the satisfied.
A partial explanation for the weak evidence of grievance-based protest may lie in the

different nature of protest across nations. A higher percentage of protests in less developed
and less democratic nations may challenge the regime in a more fundamental way than
protests in advanced industrial democracies. Even if this is accurate, and the evidence on
this point is ambiguous, this is at best only a partial explanation. For instance, even when
we used measures of protest that excluded the most moderate form (petitions), we
obtained essentially similar results. Moreover, this explanation does not address the basic
inconsistency that grievances are weakly related to protest even in the least developed
nations, and citizens who are better educated and more active in social groups are most
likely to protest.
Rather, those who possess the political skills and resources to be active in traditional

forms of political action generally protest more independent of their level of grievance.
That is, the already advantaged, those with higher education or greater involvement in
social groups, are more likely to use protest as a general means of political action. This
contradicts the common claims that protests are primarily the tool of the disadvantaged
and those without substantial political resources. In addition, political values, such
as post-material values and Leftist orientations, strongly shape protest participation.

54 Some of the persuasive evidence comes from Norris et al., which demonstrates that even protesters in
post-industrial societies do not express significantly higher levels of dissatisfaction (see Norris, Walgrave
and van Aelst, ‘Does Protest Signify Disaffection?’). In addition, grievances had little influence in models
of protest activity even in very poor African nations; see Bratton, Mattes and Gyimah-Boadi, Public
Opinion, Democracy, and Market Reform in Africa.
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These patterns suggest that protest is becoming the continuation of conventional politics
by other means, among those who may already have access to conventional channels of
influence.
While our analysis demonstrates the global reach of resource mobilization theory in

predicting protest, we have gone beyond past individual-level studies of protest. Protest
occurs within a national context, and we examined how the political-economic context
affects the individual-level correlates of protest. Economic development and open
democratic institutions facilitate the translation of individual resources into political
action. This means that an individual with resources in a rich democratic country is
significantly more likely to engage in protest activity than an individual with resources in
a poorer, less-democratic country. The impact of education, for example, is significantly
stronger in affluent democratic countries, where the opportunities for voicing opposition
are more readily available and likely to be less costly. Similarly, the impact of ideological
values – post-materialism and Left/Right attitudes – is significantly amplified in affluent
democratic countries.
These findings hold important implications for contemporary politics. It is certainly

true that individuals in lower income nations have greater objective grievances about
their life conditions. Yet, without the resources and skills to become politically
engaged, these grievances are typically not translated into political action. Even if
bursts of aggressive political action or political conflict do occur in anti-government
riots or economic protests, these events do not lead to sustained political action. If
sustained protest did occur, the state in many less developed nations might use force
to repress protest activity. Instead, resources such as education and skills developed
by social engagement appear more important as a source of conventional and
unconventional political action. The general pattern is clear: protest does not occur
primarily because people have a grievance and are blocked from other forms of action –
people protest because they can.
The evidence that resource-rich individuals generally are more likely to protest also has

clear implications from the perspective of democratic theory. On the positive side, protest
provides citizens another avenue through which to express their interests and demands.
Rather than choosing between conventional political action and protest activity, citizens
add protest to their repertoire of political action. Protest, as a mode of political action,
increases opportunities for participation and therefore may encourage governments to be
more responsive to organized interests and public demands. This is a positive trend from
the perspective of democratic theorists who emphasize participation as essential to
democracy.
However, the higher levels of protest among the socio-economically advantaged

means that increased protest may infringe on another key attribute of democracy:
equality. As in other forms of political participation, protest strengthens the voice of
those who already have social and economic power, rather than the voice of the margin-
alized and disenfranchised portion of the citizenry. However, the ‘one person, one vote’
rule does not apply to protest activities. So those who protest are likely to have unequal
political influence. This trade-off between increased access to participation and equality of
opportunity is not easily resolved. Indeed, our analysis suggests that this tension between
participation and equality exists across vastly different contexts, and is particularly
apparent in more affluent and democratic societies. Thus, the expanding repertoire of
political action in these nations may raise new issues of generating the equality of voice
that is essential to democracy.
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APPEND IX OF VAR IABLE S

Education: ‘What is the highest educational level that you have attained?’ with categories ranging
from (1) less than elementary education, to (8) university degree or advanced degree.

GDP/capita ppp (Economic development): GDP per capita adjusted for purchasing power parity in
the year the WVS was conducted in each country; from the World Bank Indicators.

Group membership: a count of the number of organizations to which the respondent belongs; the
variable runs from (0) no organizations, to (15) all fifteen groups.

Left/Right self-placement: ‘In politics people sometimes talk of left and right. Where would you
place yourself on a scale from 1 to 10, where 1 means the left and 10 means the right?’

Life satisfaction: ‘All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole these days?
Please use this card to help with your answer. (1) dissatisfied, to (10) satisfied.’

Post-materialist values: are measured by the four-item values index: (1) materialist, (2) mixed,
(3) post-materialist.

Protest index: a count of the number of activities done by the respondent. The index ranges from 0
to 5 activities. See fn. 39 for additional information.

Rule of law (Political development): measures the extent to which agents have confidence in and
abide by the rules of society. This includes perceptions of the incidence of crime, the effectiveness
and predictability of the judiciary, and the enforceability of contracts (www.worldbank.org/wbi/
governance/govdata2002).

Trust in parliament: ‘I am going to name a number of organizations. For each one, could you tell me
how much confidence you have in them: is it a great deal of confidence, quite a lot of confidence, not
very much confidence or none at all? Parliament.’ The responses range from (1) a great deal, to (4)
not at all.
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