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Protests advocating for progressive social change sometimes face opposition from counter-
protests defending the status quo — but how do these clashes shape public opinion? In this
research, we investigated whether and how counter-protests influence support for social
change. We conducted five survey studies using correlational and experimental designs in
different socio-political contexts: pro-democracy Hong Kong solidarity protests (Study 1: N =
311 students in Australia), Thai anti-monarchy protests (Study 2: N = 269 Thais), U.S. immigrant
rights protests (Study 3: N = 381 U.S. Americans) and Australian environmental protests (Study
4A: N =129 Australians, Study 4B: N = 268 Australians). Overall, we found evidence that social
change protests disrupted by a violent counter-protest heightened concerns that the coun-
ter-protesters were suppressing the initial protesters’ expressions of free speech. This in turn
was associated with greater sympathy towards protests for social change. Although counter-
protests often aim to undermine a cause, our findings suggest their actions might ironically
promote more public concern for social change protesters. This research has implications for
understanding protest and counter-protest dynamics: it highlights the importance of consid-
ering public opinion beyond a single protest context and the role of public attitudes in driving
social change.
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Public responses to counter-protests

1. INTRODUCTION

Social movements are collective efforts to
bring about social change (Mottl, 1980; Tarrow,
2022). However, they often face direct opposi-
tion from counter-movements that aim to pre-
serve the status quo and undermine social
equality or progress (Hager et al., 2022; Meyer &
Staggenborg, 1996; Mottl, 1980). Counter-
movements are “a particular kind of protest
movement which is a response to social
change advocated by an initial movement”
and therefore represents “a conscious, collec-
tive, organised attempt to resist or reverse so-
cial change” (Mottl, 1980, p. 620; see also Meyer
& Staggenborg, 1996). Various labels have been
used in the literature to describe such groups,
including system-supporting movements (Os-
borne et al,, 2019) and reactionary movements
(Becker, 2020; for reviews, see Guvensoy et al,,
2025; Thomas & Osborne, 2022). Social move-
ments exist in an ongoing, contentious rela-
tionship with counter-movements (Andrews,
2002; Meyer & Staggenborg, 1996; Stone, 2016;
Tindall et al., 2021). Such dynamics have been
observed in various movements across history.
For example, in the 1960s, the African American
civil rights movement were met with pro-
White resistance efforts, which has been de-
scribed as a countermovement to preserve ra-
cial hierarchies (Andrews, 2002). More recently,
the Blue Lives Matter movement arose as a
countermovement to defend law enforcement
institutions in response to Black political activ-
ism calling for police reforms (Newman et al,,
2024).

In increasingly polarized political environ-
ments, it is not uncommon for protest move-
ments to be met with counter-mobilization
from rival civilian groups. When these oppos-
ing groups come into direct physical contact -
whether through intimidation, obstruction, or
violence - the nature of protest shifts. It be-
comes not only a struggle over issues, but a
contest over public space, perceived legiti-
macy, and who is seen as the aggressor or the
aggrieved. This research investigates how
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members of the broader public interpret such
clashes: Does physical confrontation between
opposing protest groups delegitimize or en-
hance support for a given movement? Under-
standing the effects of witnessing pushback to
progressive social change is particularly perti-
nent in today's political climate, where demo-
cratic institutions are under strain and authori-
tarianism, populism, and radicalism are gaining
momentum globally (e.g., Economist Intelli-
gence Unit, 2024; Norris & Inglehart, 2019). In
such a context, counter-protests can signal
broader efforts to resist democratizing forces
and potentially contribute to existing unequal
power structures. Examining how the publicin-
terprets and reacts to clashes between protests
and counter-protests is essential for assessing
healthy democratic discourse.

1.1 Public Attitudes Toward Social Move-
ments

The struggle between movements and coun-
ter-movements involves not only activists and
protesters, but also the general public, who
may constitute the silent majority, uninvolved
bystanders, or third-party observers (Blee &
McDowell, 2012; Simon & Klandermans, 2007;
Subasi¢ et al, 2008). Opposing social move-
ments typically compete for influence, with
both groups attempting to win support from
the public audience to advance their group in-
terests. From a social identity perspective, the
conflict between protesters and counter-pro-
tests heightens “us” versus “them” dynamics
and may make observers' own position on an
issue salient. This can prompt observers to align
themselves with a disadvantaged group (Si-
mon & Klandermans, 2001; Subasic¢ et al., 2008).
Indeed, research highlights the importance of
public attitudes - conceptualised as public
sympathy, third-party support, or bystander
willingness to join a cause — in determining a
movement's success in reaching its political
goals (e.g., Burstein, 2003; Burstein & Linton,
2002). Lee (2002) famously observed how the
U.S. civil rights movement changed public
opinion and ultimately policy agendas. Public
material

audiences can offer resources,
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support, or even pressure government or or-
ganizational entities, thus influencing the tra-
jectory of social change (e.g., Caren et al., 2025;
Wasow, 2020).

Organising collective action is one way that
movements and counter-movements attempt
to influence public attitudes (Hornsey et al,
2006; Louis, 2009; Selvanathan & Jetten, 2020).
Collective action — efforts undertaken by group
members that aim to improve the conditions
of their group (Wright et al,, 1990) — can range
from peaceful actions such as street protests
and petitions to violent actions like rioting or
destruction of public property (for reviews, see
Becker & Tausch, 2015; Uysal et al., 2024). Such
actions have the power to influence public
opinion by transforming bystanders into sym-
pathetic observers, potentially motivating
them to join the cause (Orazani et al,, 2021; Sel-
vanathan & Lickel, 2019a; Simon & Klander-
mans, 2001). For this reason, scholars have de-
scribed protests as ‘performances’ to engage
and elicit responses from target audiences, in-
cluding the broader public (Benford & Hunt,
1992; Blee & McDowell, 2012; Tarrow & Tilly,
2009). According to this view, protesters are
akin to ‘performers’ who use a range of reper-
toire to not only express their identity, goals,
and emotions but also to project these onto an
audience with the aim of influencing them.

While there has been growing interest in un-
derstanding how collective action shapes pub-
lic attitudes (e.g., Feinberg et al., 2020; Selvana-
than & Lickel, 2019b; Shuman et al.,, 2022), most
of this work has focused on a single movement
or collective action event in isolation, typically
one that is progressive. However, as counter-
movements frequently emerge and mobilise
simultaneously in response to movements for
social change, there is a need to understand
how the public psychologically responds to
movements and counter-movements simulta-
neously. Recent literature suggests that dis-
tinct psychological mechanisms drive support
for opposing social movements (Milesi & Alber-
ici, 2018; Osborne et al., 2019; Selvanathan et al.,
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2021). We therefore turn to the question of
whether and how the occurrence of counter-
movements can shape broader public attitudes
toward social change.

1.2 Violent Tactics Backfire

A key feature that can impact how counter-pro-
tests influence public attitudes is the strategy
used by a counter-protest to disrupt the origi-
nal protest. The collective action strategy of a
counter-protest can range from peaceful op-
tions without the use of physical force or inter-
fering with a protest for social change, to more
extreme tactics such as the use of violence to
directly confront a protest for social change,
which may involve harm and damage to per-
sons or property (Becker & Tausch, 2015; Uysal
et al, 2024). We take a broad view of violent tac-
tics, encompassing actions likely to be per-
ceived as aggressive, confrontational, or intimi-
dating, even when they do not involve physical
injury or property destruction. Thisisin line with
treating symbolic, indirect, or psychological
harm are part of the broader continuum of vio-
lence, as well as viewing protest violence as re-
lational and situational (Saavedra & Drury,
2024). The decision to use radical tactics has
been referred to as the ‘activist's dilemma’ as vi-
olent strategies may be effective in gaining
widespread public attention, however they also
inadvertently reduce public support for a
movement (Feinberg et al, 2020). Research
suggests that violent protests tend to generate
less public sympathy compared to non-violent
protests (Nylund et al,, 2025; Orazani et al., 2021;
Orazani & Leidner, 2019; Thomas & Louis, 2014).

It is important to note that the aforementioned
research has focused on public attitudes in the
context of a single protest or movement, and
largely on the actions of groups advocating for
progressive social change. To our knowledge,
there is limited research investigating the im-
pact of violent protest tactics by an opposing
social movement. One exception is Simpson et
al.'s (2018) study in the U.S., which showed when
anti-racist protesters used violence against
White nationalist protesters, it reduced public
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support for the anti-racist protesters. This re-
search showed that protesters’ violence is not
tolerated, even when it is against a widely con-
demned group. However, what remains un-
clear is how the public responds when witness-
ing counter-mobilisation by citizens who are
opposed to progressive social change.

Research on state repression can further in-
form our understanding of how a violent coun-
ter-protest can affect public attitudes. State re-
pression refers to when governments or state-
sanctioned actors use threats or intimidation
to suppress collective action challenging those
in power (Davenport, 2007). Case studies, sur-
vey research, and archival evidence suggests
that severe repression, such as police violence
or military action, often fuels protest rather
than deterring it (Adam-Troian et al, 2020;
Carey, 2006; Hess & Martin, 2006; Khawaja, 1993;
Opp & Roehl, 1990; Rasler, 1996). When peaceful
protesters face violent state repression, mem-
bers of the public tend to view them as unfairly
targeted, thereby promoting sympathy to-
wards protesters and intentions to participate
in the movement (Aytag et al,, 2018; Orazani &
Leidner, 2019).

State repression can backfire, perhaps partly
because violence is viewed as a violation of pro-
tester's fundamental rights (deMeritt, 2016).
Scholars and advocates have regularly ex-
pressed concerns about protecting citizens'
right to free speech and public assembly (e.g.,
Howie, 2018). It is possible that the effects of
state repression on bolstering support for pro-
testers may extend to certain forms of counter-
protests. It is important to note that not all
counter-protests aim to silence movements for
progressive change. Counter-protesters may
raise legitimate competing claims that are im-
portant for debate in a healthy functioning de-
mocracy. However, counter-protests that are
sanctioned or supported by the government
with the goal of silencing protesters, and those
that employ coercive tactics to do so may be
viewed as a form of grassroot repression. Here,
we focus on counter-protests that aim to
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suppress free speech.

Such counter-movements may engage in what
is known as ‘soft’ repression — a means to si-
lence protesters by ridiculing or undermining
them — which can be carried out by non-state
actors (Ferree, 2004). Not unlike government
repression, a counter-protest violently disrupt-
ing a peaceful social change protest can high-
light the original protesters as the disadvan-
taged group, by attempting to supress their
right to freedom of speech. We therefore hy-
pothesise that violent counter-protests con-
fronting a social change protest will increase
concerns that the counter-protest is suppress-
ing the initial protesters’ freedom of speech,
which will in turn promote greater sympathy
towards the social change protest.

1.3 Present Research

We conducted five studies across different so-
cio-political contexts in which there are ongo-
ing real-world occurrences of protests and
counter-protests. Study 1 focused on attitudes
around the pro-Hong Kong protest and pro-
China counter-protests organised by diaspora
communities in Australia, reflecting pro-de-
mocracy protests that were met with opposi-
tion defending the Chinese government. Study
2 focused on the pro-reform movement de-
manding democratic changes to Thailand and
the pro-monarchy counter-protests defending
the existing political establishment. Study 3
was on immigrant rights protest and White su-
premacy counter-protests in the U.S. advocat-
ing for more restrictive immigration policies.
Studies 4A and 4B focused on pro-environmen-
tal protests in Australia opposed to coal mining
and pro-mining counter-protests  that
emerged to defend the industry as vital to eco-
nomic growth. These studies systematically
test the link between a violent counter-protest
and greater sympathy towards a protest for so-
cial change via concerns over protesters’ free
speech, using cross-sectional (Study 1 and 2)
and experimental (Study 3, 4A and 4B) ap-
proaches. In all studies, we also account for po-
litical orientation as a covariate given the
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politically polarising contexts investigated. Par-
ticipants’ political leanings may meaningfully
shape attitudes toward the protests given their
tested
whether the effects hold above and beyond po-

ideological nature, therefore we
litical orientation. Our selection of contexts and
samples captured various cases of polarised
ideological conflicts where protest and coun-
ter-protest dynamics are salient. Rather than
treating each context as equivalent, we view
them as theoretically informative samples rep-
resenting distinct conflicts (e.g., democracy,
immigration, climate action), which allows us
to assess whether psychological responses to
perceived threats to democratic expression are
generalisable across issues and settings.

2. STUDY 1

Study 1 focused on the pro-Hong Kong protest
and pro-China counter-protests that occurred
in Australia, largely at universities (Smith, 2019;
Zhou, 2019), where other international students
and local Australian students were directly ex-
posed to the protests as third-party observers
or bystanders. Mainland China is under direct
jurisdiction of the People's Republic of China,
whereas Hong Kong governed under the ‘one
country, two systems' principle, which has
stirred many protests in recent times, includ-
ing by diaspora communities in other coun-
tries. We collected data in the aftermath of a
clash between pro-Hong Kong and the pro-
China protests at an Australian university. The
confrontation occurred when a peaceful pro-
Hong Kong rally was aggressively disrupted by
pro-China counter-protesters, during which
the pro-China protesters tore up pro-Hong
Kong signs and played the Chinese national
anthem (Smith, 2019; Zhou, 2019). We hypothe-
sised that perceived violence by pro-China pro-
testers would be associated with increased
sympathy for Hong Kong, partly due to con-
cerns that the counter-protest is viewed as
suppressing pro-Hong Kong protesters’ free-
dom of speech.

2.1 Method
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2.1.1 Participants and Procedure

Participants were invited to complete a cross-
sectional online survey about Hong Kong and
China protests on a university campus. We re-
cruited using various methods: 1) university's
online student participant pool, 2) flyers posted
around campus and on social media with the
survey link, and 3) research assistants who ap-
proached students around the university to
complete the survey on tablet computers. The
data collection period was between 6% to 24t
October 2019. A total of 348 participants com-
pleted the survey. As the target sample was
third-party bystanders to the conflict, the 27
participants born in China, six born in Hong
Kong, and four born in Taiwan were excluded
from the study, leaving 311 participants for anal-
yses.

Most participants were Australian citizens or
permanent residents (n = 246; 79%) and the re-
maining were international students (n = 64;
one did not specify) from 35 countries. There
were 164 females (53%), 143 males (46%), two
non-binary/third gender, and two did not spec-
ify their gender. Participants’ average age was
20.69 (SD = 4.14) on a range from 17 to 60 years.
Most participants were undergraduates (n =
262; 86%), followed by postgraduates (n = 25,
8%) and Honours students (n =17; 6%; two other,
five did not specify). In terms of racial and eth-
nic background, participants could select more
than one category. Of the participants, 213 iden-
tified as White, 84 as Asian, ten as Middle East-
ern, seven as African, five as Pacific Islander,
three as Latinx/Hispanic, six as Aboriginal or
Torres Strait Islander, one as Maori, and three
did not specify.

At the beginning of the survey, participants
were first given a brief background of ongoing
conflict between Hong Kong and Mainland
China, including a reminder of the clash be-
tween the protest and counter-protest that oc-
curred on campus. The description was kept
neutral (i.e., “a group of students gathered in
[location removed] to participate in a pro-Hong
Kong protest in solidarity with Hong Kong. At
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the same time, another group of students par-
ticipated in a pro-China counter protest. Both
sides had strong views and the situation esca-
lated to the point that there was a clash be-
tween the pro-Hong Kong and pro-China pro-
testers”). Participants then responded to a se-
ries of questions about their opinions on these
protests.

2.1.2 Measures

All items were measured on 7-point analogue
visual scales. Iltems within each scale were av-
eraged to form a composite score, with higher
scores represent higher levels of each con-
struct. To measure perceived violence of the
pro-Hong Kong (a = .86) and pro-China (a=.87)
protests, participants rated both protest in
terms of how “violent”, “extreme” and “peace-
ful” (reverse-scored) it was. Participants re-
ported their perceived suppression of free
speech by responding to three items regarding
the pro-China protests: “..threatening the free-
dom of assembly for pro-Hong Kong protests”,
“..attempting to intimidate the pro-Hong Kong
protests”, and “..infringing upon the pro-Hong
Kong protesters' right to free speech” (a = .89).
Self-reported changes in sympathy towards
Hong Kong was measured with two items re-
garding sympathy and criticism (reverse-
scored) by asking participants how the event
made them feel towards Hong Kong on a scale
from 1 (less sympathetic/critical towards Hong
Kong) to 7 (More sympathetic/critical towards
Hong Kong) with a midpoint of 4 (Did not
change my attitudes; r = .55). The same two
items were used to measure changes in sym-
pathy towards China (r = .54). Higher scores in-
dicate greater self-reported increase in sympa-
thy towards the respective country. Finally, par-
ticipants reported demographic information
and political orientation on a scale from 1 (very
left-wing) to 7 (very right-wing), a measure that
we incorporated as a covariate in analyses.

2.2 Results

Table 1 displays the means, standard devia-
tions, and bivariate correlations of key varia-
bles. Participants reported increased sympathy
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towards Hong Kong, with self-reported change
in sympathy levels significantly exceeding the
midpoint of the scale, t(304) =13.82, p < .001, Co-
hen's d = 0.79. In addition, participants reported
decreased sympathy towards China, with self-
reported change in sympathy levels signifi-
cantly lower than the midpoint of the scale,
t(304) = -18.23, p <.001, Cohen’'s d = -1.04. Paired
samples t-tests showed that participants re-
ported experiencing a greater change in sym-
pathy towards Hong Kong compared to China
t(300) = 17.83, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 1.03. Partici-
pants also reported perceiving the pro-Hong
Kong protests as less violent that the pro-China
protests, t(304) = -12.31, p < .001, Cohen’'s d = -
0.70.

We tested whether perceived suppression of
free speech mediated the relationship between
perceived violence of the pro-China protest and
changes in sympathy towards Hong Kong us-
ing PROCESS (Hayes, 2018; Model 4) with 10,000
bootstrapped samples. Political orientation was
included as a covariate given the politicised na-
ture of the protests. Perceived violence of the
pro-China protest was positively associated
with perceived suppression of free speech (b =
0.61, 95% CI [0.49, 0.73], p < .001), and perceived
suppression of free speech (b = 0.18, 95% ClI
[0.08, 0.27], p < .001) was positively associated
with changes in sympathy towards Hong Kong.
The covariate political orientation was nega-
tively associated with perceived suppression of
free speech (b = -0.11, 95% CI [-0.21, -0.001], p =
.047) and changes in sympathy towards Hong
Kong (b =-0.16,95% CI [-0.24, -0.07], p <.001). The
indirect association between perceived vio-
lence of the pro-China protest and changes in
sympathy towards Hong Kong via perceived
suppression of free speech was significant, b =
0.11, boot SE = .04, boot 95% CI [0.05, 0.19]). The
total association between perceived violence
and changes in sympathy was significant (b =
0.33,95% ClI [0.23, 0.43], p < .001), as was the di-
rect association (b = 0.22, 95% CI [0.11, 0.33], p <
.001) after accounting for the mediator. Figure 1
summarises results of the mediation analysis.
We note that the pattern of findings remained
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Table 1

Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations between variables in Study 1

M

(SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Perceived violence of pro-Hong 3.49 )
Kong protest (1.20)
2. Perceived violence of pro-China 4.65 _ 05 )
protest (1.08) ’
3. Perceived suppression of Hong 496 Sopek gk i
Kong protesters’ free speech (1.38) ’ ‘
4. Change in sympathy towards 4.81 R ko ook )
Hong Kong (1.02) 37 39 39
5. Change in sympathy towards 2.85 R - - )
China (1 ’ ’ ’ '
6. Political orientation (?57)95) 5% -.04 -.09 VA Sl e

y \4

Note. ** p < .01, ** p < .001. All items were measured on a scale from 1to 7. For self-reported
change in sympathy towards Hong Kong/China, 1 indicated less sympathy and 7 indicated
more sympathy. Higher scores on political orientation reflects higher right-wing orientation.

Figure 1

Mediation Model in Study 1

Perceived suppression of
Hong Kong protesters’
G free speech 1gxH
Perceived violence Change in sympathy
of pro-China protest
P P 207 (33%%) towards Hong Kong

Note. Unstandardised regression estimates are reported. The total association is reported in pa-
renthesis. The direct association is reported outside the parenthesis. ** p <.001.
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the same without controlling for political orien-
tation (see Supplementary Material).

Following Imai et al. (2010), we conducted sen-
sitivity analyses to assess how robust the indi-
rect and direct associations are to potential un-
measured confounding. The sensitivity param-
eter p (rho) represents the correlation between
the mediator and outcome error terms that an
unmeasured confounder would induce. The in-
direct association would be nullified at p = 0.20
(@ confounder explaining 4% of residual vari-
ance) and the direct association would require
p = —0.40 (16% of residual variance) to be elimi-
nated.

2.3 Discussion

Consistent with our hypothesis, perceived vio-
lence of the counter-protest was associated
with greater concerns over free speech, which
in turn was associated with increased sympa-
thy for Hong Kong protesters. This was found
among a sample of students in an Australian
university that on average was more left lean-
ing. While the findings accounted for political
orientation as a covariate, it is worth noting
that relatively greater right-wing orientation
was associated with lower perceived suppres-
sion of free speech as well as reduced sympa-
thy for Hong Kong protesters. As the study
used cross-sectional correlational data, it is
possible that those with more sympathetic at-
titudes toward the Hong Kong protesters inter-
preted more suppression of free speech and
perceived higher levels of violence among the
pro-China protest.

3. STUDY 2

Study 2 shifts to a different geopolitical setting
by examining attitudes toward a pro-democ-
racy movement in Thailand, a country ruled by
constitutional monarchy. From 2020 to 2021,
there were pro-reform protesters primarily led
by young Thai students against the ruling gov-
ernment and the monarchy - institutions that
have long been considered untouchable. The
pro-reform protests demanded a series of
democratic changes, including the resignation
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of the Prime Minister, drafting a new Thai con-
stitution, and reform of the monarchy (BBC,
2020; Rasheed, 2020). In response, there have
been counter-protests by groups who are pro-
monarchy and pro-royalist (Phaicharoen &
Watcharasakwet, 2020) defending the current
government establishment and pledging to
protect the monarchy against criticisms. While
both sides have organised separate public
gatherings in parallel and have been kept apart
by police, there have been some instances of di-
rect confrontation and physical clashes be-
tween pro-democracy protesters and pro-mon-
archy counter-protesters (BBC, 2020). In this
context, we aimed to conceptually replicate
Study 1 to examine whether and how public
perceptions of the anti-reform counter-protest-
ers were associated with attitudes toward the
pro-reform protesters. Unlike Study 1where the
population sampled were third-party bystand-
ers to the conflict, Thai residents sampled in
Study 2 was directly implicated in the conflict
and may have strong partisan loyalties. Thus,
we account for political orientation as a covari-
ate.

3.1 Method
3.1.1 Participants and Procedure

Participants were invited to complete an anon-
ymous online survey about their opinions about
the protests in Thailand. The survey could be
completed in English or Thai. To recruit partici-
pants, the survey was posted on various social
media sites (e.g., Facebook, Twitter). The data
collection period was between 2" and 215t Oc-
tober 2020. A total of 269 Thai participants com-
pleted the survey. There were 161 females, 70
males, 27 non-binary/third gender, five pre-
ferred to self-describe, and six did not report.
Participants’ age ranged from 14 to 71 years (M
= 3298, SD =12.97). In terms of highest level of
education received, 24 completed high school,
148 received an undergraduate degree, 88 held
a Master's degree, six held a doctoral degree,
and three did not report.

As in Study 1, participants were first given some

background information about pro-social
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reform and anti-social reform protests in neu-
tral language before they were asked to re-
spond to a series of questions about their per-
sonal opinions on the protests. Specifically, the
pro-reform protests were described as “de-
manding the resignation of the cabinet mem-
bers and the dissolution of the parliament, as
well as calling for the drafting of a new consti-
tution” while the counter-protesters “pledge to
protect the monarchy as well as preserve the
trinity of nation, religion, and king".

3.1.2 Measures

The same items used in Study 1 were adapted
to the Thai context in Study 2: perceived vio-
lence of the pro-reform protest (a = .70), per-
ceived violence of the anti-reform protest (a =
.70), and perceived suppression of pro-reform
protesters’ free speech (a =.93). Similar to Study
1, perceived changes in sympathy towards pro-
reform protest and sympathy towards anti-re-
form protest were measured by asking partici-
pants the following: “Thinking about the anti-
social reform protests mobilising against the
pro-social reform protests, how does this make
you feel towards the pro-social reform/anti-so-
cial reform protesters?” Responses were rec-
orded on a scale from 1 (less sympathetic to-
wards the pro-social reform/anti-social reform
protesters) to 7 (More sympathetic towards the
pro-social reform/anti-social reform protest-
ers) with a midpoint at 4 (Did not change my
attitudes). The scale anchors were originally
from +3 to -3 and was recoded to a scale from 1
to 7 for ease of interpretation. As in Study 1, par-
ticipants were also asked about their level of
criticism of the pro-reform and anti-reform
protests, but this question was not clearly un-
derstandable to participants due to a transla-
tion error, therefore the items were dropped
from the measure. Finally, participants re-
ported demographic information and political
orientation on a scale from 1 (very left-wing) to
7 (very right-wing).

3.2 Results

Table 2 displays the means, standard devia-
tions, and bivariate correlations. Participants
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reported increased sympathy towards the pro-
social reform protests, with self-reported
change in sympathy levels significantly exceed-
ing the midpoint of the scale, t(264) = 22.82 p <
.001, Cohen’s d = 1.40. In addition, participants
reported decreased sympathy towards the
anti-reform protests, with self-reported change
in sympathy levels significantly lower than the
midpoint of the scale, t(260) = -15.30, p <.001, Co-
hen's d = -0.95. Paired samples t-tests showed
that participants reported experiencing a
greater change in sympathy towards the pro-
reform protests compared to the anti-reform
protests, t(257) = 22.26, p <.001, Cohen’s d = 1.39.
Participants also reported perceiving the pro-
reform protest as less violent than the anti-re-
form protest, t(268) = -16.16, p <.001, Cohen's d =
0.99.

We tested whether perceived suppression of
pro-reform protesters’ free speech mediated
the link between perceived violence of the anti-
reform protest and changes in sympathy to-
wards the pro-reform protests using PROCESS
(Hayes, 2018; Model 4) with 10,000 boot-
strapped samples. To account for participants’
partisan loyalties in shaping attitudes toward
the protests, we included political orientation
as a covariate. Perceived violence of the anti-re-
form protest was positively associated with per-
ceived suppression of free speech (b = 0.50, 95%
Cl [0.34, 0.66, p < .001), and perceived suppres-
sion of free speech (b = 0.12, 95% CI [0.03, 0.20],
p = .006) was positively associated with
changes in sympathy towards the pro-reform
protests. The covariate political orientation was
negatively associated with perceived suppres-
sion of free speech (b =-0.39,95% CI [-0.57, -0.21],
p <.001) and changes in sympathy towards the
pro-reform protests (b = -0.47, 95% CI [-0.59, -
0.34], p <.001). The indirect association between
perceived violence of the anti-reform protest
and changes in sympathy towards the pro-re-
form protests via perceived suppression of free
speech was significant (b = 0.06, boot SE = 0.03,
boot 95% CI [0.01, 0.13]). The total association be-
tween perceived violence and changes in sym-
pathy was significant (b = 0.17, 95% ClI [0.06,
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Table 2

Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations between variables in Study 2

M
(SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Perceived violence of pro-reform 2.52 )
protest (1.37)
2. Perceived violence of anti-re- 470 SErek )
form protest (1.47) ’

3. Perceived suppression of pro-re-  5.09 3G L )

form protesters’ free speech (2.02)

4, Change in sympathy towards 6.12 GO 2 fwrr 4O )
pro-reform protests (1.57) ’ ' ’

5. Change in sympathy towards 2.28 e
anti-reform protests (1.82) - ’ ’ ’

6. Political orientation (%;é) 37 - 20%x 3Gk _ DR Q3

Note. ** p < .001. All items were measured on a scale from 1to 7. For self-reported change in
sympathy towards pro-reform/anti-reform protests, 1 indicated less sympathy and 7 indicated
more sympathy. Higher scores on political orientation reflect higher right-wing orientation.

Figure 2

Mediation Model in Study 2

Perceived suppression of
pro-reform protesters’

free speech

50*** 2%

Perceived violence Change in sympathy
of anti-reform protest 11 (17 towards pro-reform protests

Note. Unstandardised regression estimates are reported. The total association is reported in paren-
thesis. The direct association is reported outside the parenthesis. ** p < .01, ** p <.001.
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0.28], p = .003), while the direct association was
not significant after accounting for the media-
tor (b=0.11,95% CI [-0.01, 0.23], p =.062). See Fig-
ure 2 for the mediation model. We note that
the pattern of findings remained the same
without controlling for political orientation (see
Supplementary Material). A sensitivity analysis
following Imai et al. (2010) found that the indi-
rect association would be nullified at p=0.20 (a
confounder explaining 4% of residual variance)
and the direct association would be zero at p =
-0.30 (9% of residual variance).

3.3 Discussion

Conceptually replicating the findings from
Study 1, Study 2 found that greater perceived
violence of a counter-protest was associated
with greater concerns about the initial protest-
ers' free speech, which was in turn associated
with greater sympathy for the initial social
change protest. This was found in the context
of anti-reform counter protests and pro-reform
protestsin Thailand. Similar to Study 1, the sam-
ple was on average left-leaning, though rela-
tively greater right-wing orientation was asso-
ciated with lower perceived suppression of free
speech and reduced sympathy for the pro-re-
form protests. Given the correlational nature of
the data, we once again cannot rule out the
possibility that those who were sympathetic
towards the pro-reform protesters perceived
greater free speech suppression and greater vi-
olence from the anti-reform protests.

4. STUDY 3

Building on Study 1and 2, Study 3 sought to ex-
perimentally test whether the use of a violent
(versus non-violent) counter-protest strategy
influences public sympathy towards the origi-
nal protesters. This would provide greater in-
ternal validity than Study 1and 2, in which per-
ceived violence of the counter-protest was
measured and its link to attitudes toward the
original protest was tested correlationally. In
Study 3, we tested whether absolute levels of
sympathy towards the original protest would
vary depending on the violent (versus non-vio-
lent) counter-protest conditions. In addition, in
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Study 1 and 2 the initial protest always advo-
cated for social change (i.e., a system-challeng-
ing group), while the counter-protest group al-
ways defended the status quo (i.e., a system-
supporting group). This raises the question of
whether the effect of counter-protests on in-
creasing sympathy towards the original protest
would similarly occur in situations where the
counter-protest group advocated for social
change whereas the original protest defended
the status quo. Study 3 therefore examined
whether framing either group as the counter-
protest influenced perceptions of the initial
protest, especially whether the effects would
persist when a social change movement was
framed as organising the counter-protest.

Study 3 focused on protests around immigra-
tion in the U.S,, which received increased atten-
tion under the 2017-2021 Trump administration
due to increasingly restrictive immigration pol-
icies affecting vulnerable groups such as refu-
gees and undocumented immigrants (Bey,
2018; Glenza, 2018). Anti-immigration groups
have also increasingly mobilized to influence
public discourse and have gained attention in
the mainstream (Campani et al.,, 2022). In this
context, the protest for social change was by
immigrant rights groups advocating for the
rights of incoming immigrants, and the protest
defending the status quo was by White su-
premacist groups supporting restrictive immi-
gration policies to ensure a White ethno-state.
As mobilisation around immigration issues is
heavily divisive between right-leaning and left-
leaning people (Blee & Creasap, 2010; Fussell,
2014), we included political orientation as a co-
variate.

4.1 Method
4.1.1 Participants

An a priori power analysis using G*Power (Faul
et al, 2007) revealed that at least 387 partici-
pants were required for 80% power to detect a
medium-sized effect (d = .50). We oversampled
participants to account for possible attrition. A
total of 403 U.S. American participants were re-
cruited on Prolific to complete an online survey.
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After excluding 22 participants for failing the
manipulation check questions (see Measures
section for details), 381 participants were re-
tained for analyses. Participants’ age ranged
between 18 to 64 years (M = 29.39 years, SD =
10.11). There were 180 males, 183 females, 15 non-
binary/third gender, two were agender/ques-
tioning, and one did not report gender. In
terms of racial background, 240 were White, 54
were Asian (East, South, or Southeast Asian), 25
were Black, 29 were Hispanic/Latinx, four were
Native American/Alaskan Native, one were Na-
tive Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and 26 were
mixed race.

4.1.2 Procedure

The study was a 2 (counter protest group:
White nationalists vs. immigrant rights) by 2
(strategy of the counter protest: violent vs. non-
violent) between-groups factorial design. Par-
ticipants read a summary of protest events and
then answered questions about their opinions
on those protests. Participants were randomly
assigned to read one of four protest summar-
ies, modelled after real protests that have oc-
curred around U.S. immigration, with images
from Google searches. The summaries were
presented to participants as ostensibly real
protests from 2019. In all four conditions, partic-
ipants read about two protests: an initial pro-
test and a counter-protest in response. The
group framed as the original protest and the
counter-protest varied by condition. When im-
migrant rights group were framed as the orig-
inal protesters, the White nationalists were
framed as the counter-protest, and vice versa.
The immigrant rights protesters were de-
scribed to participants as calling for less restric-
tive immigration laws and chanting slogans
such as “build bridges, not walls”, while the
White nationalist protesters were described as
expressing anti-immigrant sentiments with
slogans such as “deport illegals now”".

The counter-protest group was either de-
scribed as using violent tactics or non-violent
tactics. In the violent counter-protest condi-
tion, the summary indicated that the counter-
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protest group disrupted the original protesters
by “yelling at them, tearing down several ban-
ners, and taking away the microphone from the
organizers who were about to deliver a speech”.
These actions may be viewed as disruptive ra-
ther than violent, however it fits within our
broad operationalisation of violent tactics that
could be perceived as harmful to others' auton-
omy or dignity, even without physical injury or
property destruction. In the non-violent condi-
tion, the summary indicated that both protests
occurred in close proximity but counter-pro-
testers “did not physically clash with or disrupt”
the original protesters. The original protesters
were always framed as using peaceful protest
strategies (i.e., gathered in a peaceful public
rally, chanted slogans, carried banners). At the
end of the survey, participants reported demo-
graphic information and political orientation on
a scale from 1 (Very liberal) to 9 (Very conserva-
tive). This study was pre-registered (see
https://aspredicted.org/USI_QWF) as an Hon-
ours thesis project that investigated sympathy
as a key outcome, as well as additional variables
(such as morality and emotional reactions) that
are not investigated in this paper but were the
focus of the student's thesis.

4.1.3 Measures

As an attention check, participants were asked
to identify the group that was counter protest-
ing (White Nationalists / Immigrant rights activ-
ists / No counter-protest occurred), and
whether the strategy of the counter-protest
was disruptive (Yes / No / No counter-protest
occurred). As a manipulation check for the
counter-protest strategy, participants rated the
extent to which they perceived the White na-
tionalist protest (a = .88) and immigrant rights
protest (a = .85) as using violent protest tactics
on a scale from 1 (not violent / very peaceful /
not disruptive at all) to 9 (very violent / not
peaceful / very disruptive).

Similar to items used in Study 1 and 2, partici-
pants reported the extent to which they per-
ceived suppression of the original protesters’
free speech (r = 92) in terms of the counter-
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protest “threatening the freedom of assembly
of the immigrant rights / White nationalist pro-
test” and “infringing upon the immigrant
rights / White nationalist protesters’ free
speech” on a scale from 1 (Not at all) to 9 (Very
much).

In contrast to Study 1 and 2, where changes in
sympathy levels were self-reported, here we
measured absolute sympathy scores and
changes in sympathy by systematically com-
paring levels of sympathy across conditions.
Sympathy towards immigrant rights protest (a
=.89) and towards White nationalist protest (a
= .88) was measured using five statements
adapted from Selvanathan et al. (2021) (e.g.,
“People need to listen to their arguments”, ‘I
can sympathize with their cause”) on a scale

from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 9 (Strongly agree).

4.2 Results

A series of two-way between group analysis of
covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted to test
the effect of condition on each outcome, con-
trolling for participants’ political orientation. In
the pre-registration, a two-way analysis of vari-
ance (ANOVA) was specified as the main anal-
ysis and as secondary analysis, it was noted
that political orientation will be examined as a
covariate. Political orientation (M = 3.53, SD =
2.10), with higher scores corresponding to
greater conservatism, was found to be nega-
tively correlated with sympathy towards the
immigrant rights protest (r = -0.53, p <.001) and
positively correlated with sympathy towards
the White nationalist protest (r = 0.58, p <.001).
This suggests that political orientation is a
meaningful source of variance in participants’
responses, thus we opted to report findings
with political orientation as a covariate to iso-
late the effects of condition on outcome
measures.

4.2.1 Manipulation Checks

There was a significant interaction between
counter-protest group and strategy on how vi-
olent the immigrant rights protest was per-
ceived to be, F(1,376) =107.78, p < .001, % = .223.
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Participants in the violent immigrant rights
counter-protest condition reported greater
perceived violence of the immigrant rights pro-
test (M = 5.62, SE = 0.14) compared to partici-
pants in the non-violent immigrant rights
counter-protest condition (M = 213, SE = 0.14),
F(1,376) = 320.67, p <.001, n,? = .460. In addition,
participants in the violent immigrant rights
counter-protest condition perceived greater vi-
olence of theimmigrant rights protest (M =5.62,
SE = 0.14) compared to participants in the vio-
lent White nationalist counter-protest condi-
tion (M = 2.42, SE = 0.14), F(1, 376) = 270.36, p <
.001, np? = .418. Thus, perceived violent strategy
of the immigrant rights protesters was highest
when this group was framed as the counter-
protest using violent strategies, suggesting
that the manipulation worked as intended.

There was a significant interaction between
counter-protest group and strategy on how vi-
olent the White nationalist protest was per-
ceived to be, F(1, 376) = 47.01, p < .001, ne? = 111
Participants in the violent White nationalist
counter-protest condition reported greater
perceived violence of the White nationalist pro-
test (M = 755, SE = 0.18) compared to partici-
pants in the non-violent White nationalist
counter-protest condition (M = 3.49, SE = 0.18),
F(1,376) = 259.87, p < .001, 5% = .409. In addition,
participants in the violent White nationalist
counter-protest condition perceived greater vi-
olence of the White nationalist protest (M =7.55,
SE = 0.18) compared to participants in the vio-
lent immigrant rights counter-protest condi-
tion (M =5.06, SE =0.18), F(1,376) = 99.27, p <.00],
ne? =.209. Thus, the perceived violent strategy of
the White nationalist protesters was highest
when this group was framed as the counter-
protest using violent strategies, suggesting
that the manipulation worked as intended.

4.2.2 Effects of Condition

The marginal means and standard errors by
condition are reported in Table 3.
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Table 3

Marginal means and standard errors by condition for Study 3

Counter-protest group

White nationalist protest Immigrant rights protest

Counter-protest strategy

Violent Non-violent Violent Non-violent

Perceived suppression
of original protesters’ 6.95% (0.23) 3.51° (0.23) 3.18° (0.23) 1.55¢ (0.23)

free speech

Sympathy towards im-

a a b ab
mmigrant rights protest 7.572 (0.15) 7.29° (0.15) 6.84" (0.15) 71720 (0.15)
Sympathy towards
White nationalist pro- 3.313 (0.17) 3.462 (0.17) 2.94° (0.17) 3.482 (0.17)
test

Note. Standard errors reported in parentheses. Within a row, means without a common
superscript differ (p <.05).

Figure 3

Mediation Model in Study 3

Perceived suppression
of immigrant rights
3.60%** protesters’ free speech 20%**
Strategy of White nationalist
gc?lounter—protest . ~ Sympathy towards
(1 = Violent, 0 = Non-violent) -41(.31) immigrant rights protest

Note. Unstandardised regression estimates are reported. The total effect is reported in parenthe-
sis. The direct effect is reported outside the parenthesis. ** p < .001.
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Perceived Suppression of Original Protest-
ers’' Free Speech. There was a significant main
effect of counter protest group on perceived
suppression of the original protesters’ freedom
of speech, F(1, 376) = 156.83, p < .001, np? = .294.
The White nationalist group was perceived to
suppress the immigrant rights protesters’ free-
dom of speech (M =5.23, SE =0.16) more so than
the immigrant rights protest was perceived to
supress the White nationalist protester’s free-
dom of speech (M = 237, SE = 0.16). There was
also a significant main effect of counter protest
strategy, F(1, 376) = 123.43, p < .001, np? = .247. A
violent counter-protest tactic was perceived to
suppress the original protesters’ freedom of
speech (M =5.07, SE = 0.16) more so than a non-
violent tactic (M = 253, SE = 0.16). These main
effects were qualified by a significant interac-
tion between counter-protest group and coun-
ter-protest strategy, F(1,376) =15.87, p <.001, np?
=.041. The use of violence by a White nationalist
counter-protest was viewed as a greater sup-
pression of the original protesters’ freedom of
speech (M =6.95, SE = 0.23) than the use of vio-
lence by an immigrant rights counter-protest
(M =318, SE = 0.23), F(1,376) =137.29, p <.001, nx?
= .267. The non-violent White nationalist coun-
ter-protest was also viewed as a greater sup-
pression of the original protesters’ freedom of
speech (M =351, SE = 0.23) than the non-violent
immigrant rights counter-protest (M =155, SE
=0.23), but to a lesser degree, F(1,376) = 36.10, p
<.001, 5,2 =.088. Thus, the highest level of per-
ceived suppression of the original protest’s
freedom of speech was when the White na-
tionalists were framed as the counter-protest
group employing violent tactics. The findings
remained the same when ANOVA was used
(i.e., not controlling for political conservatism;
see Supplementary Material).

Sympathy Towards the Immigrant Rights
Protest. There was a main effect of counter-
protest group on sympathy towards the immi-
grant rights protest, F(1, 376) = 7.97, p = .005, ny?
= .021 such that participants reported greater
sympathy towards the immigrant rights pro-
test when White nationalists were the counter-
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protest group (M = 7.43, SE = 0.11) compared to
when the immigrant rights protest was the
counter-protest group (M = 7.00, SE = 0.11).
There was no main effect of counter-protest
strategy, F(1,376) =.021, p = .884, n,> <.001. These
main effects were qualified by a significant in-
teraction between counter-protest group and
counter-protest strategy, F(1, 376) = 410, p =
.044, % = .011. A violent White nationalist coun-
ter-protest group increased sympathy towards
the immigrant rights protest (M = 757, SE =
0.15), compared to when the immigrant rights
group was the counter-protest group using a
violent strategy (M = 6.84, SE = 0.15), F(1, 376) =
11.85, p = .0071, n,? = .031. There was no significant
difference in sympathy towards the immigrant
rights protest when comparing the non-violent
White nationalist counter-protest (M = 7.29, SE
= 0.15) and the non-violent immigrant rights
counter-protest (M = 7.17, SE = 0.15) conditions,
F(1,376) = 0.31, p = .575, x> < .001. Taken together,
sympathy for the immigrant rights protest
emerged especially when the White nationalist
group was framed as the violent counter-pro-
test. The effects did not reach significance
when ANOVA was used (i.e., not controlling for
political conservatism; see Supplementary Ma-
terial).

Sympathy Towards the White Nationalist
Protest. There was no main effect of counter
protest group on sympathy towards the White
nationalist protest, F(1, 376) = 110, p = .294, ny? =
.003. There was a significant main effect of
counter-protest strategy, F(1, 376) = 4.25, p =
.040, np? = .01, such that there was lesser sym-
pathy towards the White nationalist protest
when counter-protest strategy was violent (M =
3.14, SE = 0.12) rather than non-violent (M = 3.46,
SE = 0.12). However, there was no significant in-
teraction between counter-protest group and
counter-protest strategy, F(1,376) =1.34, p = .247,
ne?> = .004. There were no significant effects
when ANOVA was used (i.e., not controlling for
political conservatism; see Supplementary Ma-
terial).
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4.2.3 Mediation Analysis

To examine whether perceived suppression of
immigrant rights protesters’ free speech medi-
ated the effect of counter-protest strategy on
sympathy towards the immigrant rights pro-
test, we conducted a mediation analysis using
Model 4 of PROCESS (Hayes, 2018) with 10,000
bootstrapped samples. This is a deviation from
the pre-registration which did not specify a
mediation analysis. Here, we used only partici-
pants in the White nationalist counter-protest
condition who saw the immigrant rights pro-
testers framed as the original protest group (n
=190), which mirrors Study 1 and 2 with a pro-
gressive initial protest. Manipulated strategy of
the counter-protest was entered as the predic-
tor (1 = violent, O = non-violent), perceived sup-
pression of the original protesters’ free speech
as the mediator, sympathy towards the immi-
grant rights protest as the DV, and political ori-
entation as a covariate.

Counter-protest strategy was positively associ-
ated with perceived suppression of free speech
(b = 3.60, 95% ClI [2.95, 4.25], p < .001), and per-
ceived suppression of free speech (b =0.20,95%
CI [0.12,0.29], p < .001) was positively associated
with sympathy towards the immigrant rights
protest. The covariate political orientation was
negatively associated with perceived suppres-
sion of free speech (b = -0.42, 95% CI [-0.58, -
0.26], p < .001) and sympathy towards the im-
migrant rights protest (b = -0.45, 95% CI [-0.55, -
0.35], p < .001). The indirect effect of counter-
protest strategy on sympathy via perceived
suppression of free speech was significant (b =
0.73, boot SE = 0.16, boot 95% CI [0.45,1.10]). The
total effect of counter-protest strategy on sym-
pathy was not significant (b = 0.31,95% CI [-0.09,
0.72], p = .126), and the direct effect (b = -0.4],
95% CI [-0.90, 0.07], p =.095) was also not signif-
icant after accounting for the mediator. See
Figure 3 for the mediation model. We note that
the pattern of findings remained the same
without controlling for political orientation ex-
cept that the direct effect was significant (see
Supplementary Material). A sensitivity analysis
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(Imai et al., 2010) indicated that the indirect ef-
fect would be nullified at p = 0.30 (confounding
variable explaining 9% of residual variance), and
the direct effect would be zero at p = 0.20 (4% of
residual variance).

4.3 Discussion

Study 3 found that witnessing a White nation-
alist counter-protest disrupting an immigrant
rights protest increased public sympathy to-
wards the immigrant rights protest, compared
to when the immigrant rights protest was
framed as the counter-protest group disrupt-
ing a White nationalist protest. The use of vio-
lent (versus non-violent) tactics by the White
nationalist counter-protest increased percep-
tions of free speech violations — that is, the vio-
lent White nationalist counter-protest was per-
ceived as a greater suppression of immigrant
rights protesters’' free speech compared to a
peaceful White nationalist counter-protest.
This in turn was linked to greater sympathy to-
wards the immigrant rights protest. While the
sample was on average left-leaning, relatively
greater right-wing orientation was associated
with lower perceived suppression of free
speech and reduced sympathy for the protests.
These findings are broadly consistent with
Studies 1 and 2, which showed that perceived
use of violent counter-protest strategies was
associated with greater sympathy for the pro-
test advocating social change, in part explained
by perceived suppression of original protesters’
free speech.

Interestingly, Study 3 showed that when a
White nationalist protest was disrupted by an
immigrant rights counter-protest, there was no
statistically significant shift in sympathy to-
wards the White nationalist protest. This sug-
gests that people do not apply the same stand-
ards when judging an immigrant rights protest
disrupted by a White nationalist counter-pro-
test versus a White nationalist protest dis-
rupted by an immigrant rights counter-protest.
While this is understandable given that White
nationalists tend to be widely vilified, our find-
ings are inconsistent with a previous study that
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found support for a White nationalist group in-
creased after viewing a violent antiracist coun-
ter-protest against them (Simpson et al., 2018).
It is possible that an antiracist group was seen
as part of left-wing anti-fascist movements
that tends to be viewed as radical, which may
create a backlash effect that softens attitudes
toward White nationalists by comparison
(Simpson et al.,, 2018). In contrast, the immi-
grant rights movement used in our study is not
typically associated with extremism, which
could explain why attitudes toward White na-
tionalists were largely unchanged.

Thus far, in Studies 1to 3, we examined how the
perceived violence of a counter-protest influ-
enced concerns about protesters’ free speech,
and how this in turn was associated with sym-
pathy for social change protests. Building on
this, Study 4A aims to test whether the mere
presence of a counter-protest is sufficient to in-
crease support for a social change protest.
Study 4B will then examine whether, com-
pared to a situation where no counter-protest
occurs, a violent versus non-violent counter-
protest would differentially shape public atti-
tudes toward social change protests. Testing
these hypotheses will provide additional in-
sights into whether and how counter-protests
shape public perceptions. Study 4A and 4B will
focus on the context of climate protests where
anti-mining protesters have mobilised to push
for renewable energy and pro-mining protest-
ers have mobilised in response.

5. STUDY 4A

Study 4A investigated whether the presence
(versus absence) of a counter-protest can influ-
ence public sympathy towards a social change
protest in an Australian coal mining context.
The construction and use of coal mines is a
heavily debated topic in Australia with signifi-
cant environmental and economic conse-
guences. Proposals for the construction of coal
mines in Australia have historically incited the
emergence of protests and counter-protests,
as evidenced in the case of the Adani mine
(Burt & McGee, 2019). The ‘Stop Adani’
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movement emerged as a grassroots environ-
mental effort with the goal of stopping the coal
mine construction (Zajac, 2018). In response,
the ‘Start Adani’ counter-movement emerged
to advocate for the construction of coal mines
(Daley, 2019). We hypothesised that the pres-
ence of a pro-mining counter-protest would
lead to greater public sympathy towards the
environmental protest compared to when no
counter-protest was present. As we do in previ-
ous studies, Study 4A and 4B will include polit-
ical orientation as a covariate. Political ideology
has been shown to influence support for the
construction of new coal mines and climate ac-
tion, with right-leaning voters more likely to
support coal mines (Tranter & Foxwell-Norton,
2021) and left-leaning voters aligning with cli-
mate policies (Colvin & Jotzo, 2021).

5.1 Method
5.1.1 Participants

An a priori power analysis using G*Power re-
vealed that at least 210 participants were re-
quired for 95% power to detect a medium-size
effect between two groups (d = .50). A total of
210 Australian participants were recruited to
complete online surveys via Prolific. Data were
deleted from one participant who chose to
withdraw from the study. Participants who
failed the attention check (n = 53) were ex-
cluded from the sample (for more details, see
Measures section). There were no cases of in-
complete data. After exclusions, the final sam-
ple consisted of 156 participants: 61 in the con-
trol condition and 95 in the counter-protest
condition. With this sample size, a sensitivity
analysis using G*Power indicated that our
study was able to detect an effect size of d =
0.60 or larger. Participants' age ranged from 18
to 81 (M = 32.60; SD = 11.53). There were 70 fe-
males, 82 males, and four were gender non-bi-
nary. In terms of racial background, 110 were
White/European, 33 Asian, three Middle East-
ern, one Latin/Hispanic, one Pacific Islander
and eight identified as other.

5.1.2 Procedure

The study used a between-groups
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experimental survey design. Participants first
read a summary of a protest event. They were
randomly assigned to one of two summaries,
either a control or counter-protest condition.
As in Study 3, the summaries were developed
for the purposes of this study based on real pro-
test events in Australia (e.g., Burt & McGese,
2019). They were presented to participants as
ostensibly real. In the control condition, partic-
ipants read about a protest against the con-
struction of a new coal mine in regional
Queensland (the anti-mining protest), includ-
ing images taken from Google searches. The
protestors called on the government to rescind
their approval of the mine, and stated the det-
rimental environmental impacts that the mine
would produce, if constructed. In the counter-
protest condition, participants read about the
same anti-mining protest, which was then dis-
rupted by a counter-protest that supported the
construction of the new coal mine. The pro-
mining-protestors (counter-protest) were de-
scribed as chanting slogans such as “start the
mine" and “proud coal miner”, in direct opposi-
tion to the anti-mining protestors. They were
described as getting into “heated arguments”
with the anti-mining protestors, including tell-
ing the anti-mining protesters to “leave energy
production to the experts”. After reading about
the protest, participants answered questions
about their opinions on the event. Finally, par-
ticipants reported their demographic infor-
mation and political orientation on a scale from
1 (Very liberal) to 9 (Very conservative). The
study was pre-registered (see https://aspre-
dicted.org/Q6G_TLIJ) as an Honours thesis pro-
ject and included exploratory variables such as
environmental attitudes, prior protest, and
mining industry experience, which are not in-
vestigated in this paper.

5.1.3 Measures

As an attention check, participants were asked:
“Was there an opposing group of counter-pro-
testers that clashed with the protestors?” with
response options “yes”, “no” and “unsure”.
Those who answered incorrectly or were
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unsure, based on their assigned condition,
were excluded from analyses (n = 53). Specifi-
cally, seven participants in the control condition
incorrectly answered “yes” and 36 reported “un-
sure”. In the counter-protest condition, four an-
swered “no” and six were “unsure”. The high
number of “unsure” responses in the control
condition may reflect confusion caused by the
qguestion wording which raised ambiguity
about the possibility that a counter-protest was
present. The results remained unchanged
when including the full sample in analyses (see
Supplementary Material). The outcome varia-
ble, sympathy towards the anti-mining protest,
was measured using the same five items used
in Study 3 (a =.89).

5.2 Results

An ANCOVA was conducted to test the effect of
condition on sympathy for the anti-mining pro-
test, with political orientation as a covariate.
Participants in the counter-protest condition
(M =717, SE = 0.13) did not significantly differ
from those in the control condition (M =719, SE
= 0.16), F(2,153) < 0.01, p = .945. Political orienta-
tion (M = 3.85; SD = 1.62), with higher scores re-
ferring to higher levels of conservatism, was as-
sociated with lower sympathy for the anti-min-
ing protest (r = -0.57, p <.001). In the pre-regis-
tration, an ANOVA was specified as the main
analysis; the findings remained the same when
not controlling for political orientation (see
Supplementary Material).

5.3 Discussion

Building on Studies 1-3, Study 4A suggests that
the mere presence of a counter-protest does
not promote support for a social change pro-
test. To our knowledge, this is the first study to
systematically assess whether counter-mobili-
sation alone is sufficient to sway public atti-
tudes in favour of a social movement. As this is
a single study in a specific context, replications
are needed to assess whether and how the
mere presence of counter-protests can shift at-
titudes. These findings nonetheless indicate
that the presence of a counter-protest, in itself,
may not be enough to influence attitudes;
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rather, the specific strategies employed by
counter-protesters could play a more decisive
role. To explore this possibility, Study 4B di-
rectly manipulates counter-protest strategy to
investigate how different approaches to oppo-
sition shape public attitudes toward the origi-
nal protest.

6. STUDY 4B

Building on Study 4A, Study 4B investigated
whether the strategy of the counter-protest (vi-
olent vs. non-violent) can influence public atti-
tudes toward a social change protest. While
perceived use of violent counter-protest strat-
egy was assessed as a predictor of support for
a social change protest in Study 1-3, this was
not tested experimentally. As in Study 4A, us-
ing the context of an environmental move-
ment in Australia, we expected that a violent
counter-protest (relative to the non-violent
counter-protest) strategy would produce
greater perceived suppression of the environ-
mental protesters’ free speech, which in turn
would lead to greater sympathy towards the
environmental protest.

6.1 Method
6.1.1 Participants

An a priori power analysis using G*Power re-
vealed that at least 252 participants were re-
quired for 95% power to detect a medium ef-
fect size (d = .25) for a difference between three
groups. To account for exclusions, we over-
sampled by recruiting 300 Australian partici-
pants via Prolific. There were 32 participants
who were excluded because they failed at least
one attention check question (see Measures).
The final sample consisted of 268 participants
(control condition = 90, non-violent counter-
protest condition = 97, violent counter-protest
condition = 81). The age of participants ranged
from 18 to 76 years (M = 3392, SD = 12.20). In
terms of racial background, 187 were White/Eu-
ropean, 57 Asian, five Middle Eastern, four
Latin/Hispanic, two Pacific Islander, two Afri-
can, and 11 identified as other. As for political
orientation (on a scale from 1-9), participants
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were slightly more left leaning (M = 3.65, SD =
1.78).

6.1.2 Procedure

This study used a 3-level between-groups de-
sign (i.e., control no counter-protest; non-vio-
lent counter protest; violent counter-protest).
Participants were randomly assigned to read
one of three media articles about ostensibly
real protest events, and then answer questions
about their perceptions of the protests. The ar-
ticles were similar to Study 4A except that the
strategy of the counter-protest was varied de-
pending on condition. In all conditions, partici-
pants read about an environmental protest
against the construction of a new coal mine in
regional Queensland. In the non-violent coun-
ter-protest and violent counter-protest condi-
tions, participants also read about a counter-
protest that gathered to voice their opposition
to the environmental protest and support the
coal mine construction. In the non-violent
counter-protest condition, the counter-protest
was described as peaceful and non-confronta-
tional, where it was explicitly stated that the
protesters did not physically clash. By contrast,
in the violent counter-protest condition, coun-
ter-protesters disrupted and physically clashed
with the environmental protesters such as by
“tearing down signs” and “shoving them to the
ground”. The physical clashes described here
represent a more explicit use of violent protest
tactics compared to the violent counter-protest
condition in Study 3. The study was pre-regis-
tered (see https://aspredicted.org/VKW_6FK) as
an Honours thesis project and included explor-
atory variables similar to Study 4A including en-
vironmental attitudes, prior protest, and min-
ing industry experience; these variables are not
examined in this paper.

6.1.3 Measures

As an attention check, all participants were
asked whether there was there a pro-mining
protest (i.e., as a counter-protest) present at the
event (Yes / No). Participants in the violent and
non-violent counter-protest conditions were
additionally asked as an attention check
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whether pro-mining counter-protest used vio-
lence to disrupt the environmental protesters
(Yes / No). Using the same measures from
Study 3, participants in the violent and non-vi-
olent counter-protest conditions reported their
perceptions of the violent strategy of the pro-
mining counter-protest (a = .93), as well as the
perceived suppression of free speech (a = .94).
All participants reported their sympathy to-
wards the environmental protest (a = .87). Fi-
nally, participants reported their demographic
information and political orientation on a scale
from 1 (Very left-wing) to 9 (Very right-wing).

6.2 Results

A series of ANCOVAs was conducted to test the
effect of condition on each outcome, control-
ling for participants’ political orientation. Alt-
hough the pre-registration specifies ANOVAs
as the main analysis, it was noted in secondary
analysis that political orientation would be ex-
amined as a covariate. Political orientation (M =
3.65; SD = 1.78), with higher scores reflecting
higher right-wing orientation, was negatively
correlated with sympathy towards the environ-
mental protest (r = -0.40, p < .001), indicating
that it may systematically contribute to partic-
ipants’' responses. Notably, the pattern of re-
sults remained the same when using ANOVAs
(i.e., not controlling for political orientation),
suggesting the results are robust across ana-
lytic approaches (see Supplementary Material).

Figure 4
Mediation Model in Study 4B
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6.2.1 Manipulation Check

An ANCOVA was conducted to examine the ef-
fect of counter-protest strategy (violent and
non-violent counter-protest conditions) on per-
ceived violent counter-protest strategy, con-
trolling for political orientation. As expected,
participants in the violent counter-protest con-
dition (M =7.15, SE = 0.13) perceived the counter-
protest as significantly more violent than par-
ticipants in the non-violent counter-protest
condition (M =223, SE=0.12), F(1,175) =777.81, p
< .001, np?= .82. Thus, the manipulation of coun-
ter-protest strategy was deemed successful.

6.2.2 Effects of Condition

An ANCOVA was conducted to examine the ef-
fect of condition (control, non-violent counter-
protest, violent counter-protest) on sympathy
towards the environmental protest, controlling
for political orientation. There was a significant
effect of condition on sympathy, F(2, 264) = 3.48,
p = .032, n,?> = .03. Planned contrasts showed
that sympathy towards the environmental pro-
test was significantly higher in the control con-
dition (M =7.60, SE = 0.14) compared to the non-
violent counter-protest condition (M =7.10, SE =
0.13), p =.011. There was no significant difference
in sympathy between the violent counter-pro-
test condition (M = 7.46, SE = 0.15) and the con-
trol condition (M = 7.60, SE = 0.14), p = .457, or
between the violent counter-protest condition
(M = 746, SE = 0.15) and the non-violent

4.30***

Perceived suppression
of environmental
protesters’ free speech

.20***

Counter-protest strategy

Sympathy towards

(1 = Violent, 0 = Non-violent)

34 (-52)

environmental protest

Note. Unstandardised regression estimates are reported. The total effect is reported in pa-
renthesis. The direct effect is reported outside the parenthesis. ** p < .001.
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counter-protest condition (M =7.10, SE = 0.13, p
=.083).

An ANCOVA was also conducted to test the ef-
fect of counter-protest strategy (violent and
non-violent counter-protest conditions) on
perceived suppression of environmental pro-
testers’ free speech, controlling for political ori-
entation. There was a significant effect of con-
dition on perceived suppression of free speech,
F(1,175) = 292.43, p < .001, 1,2 = .626. The violent
counter-protest was perceived as suppressing
free speech (M = 6.92, SE = 0.19) more than the
non-violent counter-protest (M =2.63, SE = 0.17).

6.2.3 Mediation Analysis

As pre-registered, a mediation analysis was
conducted even though there was no signifi-
cant difference between the violent and non-
violent counter-protest conditions given that a
significant total effect is not required to pro-
ceed with examining indirect effects (Rucker et
al, 2011). We used PROCESS (Hayes, 2018;
Model 4) to test the indirect effect of counter-
protest strategy (O = non-violent, 1 = violent) on
sympathy towards the environmental protest
via perceived suppression of free speech, con-
trolling for political orientation. Counter-pro-
test strategy was positively associated with
perceived suppression of free speech (b = 4.30,
95% CI [3.80, 4.80], p <.001), and perceived sup-
pression of free speech (b = 0.20, 95% CI [0.08,
0.32], p = .001) was positively associated with
sympathy towards the environmental protest.
The covariate political orientation was not sig-
nificantly associated with perceived suppres-
sion of free speech (b = -0.09, 95% CI [-0.24,
0.06], p = .229), but was negatively associated
with sympathy towards the environmental
protest (b = -0.31, 95% CI [-0.43, -0.19], p < .001).
The indirect effect of counter-protest strategy
on sympathy via perceived suppression of free
speech was significant (b = 0.86, boot SE = 0.27,
boot 95% CIl [0.34, 1.39]). The total effect of
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counter-protest strategy on sympathy was not
significant (b = 0.34,95% CI [-0.07,0.76], p = .106),
and the direct effect (b =-0.52,95% CI [-1.18, 0.14],
p = .121) was also not significant after account-
ing for the mediator. See Figure 4 for the medi-
ation model. We note that the pattern of find-
ings remained the same without controlling for
political orientation (see Supplementary Mate-
rial). A sensitivity analysis based on Imai et al.
(2010) indicated that the indirect effect would
be eliminated at p = 0.20 (a confounder explain-
ing 4% of residual variance) and the direct ef-
fect would be zero at p = 0.10 (1% of residual var-
iance).

6.3 Discussion

In line with hypotheses, Study 4B showed that
the violent pro-mining counter-protest (relative
to the non-violent counter-protest) produced
greater public concern for the suppression of
the environmental protesters’ free speech. In
turn, this was associated with greater sympathy
towards the environmental protest. Similar to
previous studies, the sample was on average
left-leaning, and those with greater right-wing
orientation reported lower sympathy for the
environmental protests. Unexpectedly, viewing
the environmental protest alone compared to
viewing the protest being disrupted by a coun-
ter-protest did not change sympathy levels to-
wards the environmental protest. This suggests
that the effect of a violent counter-protest on
public perceptions of a protest for social
change may be more complicated than we pre-
viously envisioned. It is possible that exposure
to any counter-protest, regardless of its level of
violence, draws attention away from the origi-
nal protest's message and instead shifts focus
to the conflict itself. This distraction may dilute
the impact of the environmental protest,
thereby dampening any potential increase in
sympathy.

Although there was no direct effect of counter-

'In cases where a significant indirect effect occurs with no significant total or direct effects, it is
possible a potential suppressor variable may be exerting an opposing indirect effect to the medi-
ator (Rucker et al., 2011). We conducted exploratory analyses testing suppression effects and these

are reported in Supplementary Material.
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protest violence on sympathy, the presence of
an indirect effect via perceived suppression of
free speech suggests a statistical suppression
effect (Rucker et al., 2011), in which opposing
mechanisms may be operating simultane-
ously. While concerns about free speech can
promote public sympathy, other perceptions
triggered by the violent counter-protest — such
as assumptions about the environmental pro-
test's own use of violence — may reduce it.
These competing processes could suppress
the overall direct effect.

7. GENERAL DISCUSSION

Counter-movements are a common response
to social change movements. The present re-
search offers one of the first systematic investi-
gations into how counter-protests shape pub-
lic attitudes toward the social change move-
ments they oppose. We do so across a variety
of contexts spanning pro-democracy move-
ments in Hong Kong and Thailand, immigrant
rights protests in the U.S,, and environmental
activism in Australia. Drawing on cross-sec-
tional and experimental survey research de-
signs, we found corroborating evidence linking
the use of violent strategies by counter-pro-
testers to greater public concern that such ac-
tions suppress the freedom of speech of social
change protesters. These concerns, in turn, was
associated with greater sympathy for the initial
social change protest that they clash with. The
effect of violent counter-protests on greater
sympathy towards the initial protest was in-
consistent across studies. Taken together,
while counter-protests may seek to delegiti-
mise a cause, they could paradoxically amplify
concerns that the initial protests are being sup-
pressed.

This work contributes novel insights into the
psychology of social change. Notably, public
concern for the suppression of free speech can
occur in grassroots confrontations between
protests and counter-protests. These findings
echo and extend prior work on the paradoxical
effects of state repression (e.g., Adam-Troian et
al.,, 2020; Aytag et al, 2018), by showing that
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similar effects can occur even when the repres-
sion may come from other civilians rather than
authorities. While not all counter-protests in-
tend to be repressive, in the specific instances
where they use violent tactics to defend the
status quo, our findings suggest that they can
be perceived as suppression of social change
protesters’ free speech. Perceived suppression
of free speech may be part of a broader con-
struct of illegitimacy perceptions (Jiménez-
Moya et al, 2019; Lizzio-Wilson et al, 2022;
Thomas & Louis, 2014). A disruptive counter-
protest could potentially be viewed as evoking
a sense of illegitimacy about the situation,
thereby building support for a social change
movement. Our findings are also in line with re-
search on the negative effects of violent protest
tactics on public perceptions (Lizzio-Wilson et
al,, 2022; Orazani & Leidner, 2019; Shuman et al,,
2021; Thomas & Louis, 2014), and extends this
work to the context of opposing social move-
ments.

More broadly, the present research contributes
to our understanding of how the public re-
sponds to interactions between protests and
counter-protests, moving beyond much of the
existing theorising on collective action that has
focused on progressive social movements (for a
review, see Shuman et al, 2024) in isolation
from reactionary counter-movements that can
arise in response to it. Our work complements
and builds on emerging literatures on reaction-
ary counter-movements (e.g., Guvensoy et al,,
2025; Thomas & Osborne, 2022) by considering
how the public responds when confronted with
both sides of this dynamic simultaneously.

7.1 Constraints on Generality

We identified important boundary conditions
for the effect of counter-protests on public atti-
tudes. First, whether a protest defends or chal-
lenges the status quo appears to shape how
counter-protest violence is interpreted. In
Study 3, we experimentally manipulated which
group was framed as the counter-protest: a sys-
tem-challenging group (immigrant rights ac-
tivists) or a system-stabilising group (White
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nationalists). Sympathy for the system-chal-
lenging group was highest when the system-
supporting group was framed as the counter
protest against them — not the reverse. This re-
flects a potential asymmetry in public percep-
tions of protests: when violent tactics are used
by a reactionary counter-movement, it can re-
inforce the perception that they are attempt-
ing to suppress calls for progressive change.
This finding can be further understood
through the lens of the underdog literature -
which shows that observers are especially likely
to sympathize with groups perceived as disad-
vantaged (Bruneau et al, 2017; Vandello et al,,
2007). A violent counter-protest disrupting a
peaceful social change protest may emphasise
the underdog status of the social change pro-
test. As a result, their actions are perhaps
viewed as more justifiable compared to those
of the counter-protest group.

Second, the mere presence of a counter-pro-
test appeared to be insufficient to motivate
sympathy for a social change protest (Study
4A), suggesting that the tactics used by coun-
ter-protesters are crucial. It is specifically vio-
lent counter-protests that was indirectly asso-
ciated with greater sympathy towards the orig-
inal protest via greater perceived suppression
of the original protesters’ free speech (Studies 1
—3and 4B). Our research highlights the strate-
gic importance of protest tactics — not only for
social change movements themselves, which
has been the focus of previous research (for a
review, see Orazani et al, 2021), but also for
groups seeking to oppose them.

Third, the direct effect of counter-protest vio-
lence (vs. non-violence) on sympathy towards a
protest for social change was not always con-
sistent. Although violent versus non-violent
counter-protest strategies did not directly af-
fect public sympathy (Studies 3 and 4B), across
studies, a violent counter-protest was linked to
greater public sympathy towards a protest for
social change indirectly through perceived
suppression of their free speech (Studies 1 -3
and 4B). This suggests that counter-protests
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may trigger a range of responses, with our re-
search highlighting one potential pathway. It
raises the possibility that counter-protests
could reduce sympathy via other mechanisms,
such as by activating feelings of threat and fear
amongst some members of the public audi-
ence; such reactions could undermine the ini-
tial protest’s legitimacy and ultimately diminish
support (e.g., Selvanathan & Lickel, 2019b). It is
also possible that direct effects of violent coun-
ter-protests on sympathy towards the initial
protest movement is limited, and instead, the
stronger impact is on perceptions of free
speech violations which could be more mallea-
ble rather than overall attitudes toward a move-
ment.

Fourth, in all studies, the initial protest was per-
ceived as more peaceful than the counter-pro-
test or the initial protest was described as
peaceful while the counter-protest was framed
as disruptive or violent. This framing was a de-
liberate choice to focus on a particular type of
counter-protest: those that clash with peaceful
progressive protests. Our results therefore offer
insights into how counter-protests are per-
ceived when they disrupt peaceful progressive
protests through intimidation or confronta-
tional tactics. It is possible that the findings only
emerge when there is an asymmetry between
a peaceful protest and disruptive counter-pro-
test, but it would not emerge, for example, if a
peaceful counter-protest disrupted a violent
protest.

7.2 Limitations and Future Research

Our research is limited in several ways. First, our
studies were mostly conducted in Western lib-
eral democracies where protest and freedom of
expression is relatively more protected com-
pared to less democratic countries (Vasquez et
al.,, 2024). The correlational study in Thailand of-
fers a valuable contrast, as it represents a set-
ting with a history of military rule and ongoing
restrictions on public assembly (Freedom
House, 2025). However, beyond this case, we
lack evidence that the results would generalise
environments where

to less democratic
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concerns about protester’'s freedom of expres-
sion may be shaped by societal norms empha-
sising conformity and limited tolerance for dis-
sent.

In addition, the link between perceived sup-
pression of protesters’ free speech and sympa-
thy towards a social change protest was corre-
lational in all studies. There remains a concern
about unmeasured confounders which can
bias mediation estimates when the mediator is
not experimentally manipulated (Imai et al,
2010). Our experimental studies were measure-
ment-of-mediation designs that do not pro-
vide causal evidence of mediation (Pirlott &
MacKinnon, 2016; Spencer et al,, 2005). It is pos-
sible that those with sympathetic attitudes to-
wards a protest movement viewed violent
counter-protests as especially suppressive of
the initial protesters’ freedom of speech. Fu-
ture research using a manipulation-of-media-
tor design (Spencer et al., 2005), such as by ma-
nipulating levels of free speech suppression
would provide a key test of the causal mecha-
nism.

Furthermore, in all studies, our participants
tended to be politically left-leaning on average;
thus, the generalizability of our findings to
more ideologically neutral or right-leaning in-
dividuals is limited. Although we statistically
controlled for political orientation and showed
that our effects were robust, our studies do not
fully capture dynamics that could emerge in
more politically heterogeneous samples. For
instance, individuals with more politically con-
servative views may respond differently to
counter-protests — possibly feeling affirmed or
emboldened - leading to reduced support for
the original protest movement. Indeed, re-
search on Black Lives Matter protests in the
U.S. showed that it mobilised public attitudes
amongst political progressives but had little in-
fluence on conservatives (Reny & Newman,
2021), suggesting that effects of protests on the
public may be contingent on political ideology.
Future research is needed to examine a possi-
ble polarising effect of counter-protests.
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To conclude, the present research provides a
foundational step towards understanding how
counter-protests shape public attitudes toward
protests for social change. We highlight the
complex and sometimes ironic ways in which
counter-protests can inadvertently strengthen
concerns for the initial protesters’ freedom of
speech. Our findings underscore the potential
strategic advantage of non-violent protest and
the importance of understanding the opposi-
tion that social change protests face. As pro-
tests remain a vital expression of democratic
participation, it is essential for researchers to
consider counter-protests as active forces that
may influence how protest messages are re-
ceived and evaluated by the broader public.
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