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How do U.S. voters view the disruptiveness and effectiveness of social movement tactics? Strategically-used assertive
tactics can enable movement success, though tactics considered too disruptive or violent may reduce public support.
The authors investigate how U.S. voters perceive the disruptiveness and effectiveness of various protest tactics. In
a representative survey experiment, 497 U.S. voters ranked the disruptiveness and effectiveness of 65 tactics. The
authors find that tactics’ perceived disruptiveness and effectiveness exhibit an inverse relationship and a continuous
character. The findings suggest that multiple, contextual factors influence public perceptions of protests.

Activists leverage wide-ranging tactical repertoires to
achieve their goals (Larson 2013). Although the strategic
use of assertive tactics enables movement success (Stephan
and Chenoweth 2008), tactics considered too disruptive or
violent can reduce public support (Larson 2013). We build
on prior research investigating the relationship between per-
ceived violence and support for protest tactics (Simpson,
Willer, and Feinberg 2018) by examining how U.S. voters
evaluate the disruptiveness and effectiveness of protest tac-
tics. Drawing from Piven and Cloward’s (1977:24) sugges-
tion that “the most useful way to think about the effectiveness
of protest is to examine the disruptive effects on institutions
of different forms of mass defiance,” we examine whether
the suggested link between disruptiveness and effectiveness
is perceived similarly by U.S. voters across different tactical
contexts.

Data and Methods

We conducted an online survey of 497 respondents repre-
sentative of 2020 U.S. voters. Respondents were presented
with randomized pairs of protest tactics originating from a
list of 65, selecting more disruptive tactics in 10 pairs and
more effective tactics in another 10 pairs, totaling 9,940
evaluations. We estimate the predicted probability that tac-
tics would be considered more disruptive or more effective
than another random tactic using the Bradley-Terry model

to obtain aggregate rankings from paired comparisons
(Bradley and Terry 1952). Our visualization compares tac-
tics’ win probability in cross-tactic disruptiveness and
effectiveness comparisons.

Interpretation

Figure 1 shows the calculated disruptiveness (red) and effec-
tiveness scores (blue). For example, the tactic “bombing an
empty government building” is most disruptive, with a pre-
dicted probability of 0.98 of being viewed as more disruptive
than another tactic. Conversely, it is estimated to be perceived
as more effective than another randomly selected tactic with
probability of only 0.23. We observe a continuum of disrup-
tiveness and effectiveness scores rather than clear binary dis-
tinctions. Additionally, respondents viewed blocking store
entrances, disrupting meetings, and hacking websites as
highly disruptive despite their lack of physical violence.
Tactics’ perceived disruptiveness and effectiveness are
negatively correlated (r=-0.308, p <.05). Although social
movements scholarship highlights the strategic use of
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Changing social media profile picture

Wearing political buttons

Signing a petition

Setting up an informational website

Holding a candlelight vigil

Sharing a hashtag on social media

Writing a chalk message in a public sidewalk
Refusing to eat food in a hunger strike

Meeting with public officials

Participating in a social media blackout

Insulting someone on social media

Standing silently with back turned during a political speech
Holding a public prayer

Boycotting a product

Organizing a public teach-in

Kneeling during the national anthem

Distributing a press release

Chanting slogans

Writing a chalk message in front of the home of a public official
Standing and holding signs on the sidewalk
Boycotting elections

Holding a mock funeral

Holding signs opposing a political demonstration
Refusing to pay taxes

Occupying a public park overnight

Posting banners over a highway

Withdrawing investments from a company

Rallying in a park

Walking out from school

Shining lights of protest messages on a private building
Walking out from work

Refusing to follow curfew laws

Marching on the sidewalk

Posting personal information about a political opponent
Hanging a doll that looks like a public official
Marching down the street

Painting graffiti on a private business

Painting graffiti on a government building or statue
Flooding a website with too much web traffic
Picketing in front of a business

Picketing in front of a private residence

Releasing expose videos

Verbally interrupting a government meeting
Laying down in a shopping mall

Verbally confronting opposing protesters

Refusing to leave a public building

Hacking a website and changing the content
Holding a procession of motor vehicles

Yelling at a politician during a public meeting
Picketing in front of the home of a public official
Carrying guns during a demonstration

Interrupting a public speech

Laying down on the street

Making a fake 911 call to bring police officers to an individual's house
Blocking the entrance to a store

Vandalizing police cars

Refusing to leave after police orders to disperse
Throwing rocks at private businesses

Throwing rocks at police officers

Hacking a website so others cannot access it
Breaking a storefront window

Physically interrupting a government meeting
Physically blocking an entrance to a government building
Physically blocking an entrance to a store

Looting stores

Stopping traffic on the highway

Bombing an empty government building
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Figure |. Predicted probability of tactics being viewed as more disruptive or effective compared with other protest tactics.

Note: Each tactic’s disruptiveness score is shown in red, and its effectiveness score is shown in blue, on the basis of a Bradley-Terry model analysis of
paired comparison data from a survey experiment of 497 U.S. voters. Tactics positioned further right on the plot were viewed as more disruptive, while
tactics higher on the plot were seen as more effective. The negative correlation (r=-0.308, p <.05) between disruptiveness and effectiveness scores
illustrates how tactics perceived as highly disruptive tended to be viewed as less effective. This visualization highlights the continuum of tactic perceptions

and contextual factors’ importance, particularly actors’ proximity to powerful

disruptive protest tactics in social movement success,
respondents consider nondisruptive tactics (meeting with
public officials, organizing a public teach-in, and setting up
an informational Web site) highly effective. Market-based
activities (withdrawing investments), educational cam-
paigns (organizing a public teach-in), and institutionalized
political actions (meeting with public officials) are also

institutions, in shaping the assessment of protest tactics.

considered highly effective. That respondents rate tactics
contingent on institutional proximity and/or economic capi-
tal as highly effective indicates potential unequal access to
tactical repertoires considered most effective by U.S. voters.
This highlights the importance of considering contextual
factors, including the social locations of protesters and their
targets, when researching perceptions of protest tactics.
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Conclusion

Our visualization shows that U.S. voters view protest tactics as
exhibiting a continuous spectrum of disruptiveness and effec-
tiveness, with highly disruptive tactics perceived as less effec-
tive and institutionalized actions seen as effective but not overly
disruptive. Our findings also suggest that public perceptions of
protest tactic effectiveness and disruptiveness are complex, con-
textual, and contingent on multiple factors, including perceived
violence, institutional proximity, and economic capital.
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