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Summary

Political street protests are a prominent form of political participation
worldwide that transcends political regimes and ideologies. When
governments give in to protesters’ demands and grant concessions,
these concessions are often assumed to indicate a protest’s success and
end. This is, however, not always the case. I argue that we need to
take into account that governments cannot be certain their concession
will satisfy protesters, and protesters cannot be certain about their
success. Reconsidering governments’ incentives to grant concessions, I
conceptualize concessions as merely ambiguous signals of success and
askwhat the causes of such concessions are. Further, since concessions
might be ine#ective at ending protests, I ask what the consequences of
concessions are. To study these questions, I contribute four empirical
papers.

Investigating the causes of concessions, I conducted survey exper-
iments with politicians in Belgium and Sweden. Paper 1 shows that
politicians are most likely to concede to peaceful protests unless they
expect their voters to be present, which makes them more tolerant of
protesters’ disruptive tactics. When protests are large, they are likely to
talk within their party about the protest but also police it. In paper 2, I
&nd that shared policy preferences between politicians and protesters
increase politicians’ willingness to concede to protesters. Priors toward
the legitimacy of protests, however, in'uence this willingness. Regard-
ing the consequences of concessions, in paper 3, Sebastian Hellmeier
and I &nd that protests in authoritarian states are likely to continue
after government concessions. We discuss these &ndings in the light of
credible commitment problems between the state and protesters. In
paper 4, Simon Gren and I show that concessions in the form of respon-
sive withdrawals of unpopular policies are not electorally rewarded by
Swedish voters. This points towards a challenge for incumbents when
choosing whether to concede.
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Sammanfattning på Svenska

Politiska demonstrationer är en viktig och alltmer populär form av poli-
tiskt deltagande i länder med vitt skilda politiska regimer och ideologier.
När regeringar gör eftergifter och tillmötesgår demonstranternas krav
betraktas detta ofta som en framgång för demonstranterna och som ett
avslut på demonstrationerna. Detta antagande stämmer dock inte alltid.
Jag föreslår därför att vi bör beakta två centrala aspekter: å ena sidan
kan regeringar inte vara säkra på att deras eftergifter verkligen kommer
att tillfredsställa demonstranternas krav, och å andra sidan kan demon-
stranterna inte vara säkra på att de har lyckats. Genom att analysera
regeringars incitament för att göra eftergifter beskriver jag hur dessa
kan vara tvetydiga signaler om framgång och undersöker vad som leder
till dem. Eftersom eftergifter inte alltid leder till att demonstrationer
avslutas, undersöker jag även deras faktiska konsekvenser.

För att besvara dessa frågor genomför jag empiriska studier som rap-
porteras i fyra artiklar. För att undersöka vad som leder till eftergifter
genomför jag enkätexperiment med politiker i Belgien och Sverige. Arti-
kel 1 visar att politiker oftast ger eftergifter till fredliga demonstrationer
där de antar att många av deras väljare deltar. Vid stora demonstrationer
är politiker mer benägna att diskutera dem inom partiet, men också
att sätta in polisinsatser. I artikel 2 &nner jag att när politiker och de-
monstranter har liknande policypreferenser ökar politikernas vilja att
göra eftergifter.Denna e'ekt beror dock på hur legitima politiker tycker
att demonstrationer är i allmänhet. När det gäller konsekvenserna av
eftergifter, visar Sebastian Hellmeier och jag i artikel 3 att demonstra-
tioner i auktoritära stater ofta fortsätter även efter att regeringen g jort
eftergifter. Dessa resultat diskuteras i ljuset av trovärdighetsproblem
mellan staten och demonstranterna. I artikel 4 &nner Simon Gren och
jag att svenska väljare stra'ar politiker i efterföljande val för eftergifter
som innebär att politiker drar tillbaka impopulära förslag. Detta pekar
på en utmaning för sittande politiker när de ska besluta om de ska göra
eftergifter eller inte.
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1

Introduction

Protesting — that is participating in collective action on the streets to

raise demands toward political actors — is a prominent way for citizens

to participate in politics. Protests are popular worldwide as they are

one of the few forms of political participation that transcends political

regimes and ideologies (see the map in Figure 1.1). In countries with

free and fair elections, protests allow citizens to raise political demands

in between elections. In those without, protests are one of the only

ways to raise any political demands.

Deciding how to react to a protest is a di$cult choice for a govern-

ment. Since protests often challenge governments to make political

changes they have likely been unwilling to make so far, governments

aim to appease protesters and avoid further mobilization with minimal

e%ort. Hereby, governments are observed to react in di%erent ways to

protests, including simply ignoring the protest, repressing it, or conced-

ing and giving in to protesters’ demands (for an overview, see Figure

1.2). Ignoring the protest might require little e%ort but could instigate

more protests. Reacting with repressive measures might increase the

1
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Figure 1.1: Protests across the world. The map shows the average
number of protest events in a year between 2010 and 2023, per one
million inhabitants in a country. Data was retrieved from the ACLED
Database on 14 September 2023.
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chance of demobilizing protesters but could risk a backlash. Giving in to

protesters’ demands, reacting responsively, and granting a concession

might seem the most costly choice for a government, but it promises to

be most e#ective in demobilizing protesters.
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Figure 1.2: Government reactions to protests. The share of govern-
ment reactions to protest events per year across countries included in
NAVCO 3 (Chenoweth et al., 2(1)). Note that all governments included
in this *gure are autocratic but similar types of government reactions
are observed in democracies as well. Figure adapted from Leuschner
and Hellmeier (2(24).

It is easy to think that when protesters receive a concession from

their government, they have been successful and their protest will end.

This, however,might not always be the case. Governments cannot be

certain that their concession will appease protesters and protesters can-

not be certain that what they got is a success. Even if both actors strive

for a concession and protest end, their interactions will nevertheless

be characterized by uncertainty about the other’s reaction. Thus, the

following two dilemmas shape the interactions between governments

and protesters.

When conceding, governments aim to demobilize protesters and

ensure public support, avoiding both the risk of backlash from a repres-

sive intervention and the potential for growing dissatisfaction due to

inaction. The government’s dilemma is that granting concessions to
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protesters is only advantageous if it actually leads to their demobiliza-

tion, but governments cannot be certain of this outcome. To navigate

this dilemma, governments have incentives to give ambiguous conces-

sions — a statement of support without policy implications, a policy

promise that can be revoked, or a policy change that sidelines protesters’

interests.

In turn, when receiving a concession, protesters aim to demobi-

lize, as protesting requires time and e#ort, and their goal is for the

government to meet their demands. The protesters’ dilemma is that

demobilizing is only advantageous if a concession ful$lls their demands,

but they cannot be certain that it does. The concession could turn

out to be a hollow promise or only a short-term gain. To be sure to

complete their aims, protesters have incentives to continue protesting

despite a concession.

Both dilemmas reinforce each other as governments’ incentives to

grant ambiguous concessions increase protesters’ incentives to remain

mobilized and vice versa. As I discuss in the next section, these dilem-

mas have mostly been overlooked in the literature. Concessions are

often assumed and measured to be indicators of a protest’s success and

end (e.g., DeNardo, 198(, )(). I argue that we need to reconceptualize

concessions in two ways. First, concessions can be merely ambiguous

signals of success, which implies that governments might concede to

protests without fully committing to their concession. The incentives

when giving such ambiguous concessions di#er from when giving full

concessions, which renews the question of what the consequences of

concessions are. This is the $rst research question of this dissertation.

Second, concessions might be ine!ective at ending protests as they do

not o#er a signal of ultimate success to protesters. Therefore, in my

second research question, I ask what the consequences of concessions

are.

4

My aim in this introductory chapter is to show how the four empiri-

cal papers comprising this dissertation contribute to addressing these

research questions. In papers 1 and 2, I develop novel measures of

concessions that show politicians’ willingness to engage with protesters’

demands but are not ultimate indicators of protesters’ success. I test

which protests receive concessions with survey experiments in Belgium

and Sweden. Results from paper 1 show that politicians are most likely

to concede to peaceful protests.When protests are large, they are likely

to combine conceding with other non-conceding reactions. In paper

2, I %nd that uncertainty is large around the e&ect of protesters’ demo-

graphics on politicians’ likelihood to concede. In contrast, shared pol-

icy preferences between politicians and protesters increase politicians’

willingness to concede to protesters. This, however, is in'uenced by

politicians’ priors toward the usefulness of protest in political decision-

making, which means that right-wing politicians are more reluctant to

concede even if protesters raise right-wing demands.

In papers ( and ), I examine the consequences of concessions. In

paper (, Sebastian Hellmeier and I study whether protests in authori-

tarian states are likely to continue after government concessions (see

Leuschner and Hellmeier (202))). We %nd that they are and discuss our

results in light of credible commitment problems between governments

and protesters, which lead to ambiguous concessions and protesters’

distrust in these concessions. In paper ), Simon Gren and I examine

whether Swedish voters reward concessions in the form of responsive

withdrawals of unpopular policies (see Gren and Leuschner (202)).

Leveraging %ne-grained data at the level of precincts across elections,

we estimate that incumbents lose votes when implementing as well

as withdrawing the unpopular policy. These results point towards a

challenge for incumbents when choosing whether to concede.

In the following, I introduce the core concepts used throughout this

5
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dissertation — protests and concessions — and argue why concession-

making to protests should be reconsidered. I then review previous

literature in terms of what we know and do not know about the causes

and consequences of governments conceding to protests. Next, I explain

how the empirical papers of this dissertation contribute to the literature

and how they were designed to take into account empirical challenges

that occur when studying protests and concessions. Finally, I discuss

the implications of the #ndings for future research and practitioners.

6

2

Literature Review

Examining common conceptualizations of protests and concessions to

protests reveals that concessions are often de!ned as an indicator of

protesters’ success and a natural endpoint of mobilization. This under-

standing remains present in research today but bears the limitation that

it fails to consider concessions as potentially ambiguous and ine#ective

government reactions to protests. I review this research on protests and

concessions to discuss the research implications of reconsidering how

we conceptualize concessions.

My review concerns democratic and non-democratic regimes1 as

protesters and governments in both face the challenge of bargaining

with each other in the context of protests. The fundamental prob-

lem of missing information about others’ intentions during bargaining

remains, even though these regime types di#er in various respects,

including levels of public contestation and rights to participate (Dahl,

1Note that a dichotomous distinction between democratic and non-

democratic regimes is a crude but helpful simpli!cation.
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1998). For example, protesters in democracies are little constrained and

face weaker threats of repressive measures because political rights and

civil liberties secure protesters’ basic rights to protest (Tilly, 200(, 210).

Tolerance of what protest behavior is acceptable is higher in democra-

cies than in autocracies. Additionally, protesters in democracies can

trust more in their ability to hold their government accountable than

those in autocracies, as an unfavorable public opinion can lead to the

government being voted out of o)ce.

Protesters’ trust in democratic accountability is relevant tomy goal of

understanding whether governments and protesters can trust each other

or if governments anticipate protesters’ mobilization and protesters an-

ticipate governments’ ambiguous concessions. Yet, while trust between

governments and protesters can generally be expected to be higher in

democracies, both actors nevertheless lack information on the others’

intended actions, which is the main focus of my argument. I, there-

fore, acknowledge the important di*erences between democracies and

autocracies but include studies on both regime types in the following

review.

2.1 Protests and Concessions

I begin by de+ning protests and concessions. To protest has several

meanings, including simply voicing dissatisfaction or taking collective

action to object to a situation. In this dissertation, I am interested in

the latter. More speci+cally, in political street protests during which

protesters raise demands towards political actors. This corresponds

to work by Lipsky (19(8, 114-) who de+nes protests as a political

action that objects to a policy or condition to obtain a reward from,

8

for example, the political system.2 This di$erentiates protests from

strikes that pose demands towards employers and not governments

(Lindvall, 2013). Protests are observed in various forms, ranging from

small gatherings of ten people in a local community to thousands in the

city. Protesters can employ various tactics, such as violent clashes with

the police or peaceful marches, and express various demands including

economic, social, or political issues (Sato and Wahman, 201().

I refer to protests as individual protest events that can amass into

sustained protest mobilizations, referred to as waves (Koopmans, 200)),

cycles (Tarrow, 1((3), ormovements (McCarthy and Zald, 1())). Study-

ing protest events allows me to theoretically and empirically explore the

e$ects of single protest events on instances of concession-making and

vice versa. Figure 2.1 depicts how protests are observed at the event

level. The maps of Tunisia and Sweden in 2022 show that protests

are decentralized events that occur across a country,most commonly

in capital or large cities. Protest movements at times organize several

protest events that occur in di$erent locations. They tend to be mobi-

lized over longer periods and are characterized by changing tactics and

the interplay between a government’s reaction and protesters’ adap-

tation. By studying protests at the event level, I can aggregate these

events to the level of a movement to model movement dynamics, even

if it risks overlooking the many complexities and dynamics that arise

from studying protests at the level of movements. Conversely, it is more

di*cult to draw any conclusions on the e$ects of individual events from

observing a movement as the unit of analysis, which is why I prefer to

focus on protest events. Paper 3 discusses in more detail and empiri-

2Schumaker (1()5, 4(0) further expands the de-nition to include

conventional ways to protest but similarly emphasizes that protesters

pose demands to public o*cials.
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cally demonstrates how the analysis of protest events can be aggregated

to continued episodes of protests while accounting for endogenous

mobilization dynamics.

# protests in 2022 1 77 153

Tunisia

# protests in 2022 1 140 278

Sweden

Figure 2.1: Protest locations across Tunisia and Sweden. The maps
show that protest events occur across countries, depicting the number
of protests in Tunisia and Sweden in 2022. The size of the points cor-
responds to the number of protest events in a location. Both countries
are part of empirical analyses used in this dissertation.

Just like voting or petitioning, protests are a form of political partici-

pation during which the public aims to in'uence policies and hold its

government accountable for past actions and a(ect future policymaking

(see Verba and Nie, 1)72, 2). In contrast to other forms of political

participation though, protests tend to be more costly. They require

more time and e(ort from participants than when signing a petition

or casting a vote. Costs further increase given the risk of repression

many protesters face. Even in democracies, where the right to protest

is usually protected, protests are often policed and at times turn vio-

lent. In non-democratic countries, the risks of repression increase and

protesters can face threats to their lives when going out on the streets.

In addition, protests di(er from other forms of political participation in

that they are often viewed as a less legitimate form of political participa-

10

tion. This is true mostly in democracies and compared to participating

politically in elections, which additionally o#ers governments a man-

date for political decision-making. I discuss the implications of these

two protest characteristics in further detail in paper 2.

I de%ne concessions as responsive reactions to protests that are

attributable to a protest, not repressive, and showawillingness to engage

with protesters’ demands. Common synonyms for conceding to protests

include giving in to demands or reacting responsively. For simplicity,

I mostly refer to governments conceding to protests throughout this

introduction but note that any political actor, including politicians and

parties, can choose to do so. Concessions are easiest understood in

contrast to non-conceding reactions that can range from ignoring a

protest to repressing it. Table 2.1 lists some examples of non-conceding

and conceding reactions to protests with corresponding studies that

either discuss this reaction from a theoretical perspective or provide a

measure of it.

Most reactions are not mutually exclusive but imply di#erent trade-

o#s for the government or protesters. For example, non-conceding reac-

tions include ignoring a protest,which requires no action but alsomeans

avoiding any interactions with protesters (Bishara, 201()McAlexander

and Ricart-Huguet, 2021) Yuen and Cheng, 2017). This could either de-

mobilize or mobilize protesters since their demands have been ignored.

Another non-conceding reaction is repressing protesters, which means

using force to subdue protesters. Repression can involve the use of po-

lice or security forces to arrest or beat down protesters (Eck et al., 2021).

It requires more e#ort than ignoring a protest but is found to increase

the likelihood of demobilizing protesters (e.g. Deng and O’Brien, 2013).

However, repression can also create a public backlash and could be met

with increased e#orts to stay mobilized (e.g., Dornschneider-Elkink

and Henderson, 2023).
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Table 2.1: Non-conceding and conceding government reactions

Non-conceding Conceding

! Ignore protest occurrence
or avoid any interactions with
protesters (e.g., Bishara, 2015(
McAlexander and Ricart-Huguet,
2021( Yuen and Cheng, 201))

! Rhetorically acknowledge a
protest (e.g., Gamson, 19)5( Vüllers
and Schwarz, 2018)

! Deploy police/military forces
(Eck et al., 2021( Jennifer Earl and
Sarah A. Soule, 2010)

! Listen to protesters’ demands
(e.g., Schumaker, 19)5)

! Use physical violence against

protesters (e.g., deMeritt, 201-)

! Meet protesters (e.g., Schu-
maker, 19)5)

! Restrict the right to protest
(e.g., Tertytchnaya, 2023)

! Discuss protesters’ demands
with party colleagues/other politi-
cians (e.g., Wouters and Walgrave,
201))

! Shift in attitudes towards the
protest issue (e.g.,Wouters andWal-
grave, 201)( Gause, 2020)

! Set protesters’ issue on the
political agenda (e.g., Schumaker,
19)5(Hutter and Vliegenthart, 201-)

! Announce policy changes (e.g.,
de Vogel, 2023)

! Implement policy changes (e.g.,
Kitschelt, 198-( Schumaker, 19)5)

Conceding reactions signal that the government is responsive to

protesters’ demands. Schumaker (19)5, 494) de0nes responsiveness

to protest as “the relationship between the manifest or explicitly artic-

ulated demands of a protest group and the corresponding actions of

12

the political system”.3 I include various examples from the literature in

Table 2.1 that include reactions requiring little e%ort, such as promises

of policy change, rhetorically acknowledging a protest, or announcing

a policy change, as well as reactions that mean substantial changes and

are costly for the government, such as implementing a new policy that

aligns with protesters’ demands. Note that I deliberately include reac-

tions after which protesters remain uncertain about the extent of their

success.

In this introductory chapter, I explain why it is su'cient to de(ne

concessions as responsive reactions that merely show a willingness to

engage with protesters’ demands, rather than as the protesters’ ulti-

mate success. The concept of concessions as protest success is well-

established. For example, in a seminal book, Gamson (1)75) aims to

determine which US American protest groups between 18-- and 1)45

were successful. The author categorizes protest outcomes into four dif-

ferent categories, depending onwhether the protest groupwas accepted

to have legitimate demands and whether it received new advantages or

policy bene(ts. A protest group is only successful when it is accepted

and receives new advantages. Gamson argues that such an outcome

can be considered a success because the measure is taken after the

protest activity has ended and the outcome’s interpretation will not

change over time, even though admitting that “success is an elusive

idea” (1)75, 28). Similarly, DeNardo (1)85, 65) models concessions as

a reaction that ends protesters’ mobilization as governments “barter po-

3This de(nition further relates to the widely studied concept of

responsiveness in the context of elections (e.g., Gilens, 2--5; Butler

and Nickerson, 2-11; Dinesen et al., 2-21). Here, being responsive

implies that a government shifts its behavior in line with its constituency

behavior (Achen and Bartels, 2-16; Gause, 2-2-).
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Table 2.1: Non-conceding and conceding government reactions
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litical concessions for tranquility”. Thereby, protesters who are able to

gain concessions employ “e#cient strategies” that lead to their success

(DeNardo, 1985, (5).

These conceptualizations of concessions lay the ground for under-

standing concessions as protest success and therefore a natural endpoint

of mobilization. Studies share this understanding even when using dif-

ferent terms for concessions, such as protest success (e.g., Mueller,

)0)); Tilly and Tarrow, )015; Turner, )0)3) or agenda responsive-

ness (e.g., Walgrave and Vliegenthart, )01)). Since concessions are

understood to indicate protest success, they are assumed to end protest

activities as activists cannot mobilize bystanders once the government

ful-lls their demands (Pierskalla, )010, 1)3). And even though Ginkel

and Smith (1999, 303) acknowledge that “making concessions is a tricky

business” that reduces the regime’s bargaining power during further

negotiations, concessions are assumed to decrease the likelihood of

further mobilization. Moreover, the conceptualization of concessions

translates into their measurement as successful -nal protest outcomes

(e.g., Stephan and Chenoweth, )011; Chenoweth et al., )018).

Yet, understanding concessions to protest as a success and endpoint

bears two major limitations. First, it overlooks the ambiguity of conced-

ing. The outcome of a concession is susceptible to change over time.

For example, a government might announce to give in to protesters’

demands but then never act upon it. This problem of time reference and

a lack of e.ect stability (Giugni, 1998, 385) means that a government

concession might have no or unstable political consequences in the

long-term (see also Amenta and Neal,Caren, )004, 4(4). Thus,whether

responsiveness is de-ned as success is dependent on the time at which

this evaluation is made. Moreover, conceding is not mutually exclusive

from other non-conceding reactions and a government might choose to

simultaneously ramp up repressive actions. Second, the focus on con-
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cessions as the successful endpoint of mobilization overlooks that they

are sometimes not e!ective. While the end of a protest might be the

government’s goal, it cannot be certain that its goal will be ful$lled. If

protesters do not consider a concession a success, they have incentives

to continue protesting.Whether a concession is a success is a subjective

evaluation that likely di!ers not only between government actors and

protesters but also between individual protesters (see Giugni, 1998,

(8()). This can turn concession-making into an ine!ective strategy for

the government to appease protesters and the public.

In the following, I show how these two gaps — how it has been over-

looked that concessions can be ambiguous and ine!ective — emerge in

the literature and discuss their implications.

2.2 Ambiguous and Ine#ective Concessions

Reviewing empirical studies on how protesters a!ect governments to

concede shows that little attention has been paid to the circumstance

)Giugni (1998, (8() mentions the issue of protest success as a sub-

jective evaluation when discussing the conceptualization of protest

success by Gamson (1975), which depends on the assumption that a

protest group is homogeneous and uni$ed by a shared demand. Giugni

contends that this does not have to be the case, and protesters from

the same protest group can have several di!erent demands. Success is

therefore most likely subjective:While one protester sees their demand

ful$lled by a so-called new advantage, another protester will disagree.

How then to measure conceding reactions when their interpretation is

susceptible to time remains unclear. I propose a measure that allows

remaining agnostic toward the time-varying nature of concessions (see

further the section on empirical challenges).
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that concessions can be ambiguous and ine!ective. I focus on the grow-

ing body of literature that studies interactions between protesters and

governments to analyze when governments are responsive to protesters

and how these conceding reactions a!ect mobilization.

Several protest characteristics are commonly assumed to incen-

tivize government concessions. The most studied characteristic is

protesters’ use of (non)violence. Since the seminal work by Stephan and

Chenoweth (2011) who theorize nonviolentmovements to gain themost

concessions (but see empirical critiques by Anisin, 2020; Dworschak,

202(), a whole research )eld has dedicated its attention to peaceful

tactics and )nds that they increase the likelihood of concession-making

(e.g.,Walgrave and Vliegenthart, 2012) and are thereby successful in

attaining far-reaching goals like democratization (Dahlum, 2018). Addi-

tionally, protest size is discussed as a predictor for government respon-

siveness (Gurr and Irving Lichbach, 1986; Schumaker, 19-5). Studies

)nd a positive relationship between large protests and favorable protest

outcomes. These outcomes include irregular leader exits (Chenoweth

and Belgioioso, 2019), the political agenda (Walgrave and Vliegenthart,

2012), or representatives’ opinion (Wouters and Walgrave, 201-). An-

other factor is protesters’ organizational capacity or their cohesion,

which is found to positively a!ect the likelihood of receiving conces-

sions (Mueller, 2022) and public support (Bailey et al., 202().

Why these protests receive concessions is explained by their appeal

to the public (e.g., Gleditsch and Rivera, 2015). For example, peaceful

protests are safe for large parts of society to participate in,which means

they are likely to attract more protesters in the future. Nonviolence

additionally increases the perception of protests as a legitimate way

of participating in politics (Dahlum et al., 2022). Empirical evidence

shows that nonviolence generates public acceptance for a protest and

its demands (e.g., Edwards and Arnon, 2021). A government that is
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occupied with maintaining public support therefore has an incentive

to concede to a peaceful protest to appease protesters and prevent

growing mobilization for the protest.5

This mechanism further helps explain diverging e#ects for minori-

ties. Research $nds that regardless of whether minorities use violent

or nonviolent tactics, the public perceives them as more violent than

majority-protesters, and approval for repressive measures against mi-

norities is increased (Manekin and Mitts, 2022). This seems to translate

into governments’ concession-making as the positive e#ects of nonvio-

lence signi$cantly decrease for minorities (Pischedda, 2020( Svensson

and Lindgren, 20))) and violent tactics are at times found to be bene$-

cial for minority protesters (Enos et al., 20)9( Cunningham, 2023).

Besides appealing to the public, perceiving a protest as salient in-

creases attention and therefore governments’ responsiveness. In the

case of the United States, legislators were found to be more responsive

to protests perceived as costly for the protesters, as such demonstrations

indicate that protesters’ needs are high (Gause, 2020, 2022). Salience is

further increased by media attention toward protests, which can a#ect

the political agenda (Wasow, 2020). Together, this body of research

demonstrates that the likelihood of concessions increases when protests

are able to exert public pressure by appealing to the public or being

perceived as salient.

While the evidence is compelling, a few notable studies question

whether protests that exert the most public pressure receive the most

concessions. For example, studies $nd that divided, instead of cohe-

5While autocratic governments are less reliant on public approval

than democracies, they also seek a minimum of public legitimacy (e.g.,

Gerschewski, 2023) and are found to concede to protests that demon-

strate widespread public approval (e.g., Carothers and Press, 2020).
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sive groups (Cunningham, 2011), and smaller instead of large groups

(Butcher and Pinckney, 2022) gain more concessions. Cunningham

(2011, 278) explains that her observations could be explained by the

circumstance that governments use concessions as a bargain o(er, in-

stead of a )nal settlement. Similarly,Conrad (2011, 1170) theorizes that

concessions can vary in their scope depending on how a government

attempts to buy o( an opposition movement with concessions. Thus,

Conrad acknowledges that not all concessions will ful)ll protesters’

demands but rather be the bare minimum to appease protesters. Empir-

ical evidence shows the existence of sideways concessions that sideline

protesters’ demands (Hummel, 2019). Responsiveness as an ambiguous

o(er is most directly mentioned in recent work on how governments

grant but do not implement their concessions when facing protests that

lack the capacity to maintain public pressure (de Vogel, 2023).

This line of research )nds that protests are likely to gain concessions

when unlikely to hold the government accountable for their promises.

Instead of conceding to a movement that was able to pressure the gov-

ernment the most, these studies show that governments are at times

responsive to protests for which only limited concessions seemed suf-

)cient. An implication is that the government’s interest in conceding

has mostly been overlooked. The variety of )ndings is less surprising

when considering that a government does not necessarily make a costly

decision when conceding. As explained above, a concession can only

seem responsive while being a half-hearted promise that will get re-

voked or for which the implications will change over time. Therefore,

concessions can be ambiguous rather than implying protesters’ success.

It is important to mention that choosing between a full or ambiguous

concession does not have to be intentional. At times, the disadvanta-

geous political implications of a concession can be unintended (see also

Amenta and Neal, Caren, 2004). For example, social policies can take a
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long time to a!ect the socioeconomic conditions that were protested

for but can have unintended consequences that increase instead of

decrease inequalities. Thus, identifying a concession as fully or ambigu-

ously responsive is di$cult and can vary over time. More relevant for

capturing whether a reaction is a concession can be to remain agnostic

about whether it implies protesters’ success or not.

Why governments would choose ambiguous concessions becomes

more evident when considering a government’s strategic interests when

interacting with protesters. A government aims to end a protest to

minimize the display of public discontent and maintain public support.

Conceding to a protest can be an e!ective way to appease protesters

and to signal that citizens’ demands are being heard. However, con-

ceding only pays o! if it leads to protesters’ demobilization and the

public’s support. Otherwise, the outcome could have been the same

but required fewer costs when simply ignoring a protest, and using

repressive means might have been more e!ective in demobilizing a

protest. Since the government lacks information on whether protesters

will demobilize after a concession, it is likely to choose a conceding but

not costly reaction when possible.

As a result of the focus on government concessions as a successful

endpoint of mobilization, only a few studies empirically test the e!ects

of conceding on subsequent mobilization. Yet, recognizing that conces-

sions can be ambiguous raises the question of how protesters perceive

these reactions. The few studies on the e!ects of concessions to protest

%nd mixed evidence.

On the one hand, Inclán (200() concludes that protests demobilized

after procedural concessions during the Zapatista protests in Mexico.

Evidence from Kyrgyzstan shows that even concessions unrelated to

the initial protest issue prevent the spread of further protest (Hummel,

20)(). On the other hand, Rasler ()((6) %nds that a mix of conceding

)(
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and repressing increased opposition activity in Iran during the 1979 rev-

olution. In a similar vein, internally divided groups tend to react more

violently to concessions (Cunningham, 2011), and political advance-

ments in the form of newly created democratic institutions increase

the risk of collective mobilization against an authoritarian rule while

decreasing the risk of elite coups (Woo and Conrad, 2019).

These studies suggest that concessions, at times, are ine!ective at

appeasing protesters. Protesting itself is costly and a concession implies

that the government engaged with protesters’ demands, decreasing

the bene(t of further protest. And yet, even though protesters have

incentives to demobilize after a government concession, they often

continue protesting. A likely explanation is that the concession was

not considered su)cient by protesters. The dilemma for protesters is

that demobilizing only pays o* when protesters are certain about the

government’s intention to be responsive. Otherwise, protesters would

need to remobilize again, which is costlier than continuing to protest.

The protesters’ dilemma, in turn, feeds into the government’s dilemma

when conceding. Governments are uncertain whether their concession

will appease protesters, leading to ambiguously responsive reactions

and protesters are uncertain whether the government’s concession was

fully responsive, leading to continued mobilization.

To summarize this section, empirical studies providemixed evidence

on which protests gain the most concessions. Considering governments’

strategic interests when conceding suggests that the mixed evidence

re+ects that concessions vary in their costliness for the government.

While some reactions might be fully responsive and imply protesters’

success, other reactions might be more ambiguous and rather serve the

interest of the government than the interest of protesters. The lack of

attention to this ambiguity of concessions means that few scholars have

engaged with what happens after granted concessions. Theoretical
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works often assume that concessions appease protesters and the few

studies that test whether this is the case !nd that responsive reactions

can be e"ective as well as ine"ective at demobilizing protesters. That

concessions can be ambiguous and ine"ective means that we need to

empirically revisit governments’ decision-making process when con-

ceding as well as the e"ects of concessions. I explain these implications

in more detail in the next section.

2.3 Research Implications

To take into account the dilemmas present during the interactions

between governments and protesters, it is helpful to reconsider conces-

sions not as successful and ultimate, but as potentially ambiguous and

ine"ective reactions. This opens several pathways for further research.

First,more research is needed on the causes of concessions and gov-

ernments’ decisions to concede. No longer assuming that governments

make a costly trade-o" when conceding to protests raises questions

about what it means for a government to concede. Understanding what

governments consider when conceding to protests, and why, provides

novel insights to a !eld that shows con%icting evidence on the e"ects

of protest characteristics, as discussed in the previous section and in

more detail in papers 1 and 2. Another implication is that concessions

might not be as clearly distinct from other reactions as previously as-

sumed. This stands in contrast to conventional models specifying that

conceding is something governments try to avoid (Ginkel and Smith,

1((() Huntington, 1(68) and a costly alternative to repression (see for

example Moore, 2000). Similarly, if concessions are not the product of

maximized public pressure (see for example Cunningham, 2011), we

need to re-evaluate to what extent governments consider the public

and their voters when conceding. I discuss how novel measures of
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government reactions can address this point in section 3.1 and papers

1 and 2.

Second,more research is needed on the consequences of conces-

sions. When acknowledging that protesters face uncertainty regarding

their success when being granted a concession, it becomes relevant to

ask what happens after a concession. Considering how concessions

a&ect protest mobilization provides insights into whether concessions

appease protesters and how protesters perceive them (see further paper

3). This adds to the few empirical studies on the relationship between

concessions and subsequent protest mobilization that 'nd evidence

for concessions’ mobilizing as well as demobilizing e&ects (e.g., Inclán,

2(();Rasler, 1))6). Hereby, studies could further investigate the e&ects

of di&erent responsive reactions that vary in terms of how, for exam-

ple, credible (Acemoglu and Robinson, 2((5) or consistent they are

(Carey, 2((6). Additionally, testing how the public reacts to government

concessions could be indicative of governments’ considerations when

reacting to protests (see paper -). Awide research 'eld has tested how

voters evaluate government responsiveness to other forms of political

participation, such as voting, or public opinion in general (e.g., Achen

and Bartels, 2(16; Alesina and Rosenthal, 1))5; Healy and Malhotra,

2(13). These 'ndings have rarely been applied to the case of protests.

To summarize, the mutual inability of governments and protesters

to trust each other implies that we need to take into account that con-

cessions can be ambiguous and ine&ective. The research implications

thereof are twofold: The government’s decision-making process when

conceding to protests needs to be better understood, raising a question

about the causes of government concessions. Additionally, asking what

the consequences of concessions are points to further investigations of

how protesters and the public react to a government’s concessions. In

this dissertation, I contribute four papers following up on these research
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implications and questions.

In papers 1 and 2 I ask what the causes of concessions are and to

which protests politicians are most responsive. I thereby explore theo-

retically and empirically politicians’ decisions on howto react to protests

and contribute theory-wise by providing theoretical frameworks that

lay out the political incentives government actors (i.e., politicians) might

consider when conceding to protests. In these papers, I discuss why

a novel conceptualization of concessions as ambiguous not only ad-

vances our theoretical understanding of reactions to protests but also

calls for novel measures of concessions (the papers refer to concessions

as responsive reactions). I contribute empirically by developing such

novel measures implementing survey items on politicians’ responsive

reactions that vary in terms of their costliness and that can be combined

with other non-responsive reactions.

In papers 3 and 4, I ask what the consequences of concessions are

and study protesters’ and the public’s reactions to concessions. Paper 3

makes a theoretical contribution by showing how the possibility that

concessions are ine'ective has been little studied and by theorizing why

governments and protesters lack trust when interacting. Empirically,

the paper contributes a (rst analysis across countries and years on

protesters’ mobilization after concessions. Paper 4 theorizes how a

responsive policy decision might be evaluated by the public. The paper

makes an empirical contribution by estimating whether voters reward

incumbents after responsivelywithdrawing a policyproposal in linewith

the public’s opinion and by examining a common way for governments

to concede (i.e., withdrawing policy proposals), which is rarely studied.

23



government reactions can address this point in section 3.1 and papers

1 and 2.

Second,more research is needed on the consequences of conces-

sions. When acknowledging that protesters face uncertainty regarding

their success when being granted a concession, it becomes relevant to

ask what happens after a concession. Considering how concessions

a&ect protest mobilization provides insights into whether concessions

appease protesters and how protesters perceive them (see further paper

3). This adds to the few empirical studies on the relationship between

concessions and subsequent protest mobilization that 'nd evidence

for concessions’ mobilizing as well as demobilizing e&ects (e.g., Inclán,

2(();Rasler, 1))6). Hereby, studies could further investigate the e&ects

of di&erent responsive reactions that vary in terms of how, for exam-

ple, credible (Acemoglu and Robinson, 2((5) or consistent they are

(Carey, 2((6). Additionally, testing how the public reacts to government

concessions could be indicative of governments’ considerations when

reacting to protests (see paper -). Awide research 'eld has tested how

voters evaluate government responsiveness to other forms of political

participation, such as voting, or public opinion in general (e.g., Achen

and Bartels, 2(16; Alesina and Rosenthal, 1))5; Healy and Malhotra,

2(13). These 'ndings have rarely been applied to the case of protests.

To summarize, the mutual inability of governments and protesters

to trust each other implies that we need to take into account that con-

cessions can be ambiguous and ine&ective. The research implications

thereof are twofold: The government’s decision-making process when

conceding to protests needs to be better understood, raising a question

about the causes of government concessions. Additionally, asking what

the consequences of concessions are points to further investigations of

how protesters and the public react to a government’s concessions. In

this dissertation, I contribute four papers following up on these research

22

implications and questions.

In papers 1 and 2 I ask what the causes of concessions are and to

which protests politicians are most responsive. I thereby explore theo-

retically and empirically politicians’ decisions on howto react to protests

and contribute theory-wise by providing theoretical frameworks that

lay out the political incentives government actors (i.e., politicians) might

consider when conceding to protests. In these papers, I discuss why

a novel conceptualization of concessions as ambiguous not only ad-

vances our theoretical understanding of reactions to protests but also

calls for novel measures of concessions (the papers refer to concessions

as responsive reactions). I contribute empirically by developing such

novel measures implementing survey items on politicians’ responsive

reactions that vary in terms of their costliness and that can be combined

with other non-responsive reactions.

In papers 3 and 4, I ask what the consequences of concessions are

and study protesters’ and the public’s reactions to concessions. Paper 3

makes a theoretical contribution by showing how the possibility that

concessions are ine'ective has been little studied and by theorizing why

governments and protesters lack trust when interacting. Empirically,

the paper contributes a (rst analysis across countries and years on

protesters’ mobilization after concessions. Paper 4 theorizes how a

responsive policy decision might be evaluated by the public. The paper

makes an empirical contribution by estimating whether voters reward

incumbents after responsivelywithdrawing a policyproposal in linewith

the public’s opinion and by examining a common way for governments

to concede (i.e., withdrawing policy proposals), which is rarely studied.

23



24

3

Empirical Challenges

Reconsidering concessions as ambiguous and ine!ective points toward

the need to empirically study the causes and consequences of conces-

sions to protests. Studies along these lines face two empirical challenges

that prevail in the literature on protests and concessions. These chal-

lenges include, $rst, the lack of data on concessions to protests,making

it di%cult to measure when concessions are granted or have an e!ect;

and second, the endogeneity between protests and concessions, which

limits inference of which factor a!ected the likelihood of concession-

making or whether a concession a!ected an observation of interest.

Even if not exhaustive, these two issues a!ect any further method-

ological considerations (such as the research design or case selection)

including those in papers 1 to (. In this section, I explain the empirical

challenges of measurement and inference to discuss how they might

be addressed. In the individual papers 1 to (, I expand this discussion

to the more speci$c issues the empirical analyses face and partially

resolve.

)5



24

3

Empirical Challenges

Reconsidering concessions as ambiguous and ine!ective points toward

the need to empirically study the causes and consequences of conces-

sions to protests. Studies along these lines face two empirical challenges

that prevail in the literature on protests and concessions. These chal-

lenges include, $rst, the lack of data on concessions to protests,making

it di%cult to measure when concessions are granted or have an e!ect;

and second, the endogeneity between protests and concessions, which

limits inference of which factor a!ected the likelihood of concession-

making or whether a concession a!ected an observation of interest.

Even if not exhaustive, these two issues a!ect any further method-

ological considerations (such as the research design or case selection)

including those in papers 1 to (. In this section, I explain the empirical

challenges of measurement and inference to discuss how they might

be addressed. In the individual papers 1 to (, I expand this discussion

to the more speci$c issues the empirical analyses face and partially

resolve.

)5



3.1 Measurement

Measuring government concessions to protests is challenging as it is not

obvious at which point in time concessions should be measured. To be

identi"ed as a government concession, a reaction to a protest should

demonstrate a willingness to engage with protesters’ demands. Such

a government concession, however, can be observed on the day of a

protest, months after the protest, or even years. Some policy processes

take years to develop and the outcome of this process will only be

apparent after some time.

The time dimension of concessions means that it is unclear whether

concessions can be measured at the level of protest events. This is

re$ected in the limited data on government concessions to protests

that stand in contrast to the rich data collections on protests and non-

conceding government reactions to protests, such as repression from the

state. For example, the Armed Con$ict Location & Event Data Project

(ACLED) is updated weekly and includes protest events in countries

across the world. The data include measures on whether governments

react repressively but not whether there are any non-repressive and

responsive reactions. This holds for other commonly used data sources

on protests, such as the Mass Mobilization in Autocracies Database

(Weidmann and Rød, 2&1() or the Crowd Counting Consortium (2&2)).

Notable exceptions for cross-sectional time series data are the Non-

violent Action Campaign and Outcomes (NAVCO) data sets 1, 2, and )

(Stephan and Chenoweth, 2&11; Chenoweth et al., 2&18) or the Mass

Mobilization Data Project (Clark and Regan, 2&16). NAVCO 1, 2, and

Mass Mobilization circumvent the issue of a concession’s timing by

measuring concessions at the levels of campaigns or protest movements.

Thus, every movement is coded to have one outcome, which ranges

from a full concession (called protest success) to no gains (called status

26

quo). This approach has the appeal that a whole movement can be iden-

ti"ed to have been successful or not but it brings the major limitation

that every movement is considered to only have one potential outcome.

This risks masking the variation in conceding and non-conceding re-

actions that have occurred throughout protesters’ mobilization. As

previously discussed, understanding concessions as an ultimate end-

point neglects that concessions can be granted as part of a bargaining

process (Cunningham, 2011) or can be ine'ective and lead to more

protests (Rasler, 1(()).

NAVCO 3 o'ers a more "ne-grained measurement of concessions as

government reactions to individual protest events (see paper 3). How-

ever, the data only cover a limited number of cases in mostly authoritar-

ian countries between 1((1 to 2012 which prevents analyzing demo-

cratic countries or more recent years. Additionally, while concessions

are attributable to a speci"c protest event, they are coded in retrospect

(Chenoweth et al., 2018, 33). This, once again, raises the question of

whether the timing of the concession measurement a'ects the interpre-

tation of a government’s reaction to a protest as being a concession.

To move forward and as discussed in the review section, I suggest

a minimalist de"nition of concessions that considers the possibility of

ambiguous and ine'ective concessions. For example, simply assuming

that concessions are attributable to a speci"c protest event and non-

repressive reactions that consider protesters’ demands make it possible

to capture di'erent ways of conceding by governments that occur on

the day of a protest event. Such concessions can include various actions,

such as an announcement of a policy change as well as passing a policy

vote in the parliament. Some of these concessions might turn out to

be withdrawn or never implemented but what is relevant for a reaction

being a concession is that protesters are aware of the government’s

reaction and that, at the moment given, the reaction is not repressive
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and signals a willingness to engage with protesters’ demands. Thereby,

such a measure remains agnostic towards protesters’ success.

Papers 1 and 2 show how such measures can be implemented in a

survey setting. For example, I ask politicians how they would react to

a protest and give them the option to select several reactions, such as

listening to protesters’ demands or initiating a meeting with protesters.

The options do not specify whether they imply success for protesters

and they can be combined with other reactions (e.g., policing a protest).

This gives amore comprehensive understanding of politicians’ reactions

to protests and acknowledges that reactions to protests are rarely mu-

tually exclusive. A similar measurement approach seems applicable to

other cases as well as to other data collection methods, such as scraping

newspaper articles on protest events.

In addition to survey data, papers 3 and 4 exemplify how observa-

tional data on concessions can be analyzed to study potentially ine'ec-

tive concessions. As mentioned, paper 3 analyzes pre-existing data on

concessions (NAVCO 3 and Mass Mobilization) and explores to what

extent these data can be used to model the e'ects of possibly ine'ec-

tive concessions. For further analyses concerning this issue, additional

data on what kind of concession was given and a wider case selection

would be helpful. Paper 4measures concessions as responsive policy

withdrawals for cases that are often (but not always) accompanied by

protests (Uba, 2(1), 2(2().1 These policy withdrawals are understood

as responsive because they capture instances when incumbents revoked

the proposal to close a school in Sweden, which is nearly unanimously

unpopular among Swedish citizens. Collecting more data that cover

policy processes from initial proposal to eventual implementation and

1The data were collected byUba (2(1)) and extended by (Folke et al.,

2(21). For further information, see paper 4.
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merging these cases with policy protests would enable further analyses

of concessions during policymaking.

In conclusion, advancing the studyof protests and concession-making

depends on novel data collection e#orts. Limited data availability stems

from a conceptualization of concessions that makes it di$cult to deter-

mine at which point in time concessions should be measured. Reconsid-

ering concessions as government reactions to a protest that only need to

meet the criteria of being attributable to the protest, non-repressive, and

considerate of protesters’ demands allows for new ways of measuring

concessions. The papers show how such measures can be implemented

and that larger data collections are important for future research.

3.2 Inference

Besides the challenge of measuring government concessions to protests,

endogeneity concerns prevail in the literature on protests and govern-

ment reactions. Protests are endogenous in the sense that who protests

when and where is not random. Protesters strategically choose a time

and location to protest to increase their chances of receiving conces-

sions. Whatever seemed successful during previous protests is likely

assumed to work during the next protest. The common understandings

of protests as waves (Koopmans, 2007) or cycles (Tarrow, ())3) exem-

plify that protest events often repeat over time and turn into a wave,

cycle, or movement.

During such extended periods of protests, protesters and govern-

ments continuously interact,meaning that these interactions are “highly

interdependent sets of actions and reactions” (Rasler, 20(7, (). Even

when a protest is a single event, both protesters and governments are

likely to draw on previous experience from other events or news re-

porting. Thus, the occurrence of a protest is a#ected by governments’

2)
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previous concessions to protests, and concessions to protests are af-

fected by previous protest experiences. Both issues are apparent in the

four papers included in this dissertation as the explanatory variables in

papers 1 and 2 are protests and in papers 3 and 4 concessions.

To study protest as an explanatory variable, research that aims to

estimate the e'ect of protest most precisely relies on large data collec-

tions or quasi-experiments (e.g., Enos et al., 2(1);Gause, 2(2(;Wasow,

2(2(). Such analyses require identifying a rare case of an exogenous

shock to protest occurrence. An example of such an exogenous protest

diver was the murder of George Floyd, which initiated a massive mobi-

lization of Black Lives Matter protests in the United States (see Reny

and Newman, 2(21). Even in this case, where the exogeneity of the

trigger for protest mobilization is little contested, identifying assump-

tions are under threat. Estimates that are interpreted to show the e'ect

of protest on an outcome could capture the e'ect of media reporting

on Floyds’ murder or the e'ect of media reporting on the protest and

not the protest experience itself. Reny and Newman (2(21) provide sev-

eral robustness checks to disentangle the e'ect of protest from media

reporting but the possibility of a compound treatment e'ect remains.

Recently, survey experiments have become more common as they

ensure the manipulation and randomization of a protest treatment (e.g.,

Manekin and Mitts, 2(22;Mueller, 2(22). This has the advantage that

it is possible to estimate the e'ects of individual protest characteristics

that are often observed simultaneously. For example, scholars have

studied large and peaceful mass mobilizations, where size and nonvio-

lence are observed simultaneously (e.g., Orazani and Leidner, 2(1)).

Peaceful protests are positively correlated with large group sizes as

remaining peaceful enables a diverse group of people to join without

fearing an overly repressive backlash from the government.

A limitation of survey experiments, compared to observational stud-

3(

ies, is lower external validity. Asking respondents what they would do

given a #ctive protest scenario might not be the same as observing them

react to an actual protest. While lower external validity is a common

challenge for experiments (Druckman, 2022), some precautions like

realistic treatments can be taken to increase it. Note, however, that

internal validity for this type of study remains a priority, and making

sure that a survey is more realistic ultimately serves the goal of improved

inference.

I chose survey experiments in Papers 1 and 2 to randomize protest

occurrence, focusing on the realism of each experiment. The experi-

ments vary di'erent aspects of protests — protesters’ actions in paper

1 and protesters’ demographics and policy preferences in paper 2—

while ensuring that the various treatment levels are observable for sur-

vey respondents. For example in paper 1, one scenario speci#es that

(00 people are protesting, which is a very large (but not impossible)

local protest. It might not be the most realistic protest scenario for the

survey participants but ensures that the large protest with (00 people

is distinct from the small protest with ten people. This is important for

measuring a treatment e'ect. To ensure that participants can relate to

the treatment, I ran the surveys with local politicians. Local politicians

often experience protests in their municipality and their political re-

sponsibilities concern issue areas that are often the target of protests.

Moreover, the studies are conducted in Belgium and Sweden which

are cases where protests occur regularly (see for example Walgrave and

Vliegenthart, 2012) Uba, 2016).

Next, to study concessions as an explanatory variable, previous

research has mostly turned to correlational evidence based on cross-

sectional time series data, for example at the national level (e.g., Cun-

ningham, 2011). Inference on the e'ects of concessions is di+cult

since concessions are a reaction to a non-random protest event. Ideally,

31



previous concessions to protests, and concessions to protests are af-

fected by previous protest experiences. Both issues are apparent in the

four papers included in this dissertation as the explanatory variables in

papers 1 and 2 are protests and in papers 3 and 4 concessions.

To study protest as an explanatory variable, research that aims to

estimate the e'ect of protest most precisely relies on large data collec-

tions or quasi-experiments (e.g., Enos et al., 2(1);Gause, 2(2(;Wasow,

2(2(). Such analyses require identifying a rare case of an exogenous

shock to protest occurrence. An example of such an exogenous protest

diver was the murder of George Floyd, which initiated a massive mobi-

lization of Black Lives Matter protests in the United States (see Reny

and Newman, 2(21). Even in this case, where the exogeneity of the

trigger for protest mobilization is little contested, identifying assump-

tions are under threat. Estimates that are interpreted to show the e'ect

of protest on an outcome could capture the e'ect of media reporting

on Floyds’ murder or the e'ect of media reporting on the protest and

not the protest experience itself. Reny and Newman (2(21) provide sev-

eral robustness checks to disentangle the e'ect of protest from media

reporting but the possibility of a compound treatment e'ect remains.

Recently, survey experiments have become more common as they

ensure the manipulation and randomization of a protest treatment (e.g.,

Manekin and Mitts, 2(22;Mueller, 2(22). This has the advantage that

it is possible to estimate the e'ects of individual protest characteristics

that are often observed simultaneously. For example, scholars have

studied large and peaceful mass mobilizations, where size and nonvio-

lence are observed simultaneously (e.g., Orazani and Leidner, 2(1)).

Peaceful protests are positively correlated with large group sizes as

remaining peaceful enables a diverse group of people to join without

fearing an overly repressive backlash from the government.

A limitation of survey experiments, compared to observational stud-

3(
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given a #ctive protest scenario might not be the same as observing them

react to an actual protest. While lower external validity is a common

challenge for experiments (Druckman, 2022), some precautions like

realistic treatments can be taken to increase it. Note, however, that

internal validity for this type of study remains a priority, and making

sure that a survey is more realistic ultimately serves the goal of improved

inference.

I chose survey experiments in Papers 1 and 2 to randomize protest

occurrence, focusing on the realism of each experiment. The experi-

ments vary di'erent aspects of protests — protesters’ actions in paper

1 and protesters’ demographics and policy preferences in paper 2—

while ensuring that the various treatment levels are observable for sur-

vey respondents. For example in paper 1, one scenario speci#es that

(00 people are protesting, which is a very large (but not impossible)

local protest. It might not be the most realistic protest scenario for the

survey participants but ensures that the large protest with (00 people

is distinct from the small protest with ten people. This is important for

measuring a treatment e'ect. To ensure that participants can relate to

the treatment, I ran the surveys with local politicians. Local politicians

often experience protests in their municipality and their political re-

sponsibilities concern issue areas that are often the target of protests.

Moreover, the studies are conducted in Belgium and Sweden which

are cases where protests occur regularly (see for example Walgrave and

Vliegenthart, 2012) Uba, 2016).

Next, to study concessions as an explanatory variable, previous

research has mostly turned to correlational evidence based on cross-

sectional time series data, for example at the national level (e.g., Cun-

ningham, 2011). Inference on the e'ects of concessions is di+cult
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modeling the relationship between concessions and further outcomes

takes into account the protest dynamics before a concession. Such

an approach, however, is data intensive and remains biased due to

potential omitted variable bias. Otherwise, it would be possible to

conduct survey experiments with citizens who are treated to perceive

themselves as protesters and are then asked how they would react to a

granted concession (see for example Leuschner and Versteegen (2023)).

As discussed above, such experiments come with a trade-o& between

internal and external validity.

Since research on the e&ects of concessions is still scarce, there

is arguably added merit in conducting research on observational data

that can add descriptive insights (e.g., Grimmer, 201(). As the research

on the e&ects of protests shows, quasi-experiments or )ne-grained

data enable taking into account observed heterogeneity and improving

inference.

Both papers 3 and 4 are examples of pairing )ne-grained data at

the sub-national level with extensive checks of the estimation strat-

egy. To improve inference in paper 3, the data are disaggregated to

the sub-national level to model protest waves. These protest waves

allow controlling for protest dynamics previous to the given concession,

taking into account that concessions and subsequent protest mobiliza-

tion happen during ongoing protest dynamics. The paper includes

discussions of this approach to constructing protest waves, remain-

ing unobserved heterogeneity, as well as extensive robustness checks.

Paper 4 approaches inference by using data at the level of Swedish

electoral precincts that enable us to account for variation between mu-

nicipalities, common shocks to all precincts within a municipality, and

time-invariant di&erences between precincts. The analysis includes

extensive robustness tests of the identifying assumptions and modeling

strategies.
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In summary, when studying protests and concessions inference is

di"cult because both concepts are highly endogenous to one another.

Papers 1 and 2 demonstrate how protest characteristics can be random-

ized in a survey context and papers 3 and 4 showcase that using more

(ne-grained data (in these cases at the subnational or precinct level)

improves inference by isolating relevant temporal and spatial variation.
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4

The Papers in Brief

To recapitulate, this thesis aims to provide insights into the causes and

consequences of government concessions to protests. I contribute four

papers that study governments’ decisions to concede and protesters’ as

well as voters’ reactions to concessions. In this section, I provide short

summaries of the four papers comprising this dissertation.

4.1 Peaceful, Large, and Actionable

Paper 1: Peaceful, Large, and Actionable — Experimental Evi-

dence from Belgium on Local Politicians’ Responsive Reactions

to Protests.

To study the causes of concessions, I focus on how protesters can af-

fect the likelihood that politicians react responsively to their demands

through their actions, such as protesting peacefully,mobilizing many,

or raising actionable demands. Testing whether #ndings on which

protests achieve far-reaching political goals like full concessions (e.g.,
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Cunningham, 2023; Enos et al., 201(; Mueller, 2022) also apply to

more immediate and tentative responsive reactions by politicians, I

expect politicians to react responsively to peaceful, large, and action-

able protests. The pre-registered survey experiment with 1,003 local

politicians in Flanders, Belgium manipulates protest scenarios to which

politicians were asked to react.

Results show that politicians react responsively to peaceful protests

and becomemorewilling to listen to protesters’ demands,meet protesters,

and raise the protest issue among their party colleagues. This adds to re-

search )nding peaceful protest to increase the likelihood of concessions

(e.g., Dahlum et al., 2022; Orazani et al., 2021). Next, large protests

create a sense of urgency among politicians who are likely to speak to

party colleagues and manage protests with the help of police forces,

but do not evoke overall responsive reactions. These results further

demonstrate the bene)ts of measuring a range of political reactions to

protests. Lastly, I )nd no evidence that how demands are formulated

a*ects politicians’ reactions. Possibly, the evidence indicates that the

actionable demand was so easy to understand that politicians were less

likely to listen to protesters, preventing further engagement.

An exploratory analysis suggests that left-wing politicians are as

likely to listen to disruptive protests as to peaceful protests as they

perceive both protest groups as part of their voter base. This indicates

an important scope condition for the e*ects of peaceful protest and

demonstrates the importance of electoral cues for the e*ects of protest

on responsive reactions.

36

4.2 Asymmetric Responsiveness

Paper 2: Asymmetric Responsiveness: The E%ects of Protesters’

Demographics and Policy Preferences on the Political Agenda.

In my second paper on the causes of concessions, I investigate how

protesters’ demographics and policy preferences a"ect politicians’ re-

sponsiveness to the protest’s demands. I argue that two protest traits

are important to consider:

First, protesters’ demographics are relatively easy to identify and

shape the perception of a protest (see for example Edwards and Arnon,

2021( Manekin and Mitts, 2022). Recognizing that protesters share

similar traits with themselves, politicians might feel an additional re-

sponsibility or sympathy to engage with those who they descriptively

represent. However, the cost of protesting is higher for minorities, a

fact especially evident to minority politicians. Thus, I expect politicians

to be more responsive to protesters with whom they share their demo-

graphics, with female politicians being particularly responsive to both

female constituents and minority groups.

Second, protests are a less institutionalized form of political partici-

pation and, in contrast to elections, do not give politicians a mandate

for political decision-making. This a"ects politicians’ need to justify

their responsive engagement with protesters, incentivizing politicians

to engage with demands they perceive as aligning with their own and

their party’s interests. I hypothesize that politicians are more responsive

to protesters with whom they share policy preferences.

In a survey experiment with 112) local politicians in Sweden, re-

spondents were exposed to protest scenarios that di"ered in terms

of who protesters were, varying their demographics (migration back-

ground, age, gender), and their demands voicing left-wing or right-wing
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policy preferences.

The results show that uncertainty is large around the e"ects of shared

demographic traits on politicians’ responsiveness. This questions pre-

vious #ndings on the importance of constituents’ demographics for

receiving responsive engagement (e.g., Dinesen et al., 2021( Costa,

2021). Rather, politicians engage most responsively with protesters

with whom they share policy preferences but asymmetrically. Left-

wing politicians are more responsive but show greater di"erentiation,

favoring co-partisan protesters over others. Exploratory analyses reveal

that politicians’ priors on protest legitimacy explain why right-wing

politicians di"erentiate less and are less responsive to protests, even

right-wing protests.

4.3 Concessions andMobilization

Paper3: StateConcessions andProtestMobilization inAuthoritar-

ian Regimes,with Sebastian Hellmeier, in Comparative Political

Studies, 2023, () (1), 3–31.

Studying the consequences of concessions, the research question in this

paper is whether concessions increase the likelihood that protesters de-

mobilize or mobilize. We study this question in authoritarian countries

where credible commitment problems prevail between governments

and protesters and argue that conceding to demands is rarely an ef-

fective strategy in demobilizing opposition movements. Authoritarian

rulers are usually neither willing nor able to fully address protesters’

dynamic demands, nor can they o"er credible commitments.

To study the relationship between government concessions and

protest across time and space, we rely on the Nonviolent and Violent

Campaigns and Outcomes ) (NAVCO) event data (Chenoweth et al.,

)8

2018). We propose a novel operationalization of protest waves to in-

vestigate protest events that take place in close temporal and spatial

proximity. Taking the temporal sequences of protest dynamics and state

reactions into account is crucial for our analysis as it reduces reversed

causality concerns, meaning that longer protests are more likely to get

concessions o'ered. Our cross-sectional time series analysis leverages

variation within protest waves and allows us to analyze the relationship

between government concessions and subsequent protest mobilization

at a high resolution.

Our estimates suggest that when governments concede to demands,

the number of protests in the following week increases by 40). Analy-

ses conducted at the subnational and national level yield similar results

and our overall results are robust to a variety of alternative model spec-

i*cations. These *ndings challenge the assumption that concessions

are the *nal indication of protest success and the endpoint of mobi-

lization. Instead, protesters push for further concessions and prevent

immediate demobilization in the short term after receiving government

concessions.

The study highlights the challenges that arise when seeking to reach

an agreement in government-protester interactions and helps to explain

the prevalence of repressive state reactions in authoritarian settings.

4.4 Outcome isn’t Everything

Paper 4: Outcome isn’t Everything: Electoral Consequences of

Implementing orWithdrawing Unpopular Policies,with Simon

Gren, in Political Behavior, 46: 2677–2697.

This paper studies the electoral consequences of concessions in the

form of policy withdrawals that are responsive to public demands. Un-
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popular policy proposals are often met with public pressure, such as

protests and opposition resistance and we therefore ask whether voters

reward a responsive withdrawal of an unpopular proposal or punish the

disclosed policy intention despite the withdrawal.

We test how voters react to unpopular policies that are either with-

drawn or implemented in the case of unpopular school closures in

Sweden. Exploiting geographical and temporal variation in school clo-

sure proposals in Sweden we are able to account for variation between

municipalities, common shocks to all precincts within a municipality,

and time-invariant di#erences between precincts.We match an orig-

inally compiled data set of voting outcomes at the level of precincts

with geo-located data on schools and information concerning the poli-

cymaking process gathered by Uba (2016) and Folke et al. (2021).

Our results suggest that in a precinct where a school was proposed

to be closed, incumbent parties lose on average one percentage point in

vote share regardless of whether they proceed with closing the school

or withdraw the proposal. This (nding suggests that voters care about

the disclosed policy intention, even if it is not implemented. The e#ect

sizes are substantial for incumbent parties as voting at the local level

in Sweden happens in the margins and the e#ect size is bound by a

party’s share in a coalition. Additionally, local elections are closely tied

to national elections that occur on the same day,making an electoral

shift at the local level even more notable.

The (ndings reveal a dilemma for incumbents when making unpop-

ular policies. Once an unpopular idea is suggested, withdrawing it again

is unlikely to remedy negative electoral consequences.

)0

5

Conclusion

In this dissertation, I explore the causes and consequences of govern-

ment concessions to protests. I argue that concessions are often am-

biguous and ine#ective, as they do not necessarily indicate the protest’s

success or end. Two dilemmas shape the interactions between govern-

ments and protesters: governments face uncertainty about whether a

concession will appease protesters and protesters are unsure if a conces-

sion signi%es success. This mutual distrust incentivizes governments to

o#er ambiguous concessions and protesters to staymobilized, rendering

concessions ine#ective.

The empirical contributions included in this dissertation demon-

strate the importance of considering these two dilemmas. First, taking

into account that concessions can be ambiguous necessitates reexamin-

ing which protests gain the most concessions with novel measures that

capture the variation of conceding reactions. Additionally, account-

ing for the possibility that conceding reactions can be combined with

non-conceding ones gives a more comprehensive understanding of

the types of concessions governments grant. I follow up on this and
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implement such measures in the original survey experiments in papers

1 and 2. Surveying local politicians in papers 1 and 2 shows that when

facing individual protest events, politicians may choose responsive reac-

tions ranging from listening to protesters’ demands to reconsidering the

party’s political agenda. Further, politicians are likely to combine re-

sponsive reactions with other unresponsive reactions, such as involving

the police (see particularly paper 1). The results in paper 1 show that

peaceful protests receive the most concessions, which I explain by the

expectation among politicians that peaceful protesters are more likely

to be their voters. Findings from paper 2 demonstrate the importance

for protesters to raise demands that appeal substantially to politicians

and reveal a strategic advantage for left-wing protesters who can bene%t

from left-wing politicians’ overall higher responsiveness due to their

favorable priors toward protests.

Second, acknowledging that concessions might be ine&ective raises

questions about how protesters and the wider public perceive and react

to these concessions. Paper 3 analyzes protesters’ mobilization after a

granted concession. The results concern authoritarian countries and

reveal that protesters’ are more likely to mobilize than to demobilize af-

ter a government has granted a concession. While the data give limited

insights into protesters’ perceptions, the results question the common

understanding of concessions as a %nal protest outcome (e.g., DeNardo,

1()5; Pierskalla, 2010) and further ask to what extent protesters per-

ceive concessions as success. Similar to protesters, I show in paper -

that concessions in the form of policy withdrawals do not appeal to the

wider public either. Results show that voters in Sweden are unlikely

to electorally reward such concessions. In the case of proposing the

unpopular policy of closing a school, incumbents lose votes in a&ected

precincts — regardless of whether the school is closed or whether the

incumbent revokes the proposal and the school remains open.

-2

Besides demonstrating the relevance of taking into account that

concessions can be ambiguous and ine!ective, the four papers show that

more research is needed on governments’ concession-making. I have

mentioned implications for future research throughout this introductory

chapter but I want to point to two questions that emerge from this work

and remain unaddressed.

Is there no such thing as protest success? In discussing the

concept of concessions and the challenges in measuring them over time,

the potential misconception could emerge that no concession is ever a

success for protesters. I contend that while not every concession is a

success, it is likely that only a few contribute nothing or are counter-

productive to the desired political change. This dissertation suggests

that protest success might be more intricate and harder to observe than

often assumed.When evaluating a protest’s success,we should consider

whomakes this evaluation andwhen. To address this, I propose a more

minimalistic de$nition of concessions that is attributable to a protest

event, non-repressive, and engages with protester demands (see section

3.1 and papers 1 and 2). This broadens the scope of responsive reactions

that are captured as concessions and could imply that concessions are

more common than previously assumed (see papers 1 and 2). While

these responsive reactions might not be de$nitive indicators of success,

they give a more $ne-grained observation of the intermediate steps that

can contribute to a protest’s success. Future research should prioritize

new data collections on concessions and study protesters’ perceptions

of government concessions, similar to research on voters’ perceptions

of government policy responsiveness (see for example Adiguzel et al.,

2(22) Harding and Stasavage, 2(14) Kogan, 2(2().

Should governments never concede? The empirical evidence

in papers 3 and 4 emphasizes the challenge governments face in con-

ceding to protests. While there is a strong expectation from protesters
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Second, acknowledging that concessions might be ine&ective raises

questions about how protesters and the wider public perceive and react

to these concessions. Paper 3 analyzes protesters’ mobilization after a

granted concession. The results concern authoritarian countries and

reveal that protesters’ are more likely to mobilize than to demobilize af-

ter a government has granted a concession. While the data give limited

insights into protesters’ perceptions, the results question the common

understanding of concessions as a %nal protest outcome (e.g., DeNardo,

1()5; Pierskalla, 2010) and further ask to what extent protesters per-

ceive concessions as success. Similar to protesters, I show in paper -

that concessions in the form of policy withdrawals do not appeal to the

wider public either. Results show that voters in Sweden are unlikely

to electorally reward such concessions. In the case of proposing the

unpopular policy of closing a school, incumbents lose votes in a&ected

precincts — regardless of whether the school is closed or whether the

incumbent revokes the proposal and the school remains open.

-2

Besides demonstrating the relevance of taking into account that

concessions can be ambiguous and ine!ective, the four papers show that

more research is needed on governments’ concession-making. I have

mentioned implications for future research throughout this introductory

chapter but I want to point to two questions that emerge from this work

and remain unaddressed.

Is there no such thing as protest success? In discussing the

concept of concessions and the challenges in measuring them over time,

the potential misconception could emerge that no concession is ever a

success for protesters. I contend that while not every concession is a

success, it is likely that only a few contribute nothing or are counter-

productive to the desired political change. This dissertation suggests

that protest success might be more intricate and harder to observe than

often assumed.When evaluating a protest’s success,we should consider

whomakes this evaluation andwhen. To address this, I propose a more

minimalistic de$nition of concessions that is attributable to a protest

event, non-repressive, and engages with protester demands (see section

3.1 and papers 1 and 2). This broadens the scope of responsive reactions

that are captured as concessions and could imply that concessions are

more common than previously assumed (see papers 1 and 2). While

these responsive reactions might not be de$nitive indicators of success,

they give a more $ne-grained observation of the intermediate steps that

can contribute to a protest’s success. Future research should prioritize

new data collections on concessions and study protesters’ perceptions

of government concessions, similar to research on voters’ perceptions

of government policy responsiveness (see for example Adiguzel et al.,

2(22) Harding and Stasavage, 2(14) Kogan, 2(2().

Should governments never concede? The empirical evidence

in papers 3 and 4 emphasizes the challenge governments face in con-

ceding to protests. While there is a strong expectation from protesters
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and the public that a government should concede, they do not seem

to reward concessions. However, not conceding is consequential for

governments as well (see paper 4 and for example Aytaç et al. (2017) and

Curtice and Behlendorf (2021)). There is additionally a chance that the

negative repercussions of conceding can be mitigated. The empirical

studies in this dissertation do not provide insights on whether there are

alternative ways for governments to concede e(ectively. More research

is needed to understand under which circumstances governments and

protesters can overcome their dilemmas. Previous research shows how

institutions help governments and citizens overcome bargaining prob-

lems (e.g., Acemoglu and Robinson, 200); de Mesquita, 2006). Future

research could explore which institutional designs and contexts reduce

protesters’ and governments’ uncertainty about each other’s intentions.

In conclusion, this dissertation emphasizes the potential for protests

to serve as more e(ective tools for democratic accountability — that is

when protesters prompt governments to consider legitimate demands.

To achieve this, practitioners might explore strategies aimed at building

trust between protesters and governments. Transparent communication

and open dialogue are crucial for protesters tomitigate the government’s

uncertainty about their intentions. Similarly, policymakers and gov-

ernment o,cials should acknowledge the uncertainties surrounding

protesters’ perceptions of concessions. Providing clear and speci-c

concessions or making institutional arrangements that secure the possi-

bility of negotiating in the future can help alleviate distrust and foster a

more constructive dialogue between protesters and the government.
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