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CONFLICT TRENDS

Brief PointsSince the beginning of the Covid-19 
pandemic, protests related to the cri-
sis have taken place all over the world. 
The central topic of these protests is 
opposition towards lockdowns, distanc-
ing regulations, mask requirements, 
closures of schools and businesses, 
and vaccination programs. Protesters 
also demand more resources and eco-
nomic support for those affected by 
coronavirus-related restrictions. While 
the stances against coronavirus poli-
cies are shared by protesters worldwide, 
the number of coronavirus-related 
protest events varies temporally as well 
as across and within countries. So far, 
little is known about which political fac-
tors encourage protests against policy 
responses to the pandemic. This policy 
brief summarizes empirical findings 
regarding the political determinants of 
protests against Covid-19 containment 
policies in Europe and the US.

What Affects the Distribution 
of Protests against Coronavirus 
Measures?
Evidence from Europe and the US
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• The number of protests against Cov-
id-19 containment policies varies across 
and within countries as well as over 
time.

• We present the first empirical findings 
on the effect of political determinants 
on protests against Covid-19 contain-
ment policies in Europe and in US 
states.

• European countries with higher trust 
in the government and lower levels of 
civil liberties see fewer protests.

• German districts with a lower support 
for mainstream parties in the last elec-
tions experience more protests against 
coronavirus measures.

• Protest intensity in the US is higher in 
states that are governed by the Demo-
cratic Party.
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Status of Knowledge

Ever since the enactment of the first measures 
to contain the spread of the coronavirus, people 
have taken to the streets to protest the restric-
tions. Protesters express their opposition 
towards lockdowns, distancing regulations, 
quarantine or mask wearing requirements, and 
closures of schools and businesses. Protests 
are also organized against measures regulating 
entry to public venues. While protests against 
Covid-19 containment policies have taken place 
worldwide, both coronavirus measures and the 
number of protests varies between and even 
within countries.

Factors driving this variation in protest inten-
sity are currently being discussed within the re-
search community. While protests against Cov-
id-19 containment policies are inevitably related 
to the existence or design of the measures, this 
factor cannot explain why regions with similar 
stringency of coronavirus policies experience a 
different level of protest intensity. Prior research 
finds that more economically unequal regions 
are prone to more protest against containment 
policies. The intensity of protests is thus not 
solely a question of whether there are stringent 
coronavirus measures in place. Protests are 
complex social events and thus call for a more 
encompassing consideration of determinants.

The political determinants driving protests 
against Covid-19 containment policies are yet 
unclear. Empirical research explaining the dif-
ferences in protest intensity between countries 
and within countries is needed to improve our 
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Figure 1A: Number of protest events in Europe (March 2020–Jan 2021) Figure 1B: Number of protest events in Germany (March 2020–Jan 2021)
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colors reflect countries with fewer protests 
against coronavirus measures. A low number 
of protests is reported for Norway, Finland, and 
Estonia, with 11 protest events or less. France, 
Germany, Spain, and Italy experienced a high 
intensity, with the number of protests ranging 
between 1,129 and 2,599 events.

Zooming in on Germany, which presents an in-
teresting case due to its highly institutionalized 
movement against Covid-19 containment poli-
cies, shows that the geographical distribution of 
protests also varies within countries. Figure 1B 
depicts the regional distribution of 1,322 pro-
tests over 401 German districts between March 
2020 and January 2021. Orange dots pinpoint 
the event location using geographical coordi-
nates. The larger the size of a dot, the higher 
the protest intensity at this location. The major-
ity of protest events were located in Germany’s 
largest urban districts, namely Berlin, with a to-
tal of 91 protests, Hamburg (48 protests), Düs-
seldorf (39), Munich (36), and Stuttgart (29), 
as well as in more rural districts in the East of 
Germany and in the South of Germany.

Also in the US, the total of 3,998 protests 
against Covid-19 containment policies that took 
place between March 2020 and April 2021 was 
unequally distributed among the 50 states. Set-
ting protests in relation to the population size of 
a state, Figure 2 shows the number of events per 
one million inhabitants. Protest intensity is low 
in less populated states like South Dakota but 
also in other Republican-governed states like 
Mississippi or Texas, which have a larger popu-
lation. In contrast, protest intensity is highest in 

understanding. This policy brief summarizes 
three research studies, in which we look at the 
number of protests in European countries, 
within Germany, and across US federal states. 
These studies focus on the following factors: 
the stringency of the measures, public trust in 
the government, support of mainstream par-
ties, the party affiliation of the governing party, 
and the level of civil liberties.

Distribution of Protests against 
Coronavirus Measures

Data on protests against Covid-19 containment 
policies is retrieved by filtering event data from 
the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data 
Project (ACLED) by its content. The database 
includes geographically coded information for 
various conflict event types as well as a descrip-
tion of the event. We focus on protest events 
directed against political actors, in which pro-
testers criticize the handling of the coronavirus 
pandemic, protest against containment policies, 
or demand more economic support. To explain 
the number of protests organized against gov-
ernmental policies, we consider three event 
types: peaceful protests, violent demonstra-
tions, and protests where there is an attempt 
to disperse or suppress the event. Spontaneous 
and disorganized forms of protest such as riots 
are excluded.

Protest intensity varied across Europe. Figure 
1A maps a total of 8,580 events from March 
2020 to January 2021 for the 28 European coun-
tries included in our analysis. Darker colors 
indicate higher protest intensity, while brighter 
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New Mexico and Maine, which are governed by 
the Democratic Party (marked by a dot).

The number of events also varied over time (see 
Figure 3). Protests in Europe increased during 
the first wave of the pandemic with a spike of 
1,550 events in May 2020. After a decrease in 
protest activity during the summer months, 
protest intensity rose again in the second wave 
of the pandemic, reaching a peak in November 
with a total of 1,680 protest events for all 28 Eu-
ropean countries of the sample. The temporal 
distribution of protests in Germany mirrors 
this pattern. In the US, in contrast, the number 
of protests against containment policies rose 
again already over the summer months with 
another peak in August and started to decline 
three months before the US presidential elec-
tion on November 3, 2020.

Determinants of Protests against 
Coronavirus Measures

Containment policies trigger, at least on the 
surface, protests against coronavirus measures. 
If containment measures are considered as 
unnecessary and disproportionate, public sup-
port for measures declines. People are thus 
more likely to protest when there is a lack of 
synchronicity between the problem, i.e. Covid-19 
mortality rates, and the proposed mean, i.e. 
containment policies. For instance, protests are 
more likely to occur in two scenarios: (i) when 
measures are not relaxed as quickly as the num-
ber of people dying from Covid-19 is declining, 

vid-19 containment policies are highly politi-
cized as well. With protesters being politically 
biased towards the right side of the political 
spectrum, more protest events have occurred 
in states under Democratic state control than in 
states under Republican control. Due to this 
politization, protest intensity is therefore likely 
to be higher in states governed by the Demo-
cratic Party than in states governed by the Re-
publican Party, even if measures are similarly 
stringent.

Empirical Findings

The European cross-country comparison shows 
that fewer protests against policies occur where 
trust in the government and public administra-
tion is higher. Countries that strongly protect 
civil liberties experience more protests against 
containment policies. Also, more protests 
take place where and when mortality rates are 
low and containment measures are stringent. 
Protests appear more compelling when the 
problem and the means to address it seem 
asynchronous to the public. However, this 
relationship cannot be found in every country. 
While mortality rate and stringency encourage 
protests in Italy, France, and Germany, these 
factors are not decisive in, for instance, Norway 
or Belgium.

The sub-national analysis of protests in Ger-
many also shows that districts facing an asyn-
chronicity between policies and mortality rate 
experience more protests. In districts in which 
mainstream parties have seen less support in 
the last federal election, more protest events 
take place. Yet, findings differ regionally. In 
contrast to Western German districts, across 
Eastern German districts neither the mortality 
rate nor the vote share of mainstream parties 
affects protest intensity. This is partially be-
cause the vote share for mainstream parties is 
generally low and constant in Eastern German 
districts. This implies that the average level of 
support for protest against containment policies 
tends to be high and evenly distributed. After 
all, Eastern German districts account for 34.6 
percent of all protests in Germany despite a 
population share of only 19.3 percent.

The importance of political determinants in 
Germany varies over time. In the pandemic’s 
first wave (March to May 2020) and in the 
second wave (October 2020 to January 2021), 

or (ii) when measures are strengthened while 
death rates are still low.

Protest intensity also depends on trust in the 
government and public administration as well as 
the protection of civil liberties. In countries where 
trust in political authorities is greater, the popu-
lation has a higher confidence that measures 
are taken in their best interest. Containment 
policies are thus contested less frequently. Civil 
liberty protection regulates to what extent citi-
zens can express dissenting opinions. Speaking 
one’s mind is facilitated in countries where the 
right to freedom of expression is well protected. 
Protests can thus take place more frequently.

Region-specific circumstances lead to different 
protest intensities within a country. In Ger-
many, protests against coronavirus measures 
were dominated by a group called ‘Querdenken’ 
(translated: lateral thinking), which emerged 
in mid-2020. One of the shared characteristics 
of protesters, including those belonging to the 
‘Querdenken’ movement, is their distrust of 
mainstream parties. According to recent survey 
evidence, the majority of supporters of radical 
and niche parties approved of protest against 
coronavirus measures. Protest intensity is thus 
likely to be higher in German districts where 
support of mainstream parties has been weak. 

In the US, the political response to Covid-19 as 
well as the support of containment measures 
are divided along party lines and particularly 
polarized. Consequently, protests against Co-
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Figure 2: Number of protest events in US states (March 2020–April 2021)
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THE PROJECT PRIO
This policy brief is based on research co-
authored by Eric Neumayer, Thomas Plümper, 
and Katharina Pfaff. The research project 
inquires which political factors affect the sup-
ply and demand of protests against Covid-19 
containment policies. Political determinants 
are examined in three separate research 
articles focusing on the US, Europe, and Ger-
many, respectively.

The Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) is a 
non-profit peace research institute (estab-
lished in 1959) whose overarching purpose 
is to conduct research on the conditions for 
peaceful relations between states, groups and 
people. The institute is independent, interna-
tional and interdisciplinary, and explores is-
sues related to all facets of peace and conflict.
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more protests took place in districts with lower 
support for mainstream parties, higher mortal-
ity rates, and more stringent measures. In the 
summer months in between, the pandemic 
situation relaxed and few protests took place. 
The remaining events were more likely to take 
place in districts with higher population size, 
more centrally located districts, and districts 
with a larger share of workforce with university 
education. Support for mainstream parties was 
not a pivotal factor in this interim period.

When predicting counterfactual effects, we 
found that a Democratic-controlled state in the 
US experiences on average 4.18 more protest 
events per month than if the state was governed 
by Republicans. This results partly from more 
stringent containment policies in states gov-
erned by the Democrats but also indirectly from 
other factors such as population size. When 
comparing Democratic states with Republican 
states that have passed similarly stringent 
Covid-19 containment policies, the effect of 
partisanship in Democratic-governed states and 
Republican-governed states becomes similar. 
These findings rest on the assumption that the 
strengthening of measures would increase the 
number of protests evenly in Democratic and 
Republican states.

But what if stricter containment policies were to 
increase the number of protest events unevenly 
in Republican and Democratic states? Assum-
ing this was the case, we find that the same 
increase in the stringency of containment poli-
cies results in more protests in states governed 
by Democrats than in states governed by the 
Republican party. Thus, there is evidence that 
more protests take place in Democratic states 
both because they pass stricter measures and 
because these containment policies are imple-
mented by Democrats. Further results show 
that in the polarized setting in the US, states 
with higher economic inequality experience 
more protests.

Conclusions

Protests against containment policies are a by-
product of the management of a pandemic. Al-
though these protest events take place in many 
countries, they are not randomly distributed. 
Looking at various geographical regions, our re-
search shows that both policy and politics affect 
the geographical and temporal distribution of 
protests against coronavirus measures.

Since the effectiveness of policies relies on their 
support among the population, policy makers 

should take sufficient note of protests against 
containment measures. Given that protests are 
legitimate means of political dissent in democ-
racies, they open up a public debate about the 
usefulness and appropriateness of measures. 
The likelihood of adherence tends to be higher 
for policies which are minimally invasive, ap-
propriate, and comprehensible to the public.

Currently, protesters appear to have had little or 
no impact on the stringency of coronavirus poli-
cies. Despite a growing fatigue, which exists in 
all countries, most measures were only relaxed 
partially or complemented by requirements 
pertaining to Covid-19 vaccinations. Due to the 
dynamic nature of both the pandemic and coro-
navirus measures, however, the future develop-
ment of protests against coronavirus measures 
is difficult to forecast.  
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Figure 3: Number of protest events over time (March 2020–January 2021)
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