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How does public perception of climate protest influence

support for climate action?

N. Badullovich

'™ D. Tucker', R. Amoako', P. Ansah’, B. Davis', U. Horoszko', L. Zakiyyah' and E. Maibach'

Increasingly, climate activists use nonviolent civil disobedience (NVCD) to raise awareness about the need to end fossil fuel use. In
two small studies we explored the potential of NVCD to enhance U.S. public support for this goal. Study 1 showed that some NVCD
actions (e.g., marches and sit-ins) and some targets of those actions (e.g., fossil fuel companies) are seen as more acceptable than
other targets (e.g., ordinary people). Study 2 suggested that perceived acceptable NVCD actions against perceived acceptable
targets may be more effective than other forms of NVCD. We provide some potential directions for future research to better

elucidate understanding on this topic.

npj Climate Action (2024)3:16; https://doi.org/10.1038/544168-023-00096-9

In mid-October 2022, climate activists entered the National Gallery
in London. They stopped by one of the gallery’s most frequently
visited works of art, Vincent Van Gogh’s Sunflowers, opened a can
of tomato soup, doused the painting (encased in a protective glass
frame), and glued themselves to the wall. The protesters called for
eliminating fossil fuels, like oil, to abate further climate change' .
This act is just one example of an increasingly common trend of
activists adopting NVCD to advocate for more ambitious efforts to
address climate change. Engaging in NVCD has been used to
attract attention to the impacts of climate change, with forms of
protests such as sit-ins, blockades, and throwing soup or paint
becoming more common tactics to gain attention and news
coverage®.

These acts of NVCD have drawn widespread media attention, as
well as criticism, for example by The International Council of
Museums (ICOM)>. Many in the public have also reacted negatively
to these tactics; a recent poll found that 46% of American adults
feel that NVCD actions decrease their support for efforts to curb
climate change®. Thus, an open question is: Do these types of
protests help build a broad coalition of support necessary for
systemic change”?

Here, we focus on the concept of perceived appropriateness,
defined as the degree to which people see an action - and/or the
target of that action - as being appropriate for NVCD. Perceived
legitimacy is a relevant theory and is useful for conceptualizing
how certain groups view the actions of others®. However, for this
study, we have chosen to operationalize legitimacy as perceived
appropriateness, as a general representation of whether one views
a specific action as appropriate or not. Study 1 was guided by the
research question:

ARE THERE DIFFERENCES IN PERCEPTIONS OF
APPROPRIATENESS FOR DIFFERENT NVCD ACTIONS AND
TARGETS?

We surveyed 400 Americans (n=380 after removing non-
finishers/consenters and those that failed attention checks) via
Prolific and age and sex were quota matched in-line with U.S.
census parameters (race was partly matched, although not
ethnicity, and hence, our sample is underrepresented with respect

to Hispanic Americans). Participants were asked to rate a
randomized list of 16 NVCD tactics and 16 targets—that were
based on actual events—on a 7-point scale from highly
inappropriate to highly appropriate. We found significant differ-
ences in the perceived appropriateness of both NVCD targets and
actions (Fig. 1). The targets perceived to be most appropriate were
fossil fuel companies (M =5.77), CEOs of fossil fuel companies
(M = 5.64), and federal government officials that promote fossil fuels
(M =5.61); least appropriate were museums that do not accept
fossil fuel funding (M =232), ordinary people (M =2.88), and
commuters driving to work (M =3.39). The actions perceived as
most appropriate were boycotts (M = 6.09), public marches/rallies
(M =5.76), and sit-ins (M =5.27); least appropriate were physical
assault (M =1.45), soup throwing (M =1.53), and breaking into
buildings (M = 1.86). Many more targets (81%) than actions (31%)
were seen as at least slightly appropriate.

Democrats rated nearly all actions and targets as more
appropriate than did Republicans, although, with few exceptions,
the two group’s relative ratings were remarkably consistent (Fig.
1a, b). Both groups agree that certain forms of civil disobedience
and certain targets are appropriate, and other forms
inappropriate.

In summary, most Americans view climate-related NVCD as
appropriate if it is non-violent and targeted towards those
companies or entities which are responsible for taking actions to
the detriment of the climate. This could be in the form of
promoting fossil fuel use, or even accepting fossil fuel financing.
Conversely, actions that are violent, or targeted at entities not
seen as being responsible for exacerbating climate change are
seen as inappropriate targets.

Next, harnessing the findings from Study 1, we tested whether
presenting Americans (sampled in the same way as in the prior
study) with perceived appropriate forms of NVCD would result in
greater support for the climate movement than presenting
perceived inappropriate forms. Using a 2x2 pre-post experi-
mental design (n =391), we hypothesized that people who read a
statement describing a form of NVCD perceived to be entirely
appropriate (i.e, both action and target) would show greater
support for the climate movement (an index comprised of support
for the movement, feelings towards activists, and willingness to
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Appropriateness of targets of civil disobedience

(2) asked in the study
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P - Banks that finance the fossil fuel industry
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(b Appropriateness of civil disobedience actions asked
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—— < Boycott
——® o Public march/rally in the street
—_—— o Sit-in: building of entity failing to protect climate
—— -® ©- Labor strike at company failing to protect the climate
—_— < School strike
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protect climate
= e Spray painting building of entity failing to protect climate
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%= 3 Blocking road
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oo Physically ing corp official failing to
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Highly Neither Highly
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Fig. 1 Acceptability means for actions and targets of different protests. Acceptability means for actions and targets—Means (teal=grand
mean) for acceptability for targets a and actions b of civil disobedience with means for Republicans (red diamonds) and Democrats (blue
diamonds). The horizontal lines for all three groups represent 95% confidence intervals. Acceptability was rated on a 7-point scale from highly

inappropriate (1) to highly appropriate (7).

participate, dpre =0.83 & apose = 0.85) than people who read a
statement describing a partially appropriate form (action or
target), or an entirely inappropriate form. A stimulus sampling
approach was used where one of three potential messages was
shown per experimental group (see supplementary materials for a
graphical representation).

Before and after reading the scenario, participants answered a
series of questions pertaining to support for the climate move-
ment (which were subsequently averaged into an index) and
acceptability of the action/target. As a test of the effectiveness of
our experimental factors, a one-way ANOVA comparing three
groups (high, medium, and low appropriateness) demonstrated a
significant effect of condition on perceived appropriateness (F(2,
341) =38.6, p<0.001). Consistent with findings from Study 1,
Post-hoc tests showed significant mean differences for all groups,
with the largest being between the highly appropriate and highly
inappropriate conditions (AMowtigh = —2.90, p <0.001,
d=-1.38[-1.71, —1.05]).

We ran a repeated-measured ANOVA to assess the effect of
experimental conditions on the outcome measures. There were
between-group differences in the hypothesized direction—such
that participants in the entirely appropriate group showed higher
support than those in the entirely inappropriate group—but the
differences were not significant (F(2, 304) = 1.04, p = 0.353). The
lack of significant differences was not unexpected given our
sample was inadequately powered, as is typical for a pilot study.

To sum up, we believe these two studies—despite being small
and underpowered—provide helpful insights. First, we have
shown that reactions to NVCD tend to be more favorable when
both the target and action are seen to be appropriate. Returning
to our opening paragraph, neither soup-throwing nor museums as
targets were seen as particularly appropriate by our participants.
This may be one reason why events of this nature can draw
criticism®'°. In some cases, the primary aim of NVCD is to disrupt
daily life and bring awareness to an issue. We accept this may be
the primary goal, particularly for the more ‘radical flank’ of social
movements''. However, a vast social movements literature
suggests that meaningful change can occur when movements
successfully build a broad and diverse supporter base'>'3, This is
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particularly important in democratic countries where public policy
can depend on public sentiment and support. Our study
contributes to understanding on how people view various protest
actions, which a key first step before developing strategies which
will be effective at bringing people into climate movements.

The two studies here are limited in size (and ethnicity), and
hence, future research should prioritize deepening our under-
standing of perceived appropriateness both theoretically and
practically. Additionally, larger samples would allow observation of
demographic group differences like race, age, and gender.
Questions for future research could center around: how does
perceived appropriateness vary across demographics? What
factors shape one’s attitude of appropriateness towards climate
protest? What role does perceived appropriateness play in
awareness raising compared with movement building? Finally,
our study captured one climate movement, and it is important to
recognize that there is no monolithic climate movement. Hence,
future research could choose to focus on different kinds of climate
movements, as tactics from the more moderate groups may have
different effects to those more radical.

In closing, we advocate for more research, with adequately
powered samples, to better elucidate how NVCD can be
harnessed to broaden the base of support for the climate
movement. Such research can have value in advancing a theory
of NVCD and can have practical importance. Better identifying
which tactics can help bring people into the climate movement
may be a key element for future success.

METHODS

Study design and analysis

Samples for study 1 (n=380) and study 2 (n=391) were both
obtained through the crowdsourcing platform, Prolific, with data
collection approved by George Mason University’s Institutional
Review Board. Participants were asked which political party they
identify with, and participants who answered “Independent” or
“Other” were promoted with a follow-up question asking if they
learned more toward one party (neither was offered as an option).
Responses to these questions were combined and resulted in



sorting into either Republican or Democrat groups, with all other
responses being classified as missing. Data were analyzed in
Jamovi'#18,

Reporting summary

Further information on research design is available in the Nature
Research Reporting Summary linked to this article.

DATA AVAILABILITY

The data that support the findings of this study are available from the corresponding
author upon reasonable request.
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