
VU Research Portal

Protest! Studies on Protest Politicization, Perceived Protest Atmosphere, and Protest
Policing
van Leeuwen, A.L.

2016

document version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication in VU Research Portal

citation for published version (APA)
van Leeuwen, A. L. (2016). Protest! Studies on Protest Politicization, Perceived Protest Atmosphere, and
Protest Policing. [PhD-Thesis - Research and graduation internal, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam]. Ridderprint.

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal ?

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

E-mail address:
vuresearchportal.ub@vu.nl

Download date: 24. May. 2023

https://research.vu.nl/en/publications/bc98083a-a00e-40f5-9b03-cea893a8c23b


 

  
5 | To What Extent Has Transnational Protest Policing   
        Diffused to National European Protest Events?

Anouk van Leeuwen

John D. McCarthy

Jacquelien van Stekelenburg

Bert Klandermans



5

120 |

| Chapter 5

Abstract 

In the last decades of the twentieth century, Western democracies generally controlled street 

demonstrations by ‘negotiated management’, a policing style that protects the right to protest. 

Following the 1999 ‘Battle of Seattle’ and other transnational protests, Western police forces 

developed a more repressive protest policing style called ‘strategic incapacitation’, which seeks 

to securitize society. While scholars initially considered strategic incapacitation to be reserved 

for transnational protests, some now argue that it has diffused to national protests that pose a 

threat to the establishment and/or police forces. However, research on this diffusion premise is 

rare, and while it is consistently supported in the United States, it is not in Europe. This paper 

seeks to provide more insight into the police’s use of strategic incapacitation to manage national 

European protests. To do so, we assessed researchers’ and protest organizers’ direct 

observations of strategic incapacitation tactics at 78 national European protests (2009-13), 

which were categorized as non-threatening, somewhat threatening, or threatening to the 

establishment and/or police forces. Our results showed that the more a protest is considered 

threatening, the more the police use strategic incapacitation tactics to manage it. Nevertheless, 

threatening protests rarely witness the most aggressive tactics of this policing style (e.g., use of 

less-lethal weapons). So, we concluded that, in the countries and years under study, the 

diffusion of transnational protest policing to national protests is limited.  

 

Keywords  

(Trans)national street demonstrations 

Protest threats 

Protest policing styles 

Tactical diffusion 

Strategic incapacitation

In the course of two days, over 1,000 civilians were wounded as the Italian police and 

carabinieri launched 6,200 tear gas grenades and fired off 20 live ammunition rounds. 

Repeated charges were carried out by police, often spearheaded by high-speed 

armoured vehicles. During one such charge, a carabinieri Land Rover became isolated 

and besieged by protesters. One of the carabinieri on board opened fire on and killed a 

23-year-old male demonstrator, Carlo Giuliani (Waddington, 2007: 125; referring to 

Della Porta and Reiter, 2006a: 13-42). 

 

The above quote summarizes how the police managed the street demonstrations that were 

staged against the 27
th

 summit of the ‘Group of Eight’ (G8)—a meeting of the heads of state 

of the richest industrialized countries in the world
1
—in Genoa, Italy, on July 21-22, 2001. 

This policing style, which is called ‘strategic incapacitation’ (Noakes, Klocke, and Gillham, 

2005), aims to ‘securitize society’ (Gillham, 2011: 637) through the use of less-lethal 

weapons (e.g., tear gas), extensive surveillance, and the control the space, amongst others 

(Gillham, 2011; Noakes et al., 2005). Protest policing scholars widely agree that Western 

democracies employ strategic incapacitation to control ‘transnational protests’ (Della Porta 

and Reiter, 2006b; Della Porta and Tarrow, 2012; Fernandez, 2009; King and Waddington, 

2006; Peterson, 2006; Scholl, 2010; Starr, Fernandez, and Scholl, 2011; Vitale, 2007)
2
, that is 

to say, ‘protests that mainly address international targets and involve a substantive number of 

protesters from different countries’ (Della Porta and Tarrow, 2012: 126, referring to Della 

Porta and Tarrow, 2005). This policing style is used because the goal(s) and composition of 

these protests make them threatening to the establishment as well as the police (Della Porta, 

Peterson, and Reiter, 2006; Fernandez, 2009).    

At its conception, strategic incapacitation was considered to be reserved for 

transnational demonstrations (Ericson and Doyle, 1999; Waddington and King, 2005). 

Relatively non-threatening national protests—events that mainly address national targets (e.g., 

national governments or companies), and/or involve protesters from the country in which the 

                                                           
1
 The G8, which was formed in 1997, includes Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Russia, the United 

Kingdom, and the United States. However, in 2014, Russia was suspended, and, since then, it has been replaced 

by the European Union (Wikipedia, n.d. (a)). 
2
 Worth mentioning, is that some scholars use a different term to refer to this policing style, such as 

‘exclusionary fortress-oriented policing’ (King and Waddington, 2006) or ‘command and control’ policing 

(Vitale, 2007). While Vitale (2007: 406) explicitly indicates that ‘command and control’ is consistent with 

strategic incapacitation, as these policing styles ‘each attempt to prevent the possibility of disruptive protest 

activity through the isolation and control of potentially disorderly groups and individuals’, King and Waddington 

(2006) do not. The latter scholars, however, report tactics that are considered to be part of the strategic 

incapacitation repertoire (see Gillham, 2011), such as the use of less-lethal weapons, extensive surveillance, and 

the control of space. 
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protest is staged—were generally policed by ‘negotiated management’ (McCarthy and 

McPhail, 1998; McPhail, Schweingruber, and McCarthy, 1998). This facilitatory protest 

policing style, which is characterized by, inter alia, two-sided communications with 

demonstrators and the minimum use of force necessary (McPhail et al., 1998), was introduced 

in the 1980s to replace the notoriously repressive ‘escalated force’ approach (Ibid.). 

In the last few years, however, some scholars have argued that strategic incapacitation 

has diffused from transnational protests to national protests that constitute a threat to the 

establishment and/or the police forces (Della Porta and Zamponi, 2013; Gillham, 2011). Still, 

research on this diffusion premise is rare, and while it is consistently supported in the United 

States (e.g., Gillham, Edwards, and Noakes, 2013, Vitale, 2007), it is not in Europe. Strategic 

incapacitation was only witnessed at a few threatening national demonstrations staged in 

Rome, Italy (Della Porta and Zamponi, 2013). At such events staged in the United Kingdom, 

the police used a negotiated management approach (e.g., Stott, Scothern, and Gorringe, 2013). 

Further, to manage an annual threatening protest in Stockholm, Sweden, and the equally 

threatening counterdemonstrations that it attracts, the police deployed a negotiated 

management approach to which some strategic incapacitation tactics had been added 

(Wahlström, 2010). These inconsistent findings beg the question to what extent strategic 

incapacitation has diffused from transnational protests to threatening national European 

protest events.  

This paper seeks to provide an answer to that question. To do so, we studied 

researchers’ and protest organizers’ direct observations of strategic incapacitation tactics at 78 

national European protests. These events were staged in 8 different countries (Belgium, Czech 

Republic, Italy, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom), 

between 2009 and 2013, and categorized as non-threatening, somewhat threatening or 

threating to the establishment and/or police forces. Being able to study to what extent the 

police used strategic incapacitation tactics to manage a large number of protests, which 

constituted different levels of threat, and were observed from different vantage points, we 

believe we are well able to provide a valid portrayal of the diffusion premise for the countries 

and years under study. 

Gaining a better understanding of the extent to which strategic incapacitation has 

diffused from transnational protests to national protests is important for two reasons. First of 

all, protest policing styles inform us of the quality of our democracies. Protesting is a 

fundamental democratic right (see, e.g., Article 11 of the European Convention on Human 

Rights, n.d.), which is protected by the police forces. Paradoxically, the police are also 

responsible for public order, that is, ‘the normal course of events in publically accessible 

places’ (Adang, 2007: 803). A balance between these two responsibilities of the police forces 

is important. As Gillham (2011: 636, referring to Marx, 1988) put it: ‘[the] police […] are 

both necessary to protect democracy and at the same time are an institution from which 

democratic societies need protection’. According to various policing scholars (Della Porta and 

Zamponi, 2013; Fernandez, 2009; Starr et al., 2011; Vitale, 2005), strategic incapacitation 

tilted the balance in favor of public order, thus, at the cost of the right to protest. So, if the 

diffusion of strategic incapacitation from transnational protests to national protests is 

extensive, then the quality of our democracies will ultimately be diminished (Starr et al., 

2011).   

Secondly, and more practically, research revealed that the police conduct has a 

considerable impact on whether a demonstration turns violent or not (Reicher, Stott, Cronin, 

Adang, 2004; also see Van Leeuwen, Klandermans, and Van Stekelenburg, 2015). For 

example, the deployment of disproportionate and/or undifferentiated policing tactics (e.g., tear 

gas and barricades) has been found to induce conflict, rather than contain it (Reicher et al., 

2004; also see Noakes et al., 2005). So, if threatening national European protests are now 

generally policed by strategic incapacitation, then these events will be more likely to get out 

of hand.  

 

PROTEST POLICING 

 

Protest policing—‘the police handling of protest events’ (Della Porta and Fillieule, 2004: 

217)—has been found to differ between events and over time (Della Porta and Reiter, 1998; 

Earl, Soule, and McCarthy, 2003; Rafail, 2015) because of the threats that protests pose to the 

establishment and/or the police forces (Davenport, 2007; Earl and Soule, 2006). In the 

following, we first delineate what makes protests threatening, and explain why transnational 

protests are generally considered more threatening than national protests. Then, we describe 

how protest policing in Western democracies has changed over time. In doing so, we report 

three dominant protest policing styles, being: ‘escalated force’, ‘negotiated management’ and 

‘strategic incapacitation’. At the end of this section, we portray the current academic debate 

on the diffusion of strategic incapacitation from transnational protests to threatening national 

protest events, which is followed by our research question and hypothesis.       
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Protest Threats 

Scholars have explained the police handling of protest events—‘what protesters usually refer 

to as ‘repression’ and the state as ‘law and order’’ (Della Porta and Fillieule, 2004: 217, 

referring to Della Porta, 1995)—in various ways. Some argued that weak protest groups, that 

is to say, those that are relatively unable to react to repressive force and/or are not supported 

by outside audiences (e.g., the media), are more harshly policed. For example, Davenport, 

Soule, and Armstrong (2011) found that in the United States the police more often attend 

black protests than white protests, and that they are also more likely to intervene in the former 

than the latter. Other scholars proposed that the police repression is more likely at protests 

that are staged by weak groups that pose a threat to the establishment. For example, 

Stockdill’s (2003) study on the confrontational HIV/AIDS movement in the United States 

indicated that protests that were staged by black people were more likely to be repressed than 

those in which predominantly white people participated. Still, most support has been found 

for two theories, which maintain that protests are more harshly policed when they pose a 

larger threat to the establishment (i.e. the ‘systemic threat approach’) and/or the police forces 

(i.e. the ‘blue approach’). 

The systemic threat approach is explained as follows: ‘When challenges to the status 

quo take place, authorities generally employ some form of repressive action to counter or 

eliminate the behavioral threat’ (Davenport, 2007: 7). Research revealed that protests are 

threatening to the establishment when, inter alia, their participants have revolutionary goals 

(Della Porta and Fillieule, 2004; Noakes et al., 2005), or use confrontational tactics 

(McAdam, 1982), such as direct action (i.e. ‘[the use of] disruptive tactics [e.g., blockade, 

occupation, or civil disobedience], without anticipating or seeking arrest’) (Fernandez, 2009: 

53).  

The blue approach to protest policing maintains that ‘the situational threats posed by 

protesters to […] [the] police are critical predictors of police presence and action’ (Earl and 

Soule, 2006: 145, also see Warner and McCarthy, 2014). Such situational threats refer to a 

(potential) disturbance of public order. As Earl and Soule (2006: 149) put it: ‘situational 

threats […] indicate that they [the police] may lose control of a community or a crowd (or 

have already begun to do so)’ (Earl and Soule, 2006: 149). Examples of situational threats 

abound. For instance, the police consider protests threatening when they are staged by young 

protesters, such as students, as these would be ‘ill-informed and easily manipulated by others’ 

(Noakes et al., 2005: 248). Also, when demonstrators have ideological motives, rather than 

material ones, they are ‘more despised by the security forces’, because ‘they are […] [more] 

disturbing and threatening to the status quo’ (Jaime-Jiménez and Reinares, 1998: 183).  

Interestingly, what the latter example illustrates is that certain protest features pose a 

threat to both the establishment and the police forces (Earl and Soule, 2006; Warner and 

McCarthy, 2014). This is in line with reasoning by Scholl (2010: 60), who stated that ‘public 

order […] is conflated with ‘the established order’’. Hirst offers an explanation for this 

observation. In his words: ‘the modern police […] was developed primarily as an instrument 

of political control [and labour discipline]’ (Hirst, 1975: 225).   

Based on the previously mentioned (and other) threats
3
, protests are generally 

categorized along a dimension ranging from non-threatening to threatening (Ayoub, 2010; 

Noakes et al., 2005). National protests, at least those staged during the 1980s and 1990s, are 

generally considered non-threatening (Della Porta and Fillieule, 2004; McCarthy and 

McPhail, 1998), because the organizers of these events usually cooperate with the police 

(Fillieule, 2006). Transnational protests, however, are generally considered threatening (Della 

Porta et al., 2006; King and Waddington, 2006), not only because the global justice 

movement, which typically organizes transnational protests, ‘sometimes rejects cooperation 

with authorities when planning a protest’ (Fernandez, 2009: 53), but also because the 

participants of these events generally pursue ‘revolutionary’ goals (most notably the 

abolishment of neoliberal policies of free trade and privatizations; Della Porta, 2005; also see 

Fernandez, 2009: 35-67), deploy direct action tactics (e.g., ‘decentralized swarming’
4
 and 

‘black blocks’
5
; see Scholl, 2010: 90-98, 220), and are young in age (Andretta and Mosca, 

2004). So, transnational protests are generally considered threatening because they may 

disrupt the status quo as well as public order.  

 

Protest Policing Styles 

The threats that protests pose to the establishment and/or the police forces do not only explain 

variation in protest policing between events, but also changes in protest policing styles over 

                                                           
3
 For a more elaborate overview of protest threats, both from the perspective of the establishment and the police 

forces, see, e.g., Earl (2011) or Noakes et al. (2005). 
4
 Swarming concerns ‘the technique of quickly massing a large number of individuals from all directions onto a 

single position in order to attain a specific goal and then quickly dispersing before authorities can form a counter 

to the protest concentration’ (Roundtree7, 2012). 
5
 The black block tactic involves that ‘individuals wear black clothing, scarves, sunglasses, ski masks, 

motorcycle helmets with padding, or other face-concealing and face-protecting items […] to appear as one large 

unified mass […], to protect their faces and eyes from items such as pepper-spray which law enforcement often 

uses to stun […] [and] to conceal marchers' identities and [thereby] hinder criminal prosecution’ (Wikipedia, n.d. 

(b)). 
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Porta et al., 2006; King and Waddington, 2006), not only because the global justice 

movement, which typically organizes transnational protests, ‘sometimes rejects cooperation 

with authorities when planning a protest’ (Fernandez, 2009: 53), but also because the 

participants of these events generally pursue ‘revolutionary’ goals (most notably the 

abolishment of neoliberal policies of free trade and privatizations; Della Porta, 2005; also see 

Fernandez, 2009: 35-67), deploy direct action tactics (e.g., ‘decentralized swarming’
4
 and 

‘black blocks’
5
; see Scholl, 2010: 90-98, 220), and are young in age (Andretta and Mosca, 

2004). So, transnational protests are generally considered threatening because they may 

disrupt the status quo as well as public order.  

 

Protest Policing Styles 

The threats that protests pose to the establishment and/or the police forces do not only explain 

variation in protest policing between events, but also changes in protest policing styles over 

                                                           
3
 For a more elaborate overview of protest threats, both from the perspective of the establishment and the police 

forces, see, e.g., Earl (2011) or Noakes et al. (2005). 
4
 Swarming concerns ‘the technique of quickly massing a large number of individuals from all directions onto a 

single position in order to attain a specific goal and then quickly dispersing before authorities can form a counter 

to the protest concentration’ (Roundtree7, 2012). 
5
 The black block tactic involves that ‘individuals wear black clothing, scarves, sunglasses, ski masks, 

motorcycle helmets with padding, or other face-concealing and face-protecting items […] to appear as one large 

unified mass […], to protect their faces and eyes from items such as pepper-spray which law enforcement often 

uses to stun […] [and] to conceal marchers' identities and [thereby] hinder criminal prosecution’ (Wikipedia, n.d. 

(b)). 
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time (e.g., Warner and McCarthy, 2014). Three of such changes have been identified across 

Western democracies. 

Until well into the twentieth century, the establishment considered protest to be an 

unconventional form of political participation (e.g., Gillham, 2011). Crowds, including protest 

events, were seen as unpredictable, and therefore threatening (Le Bon, [1895] 1985). To 

counter this threat, the police managed protest by ‘escalated force’ (McPhail et al., 1998), ‘a 

repertoire of tactics revolving around the use of arrests, beatings, tear gas, bullets, and other 

weapons meant to quell protests by inflicting pain and suffering’ (Gillham et al., 2013: 82).  

 Following the protest wave of the 1960s and 1970s, protest became an increasingly 

popular form of voice for collective grievances. Protests were staged more frequently by a 

wider array of social groups addressing a wider range of claims (Meyer and Tarrow, 1998; 

Rucht, 1998). This development led to the increasing acceptance of protest as a normal form 

of political activity (Ibid.; also see Soule and Earl, 2005). Due to the normalization of protest, 

the police was forced, amongst others by the advice of national commissions of inquiry into 

‘questions of policing demonstrations in democracies’ (McPhail et al., 1998: 56), to introduce 

a ‘decidedly softer [protest] approach’ (Gillham et al., 2013: 82). This police approach was 

called ‘negotiated management’ (McPhail et al., 1998). Under negotiated management, the 

police showed greater respect for demonstrators’ constitutional rights and greater tolerance for 

the disturbance of public order, which was manifested by extensive two-sided communication 

with protest organizers before and during the event, and less reliance on arrests and the use of 

force (Ibid.).     

 The shift from escalated force to negotiated management was enabled by the 

introduction of a protest permitting system. This entailed that protesters had to inform the 

police about the upcoming event, and negotiate with them about its time, place, and manner 

(McCarthy and McPhail, 1998; McPhail et al., 1998). As these negotiations provided the 

police with information about the upcoming protest, and opened up a line of communication 

with the protest organizers, protests became more predictable and manageable, and, hence, 

less threatening. For this reason, the police had to resort less to arrests and the use of force 

(Gillham et al., 2013). Worth mentioning here, is that many protest organizations, at least in 

the 1980s and 1990s, were willing to cooperate with the police forces (McCarthy and 

McPhail, 1998). This is, McCarthy and McPhail (1998) maintain, because protest 

organizations were professionalizing, and, therefore, aimed to avoid any escalations from 

happening (also see Blocq, Klandermans, and Van Stekelenburg, 2012). After all, an 

escalation would draw away the media’s attention for their protest issue(s) (Smith, McCarthy, 

McPhail, and Augustyn, 2001). 

 The effectiveness of negotiated management, however, started to fade away around the 

turn of the century with the emergence of transnational protests (Della Porta et al., 2006; 

Gillham, 2011). As discussed, these events are generally considered threatening, amongst 

others, because protesters are no longer willing to cooperate with the police forces. So, to 

handle transnational protests, the police introduced a more ‘repressive protest policing style’ 

(Della Porta et al., 2006: 5), which was coined ‘strategic incapacitation’ (Noakes et al., 

2005).  

Under strategic incapacitation, the police aim to ‘preserve security and to neutralize 

those [protesters] most likely to pose a security threat’ (Gillham, 2011: 640). This means that 

the police only protect the constitutional rights of demonstrators that are willing to cooperate 

with them, and only tolerate community disruption at pre-established times and places and in 

pre-determined ways. Communication with protest organizers is selective—only granted to 

compliant protesters—and one-sided. Probably as a result of this, the police also rely on the 

arrest of (potentially) transgressive protesters, which oftentimes is massive (Della Porta and 

Tarrow, 2012; Gillham, 2011; Vitale, 2007). For instance, at the protests staged against the 

meeting of the G8 in Genoa in 2001, approximately 300 people were arrested (Wilson, 2010).  

Next to that, the police use force to control uncooperative protesters, for instance by 

the deployment of special police units (e.g., riot police and/or mounted police) and the use of 

less-lethal weapons (e.g., tear gas, and/or weapons firing rubber, plastic or wooden bullets) 

(Della Porta and Tarrow, 2012; Gillham, 2011; Vitale, 2007). Quite a few times, such force 

has left protesters, police officers and/or bystanders injured. At the G8 protests in Genoa, for 

example, more than 1,000 people needed medical treatment (Gubitosa, 2003: 177).  

What further distinguishes strategic incapacitation is the extensive use of surveillance 

(e.g., infiltration of protest organizations, real-time filming and/or photographing of 

demonstrators) (Gillham, 2011; Vitale, 2007). Further, this policing style entails the 

widespread sharing of information on protest organizations and their events between 

government agencies (Della Porta and Tarrow, 2012; Gillham, 2011). For example, the 

‘Coordinating National Research Programmes and Policies on Security at Major Events in 

Europe (2008-2011)’, which is funded by the European Commission, published a manual to 

manage transnational protests and other large crowd events (UNICRI, 2011; also see Scholl, 

2010: 151-157). Lastly, the strategic incapacitation approach includes various tactics that are 

aimed at controlling the protest space. Well-known examples are the use of mobile nets 
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time (e.g., Warner and McCarthy, 2014). Three of such changes have been identified across 

Western democracies. 

Until well into the twentieth century, the establishment considered protest to be an 

unconventional form of political participation (e.g., Gillham, 2011). Crowds, including protest 

events, were seen as unpredictable, and therefore threatening (Le Bon, [1895] 1985). To 

counter this threat, the police managed protest by ‘escalated force’ (McPhail et al., 1998), ‘a 

repertoire of tactics revolving around the use of arrests, beatings, tear gas, bullets, and other 

weapons meant to quell protests by inflicting pain and suffering’ (Gillham et al., 2013: 82).  

 Following the protest wave of the 1960s and 1970s, protest became an increasingly 

popular form of voice for collective grievances. Protests were staged more frequently by a 

wider array of social groups addressing a wider range of claims (Meyer and Tarrow, 1998; 

Rucht, 1998). This development led to the increasing acceptance of protest as a normal form 

of political activity (Ibid.; also see Soule and Earl, 2005). Due to the normalization of protest, 

the police was forced, amongst others by the advice of national commissions of inquiry into 

‘questions of policing demonstrations in democracies’ (McPhail et al., 1998: 56), to introduce 

a ‘decidedly softer [protest] approach’ (Gillham et al., 2013: 82). This police approach was 

called ‘negotiated management’ (McPhail et al., 1998). Under negotiated management, the 

police showed greater respect for demonstrators’ constitutional rights and greater tolerance for 

the disturbance of public order, which was manifested by extensive two-sided communication 

with protest organizers before and during the event, and less reliance on arrests and the use of 

force (Ibid.).     

 The shift from escalated force to negotiated management was enabled by the 

introduction of a protest permitting system. This entailed that protesters had to inform the 

police about the upcoming event, and negotiate with them about its time, place, and manner 

(McCarthy and McPhail, 1998; McPhail et al., 1998). As these negotiations provided the 

police with information about the upcoming protest, and opened up a line of communication 

with the protest organizers, protests became more predictable and manageable, and, hence, 

less threatening. For this reason, the police had to resort less to arrests and the use of force 

(Gillham et al., 2013). Worth mentioning here, is that many protest organizations, at least in 

the 1980s and 1990s, were willing to cooperate with the police forces (McCarthy and 

McPhail, 1998). This is, McCarthy and McPhail (1998) maintain, because protest 

organizations were professionalizing, and, therefore, aimed to avoid any escalations from 

happening (also see Blocq, Klandermans, and Van Stekelenburg, 2012). After all, an 

escalation would draw away the media’s attention for their protest issue(s) (Smith, McCarthy, 

McPhail, and Augustyn, 2001). 

 The effectiveness of negotiated management, however, started to fade away around the 

turn of the century with the emergence of transnational protests (Della Porta et al., 2006; 

Gillham, 2011). As discussed, these events are generally considered threatening, amongst 

others, because protesters are no longer willing to cooperate with the police forces. So, to 

handle transnational protests, the police introduced a more ‘repressive protest policing style’ 

(Della Porta et al., 2006: 5), which was coined ‘strategic incapacitation’ (Noakes et al., 

2005).  

Under strategic incapacitation, the police aim to ‘preserve security and to neutralize 

those [protesters] most likely to pose a security threat’ (Gillham, 2011: 640). This means that 

the police only protect the constitutional rights of demonstrators that are willing to cooperate 

with them, and only tolerate community disruption at pre-established times and places and in 

pre-determined ways. Communication with protest organizers is selective—only granted to 

compliant protesters—and one-sided. Probably as a result of this, the police also rely on the 

arrest of (potentially) transgressive protesters, which oftentimes is massive (Della Porta and 

Tarrow, 2012; Gillham, 2011; Vitale, 2007). For instance, at the protests staged against the 

meeting of the G8 in Genoa in 2001, approximately 300 people were arrested (Wilson, 2010).  

Next to that, the police use force to control uncooperative protesters, for instance by 

the deployment of special police units (e.g., riot police and/or mounted police) and the use of 

less-lethal weapons (e.g., tear gas, and/or weapons firing rubber, plastic or wooden bullets) 

(Della Porta and Tarrow, 2012; Gillham, 2011; Vitale, 2007). Quite a few times, such force 

has left protesters, police officers and/or bystanders injured. At the G8 protests in Genoa, for 

example, more than 1,000 people needed medical treatment (Gubitosa, 2003: 177).  

What further distinguishes strategic incapacitation is the extensive use of surveillance 

(e.g., infiltration of protest organizations, real-time filming and/or photographing of 

demonstrators) (Gillham, 2011; Vitale, 2007). Further, this policing style entails the 

widespread sharing of information on protest organizations and their events between 

government agencies (Della Porta and Tarrow, 2012; Gillham, 2011). For example, the 

‘Coordinating National Research Programmes and Policies on Security at Major Events in 

Europe (2008-2011)’, which is funded by the European Commission, published a manual to 

manage transnational protests and other large crowd events (UNICRI, 2011; also see Scholl, 

2010: 151-157). Lastly, the strategic incapacitation approach includes various tactics that are 

aimed at controlling the protest space. Well-known examples are the use of mobile nets 
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(‘kettling’) and the erection of barricades (Della Porta and Tarrow, 2012; Gillham, 2011; 

Vitale, 2007; also see King and Waddington, 2006; Scholl, 2010).  

 

Diffusion of Strategic Incapacitation 

Strategic incapacitation was coined in the context of transnational protest events. What is 

more, this policing style was initially considered to be reserved for transnational protests 

(Ericson and Doyle, 1999; Waddington and King, 2005). This premise implies that national 

demonstrations would still be policed by negotiated management. In recent years, however, 

scholars have argued that strategic incapacitation has diffused, not only between Western 

countries that were hosting international summits (Della Porta and Tarrow, 2012), but also 

from transnational protests to national protests that were threatening to the establishment 

and/or the police (Della Porta and Zamponi, 2013; Gillham, 2011), and to other potentially 

disruptive crowd events, such as music festivals, sporting events, and local celebrations (e.g., 

Halloween) (Gillham et al., 2013).  

This premise of tactical diffusion—that the ‘prior adoption of a trait or practice in a 

population alters the probability of adoption for remaining non-adopters’ (Strang, 1991: 325) 

—is not new. For example, social movement scholars found that protest tactics spread over 

time and space (Tilly, 2008; also see Scholl, 2010; Soule, 1997). The same holds for protest 

policing tactics (McPhail et al., 1998; Rafail, 2015). For example, Rafail (2015) found that the 

policing of protest in New York City has been influenced by ‘policy decisions unrelated to 

protest policing’ (Op cit.: 1), such as the widespread privatization of public space, and the 

New York City Police Departments’ campaign of ‘zero-tolerance’ (i.e. strategic 

incapacitation) policing (Op cit.: 2) (also see Vitale, 2005, 2007). Further, the interactional 

dynamics between police and demonstrators are known to diffuse (Della Porta and Tarrow, 

2012; McAdam, 1983). For example, at many transnational protests, police and demonstrators 

scuffle at the border of the summit venue area (i.e. the ‘red zone’) because police officers try 

to prevent demonstrators from entering it (Della Porta and Tarrow, 2012). 

Research on the diffusion of strategic incapacitation from transnational protests to 

national protests is, however, rare. And while findings are consistent for the United States, 

that is, New York City, they are not for Europe. In New York, strategic incapacitation has 

been used to manage a range of threatening national protests, including a rally against the Iraq 

War in 2003 (Vitale, 2005), the ‘Critical Mass bicycle ride’ (2004) (Vitale, 2007), and various 

events staged by ‘Occupy Wall Street’ in 2011 (Gillham et al., 2013). These events witnessed 

most, if not all, tactics pertaining to strategic incapacitation.  

European researchers, however, only identified this policing style at a few threatening 

national protests staged in Rome: two student protests staged in 2010 (November 30 and 

December 14), and the ‘global day of action’ (2011) (Della Porta and Zamponi, 2013). Worth 

mentioning though, is that the police conduct at the latter three protests was considered ‘less 

brutal by far’ than at transnational protests, such as those staged against the G8 in Genoa (Op. 

cit.: 78), possibly because some of the more aggressive tactics that were witnessed at the G8 

protests (e.g., the use of less-lethal weapons), were only deployed in an isolated fashion 

(Corriere Della Sera, 2011; Libcom, 2010; Wells, 2010).  

Strategic incapacitation was not deployed to manage several threatening national 

protests that were staged in the United Kingdom in 2011 and 2012, including ‘Occupy 

London’, a ‘Smash EDO’ demonstration in Brighton (Stott et al., 2013), and a three-day 

protest against the Liberal Democrats’ Spring Conference in Sheffield (Gorringe, Stott, and 

Rosie, 2012; Waddington, 2013). Here, the police engaged in negotiated management. For 

this reason, one of the authors concluded that ‘it would be difficult to assert a creeping shift 

toward strategic incapacitation in the UK, even when police are faced with ‘transgressive’ 

protest[er]s’ (Stott et al., 2013: 224).  

Further, strategic incapacitation was only used in part to manage the threatening 

‘Salem march’—an annual protest staged by racist and neo-Nazi organizations in Stockholm, 

Sweden—and the equally threatening counterdemonstrations (staged by anti-racist and 

antifascist activists) that it attracts.
 
That is to say, between 2001 and 2008, these events were 

managed by a negotiated management repertoire to which a few strategic incapacitation 

tactics had been added, most notably the control of space (Wahlström, 2010).  

We gather that these European findings are inconsistent, because they are based on 

case studies, which do not compare protests of different threat levels. Arguably, the protests 

where strategic incapacitation was deployed may have been more threatening that those where 

it was not. In other words, we think that current research does not provide a systematic 

account of the police’s use of strategic incapacitation to manage national European protests. 

Probably, this is because such an assessment requires extensive data of the police gear and 

conduct at national European street demonstrations, which, until recently, have not been 

available.  

The recent completion of a massive dataset on street demonstrations by the 

international collaborative research project ‘Caught in the act of protest: Contextualizing 

Contestation’ (CCC) provided us with the opportunity to develop a comparative design to 

study to what extent strategic incapacitation has diffused from transnational protests to 
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(‘kettling’) and the erection of barricades (Della Porta and Tarrow, 2012; Gillham, 2011; 

Vitale, 2007; also see King and Waddington, 2006; Scholl, 2010).  

 

Diffusion of Strategic Incapacitation 

Strategic incapacitation was coined in the context of transnational protest events. What is 

more, this policing style was initially considered to be reserved for transnational protests 
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demonstrations would still be policed by negotiated management. In recent years, however, 
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protest policing’ (Op cit.: 1), such as the widespread privatization of public space, and the 

New York City Police Departments’ campaign of ‘zero-tolerance’ (i.e. strategic 

incapacitation) policing (Op cit.: 2) (also see Vitale, 2005, 2007). Further, the interactional 

dynamics between police and demonstrators are known to diffuse (Della Porta and Tarrow, 

2012; McAdam, 1983). For example, at many transnational protests, police and demonstrators 

scuffle at the border of the summit venue area (i.e. the ‘red zone’) because police officers try 

to prevent demonstrators from entering it (Della Porta and Tarrow, 2012). 

Research on the diffusion of strategic incapacitation from transnational protests to 

national protests is, however, rare. And while findings are consistent for the United States, 

that is, New York City, they are not for Europe. In New York, strategic incapacitation has 

been used to manage a range of threatening national protests, including a rally against the Iraq 

War in 2003 (Vitale, 2005), the ‘Critical Mass bicycle ride’ (2004) (Vitale, 2007), and various 

events staged by ‘Occupy Wall Street’ in 2011 (Gillham et al., 2013). These events witnessed 

most, if not all, tactics pertaining to strategic incapacitation.  

European researchers, however, only identified this policing style at a few threatening 

national protests staged in Rome: two student protests staged in 2010 (November 30 and 

December 14), and the ‘global day of action’ (2011) (Della Porta and Zamponi, 2013). Worth 

mentioning though, is that the police conduct at the latter three protests was considered ‘less 

brutal by far’ than at transnational protests, such as those staged against the G8 in Genoa (Op. 

cit.: 78), possibly because some of the more aggressive tactics that were witnessed at the G8 

protests (e.g., the use of less-lethal weapons), were only deployed in an isolated fashion 

(Corriere Della Sera, 2011; Libcom, 2010; Wells, 2010).  

Strategic incapacitation was not deployed to manage several threatening national 

protests that were staged in the United Kingdom in 2011 and 2012, including ‘Occupy 

London’, a ‘Smash EDO’ demonstration in Brighton (Stott et al., 2013), and a three-day 

protest against the Liberal Democrats’ Spring Conference in Sheffield (Gorringe, Stott, and 

Rosie, 2012; Waddington, 2013). Here, the police engaged in negotiated management. For 

this reason, one of the authors concluded that ‘it would be difficult to assert a creeping shift 

toward strategic incapacitation in the UK, even when police are faced with ‘transgressive’ 

protest[er]s’ (Stott et al., 2013: 224).  

Further, strategic incapacitation was only used in part to manage the threatening 

‘Salem march’—an annual protest staged by racist and neo-Nazi organizations in Stockholm, 

Sweden—and the equally threatening counterdemonstrations (staged by anti-racist and 

antifascist activists) that it attracts.
 
That is to say, between 2001 and 2008, these events were 

managed by a negotiated management repertoire to which a few strategic incapacitation 

tactics had been added, most notably the control of space (Wahlström, 2010).  

We gather that these European findings are inconsistent, because they are based on 

case studies, which do not compare protests of different threat levels. Arguably, the protests 

where strategic incapacitation was deployed may have been more threatening that those where 

it was not. In other words, we think that current research does not provide a systematic 

account of the police’s use of strategic incapacitation to manage national European protests. 

Probably, this is because such an assessment requires extensive data of the police gear and 

conduct at national European street demonstrations, which, until recently, have not been 

available.  

The recent completion of a massive dataset on street demonstrations by the 

international collaborative research project ‘Caught in the act of protest: Contextualizing 

Contestation’ (CCC) provided us with the opportunity to develop a comparative design to 

study to what extent strategic incapacitation has diffused from transnational protests to 
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threatening national European protests. This design involves a comparison of the police’s use 

of strategic incapacitation tactics at 78 national European protests (2009-13), which were 

categorized into three threat levels, being: non-threatening, somewhat threatening, or 

threatening. Based on existing research, we expect that the more a protest is considered 

threatening, the more the police deploy strategic incapacitation tactics to manage it. Still, even 

threatening protests are assumed to rarely witness the most aggressive tactics of this policing 

style, such as physical violence (without arms) (e.g., pushing and shoving), a baton charge, 

incapacitation by less-lethal weapons, the deployment of mounted police, the deployment of 

the dog brigade, and the physical restrainment of demonstrators (e.g., by mobile nets or 

barricades) (Timmer, 2005: 577). So, the diffusion of strategic incapacitation from 

transnational protests to threatening national European protests is expected to be limited. 

 

METHOD 

 

We employed a dataset of street demonstrations that was gathered by the CCC project. From 

this dataset, we used information about 78 street demonstrations, which were staged in 8 

European countries (Belgium, Czech Republic, Italy, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, 

Switzerland, and the United Kingdom) between November 2009 and November 2013 (see 

Appendix 1). All of the demonstrations under study were national events, which means that 

they mainly addressed national targets and/or that at least 80% of the participants lived in the 

country in which the protest was staged.
6
 Each protest was systematically sampled by using 

standardized research protocols and questionnaires (Van Stekelenburg, Walgrave, 

Klandermans, and Verhulst, 2012; also see Klandermans et al., 2011). 

 

Appraising the Police Conduct 

At the 78 events under study, the police conduct was observed and/or evaluated by protest 

organizers, demonstrators, and two types of researchers (‘pointers’ and interviewers; see the 

section ‘Selecting Demonstrations’ below).  

Protest organizers were interviewed before and after the event. If the event was staged 

by multiple organizers, the most active or important ones were approached. In total, 1 to 5 

organizers were interviewed per event. All interviews were voluntary and generally took place 

                                                           
6
 To determine a protest’s target, we drew from pre-event interviews with the protest organizers (see the section 

‘Protests’ Threat Levels’ below). Data on demonstrators’ countries of residence came from protest surveys (see 

‘Appraising the Police Conduct’).    

on the telephone. For the interviews, we used standardized questionnaires and aimed to 

interview the same person before and after the event. In total, 113 organizers participated in 

pre-event interviews (representing 67 events) and 95 organizers were interviewed after the 

event (61 events).   

Demonstrators were offered a postal questionnaire at the event, which they were asked 

to complete at home and return to the research team in a prepaid envelope. Up to 1,000 

demonstrators were approached per event. The response rate fluctuated between 7% and 52%, 

being 30% on average. In total, 16,098 demonstrators completed a questionnaire for 78 

events.  

When sampling demonstrators, we controlled for a possible response and selection 

bias. For the first, up to 200 demonstrators per event were interviewed before they received 

the survey. As the interview contained some questions that were also in the survey, we could 

analyse the differences. According to an extensive analysis by Walgrave, Wouters, and 

Ketelaars (forthcoming), the systematic response bias is relatively small. As well, to make 

sure each demonstrator had the same chance of being selected, we used a sampling strategy 

designed by Walgrave and Verhulst (2011). This strategy entailed that, at each sampled 

demonstration, respondents were selected by pointers and approached by interviewers. As 

interviewers tend to approach people they deem more willing to cooperate (Verhulst, 2011), 

this division of labour was crucial. To make sure the demonstration was entirely covered, 

pointers and interviewers were spread over the protest area and used a count ratio (for more 

information see Klandermans et al., 2011). Walgrave and colleagues (forthcoming) found 

scattered selection biases in these data, with few systematic effects.  

Directly after the events, pointers and interviewers reported their observations and 

evaluations of the police conduct on a factsheet. In total, 78 pointers and 983 interviewers 

reported their observations for 78 and 77 events, respectively.  

 

Selecting Demonstrations 

Protests had to meet four different requirements to be eligible for sampling by the CCC 

project. First of all, demonstrations needed to be relatively large (≥ 3,000 expected 

participants) as we aimed to distribute 1,000 protester questionnaires.
7
 Also, demonstrations 

expected to be violent were excluded as country teams were responsible for the safety of their 

interviewers. Further, the project aimed to sample demonstrations that were staged by a 

                                                           
7
 In the Czech Republic, the size threshold was lowered to 1,000 foreseen participants, given that few protests in 

this country attract more participants.  
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incapacitation by less-lethal weapons, the deployment of mounted police, the deployment of 

the dog brigade, and the physical restrainment of demonstrators (e.g., by mobile nets or 
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Appendix 1). All of the demonstrations under study were national events, which means that 

they mainly addressed national targets and/or that at least 80% of the participants lived in the 

country in which the protest was staged.
6
 Each protest was systematically sampled by using 

standardized research protocols and questionnaires (Van Stekelenburg, Walgrave, 

Klandermans, and Verhulst, 2012; also see Klandermans et al., 2011). 

 

Appraising the Police Conduct 

At the 78 events under study, the police conduct was observed and/or evaluated by protest 

organizers, demonstrators, and two types of researchers (‘pointers’ and interviewers; see the 

section ‘Selecting Demonstrations’ below).  

Protest organizers were interviewed before and after the event. If the event was staged 

by multiple organizers, the most active or important ones were approached. In total, 1 to 5 

organizers were interviewed per event. All interviews were voluntary and generally took place 
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 To determine a protest’s target, we drew from pre-event interviews with the protest organizers (see the section 

‘Protests’ Threat Levels’ below). Data on demonstrators’ countries of residence came from protest surveys (see 

‘Appraising the Police Conduct’).    

on the telephone. For the interviews, we used standardized questionnaires and aimed to 

interview the same person before and after the event. In total, 113 organizers participated in 

pre-event interviews (representing 67 events) and 95 organizers were interviewed after the 

event (61 events).   

Demonstrators were offered a postal questionnaire at the event, which they were asked 

to complete at home and return to the research team in a prepaid envelope. Up to 1,000 

demonstrators were approached per event. The response rate fluctuated between 7% and 52%, 

being 30% on average. In total, 16,098 demonstrators completed a questionnaire for 78 

events.  

When sampling demonstrators, we controlled for a possible response and selection 

bias. For the first, up to 200 demonstrators per event were interviewed before they received 

the survey. As the interview contained some questions that were also in the survey, we could 

analyse the differences. According to an extensive analysis by Walgrave, Wouters, and 

Ketelaars (forthcoming), the systematic response bias is relatively small. As well, to make 

sure each demonstrator had the same chance of being selected, we used a sampling strategy 

designed by Walgrave and Verhulst (2011). This strategy entailed that, at each sampled 

demonstration, respondents were selected by pointers and approached by interviewers. As 

interviewers tend to approach people they deem more willing to cooperate (Verhulst, 2011), 

this division of labour was crucial. To make sure the demonstration was entirely covered, 

pointers and interviewers were spread over the protest area and used a count ratio (for more 

information see Klandermans et al., 2011). Walgrave and colleagues (forthcoming) found 

scattered selection biases in these data, with few systematic effects.  

Directly after the events, pointers and interviewers reported their observations and 

evaluations of the police conduct on a factsheet. In total, 78 pointers and 983 interviewers 

reported their observations for 78 and 77 events, respectively.  

 

Selecting Demonstrations 

Protests had to meet four different requirements to be eligible for sampling by the CCC 

project. First of all, demonstrations needed to be relatively large (≥ 3,000 expected 

participants) as we aimed to distribute 1,000 protester questionnaires.
7
 Also, demonstrations 

expected to be violent were excluded as country teams were responsible for the safety of their 

interviewers. Further, the project aimed to sample demonstrations that were staged by a 

                                                           
7
 In the Czech Republic, the size threshold was lowered to 1,000 foreseen participants, given that few protests in 

this country attract more participants.  
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diverse range of social movements. Lastly, more practically, demonstrations needed to be 

known to researchers at least two weeks beforehand so that data collection materials could be 

prepared. 

For this paper, the second requirement demanded further examination. By not 

sampling potentially violent events we could have generated a biased dataset, 

overrepresenting peaceful events. Such a dataset would be less suitable for testing our 

hypothesis. To investigate the potential bias in our dataset, we conducted protest event 

analyses. We gathered that these assessments would comprise conservative tests, given that 

violent events are more likely to be reported by the media than non-violent events (Barranco 

and Wisler, 1999). 

In specific, we conducted protest event analyses for three countries, being: the 

Netherlands (a relatively old democracy), the Czech Republic, and Spain (two relatively new 

democracies).
8
 

9
 We expected that the latter two country samples would be more biased, as 

protests are generally more harshly policed in new democracies than in old ones (Jaime-

Jiménez and Reinares, 1998). In addition, we gathered that the Spanish sample would be more 

biased, given that Spain is a very contentious country, at least in comparison to the Czech 

Republic and the Netherlands (European Social Survey, 2012).
10

 The results of our protest 

event analyses, which are detailed in Appendix 3, indicated that the subsamples are only 

slightly skewed towards non-violent protests. So, although we have not carried out protest 

event analyses for all countries involved in the larger study, these results suggest that 

selection bias was not a major concern of this study. 

 

Measures 

Protests’ Threat Levels 

To assess to what extent strategic incapacitation has diffused to national European protests 

that pose a threat to the establishment and/or police forces, we first categorized the 78 protests 

under study into three threat levels, being: non-threatening, somewhat threatening, and 

threatening. To do so, we assessed three demonstration characteristics that are known to be 

threatening for the establishment and/or police forces, being: a revolutionary goal, direct 

                                                           
8 The protest event analyses for the Netherlands and Spain were conducted by the first author, and for the Czech 

Republic by Kateřina Kňapová. 
9
 As the protest event analysis for the whole of Spain yielded nearly 10,000 hits, we narrowed the analysis down 

to two cities where multiple demonstrations were sampled: Barcelona and Madrid. According to the Spanish 

government, these were two of the most contentious cities in the country (Gobierno de España, 2010: 18). 
10

 In 2012, 26% of the Spanish indicated that they had taken part in a lawful public demonstration in the last 

year, compared to 7% of the Czech and 3% of the Dutch.    

action demonstrators, and young demonstrators. So, these three variables served as indicators 

to ascertain the threat that the events under study posed from the perspective of the 

establishment and the police forces.  

A revolutionary goal is generally conceived of as an individual’s aim to engender ‘a 

great or complete [systemic] change’ (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). To decide whether 

demonstrators had revolutionary goals, we analysed the answers that the protest organizers 

gave to the open ended questions: ‘Can you briefly explain why you are organizing this 

demonstration? What is the position of the organization(s) with regard to the issue? Who is 

the target? What is the issue?’ These questions were posed during pre-event interviews. All 

demonstrations for which at least one of the organizers explicitly said that they opposed the 

establishment (i.e. political and/or economic elites) were included. For instance, the organizer 

of ‘Real Democracy Now!’, a protest staged in Madrid in 2011, said:  

 

We are all concerned and angry about the political, economic, and social outlook 

which we see around us: corruption among politicians, businessmen, bankers, leaving 

us helpless, without a voice. 

 

A complete overview of the events where protesters had a revolutionary goal is listed in 

Appendix 2.  

Data are missing for the 11 events for which no organizers were interviewed. To 

determine the goals of these events, we performed a media analysis. This analysis revealed 

that the participants of one of these events, being the ‘DIY Carnival’ (Prague, 2013), opposed 

the establishment (see Appendix 2). In total, 11 events were coded as ‘staged to accomplish a 

revolutionary goal’ (14% of our sample).  

Direct action demonstrators are demonstrators that might engage in disruptive tactics, 

such as a blockade, an occupation, or acts of civil disobedience. To determine this, we based 

ourselves on demonstrators’ previous behavior, which they reported on the protest survey. 

The specific question posed was: ‘There are many things people can do to prevent or promote 

change. Have you, in the past 12 months, taken part in direct action (such as: blockade, 

occupation, civil disobedience)?’ All events for which at least one third of the participants 

said that they had engaged in direct action, were coded as ‘comprised of direct action 

demonstrators’, being 12 in total (15% of our sample). 

Young demonstrators are individuals below 30 years of age. To determine this, we use 

protest survey data on demonstrators’ year of birth. All events for which at least one third of 
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diverse range of social movements. Lastly, more practically, demonstrations needed to be 

known to researchers at least two weeks beforehand so that data collection materials could be 

prepared. 

For this paper, the second requirement demanded further examination. By not 

sampling potentially violent events we could have generated a biased dataset, 

overrepresenting peaceful events. Such a dataset would be less suitable for testing our 

hypothesis. To investigate the potential bias in our dataset, we conducted protest event 

analyses. We gathered that these assessments would comprise conservative tests, given that 

violent events are more likely to be reported by the media than non-violent events (Barranco 

and Wisler, 1999). 

In specific, we conducted protest event analyses for three countries, being: the 

Netherlands (a relatively old democracy), the Czech Republic, and Spain (two relatively new 

democracies).
8
 

9
 We expected that the latter two country samples would be more biased, as 

protests are generally more harshly policed in new democracies than in old ones (Jaime-

Jiménez and Reinares, 1998). In addition, we gathered that the Spanish sample would be more 

biased, given that Spain is a very contentious country, at least in comparison to the Czech 

Republic and the Netherlands (European Social Survey, 2012).
10

 The results of our protest 

event analyses, which are detailed in Appendix 3, indicated that the subsamples are only 

slightly skewed towards non-violent protests. So, although we have not carried out protest 

event analyses for all countries involved in the larger study, these results suggest that 

selection bias was not a major concern of this study. 

 

Measures 

Protests’ Threat Levels 

To assess to what extent strategic incapacitation has diffused to national European protests 

that pose a threat to the establishment and/or police forces, we first categorized the 78 protests 

under study into three threat levels, being: non-threatening, somewhat threatening, and 

threatening. To do so, we assessed three demonstration characteristics that are known to be 

threatening for the establishment and/or police forces, being: a revolutionary goal, direct 

                                                           
8 The protest event analyses for the Netherlands and Spain were conducted by the first author, and for the Czech 

Republic by Kateřina Kňapová. 
9
 As the protest event analysis for the whole of Spain yielded nearly 10,000 hits, we narrowed the analysis down 

to two cities where multiple demonstrations were sampled: Barcelona and Madrid. According to the Spanish 

government, these were two of the most contentious cities in the country (Gobierno de España, 2010: 18). 
10

 In 2012, 26% of the Spanish indicated that they had taken part in a lawful public demonstration in the last 

year, compared to 7% of the Czech and 3% of the Dutch.    

action demonstrators, and young demonstrators. So, these three variables served as indicators 

to ascertain the threat that the events under study posed from the perspective of the 

establishment and the police forces.  

A revolutionary goal is generally conceived of as an individual’s aim to engender ‘a 

great or complete [systemic] change’ (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). To decide whether 

demonstrators had revolutionary goals, we analysed the answers that the protest organizers 

gave to the open ended questions: ‘Can you briefly explain why you are organizing this 

demonstration? What is the position of the organization(s) with regard to the issue? Who is 

the target? What is the issue?’ These questions were posed during pre-event interviews. All 

demonstrations for which at least one of the organizers explicitly said that they opposed the 

establishment (i.e. political and/or economic elites) were included. For instance, the organizer 

of ‘Real Democracy Now!’, a protest staged in Madrid in 2011, said:  

 

We are all concerned and angry about the political, economic, and social outlook 

which we see around us: corruption among politicians, businessmen, bankers, leaving 

us helpless, without a voice. 

 

A complete overview of the events where protesters had a revolutionary goal is listed in 

Appendix 2.  

Data are missing for the 11 events for which no organizers were interviewed. To 

determine the goals of these events, we performed a media analysis. This analysis revealed 

that the participants of one of these events, being the ‘DIY Carnival’ (Prague, 2013), opposed 

the establishment (see Appendix 2). In total, 11 events were coded as ‘staged to accomplish a 

revolutionary goal’ (14% of our sample).  

Direct action demonstrators are demonstrators that might engage in disruptive tactics, 

such as a blockade, an occupation, or acts of civil disobedience. To determine this, we based 

ourselves on demonstrators’ previous behavior, which they reported on the protest survey. 

The specific question posed was: ‘There are many things people can do to prevent or promote 

change. Have you, in the past 12 months, taken part in direct action (such as: blockade, 

occupation, civil disobedience)?’ All events for which at least one third of the participants 

said that they had engaged in direct action, were coded as ‘comprised of direct action 

demonstrators’, being 12 in total (15% of our sample). 

Young demonstrators are individuals below 30 years of age. To determine this, we use 

protest survey data on demonstrators’ year of birth. All events for which at least one third of 
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the participants agreed to this criterion were coded as ‘comprised of young demonstrators’, 

being 21 in total (27% of our sample). 

To determine the level of threat that the 78 protests in our sample comprehended, we 

combined the three types of threat. That is to say, events where none of the three threats were 

identified were coded as ‘non-threatening’. Those events that contained one type of threat—

either a revolutionary goal (n = 5), direct action demonstrators (n = 5), or young 

demonstrators (n = 14)—were coded as ‘somewhat threatening’. Threatening events 

combined two of these threats, being: (1) a revolutionary goal and direct action demonstrators 

(n = 3); (2) a revolutionary goal and young demonstrators (n = 3); or (3) direct action 

demonstrators and young demonstrators (n = 4). At none of the events, all three threats were 

combined. Table 1 portrays the make-up of our protest sample in terms of the three threat 

levels (also see Appendix 1).    

 

Table 1: Protests’ Threat Levels: Frequencies  

 % N 

Non-threatening 56 44 

Somewhat threatening 31 24 

Threatening  13 10 

Total 100 78 

 

Evaluated Police Behavior 

To verify whether the three mentioned threat levels are valid, we assessed to what extent 

protest organizers, demonstrators, pointers and interviewers evaluated the police behavior at 

the 78 protests under study as cooperative and aggressive. Answers could range from (1) ‘not 

at all’ to (5) ‘very much’. These evaluations were assumed to be indicative of the protests’ 

threat levels, given that threatening events beget more police repression (Ayoub, 2010; 

Warner and McCarthy, 2014). Based on the assumption that this behavior would also be 

perceived by the various protest actors (see Van Leeuwen et al., 2015), we gathered that, if 

our categorization of the protests’ threat levels is valid, the police would be considered 

significantly less cooperative and more aggressive at somewhat threatening protests compared 

to non-threatening protests. Similarly, at threatening protests the police would be viewed 

significantly less cooperative and more aggressive than at somewhat threatening protests. 

Missing data are relatively low for the pointers (6% for each variable), the 

interviewers (9% for each variable), and for demonstrators’ evaluations of cooperative police 

behavior (9%), but they were more substantial for demonstrators’ evaluations of aggressive 

police behavior (16%) and for the protest organizers’ evaluations (43% for each variable). We 

analysed the missing cases for the latter three variables, and found that they are not—to any 

considerably extent—related to the question posed. Missing cases for demonstrators’ 

evaluations of aggressive police behavior are spread out quite evenly over the events. There is 

only a small overrepresentation of these missing cases for the events that were non-

threatening (18%), in comparison to those that were somewhat threatening (11%), and 

threatening (12%). For organizers, most of the data are missing because the two questions 

were not included into the questionnaire until May 2011. At that time, half of the protests in 

our sample (n = 39) had already been surveyed. For none of the variables, we imputed the 

missing cases. This means that we have to be cautious when interpreting the organizers’ 

evaluations.  

  

Strategic Incapacitation Tactics 

To assess to what extent the protests under study were policed by strategic incapacitation we 

used pointers’ direct observations of strategic incapacitation tactics, which pertain to four 

different dimensions of this policing style: mass arrests, the use of force, extensive 

surveillance, and the control of space. We enriched the first three dimensions with direct 

observations by protest organizers. Besides, based on the organizers’ evaluations of their 

communications with the police before and during the event, we assessed to what extent the 

police engaged in selective and one-sided communication, which is another dimension of 

strategic incapacitation. So, altogether, we assessed five dimensions that characterize this 

policing style (e.g., Gillham, 2011). This means that three of its dimensions were not taken 

into account. Two of them—selective protection of demonstrators’ constitutional rights and 

selective tolerance for community disruption—do not relate to specific police tactics; in our 

view they paint a more abstract picture of this policing style. Another missing dimension— 

widespread sharing of information on protest organizations and their events between 

government agencies—we do not have data on.  

  Pointers’ observations are missing for one protest, being the second student national 

demonstration (London, 2010). However, we were able to fill this gap, because the protest 

was amply depicted in the media. Protest organizers’ observations and evaluations of the 

police tactics are missing for more events. We report these missing cases when we present our 

measures (i.e. police tactics) for the five dimensions of strategic incapacitation (see below).  
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the participants agreed to this criterion were coded as ‘comprised of young demonstrators’, 

being 21 in total (27% of our sample). 

To determine the level of threat that the 78 protests in our sample comprehended, we 

combined the three types of threat. That is to say, events where none of the three threats were 

identified were coded as ‘non-threatening’. Those events that contained one type of threat—

either a revolutionary goal (n = 5), direct action demonstrators (n = 5), or young 

demonstrators (n = 14)—were coded as ‘somewhat threatening’. Threatening events 

combined two of these threats, being: (1) a revolutionary goal and direct action demonstrators 

(n = 3); (2) a revolutionary goal and young demonstrators (n = 3); or (3) direct action 

demonstrators and young demonstrators (n = 4). At none of the events, all three threats were 

combined. Table 1 portrays the make-up of our protest sample in terms of the three threat 

levels (also see Appendix 1).    

 

Table 1: Protests’ Threat Levels: Frequencies  

 % N 

Non-threatening 56 44 

Somewhat threatening 31 24 

Threatening  13 10 

Total 100 78 

 

Evaluated Police Behavior 

To verify whether the three mentioned threat levels are valid, we assessed to what extent 

protest organizers, demonstrators, pointers and interviewers evaluated the police behavior at 

the 78 protests under study as cooperative and aggressive. Answers could range from (1) ‘not 

at all’ to (5) ‘very much’. These evaluations were assumed to be indicative of the protests’ 

threat levels, given that threatening events beget more police repression (Ayoub, 2010; 

Warner and McCarthy, 2014). Based on the assumption that this behavior would also be 

perceived by the various protest actors (see Van Leeuwen et al., 2015), we gathered that, if 

our categorization of the protests’ threat levels is valid, the police would be considered 

significantly less cooperative and more aggressive at somewhat threatening protests compared 

to non-threatening protests. Similarly, at threatening protests the police would be viewed 

significantly less cooperative and more aggressive than at somewhat threatening protests. 

Missing data are relatively low for the pointers (6% for each variable), the 

interviewers (9% for each variable), and for demonstrators’ evaluations of cooperative police 

behavior (9%), but they were more substantial for demonstrators’ evaluations of aggressive 

police behavior (16%) and for the protest organizers’ evaluations (43% for each variable). We 

analysed the missing cases for the latter three variables, and found that they are not—to any 

considerably extent—related to the question posed. Missing cases for demonstrators’ 

evaluations of aggressive police behavior are spread out quite evenly over the events. There is 

only a small overrepresentation of these missing cases for the events that were non-

threatening (18%), in comparison to those that were somewhat threatening (11%), and 

threatening (12%). For organizers, most of the data are missing because the two questions 

were not included into the questionnaire until May 2011. At that time, half of the protests in 

our sample (n = 39) had already been surveyed. For none of the variables, we imputed the 

missing cases. This means that we have to be cautious when interpreting the organizers’ 

evaluations.  

  

Strategic Incapacitation Tactics 

To assess to what extent the protests under study were policed by strategic incapacitation we 

used pointers’ direct observations of strategic incapacitation tactics, which pertain to four 

different dimensions of this policing style: mass arrests, the use of force, extensive 

surveillance, and the control of space. We enriched the first three dimensions with direct 

observations by protest organizers. Besides, based on the organizers’ evaluations of their 

communications with the police before and during the event, we assessed to what extent the 

police engaged in selective and one-sided communication, which is another dimension of 

strategic incapacitation. So, altogether, we assessed five dimensions that characterize this 

policing style (e.g., Gillham, 2011). This means that three of its dimensions were not taken 

into account. Two of them—selective protection of demonstrators’ constitutional rights and 

selective tolerance for community disruption—do not relate to specific police tactics; in our 

view they paint a more abstract picture of this policing style. Another missing dimension— 

widespread sharing of information on protest organizations and their events between 

government agencies—we do not have data on.  

  Pointers’ observations are missing for one protest, being the second student national 

demonstration (London, 2010). However, we were able to fill this gap, because the protest 

was amply depicted in the media. Protest organizers’ observations and evaluations of the 

police tactics are missing for more events. We report these missing cases when we present our 

measures (i.e. police tactics) for the five dimensions of strategic incapacitation (see below).  
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Selective and One-sided Communication  

During pre-event interviews, protest organizers were posed the question: ‘Did your 

organization have prior contact with the police on how the demonstration was to be 

conducted?’ Organizers could answer ‘yes’, ‘no’, or ‘don’t know/not sure’. We report those 

events for which at least one of the organizers said ‘yes’. This coding rule is based on our 

observation that when a protest was staged by multiple organizers, usually one of them 

interacted with the police. Data are missing for 22 events, including the 11 events for which 

no organizers were interviewed.
11

  

When organizers indicated that they had prior contact with the police, which was the 

case for 50 protests, they were subsequently asked: ‘How would you describe the climate of 

these conversations?’ Organizers could answer ‘facilitating’, ‘purely technical’, or ‘hostile’. 

Those events for which the majority said ‘purely technical’, or at least one of the organizers 

said ‘hostile’, were coded as ‘experienced one-sided conversations’. Data are missing for 

three of the 50 events.  

During a post-event interview, organizers were asked: ‘If your organisation had prior 

contact with the police on how the demonstration was to be conducted, did the police keep 

their side of the agreement reached?’ Organizers could answer ‘yes’, ‘no’, ‘or ‘don’t know/not 

sure’. We report those events for which the majority said ‘no’. Data are missing for 17 of the 

50 events for which organizers had been in contact with the police.¹¹ 

 
Mass Arrests 

During post-event interviews, protest organizers indicated whether or not they were aware of 

people being arrested (1 representing ‘yes’ and 2 for ‘no’), and, if so, how many. We report 

those events for which arrests were massive. Following Vitale (2007: 408), we considered 

arrests massive when more than 100 people were arrested at a single event. Data are missing 

for 20 protests (including the 17 events for which no organizers were interviewed). Given that 

arrests, especially massive ones, are likely to be reported by the media (Myers and Schaefer 

Caniglia, 2004), we performed media analyses to fill up these gaps.  
 
 
 

                                                           
11

 When organizers were interviewed, data about prior contact with the police (or about the police’s keeping to 

their side of the agreement reached) are nearly always missing because their event took place before May 2011, 

which is when these questions were added to the questionnaire. 

Use of Force 

Pointers reported their observations of five different special police units, being: the riot police, 

mounted police, dog brigade, plainclothes snatch squads, and specialized dialogue police. For 

the first police unit, observations were detailed. This riot police is characterized by a tight 

organization, clear lines of command, flexible movability, protective gear (e.g., safety 

helmets), and weaponry (e.g., less-lethal weapons, such as water cannons) (Timmer, 2005: 

61-62; Wikipedia, n.d. (c)). Pointers indicated whether or not (0 meaning ‘no’ and 1 for ‘yes’) 

they had witnessed such police gear (i.e. protective clothing, safety helmets, shields, armor 

plated vehicles) and weapons (i.e. baton, flash grenades, water cannon (fire hoses)). In 

addition, pointers reported whether they had witnessed the following (riot police) behaviors: 

helmets donned, shields taken up, forming a closed police line, pushing and shoving (with 

demonstrators), use of baton, and use of less-lethal weapon(s) (i.e. pepper spray, tear gas (by 

individual officers), tear gas bomb, water cannon (fire hoses), flash grenades, and/or 

weapon(s) firing rubber, plastic, or wooden bullets). Isolated behaviors were coded as ‘1’, and 

widely used behaviors were coded as ‘2’.
12

 

For the remaining four police units, pointers indicated whether or not they were 

present (0 for ‘no’, 1 for ‘yes’) and/or deployed (‘1’ for ‘isolated’ and ‘2’ for ‘widely used’).¹² 

While all of these units, when deployed, assist the riot police, they have their own specific 

function(s). Mounted police—police on horseback—are able to ‘oversee a larger area’, and 

keep ‘a large group of people compact and easily under control’ (Politie, n.d.). The dog 

brigade helps to ‘control, move, or disperse a group of people’ as ‘police dogs are very 

intimidating’ because ‘they may cause quite serious injuries’ (Timmer, 2005: 61). 

Plainclothes snatch squads are small groups of undercover officers that apprehend 

demonstrators who disturb public order or incite others to do so (Op cit.: 565; Wikipedia, n.d. 

(d)). Specialized dialogue police officers communicate with protest organizers, both before 

and during the event, to avoid crowd conflict from happening (Holgersson and Knutsson, 

2011).  

Worth mentioning, is that the latter special police unit may not be part of strategic 

incapacitation. After all, the dialogue police’s tactic—extensive, two-sided communication 

with demonstrators to avoid the use of force (Ibid.)—is more akin to the negotiated 

management approach. Nevertheless, we include observations of the dialogue police in our 

analyses, because in various European countries (e.g., the Netherlands, Sweden) this unit is 

                                                           
12

 When behaviors were not witnessed, they were reported missing. 
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Selective and One-sided Communication  

During pre-event interviews, protest organizers were posed the question: ‘Did your 

organization have prior contact with the police on how the demonstration was to be 

conducted?’ Organizers could answer ‘yes’, ‘no’, or ‘don’t know/not sure’. We report those 

events for which at least one of the organizers said ‘yes’. This coding rule is based on our 

observation that when a protest was staged by multiple organizers, usually one of them 

interacted with the police. Data are missing for 22 events, including the 11 events for which 

no organizers were interviewed.
11

  

When organizers indicated that they had prior contact with the police, which was the 

case for 50 protests, they were subsequently asked: ‘How would you describe the climate of 

these conversations?’ Organizers could answer ‘facilitating’, ‘purely technical’, or ‘hostile’. 

Those events for which the majority said ‘purely technical’, or at least one of the organizers 

said ‘hostile’, were coded as ‘experienced one-sided conversations’. Data are missing for 

three of the 50 events.  

During a post-event interview, organizers were asked: ‘If your organisation had prior 

contact with the police on how the demonstration was to be conducted, did the police keep 

their side of the agreement reached?’ Organizers could answer ‘yes’, ‘no’, ‘or ‘don’t know/not 

sure’. We report those events for which the majority said ‘no’. Data are missing for 17 of the 

50 events for which organizers had been in contact with the police.¹¹ 

 
Mass Arrests 

During post-event interviews, protest organizers indicated whether or not they were aware of 

people being arrested (1 representing ‘yes’ and 2 for ‘no’), and, if so, how many. We report 

those events for which arrests were massive. Following Vitale (2007: 408), we considered 

arrests massive when more than 100 people were arrested at a single event. Data are missing 

for 20 protests (including the 17 events for which no organizers were interviewed). Given that 

arrests, especially massive ones, are likely to be reported by the media (Myers and Schaefer 

Caniglia, 2004), we performed media analyses to fill up these gaps.  
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their side of the agreement reached) are nearly always missing because their event took place before May 2011, 

which is when these questions were added to the questionnaire. 

Use of Force 

Pointers reported their observations of five different special police units, being: the riot police, 

mounted police, dog brigade, plainclothes snatch squads, and specialized dialogue police. For 

the first police unit, observations were detailed. This riot police is characterized by a tight 

organization, clear lines of command, flexible movability, protective gear (e.g., safety 

helmets), and weaponry (e.g., less-lethal weapons, such as water cannons) (Timmer, 2005: 

61-62; Wikipedia, n.d. (c)). Pointers indicated whether or not (0 meaning ‘no’ and 1 for ‘yes’) 

they had witnessed such police gear (i.e. protective clothing, safety helmets, shields, armor 

plated vehicles) and weapons (i.e. baton, flash grenades, water cannon (fire hoses)). In 

addition, pointers reported whether they had witnessed the following (riot police) behaviors: 

helmets donned, shields taken up, forming a closed police line, pushing and shoving (with 

demonstrators), use of baton, and use of less-lethal weapon(s) (i.e. pepper spray, tear gas (by 

individual officers), tear gas bomb, water cannon (fire hoses), flash grenades, and/or 

weapon(s) firing rubber, plastic, or wooden bullets). Isolated behaviors were coded as ‘1’, and 

widely used behaviors were coded as ‘2’.
12

 

For the remaining four police units, pointers indicated whether or not they were 

present (0 for ‘no’, 1 for ‘yes’) and/or deployed (‘1’ for ‘isolated’ and ‘2’ for ‘widely used’).¹² 

While all of these units, when deployed, assist the riot police, they have their own specific 

function(s). Mounted police—police on horseback—are able to ‘oversee a larger area’, and 

keep ‘a large group of people compact and easily under control’ (Politie, n.d.). The dog 

brigade helps to ‘control, move, or disperse a group of people’ as ‘police dogs are very 

intimidating’ because ‘they may cause quite serious injuries’ (Timmer, 2005: 61). 

Plainclothes snatch squads are small groups of undercover officers that apprehend 

demonstrators who disturb public order or incite others to do so (Op cit.: 565; Wikipedia, n.d. 

(d)). Specialized dialogue police officers communicate with protest organizers, both before 

and during the event, to avoid crowd conflict from happening (Holgersson and Knutsson, 

2011).  

Worth mentioning, is that the latter special police unit may not be part of strategic 

incapacitation. After all, the dialogue police’s tactic—extensive, two-sided communication 

with demonstrators to avoid the use of force (Ibid.)—is more akin to the negotiated 

management approach. Nevertheless, we include observations of the dialogue police in our 

analyses, because in various European countries (e.g., the Netherlands, Sweden) this unit is 

                                                           
12

 When behaviors were not witnessed, they were reported missing. 
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deployed prior to (or simultaneously with) the previously mentioned, more repressive, police 

units (Ibid.; Sprong, 2013). Of course, if strategic incapacitation has diffused to European 

national protests, it might well have incorporated new tactics, such as dialogue policing. If 

this is the case, we gathered, dialogue police officers would more often attend and (especially) 

intervene at more threatening events.  

   Another way to determine the police’s use of force is by assessing serious injuries. 

Protest organizers were asked during post-event interviews whether or not there were any 

reported injuries on the side of the protesters (1 representing ‘yes’ and 2 for ‘no’), and, if so, 

how serious these injuries were. In line with Vitale (2007: 408), we considered injuries 

serious when more than ten demonstrators were mildly injured or more than one demonstrator 

was so seriously injured that he or she required hospitalization. Data are missing for 21 

protests (including the 17 events for which no organizers were interviewed). Given that 

injuries, especially serious ones, are likely to be reported by the media (Myers and Schaefer 

Caniglia, 2004), we performed media analyses to fill up these gaps.  

 

Extensive Surveillance 

Protest organizers indicated during post-event interviews whether or not there were any 

reports of police surveillance or infiltration (1 meaning ‘yes’ and 2 for ‘no’). We report those 

events for which at least one of the organizers said ‘yes’. Data are missing for 20 events 

(including the 17 events for which no organizers were interviewed). 

Pointers indicated whether or not helicopters were visibly deployed at the 

demonstration (0 for ‘no’, 1 for ‘yes’), and whether or not they had seen the police filming or 

photographing protesters (1 for ‘isolated’, and 2 for ‘widely used’).¹² 

 

Control of Space 

Pointers reported whether or not the police used tape to restrict access, made use of mobile 

nets, and were putting up barricades (1 for ‘isolated’, and 2 for ‘widely used’).¹²  

 
RESULTS 

 
In the following, we report our analyses of the police’s use of strategic incapacitation tactics 

to manage national European protests. However, before we do so, we first report our analyses 

aimed at validating the three threat levels that were discerned to categorize the 78 protests 

under study.  

Validating the Protests’ Threat Levels 

Based on the protest policing literature, we categorized the 78 protests under study into three 

levels of threat, being: non-threatening, somewhat threatening, and threatening. To validate 

this categorization, we assessed the protest organizers’, demonstrators’, pointers’, and 

interviewers’ evaluations of cooperative and aggressive police behavior for the three types of 

events. This assessment consisted of two steps. First, we analysed the descriptive statistics. 

After that, we performed a series of one-way independent analyses of variance (ANOVA), 

which were followed by planned contrasts.  

 Tables 2 and 3 portray the descriptive statistics for perceived cooperative and 

aggressive police behavior, respectively. All four actors confirmed that the police were less 

cooperative and more aggressive at somewhat threatening and threatening protests, compared 

to non-threatening ones. Also, at threatening events, nearly all actors considered the police 

conduct as less cooperative and more aggressive than at somewhat threatening protests (only 

protest organizers and pointers considered the police slightly less repressive and equally 

repressive, respectively, at threatening protests, compared to somewhat threatening ones).    

 One-way independent ANOVA’s revealed that there was a significant effect of a 

protest’s threat on demonstrators’ evaluations of cooperative police behavior, F (2, 14676) = 

251.83, p < .001, and aggressive police behavior, F (2, 13570) = 518.39, p < .001. Also for 

interviewers, we found a significant effect of a protest’s threat on their evaluations of 

cooperative police behavior, F (2, 891) = 4.88, p = .008), and aggressive police behavior, F 

(2, 894) = 7.07, p < .001). These effects, however, proved to be insignificant for protest 

organizers (cooperative F (2, 51) = 2.31, p = .11; aggressive F (2, 51) = 1.35, p = .27) and 

pointers (cooperative F (2, 70) = 1.40, p = .25; aggressive F (2, 70) = 1.62, p = .21), probably 

due to the low statistical power of these tests. After all, only 54 protest organizers and 73 

pointers answered these questions, being divided over the three different threat levels.
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 One-way independent ANOVA’s revealed that there was a significant effect of a 

protest’s threat on demonstrators’ evaluations of cooperative police behavior, F (2, 14676) = 

251.83, p < .001, and aggressive police behavior, F (2, 13570) = 518.39, p < .001. Also for 

interviewers, we found a significant effect of a protest’s threat on their evaluations of 

cooperative police behavior, F (2, 891) = 4.88, p = .008), and aggressive police behavior, F 

(2, 894) = 7.07, p < .001). These effects, however, proved to be insignificant for protest 

organizers (cooperative F (2, 51) = 2.31, p = .11; aggressive F (2, 51) = 1.35, p = .27) and 

pointers (cooperative F (2, 70) = 1.40, p = .25; aggressive F (2, 70) = 1.62, p = .21), probably 

due to the low statistical power of these tests. After all, only 54 protest organizers and 73 
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Planned contrasts indicated that protest organizers, demonstrators, and interviewers 

who participated in somewhat threatening or threatening protests perceived the police as 

significantly less cooperative (protest organizers t (51) = -2.01, p = .025 (one-tailed)
13

; 

demonstrators, t (3833.67) = -21.29, p < .001; interviewers t (282.37) = -2.85, p = .002), and 

significantly more aggressive (protest organizers t (41.53) = 1.76, p = .04; demonstrators t 

(2403.99) = 25.58, p < .001; interviewers t (237.32) = 3.23, p < .001), than those who 

participated in non-threatening protests. Pointers who participated in somewhat threatening or 

threatening protests considered the police marginally less cooperative, t (70) = -1.62, p = .06, 

and marginally more aggressive, t (20.97) = 1.54, p = .07, than those who engaged in non-

threatening protests.  

Further, demonstrators and interviewers who engaged in threatening protests thought 

the police were significantly less cooperative (demonstrators t (2094.64) = -12.17, p < .001; 

interviewers t (137.25) = -1.82, p = .04) than those who participated in somewhat threatening 

protests. Although protest organizers and pointers also considered the police to be less 

cooperative at threatening protests, compared to somewhat threatening protests, these 

differences were not statistically significant (protest organizers t (51) = -1.19, p = .12; 

pointers t (70) = -.16, p = .44). We gather this is because of the low statistical power of these 

tests, given that were based on the evaluations of only 33 organizers and 32 pointers. 

Demonstrators who participated in threatening protests also perceived the police as 

significantly more aggressive, t (1846.08) = 11.02, p < .001, compared to those who partook 

in somewhat threatening protests. This was not the case for protest organizers, t (24.00) =       

-.25, p = .40, pointers, t (14.10) = .03, p = .49, and interviewers, t (151.95) = .32, p = .38. Also 

here, we think that the findings are insignificant for the protest organizers and pointers 

because their small sample sizes (n = 33 and 32, respectively) gave these tests little statistical 

power.  

All in all, these analyses largely confirmed our assumptions that the various protest 

actors considered the police as significantly less cooperative and more aggressive at 

somewhat threatening and threatening protests compared to non-threatening ones; and that at 

threatening protests these actors viewed the police as significantly less cooperative and more 

aggressive than at somewhat threatening protests. So, we took it that these findings validate 

the protests’ threat levels that we had discerned.   

 

                                                           
13

 For all planned contrasts, we report the one-tailed probability. 
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Planned contrasts indicated that protest organizers, demonstrators, and interviewers 

who participated in somewhat threatening or threatening protests perceived the police as 

significantly less cooperative (protest organizers t (51) = -2.01, p = .025 (one-tailed)
13

; 

demonstrators, t (3833.67) = -21.29, p < .001; interviewers t (282.37) = -2.85, p = .002), and 

significantly more aggressive (protest organizers t (41.53) = 1.76, p = .04; demonstrators t 

(2403.99) = 25.58, p < .001; interviewers t (237.32) = 3.23, p < .001), than those who 

participated in non-threatening protests. Pointers who participated in somewhat threatening or 

threatening protests considered the police marginally less cooperative, t (70) = -1.62, p = .06, 

and marginally more aggressive, t (20.97) = 1.54, p = .07, than those who engaged in non-

threatening protests.  

Further, demonstrators and interviewers who engaged in threatening protests thought 

the police were significantly less cooperative (demonstrators t (2094.64) = -12.17, p < .001; 

interviewers t (137.25) = -1.82, p = .04) than those who participated in somewhat threatening 

protests. Although protest organizers and pointers also considered the police to be less 

cooperative at threatening protests, compared to somewhat threatening protests, these 

differences were not statistically significant (protest organizers t (51) = -1.19, p = .12; 

pointers t (70) = -.16, p = .44). We gather this is because of the low statistical power of these 

tests, given that were based on the evaluations of only 33 organizers and 32 pointers. 

Demonstrators who participated in threatening protests also perceived the police as 

significantly more aggressive, t (1846.08) = 11.02, p < .001, compared to those who partook 

in somewhat threatening protests. This was not the case for protest organizers, t (24.00) =       

-.25, p = .40, pointers, t (14.10) = .03, p = .49, and interviewers, t (151.95) = .32, p = .38. Also 

here, we think that the findings are insignificant for the protest organizers and pointers 

because their small sample sizes (n = 33 and 32, respectively) gave these tests little statistical 

power.  

All in all, these analyses largely confirmed our assumptions that the various protest 

actors considered the police as significantly less cooperative and more aggressive at 

somewhat threatening and threatening protests compared to non-threatening ones; and that at 

threatening protests these actors viewed the police as significantly less cooperative and more 

aggressive than at somewhat threatening protests. So, we took it that these findings validate 

the protests’ threat levels that we had discerned.   

 

                                                           
13

 For all planned contrasts, we report the one-tailed probability. 
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Assessing the Police Conduct 

After we validated our typology of threatening protests, we continued to analyze to what 

extent national European protests that pose a threat to the establishment and/or the police 

forces are managed by strategic incapacitation. To do so, we assessed the proportion of non-

threatening, somewhat threatening, and threatening events where police tactics were observed 

that pertain to this policing style (see Table 4).  

The results revealed that strategic incapacitation tactics were incidentally deployed at 

non-threatening protests. At these events, selective and one-sided communication was rare. 

That is to say, prior to nearly all non-threatening events (94%), the protest organizers had 

been in touch with the police about how the demonstration was to be conducted. The 

organizers of less than a third of these events (31%) thought these conversations had been 

one-sided. Besides, the organizers of only one non-threatening event (6%) concluded that the 

police had not kept to their side of the agreement reached.  

Mass arrests were not conducted at any of the non-threatening events. Besides, the 

police hardly made use of force. Special police units attended a handful of the non-threatening 

events, the most notable being the dialogue police (20%), followed by the riot police (approx. 

16%), mounted police (9%), and plainclothes snatch squads (2%). The dog brigade was not 

witnessed at any event. Also, riot police officers did not seem intent on using much force: at 

only half of the non-threatening events where helmets (16%) and/or protective clothing (14%) 

were seen, riot police officers also had a shield (7%), a baton (9%), and/or armor plated 

vehicles (5%) at their disposal. Less-lethal weapons (i.e. flash grenades and/or water cannon) 

were not witnessed at any event.    

Further, at only some of the non-threatening events where the four special police units 

were deployed, they actually came into action. Dialogue police and riot police intervened at 

7% of the non-threatening events. Worth noting, though, is that the riot police’s intervention 

was quite benign: the officers only donned their helmets and/or took up their shields and/or 

formed a closed police line. At none of the non-threatening events, the police pushed and 

shoved demonstrators, struck demonstrators with their baton, or incapacitated them with less-

lethal weapons (i.e. pepper spray, tear gas (bomb), water cannon, flash grenades, or weapons 

firing rubber, plastic, or wooden bullets). Further, mounted police were deployed at only two 

non-threatening events (5%)—in one of these cases widely. Plainclothes snatch squads were 

seen at one non-threatening event (2%). At none of these events demonstrators were seriously 

injured.      

  

Table 4: Strategic Incapacitation Tactics Used to Manage 78 Demonstrations that Were Non- 

threatening, Somewhat Threatening, or Threatening (in %)º ˜ 

 Non- 

threatening 

(N = 44) 

Somewhat 

threatening 

(N = 24) 

 

Threatening 

    (N = 10) 

Selective and one-sided communication      

Prior contact police - organizers (n = 56)ᵃ 94 (32) 82 (17) 86 (7) 

If contact: one-sided conversations (n = 47)ᵃ 31 (29) 42 (12) 67 (6) 

If contact: police did not keep to agreement (n = 33)ᵇ 6 (18) 18 (11) 25 (4) 

    
Mass arrestsᵇ   0 4  0 

    

 Use of force      
 Riot police (present)    

Protective clothing      14      25       50 

Safety helmets (not donned)      16      25       50 

Shields (not taken up)        7      13       50 

Baton (not used)        9      29       40 

Armor plated vehicles        5      13       40 

Less-lethal weapons (not used)ᶜ        0        0         0 

Riot police (deployed)    

 Helmets donned 7          8         20 

 Shields taken up 2          8         30 

 Forming a closed police line 2        13         30 

 Pushing and shoving 0          4         20 

 Use of baton 0          0         10 

 Use of less-lethal weaponsᵈ 0          0           0 

Mounted police (present)  9         25          20 

Mounted police (deployed)    5*           8          20 

Dog brigade (present and deployed)  0           0 0 

Plainclothes snatch squads (deployed)  2           4 0 

 Dialogue police (present)        20        46         40 

 Dialogue police (deployed)          7        17         30 

Serious injuriesᵇ  0           4          10 

    

Extensive surveillance     

Surveillance or infiltration (n = 58)ᵇ 9 (32) 0 (20) 17 (6) 

  Helicopters  9 21          40 

Police filming/photographing protesters   9 21  60* 

    

Control of space    

Use of tape to restrict access  0    8* 10* 

Use of mobile nets  0  0 10* 

Putting up barricades  0  0          10 

Note: Number of events per protest type is reported in the header; deviations are reported by round 

parentheses. Percentages do not add up to 100 as multiple answers could be given. º Observations were made 

by pointers, unless mentioned otherwise. ˜ Strategic incapacitation tactics include police gear and behavior; 

the latter (i.e. the deployment of special police forces, police filming or photographing protesters, and the 

three spatial control tactics) were isolated, unless followed by an asterisk (*) (detailed in text). ᵃ Data 

reported by protest organizers during pre-event interviews. ᵇ Data reported by protest organizers during post-

event interviews. ᶜ Less-lethal weapons (not used): (1) flash grenades; (2) water cannon. ᵈ Less-lethal 

weapons (used): (1) pepper spray, (2) tear gas, (3) tear gas bomb, (4) water cannon, (5) flash grenades, and 

(6) weapon(s) firing rubber, plastic, or wooden bullets.    
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Assessing the Police Conduct 

After we validated our typology of threatening protests, we continued to analyze to what 

extent national European protests that pose a threat to the establishment and/or the police 

forces are managed by strategic incapacitation. To do so, we assessed the proportion of non-

threatening, somewhat threatening, and threatening events where police tactics were observed 

that pertain to this policing style (see Table 4).  

The results revealed that strategic incapacitation tactics were incidentally deployed at 

non-threatening protests. At these events, selective and one-sided communication was rare. 

That is to say, prior to nearly all non-threatening events (94%), the protest organizers had 

been in touch with the police about how the demonstration was to be conducted. The 

organizers of less than a third of these events (31%) thought these conversations had been 

one-sided. Besides, the organizers of only one non-threatening event (6%) concluded that the 

police had not kept to their side of the agreement reached.  

Mass arrests were not conducted at any of the non-threatening events. Besides, the 

police hardly made use of force. Special police units attended a handful of the non-threatening 

events, the most notable being the dialogue police (20%), followed by the riot police (approx. 

16%), mounted police (9%), and plainclothes snatch squads (2%). The dog brigade was not 

witnessed at any event. Also, riot police officers did not seem intent on using much force: at 

only half of the non-threatening events where helmets (16%) and/or protective clothing (14%) 

were seen, riot police officers also had a shield (7%), a baton (9%), and/or armor plated 

vehicles (5%) at their disposal. Less-lethal weapons (i.e. flash grenades and/or water cannon) 

were not witnessed at any event.    

Further, at only some of the non-threatening events where the four special police units 

were deployed, they actually came into action. Dialogue police and riot police intervened at 

7% of the non-threatening events. Worth noting, though, is that the riot police’s intervention 

was quite benign: the officers only donned their helmets and/or took up their shields and/or 

formed a closed police line. At none of the non-threatening events, the police pushed and 

shoved demonstrators, struck demonstrators with their baton, or incapacitated them with less-

lethal weapons (i.e. pepper spray, tear gas (bomb), water cannon, flash grenades, or weapons 

firing rubber, plastic, or wooden bullets). Further, mounted police were deployed at only two 

non-threatening events (5%)—in one of these cases widely. Plainclothes snatch squads were 

seen at one non-threatening event (2%). At none of these events demonstrators were seriously 

injured.      

  

Table 4: Strategic Incapacitation Tactics Used to Manage 78 Demonstrations that Were Non- 

threatening, Somewhat Threatening, or Threatening (in %)º ˜ 

 Non- 

threatening 

(N = 44) 

Somewhat 

threatening 

(N = 24) 

 

Threatening 

    (N = 10) 

Selective and one-sided communication      

Prior contact police - organizers (n = 56)ᵃ 94 (32) 82 (17) 86 (7) 

If contact: one-sided conversations (n = 47)ᵃ 31 (29) 42 (12) 67 (6) 

If contact: police did not keep to agreement (n = 33)ᵇ 6 (18) 18 (11) 25 (4) 

    
Mass arrestsᵇ   0 4  0 

    

 Use of force      
 Riot police (present)    

Protective clothing      14      25       50 

Safety helmets (not donned)      16      25       50 

Shields (not taken up)        7      13       50 

Baton (not used)        9      29       40 

Armor plated vehicles        5      13       40 

Less-lethal weapons (not used)ᶜ        0        0         0 

Riot police (deployed)    

 Helmets donned 7          8         20 

 Shields taken up 2          8         30 

 Forming a closed police line 2        13         30 

 Pushing and shoving 0          4         20 

 Use of baton 0          0         10 

 Use of less-lethal weaponsᵈ 0          0           0 

Mounted police (present)  9         25          20 

Mounted police (deployed)    5*           8          20 

Dog brigade (present and deployed)  0           0 0 

Plainclothes snatch squads (deployed)  2           4 0 

 Dialogue police (present)        20        46         40 

 Dialogue police (deployed)          7        17         30 

Serious injuriesᵇ  0           4          10 

    

Extensive surveillance     

Surveillance or infiltration (n = 58)ᵇ 9 (32) 0 (20) 17 (6) 

  Helicopters  9 21          40 

Police filming/photographing protesters   9 21  60* 

    

Control of space    

Use of tape to restrict access  0    8* 10* 

Use of mobile nets  0  0 10* 

Putting up barricades  0  0          10 

Note: Number of events per protest type is reported in the header; deviations are reported by round 

parentheses. Percentages do not add up to 100 as multiple answers could be given. º Observations were made 

by pointers, unless mentioned otherwise. ˜ Strategic incapacitation tactics include police gear and behavior; 

the latter (i.e. the deployment of special police forces, police filming or photographing protesters, and the 

three spatial control tactics) were isolated, unless followed by an asterisk (*) (detailed in text). ᵃ Data 

reported by protest organizers during pre-event interviews. ᵇ Data reported by protest organizers during post-

event interviews. ᶜ Less-lethal weapons (not used): (1) flash grenades; (2) water cannon. ᵈ Less-lethal 

weapons (used): (1) pepper spray, (2) tear gas, (3) tear gas bomb, (4) water cannon, (5) flash grenades, and 

(6) weapon(s) firing rubber, plastic, or wooden bullets.    
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Also, surveillance was not extensive at the non-threatening events. The organizers of 

just 9% of the events thought that they had been surveilled or infiltrated by the police. Also, at 

only 9% of the events, the police deployed helicopters and/or were seen filming or 

photographing demonstrators. 

Tactics that are intended to control the protest space—the use of tape to restrict 

access, the use of mobile nets, and the erection of barricades—were not observed at any of the 

non-threatening events.  

 

Somewhat threatening protests and, especially, threatening protests witnessed strategic 

incapacitation tactics more often than non-threatening events did. At somewhat threatening 

and threatening protests, communication was generally extensive, just as at non-threatening 

events, but in quite a few cases one-sided. That is to say, prior to most of the somewhat 

threatening and threatening protests (82% resp. 86%) the protest organizers had been in 

contact with the police about the conduction of the event. The organizers of 42% of the 

somewhat threatening protests and 67% of the threatening protests thought these 

conversations had been one-sided. Also, the organizers of two somewhat threatening protests 

(18%) and one threatening protest (25%) concluded that the police had not kept to their side 

of the agreement reached.   

 Mass arrests were rare; they only took place at one somewhat threatening protest 

(4%). The police did, however, make use of force, especially at threatening protests. Quite a 

few of the somewhat threatening and threatening protests were attended by special police 

forces, most notably the dialogue police (46% of somewhat threatening protests and 40% of 

very threatening protests) and riot police (25% resp. 50%), although also mounted police 

(25% resp. 20%) were noticeable. Plainclothes snatch squads were only seen at one somewhat 

threatening protest (4%), while the dog brigade was not witnessed at any event. Besides, riot 

police officers seemed more intent on using force at somewhat threatening and (especially) 

threatening protests, compared to the non-threatening ones. After all, at (somewhat) 

threatening events, the police were fully equipped for conflict: they wore protective clothing 

(25% resp. 50%), and also had safety helmets (25% resp. 50%), shields (13% resp. 50%), a 

baton (29% resp. 40%), and armor plated vehicles (13% resp. 40%) at their disposal. Still, 

non-lethal weapons were not seen at any event.  

Further, special police units actively intervened at several somewhat threatening and 

threatening protests. Dialogue police officers were seen in action at 17% of the somewhat 

threatening protests and 30% of the threatening protests. Riot police officers intervened at up 

to 13% and 30% of the somewhat threatening protests and threatening protests, respectively. 

The data also show that riot police officers were less benign at somewhat threatening and 

(especially) threatening protests, compared to non-threatening ones: they did not only don 

their helmets (8% resp. 20%), but also took up their shields (8% resp. 30%), formed a closed 

police line (13% resp. 30%), pushed and shoved demonstrators (4% resp. 20%), and, at one 

threatening protest (10%), struck demonstrators with their baton. However, at none of the 

events, the police used less-lethal weapons to incapacitate protesters. Further, mounted police 

were deployed at 8% of the somewhat threatening protests and 20% of the threatening 

protests. Plainclothes snatch squads were just deployed at one somewhat threatening protest 

(4%). Lastly, at one somewhat threatening protest (4%) and one threatening protest (10%) 

demonstrators were seriously injured. 

Surveillance was notable, especially at threatening protests. The organizers of 17% of 

these events thought that they had been surveilled or infiltrated by the police. Besides, 

helicopters were deployed at four out of ten threatening protests. Also, at six out of ten of 

these events, police officers were seen filming or photographing demonstrators; in two of 

these cases widely. When it comes to somewhat threatening protests, no reports were made 

about police surveillance or infiltration. At 21% of these events, helicopters were deployed 

and/or police officers were seen filming or photographing demonstrators. 

 Tactics that are intended to control the protest space were rare at somewhat 

threatening and threatening protests, just as at non-threatening ones. Still, they were most 

prevalent at threatening events. At one of the ten threatening events the police used tape to 

restrict access, or used mobile nets, or erected barricades. The latter two tactics were widely 

deployed. When it comes to somewhat threatening protests, the police used tape to restrict 

access at two events (8%); in one case widely. Mobile nets and barricades were not deployed 

at any of the somewhat threatening events.    

 All in all, these findings confirm our hypothesis that the diffusion of strategic 

incapacitation from transnational protests to threatening national European protests, that is, 

those staged in the eight countries and four years under study, is limited.     

    

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 

 

In this paper, we assessed to what extent strategic incapacitation—a typical transnational 

protest policing style—has diffused to national European protests that pose a threat to the 

establishment and/or the police forces. To do so, we studied the police behavior at 78 national 
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Also, surveillance was not extensive at the non-threatening events. The organizers of 

just 9% of the events thought that they had been surveilled or infiltrated by the police. Also, at 

only 9% of the events, the police deployed helicopters and/or were seen filming or 

photographing demonstrators. 

Tactics that are intended to control the protest space—the use of tape to restrict 

access, the use of mobile nets, and the erection of barricades—were not observed at any of the 

non-threatening events.  

 

Somewhat threatening protests and, especially, threatening protests witnessed strategic 

incapacitation tactics more often than non-threatening events did. At somewhat threatening 

and threatening protests, communication was generally extensive, just as at non-threatening 

events, but in quite a few cases one-sided. That is to say, prior to most of the somewhat 

threatening and threatening protests (82% resp. 86%) the protest organizers had been in 

contact with the police about the conduction of the event. The organizers of 42% of the 

somewhat threatening protests and 67% of the threatening protests thought these 

conversations had been one-sided. Also, the organizers of two somewhat threatening protests 

(18%) and one threatening protest (25%) concluded that the police had not kept to their side 

of the agreement reached.   

 Mass arrests were rare; they only took place at one somewhat threatening protest 

(4%). The police did, however, make use of force, especially at threatening protests. Quite a 

few of the somewhat threatening and threatening protests were attended by special police 

forces, most notably the dialogue police (46% of somewhat threatening protests and 40% of 

very threatening protests) and riot police (25% resp. 50%), although also mounted police 

(25% resp. 20%) were noticeable. Plainclothes snatch squads were only seen at one somewhat 

threatening protest (4%), while the dog brigade was not witnessed at any event. Besides, riot 

police officers seemed more intent on using force at somewhat threatening and (especially) 

threatening protests, compared to the non-threatening ones. After all, at (somewhat) 

threatening events, the police were fully equipped for conflict: they wore protective clothing 

(25% resp. 50%), and also had safety helmets (25% resp. 50%), shields (13% resp. 50%), a 

baton (29% resp. 40%), and armor plated vehicles (13% resp. 40%) at their disposal. Still, 

non-lethal weapons were not seen at any event.  

Further, special police units actively intervened at several somewhat threatening and 

threatening protests. Dialogue police officers were seen in action at 17% of the somewhat 

threatening protests and 30% of the threatening protests. Riot police officers intervened at up 

to 13% and 30% of the somewhat threatening protests and threatening protests, respectively. 

The data also show that riot police officers were less benign at somewhat threatening and 

(especially) threatening protests, compared to non-threatening ones: they did not only don 

their helmets (8% resp. 20%), but also took up their shields (8% resp. 30%), formed a closed 

police line (13% resp. 30%), pushed and shoved demonstrators (4% resp. 20%), and, at one 

threatening protest (10%), struck demonstrators with their baton. However, at none of the 

events, the police used less-lethal weapons to incapacitate protesters. Further, mounted police 

were deployed at 8% of the somewhat threatening protests and 20% of the threatening 

protests. Plainclothes snatch squads were just deployed at one somewhat threatening protest 

(4%). Lastly, at one somewhat threatening protest (4%) and one threatening protest (10%) 

demonstrators were seriously injured. 

Surveillance was notable, especially at threatening protests. The organizers of 17% of 

these events thought that they had been surveilled or infiltrated by the police. Besides, 

helicopters were deployed at four out of ten threatening protests. Also, at six out of ten of 

these events, police officers were seen filming or photographing demonstrators; in two of 

these cases widely. When it comes to somewhat threatening protests, no reports were made 

about police surveillance or infiltration. At 21% of these events, helicopters were deployed 

and/or police officers were seen filming or photographing demonstrators. 

 Tactics that are intended to control the protest space were rare at somewhat 

threatening and threatening protests, just as at non-threatening ones. Still, they were most 

prevalent at threatening events. At one of the ten threatening events the police used tape to 

restrict access, or used mobile nets, or erected barricades. The latter two tactics were widely 

deployed. When it comes to somewhat threatening protests, the police used tape to restrict 

access at two events (8%); in one case widely. Mobile nets and barricades were not deployed 

at any of the somewhat threatening events.    

 All in all, these findings confirm our hypothesis that the diffusion of strategic 

incapacitation from transnational protests to threatening national European protests, that is, 

those staged in the eight countries and four years under study, is limited.     

    

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 

 

In this paper, we assessed to what extent strategic incapacitation—a typical transnational 

protest policing style—has diffused to national European protests that pose a threat to the 

establishment and/or the police forces. To do so, we studied the police behavior at 78 national 
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protests, which were staged in 8 European countries (Belgium, Czech Republic, Italy, the 

Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom) between 2009 and 2013. 

We had categorized these events into three threat levels (non-threatening, somewhat 

threatening, and threatening), based on the protest policing literature. Our subsequent 

assessment of the police conduct at these three types of events, from the perspective of protest 

organizers, demonstrators, and researchers (pointers and interviewers), had validated this 

typology. These actors considered the police significantly less cooperative and more 

aggressive at somewhat threatening and (especially) threatening protests, compared to non-

threatening ones.      

 To determine to what extent the three types of protests were policed by strategic 

incapacitation, we deployed pointers’ and protest organizers’ direct observations (and, for the 

latter actor, evaluations) of five (of the eight) dimensions of strategic incapacitation, being: 

selective and one-sided communication, mass arrests, the use of force, extensive surveillance, 

and the control of space. Our analyses showed that strategic incapacitation tactics are more 

often used at somewhat threatening and (especially) threatening protests, compared to non-

threatening ones. Still, threatening events rarely witness the most aggressive tactics of this 

policing repertoire (i.e. pushing and shoving of demonstrators, baton charge, use of less-lethal 

weapons, deployment of mounted police, deployment of dog brigade, use of mobile nets, and 

erection of barricades). What is more, European police forces seem to have added a relatively 

benign tactic to strategic incapacitation: specialized dialogue police. The more threatening the 

(European) event, the more often such officers are present and intervene with the aim of 

preventing any escalations from happening. These findings confirm our hypothesis that the 

diffusion of strategic incapacitation from transnational protests to threatening national 

European protests is limited, at least in the eight countries and four years under study.  

Current research on the police’s use of strategic incapacitation tactics to manage 

threatening national European protests concerns case studies of protests that were staged in 

Italy (2010-11), Sweden (2001-08), and the United Kingdom (2011-12) (Della Porta and 

Zamponi, 2013; Gorringe et al., 2012, Stott et al., 2013, Waddington, 2013). Taken together, 

these studies indicated that the diffusion of strategic incapacitation is limited. Our assessment 

of the police’s use of strategic incapacitation tactics at a large number of protests, which were 

staged across Europe, confirms this finding. 

What this study adds to current theorizing is a more nuanced account of the police’s 

use of strategic incapacitation tactics to manage European protest events. To the best of our 

knowledge, this is the first study that systematically compares the police conduct between 

protests that posed different levels of threat to the establishment and/or police forces. In doing 

so, we reveal that more threatening protests face more strategic incapacitation tactics. In a 

sense, this finding corroborates theorizing by Gillham (2011, also see Gillham et al., 2013) 

that strategic incapacitation is reserved for threatening street protests. Threatening protests 

just do not necessarily witness this policing style, or parts of it. 

Overall, we believe that this research provides valuable new insights for protest 

policing scholars. However, our research has its limitations. First of all, our sample of 

demonstrations is not necessarily representative for the eight countries under study. This is 

because the CCC project, which gathered the dataset, only included demonstrations that were 

large, (foreseen to be) non-violent, staged by a diverse range of social movements, and known 

at least two weeks in advance. Nevertheless, our protest event analyses (seen in Appendix 3) 

indicated that the dataset is not, to any considerable extent, skewed towards peaceful events. 

So, we believe our results portray a quite accurate picture of the police conduct for the period 

we studied.   

A second limitation of our study is that we categorized the protests’ threat levels based 

on indicators (i.e. a revolutionary goal, direct action demonstrators, and young 

demonstrators), given that we did not have data on the establishment’s and police’s own threat 

perceptions. Also, we assessed the police’s use of strategic incapacitation tactics based on 

pointers’ and protest organizers’ observations (and evaluations), rather than the police’s own 

reports. Having had information of the establishment’s and police’s views, and the police’s 

conduct, we would have been able to provide a more comprehensive picture of the (perceived) 

threats of the events under study, and of the police’s way of handling them. For example, we 

might have been able to distinguish the protests’ threat levels in a more fine-grained way 

and/or have been able to study all eight dimensions of strategic incapacitation, rather than the 

five we assessed now. Nevertheless, we feel confident that our categorization of the protests’ 

threat levels and our assessment of the police’s way of handling them are valid. This is 

because our categorization of the protests’ threat levels is not only based on previous research, 

but also validated by the observations of four different protest actors, which largely coincided. 

Similarly, researchers’ and protest organizers’ observations of the police’s conduct are 

comprehensive and, more importantly, consistent. 

Our findings raise new questions, which could be addressed by future studies. Firstly, 

the limited use of strategic incapacitation tactics to police national European protests means, 

in our view, that the right to protest is not being curtailed in any considerable way. So, when 

considering the police handling of street protests, the quality of European democracies does 
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protests, which were staged in 8 European countries (Belgium, Czech Republic, Italy, the 

Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom) between 2009 and 2013. 

We had categorized these events into three threat levels (non-threatening, somewhat 

threatening, and threatening), based on the protest policing literature. Our subsequent 

assessment of the police conduct at these three types of events, from the perspective of protest 

organizers, demonstrators, and researchers (pointers and interviewers), had validated this 

typology. These actors considered the police significantly less cooperative and more 

aggressive at somewhat threatening and (especially) threatening protests, compared to non-

threatening ones.      

 To determine to what extent the three types of protests were policed by strategic 

incapacitation, we deployed pointers’ and protest organizers’ direct observations (and, for the 

latter actor, evaluations) of five (of the eight) dimensions of strategic incapacitation, being: 

selective and one-sided communication, mass arrests, the use of force, extensive surveillance, 

and the control of space. Our analyses showed that strategic incapacitation tactics are more 

often used at somewhat threatening and (especially) threatening protests, compared to non-

threatening ones. Still, threatening events rarely witness the most aggressive tactics of this 

policing repertoire (i.e. pushing and shoving of demonstrators, baton charge, use of less-lethal 

weapons, deployment of mounted police, deployment of dog brigade, use of mobile nets, and 

erection of barricades). What is more, European police forces seem to have added a relatively 

benign tactic to strategic incapacitation: specialized dialogue police. The more threatening the 

(European) event, the more often such officers are present and intervene with the aim of 

preventing any escalations from happening. These findings confirm our hypothesis that the 

diffusion of strategic incapacitation from transnational protests to threatening national 

European protests is limited, at least in the eight countries and four years under study.  

Current research on the police’s use of strategic incapacitation tactics to manage 

threatening national European protests concerns case studies of protests that were staged in 

Italy (2010-11), Sweden (2001-08), and the United Kingdom (2011-12) (Della Porta and 

Zamponi, 2013; Gorringe et al., 2012, Stott et al., 2013, Waddington, 2013). Taken together, 

these studies indicated that the diffusion of strategic incapacitation is limited. Our assessment 

of the police’s use of strategic incapacitation tactics at a large number of protests, which were 

staged across Europe, confirms this finding. 

What this study adds to current theorizing is a more nuanced account of the police’s 

use of strategic incapacitation tactics to manage European protest events. To the best of our 

knowledge, this is the first study that systematically compares the police conduct between 

protests that posed different levels of threat to the establishment and/or police forces. In doing 

so, we reveal that more threatening protests face more strategic incapacitation tactics. In a 

sense, this finding corroborates theorizing by Gillham (2011, also see Gillham et al., 2013) 

that strategic incapacitation is reserved for threatening street protests. Threatening protests 

just do not necessarily witness this policing style, or parts of it. 

Overall, we believe that this research provides valuable new insights for protest 

policing scholars. However, our research has its limitations. First of all, our sample of 

demonstrations is not necessarily representative for the eight countries under study. This is 

because the CCC project, which gathered the dataset, only included demonstrations that were 

large, (foreseen to be) non-violent, staged by a diverse range of social movements, and known 

at least two weeks in advance. Nevertheless, our protest event analyses (seen in Appendix 3) 

indicated that the dataset is not, to any considerable extent, skewed towards peaceful events. 

So, we believe our results portray a quite accurate picture of the police conduct for the period 

we studied.   

A second limitation of our study is that we categorized the protests’ threat levels based 

on indicators (i.e. a revolutionary goal, direct action demonstrators, and young 

demonstrators), given that we did not have data on the establishment’s and police’s own threat 

perceptions. Also, we assessed the police’s use of strategic incapacitation tactics based on 

pointers’ and protest organizers’ observations (and evaluations), rather than the police’s own 

reports. Having had information of the establishment’s and police’s views, and the police’s 

conduct, we would have been able to provide a more comprehensive picture of the (perceived) 

threats of the events under study, and of the police’s way of handling them. For example, we 

might have been able to distinguish the protests’ threat levels in a more fine-grained way 

and/or have been able to study all eight dimensions of strategic incapacitation, rather than the 

five we assessed now. Nevertheless, we feel confident that our categorization of the protests’ 

threat levels and our assessment of the police’s way of handling them are valid. This is 

because our categorization of the protests’ threat levels is not only based on previous research, 

but also validated by the observations of four different protest actors, which largely coincided. 

Similarly, researchers’ and protest organizers’ observations of the police’s conduct are 

comprehensive and, more importantly, consistent. 

Our findings raise new questions, which could be addressed by future studies. Firstly, 

the limited use of strategic incapacitation tactics to police national European protests means, 

in our view, that the right to protest is not being curtailed in any considerable way. So, when 

considering the police handling of street protests, the quality of European democracies does 
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not seem to be under threat. Yet, demonstrators might well perceive this differently. We think 

it would be interesting to discern whether the use of strategic incapacitation tactics—even the 

least aggressive ones (e.g., selective and one-sided communication)—affect demonstrators’ 

perceptions of their constitutional rights and of the state of their democracies. Interviews with 

protest participants or (open-ended) survey questions would be very suitable for such an 

assessment. Secondly, we gather that because of the limited diffusion of strategic 

incapacitation to national European protests, these events are not more likely to turn violent 

today than they did in the past few decades. A protest event analysis, which compiles data on 

police-demonstrator interactions at street protests for the last few decades, could verify this 

assumption. Further, the limited use of strategic incapacitation, and the addition of a relatively 

benign tactic (i.e. specialized dialogue police), suggests that negotiated management is still in 

place, at least partially. This is also what Wahlström (2010) found. So, perhaps, European 

protests are policed by a hybrid of negotiated management and strategic incapacitation tactics. 

A future observational study could provide insight into this. Lastly, our findings contradict 

research for the United States where strategic incapacitation seems to be the norm for policing 

threatening national protests. A comparative study could verify whether the police’s conduct 

is indeed bifurcating on both sides of the Atlantic, and, if so, why.    
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not seem to be under threat. Yet, demonstrators might well perceive this differently. We think 

it would be interesting to discern whether the use of strategic incapacitation tactics—even the 

least aggressive ones (e.g., selective and one-sided communication)—affect demonstrators’ 

perceptions of their constitutional rights and of the state of their democracies. Interviews with 

protest participants or (open-ended) survey questions would be very suitable for such an 

assessment. Secondly, we gather that because of the limited diffusion of strategic 

incapacitation to national European protests, these events are not more likely to turn violent 

today than they did in the past few decades. A protest event analysis, which compiles data on 

police-demonstrator interactions at street protests for the last few decades, could verify this 

assumption. Further, the limited use of strategic incapacitation, and the addition of a relatively 

benign tactic (i.e. specialized dialogue police), suggests that negotiated management is still in 

place, at least partially. This is also what Wahlström (2010) found. So, perhaps, European 

protests are policed by a hybrid of negotiated management and strategic incapacitation tactics. 

A future observational study could provide insight into this. Lastly, our findings contradict 

research for the United States where strategic incapacitation seems to be the norm for policing 

threatening national protests. A comparative study could verify whether the police’s conduct 

is indeed bifurcating on both sides of the Atlantic, and, if so, why.    
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                    APPENDIX 1: SAMPLE OF 78 DEMONSTRATIONS 

 

Name/issue City, country Date (d/m/y) 

Take back Parliament London, UK 15-05-10 

Second student national demonstration London, UK 09-12-10 

Euro May day Milan, IT 01-05-11 

Occupy London London, UK 12-11-11 

No Monti day Rome, IT 27-10-12 

Florence 10+10/Joining forces for another Europe Florence, IT 10-11-12 

No muos Niscemi, IT 30-03-13 

In defence of academic and civil freedoms Prague, CR 23-05-13 

DIY carnival Prague, CR 28-09-13 

Demonstration against extreme-right march Prague, CR 17-11-13 

Against the Europe of capital, crisis and war Barcelona, ES 28-01-10 

March for work Brussels, BE 29-01-10 

May 1st demonstration Zürich, CH 01-05-10 

Don't drain higher education Amsterdam, NL 21-05-10 

Demonstration against new labour law Santiago de Compostela, ES 30-06-10 

Against racist politics Stockholm, SE 04-10-10 

Unite against fascism national demonstration London, UK 06-11-10 

Fund our future: stop education cuts London, UK 10-11-10 

Knowledge crisis The Hague, NL 21-01-11 

No government, great country Brussels, BE 23-01-11 

May day, Left Party Stockholm, SE 01-05-11 

For employment, not capital reforms. Defend our rights Vigo, ES 01-05-11 

Not in our name Brussels, BE 07-05-11 

Real democracy now!  Madrid, ES 15-05-11 

Gay pride Geneva, CH 02-07-11 

May day, Left Party Gothenburg, SE 01-05-12 

Rainbow parade (LGBTQ festival) Gothenburg, SE 03-06-12 

Gay pride Bologna, IT 09-06-12 

Prague pride Prague, CR 18-08-12 

Stop the Government Prague, CR 17-11-12 

Seeds of justice. Flowers of co-responsibility Florence, IT 16-03-13 

The end of godfathers Prague, CR 07-04-13 

Veggie parade Prague, CR 15-06-13 

Prague pride Prague, CR 17-08-13 

Retirement demonstration  Rotterdam, NL 21-11-09 

Climate change Brussels, BE 05-12-09 

National climate march London, UK 05-12-09 

Climate demonstration Utrecht, NL 12-12-09 

Demonstration against language decree Santiago de Compostela, ES 21-01-10 

Demonstration against abortion Madrid, ES 07-03-10 

World march for women Bern, CH 13-03-10 

May day labour march London, UK 01-05-10 

May day march Antwerp, BE 01-05-10 

May day march, Left Party Stockholm, SE 01-05-10 

May 1st, labour day Barcelona, ES 01-05-10 

May day march, Social Democratic Party Stockholm, SE 01-05-10 

Self-determination is democracy Barcelona, ES 12-06-10 

We are a nation, we decide Barcelona, ES 10-07-10 

Against labour law Madrid, ES 29-09-10 

No to hate crime vigil London, UK 23-10-10 

Scream for culture Amsterdam, NL 20-11-10 

Scream for culture Utrecht, NL 20-11-10 

National climate march London, UK 04-12-10 

Together strong for public work The Hague, NL 17-02-11 

Million women rise London, UK 05-03-11 

Stop racism and exclusion Amsterdam, NL 19-03-11 
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                    APPENDIX 1: SAMPLE OF 78 DEMONSTRATIONS 

 

Name/issue City, country Date (d/m/y) 

Take back Parliament London, UK 15-05-10 

Second student national demonstration London, UK 09-12-10 

Euro May day Milan, IT 01-05-11 

Occupy London London, UK 12-11-11 

No Monti day Rome, IT 27-10-12 

Florence 10+10/Joining forces for another Europe Florence, IT 10-11-12 

No muos Niscemi, IT 30-03-13 

In defence of academic and civil freedoms Prague, CR 23-05-13 

DIY carnival Prague, CR 28-09-13 

Demonstration against extreme-right march Prague, CR 17-11-13 

Against the Europe of capital, crisis and war Barcelona, ES 28-01-10 

March for work Brussels, BE 29-01-10 

May 1st demonstration Zürich, CH 01-05-10 

Don't drain higher education Amsterdam, NL 21-05-10 

Demonstration against new labour law Santiago de Compostela, ES 30-06-10 

Against racist politics Stockholm, SE 04-10-10 

Unite against fascism national demonstration London, UK 06-11-10 

Fund our future: stop education cuts London, UK 10-11-10 

Knowledge crisis The Hague, NL 21-01-11 

No government, great country Brussels, BE 23-01-11 

May day, Left Party Stockholm, SE 01-05-11 

For employment, not capital reforms. Defend our rights Vigo, ES 01-05-11 

Not in our name Brussels, BE 07-05-11 

Real democracy now!  Madrid, ES 15-05-11 

Gay pride Geneva, CH 02-07-11 

May day, Left Party Gothenburg, SE 01-05-12 

Rainbow parade (LGBTQ festival) Gothenburg, SE 03-06-12 

Gay pride Bologna, IT 09-06-12 

Prague pride Prague, CR 18-08-12 

Stop the Government Prague, CR 17-11-12 

Seeds of justice. Flowers of co-responsibility Florence, IT 16-03-13 

The end of godfathers Prague, CR 07-04-13 

Veggie parade Prague, CR 15-06-13 

Prague pride Prague, CR 17-08-13 

Retirement demonstration  Rotterdam, NL 21-11-09 

Climate change Brussels, BE 05-12-09 

National climate march London, UK 05-12-09 

Climate demonstration Utrecht, NL 12-12-09 

Demonstration against language decree Santiago de Compostela, ES 21-01-10 

Demonstration against abortion Madrid, ES 07-03-10 

World march for women Bern, CH 13-03-10 

May day labour march London, UK 01-05-10 

May day march Antwerp, BE 01-05-10 

May day march, Left Party Stockholm, SE 01-05-10 

May 1st, labour day Barcelona, ES 01-05-10 

May day march, Social Democratic Party Stockholm, SE 01-05-10 

Self-determination is democracy Barcelona, ES 12-06-10 

We are a nation, we decide Barcelona, ES 10-07-10 

Against labour law Madrid, ES 29-09-10 

No to hate crime vigil London, UK 23-10-10 

Scream for culture Amsterdam, NL 20-11-10 

Scream for culture Utrecht, NL 20-11-10 

National climate march London, UK 04-12-10 

Together strong for public work The Hague, NL 17-02-11 

Million women rise London, UK 05-03-11 

Stop racism and exclusion Amsterdam, NL 19-03-11 

Continued: Name/issue City, country Date (d/m/y) 

TUC's˘ march for the alternative: jobs, growth, justice London, UK 26-03-11 

Non-profit demonstration Brussels, BE 29-03-11 

Anti-nuclear demonstration Amsterdam, NL 16-04-11 

Anti-nuclear demonstration Stockholm, SE 26-04-11 

May day  Florence, IT 01-05-11 

May day, Social Democratic Party/LO* Stockholm, SE 01-05-11 

May day celebration  Vigo, ES 01-05-11 

May day demonstration Geneva, CH 01-05-11 

General strike Florence, IT 06-05-11 

Anti-nuclear manifestation Beznau, CH 22-05-11 

March for appreciation The Hague, NL 26-05-11 

Women demonstration Geneva, CH 14-06-11 

Stop the stacking of cuts on care and welfare The Hague, NL 19-09-11 

Marcia Perugia-Assisi Assisi, IT 25-09-11 

We have alternatives Brussels, BE 02-12-11 

Fukushima never again Brussels, BE 11-03-12 

Anti-nuclear demonstration Mühleberg, CH 11-03-12 

May day, Social Democratic Party/LO* Gothenburg, SE 01-05-12 

Pride demonstration Zürich, CH 16-06-12 

London pride Parade London, UK 07-07-12 

Pink Saturday parade Haarlem, NL 07-07-12 

Czech Communist Party May day Prague, CR 01-05-13 

Note: Demonstrations are listed from threatening (bold and italicized), to somewhat threatening 

(italicized), to non-threatening (no font), and within each of these groups by date. ˘ TUC stands for 

the (British) Trades Union Congress. * LO stands for the Swedish Trade Union Confederation. 

Abbreviations for countries mean the following: BE = Belgium, CH = Switzerland, CR = Czech 

Republic, ES = Spain, IT = Italy, NL = the Netherlands, SE = Sweden, UK = United Kingdom.  

 

  



5

158 |

| Chapter 5

    APPENDIX 2: ELEVEN DEMONSTRATIONS WITH A REVOLUTIONARY GOAL 
 

Demonstration, 

(city, year) 

Organizer(s) Goal(s), reported by protest organizer(s) before the event 

Take back 

parliament 

(London, 2010) 

Power2010 We want a PR (Proportional Representation). A fair voting system 

with proportional representation which ties a Party’s representation in 

Parliament to its share of the vote. 

Occupy London 

(London, 2011) 

John* We were inspired by Occupy Wall Street. We protest because the 

current system is unsustainable, undemocratic and unjust. We, the 

99%, need to discuss and find alternatives. In particular, we refuse to 

pay for the banks’ crisis by having cuts in the public services. We want 

structural change towards a positive, sustainable economic system that 

benefits present and future generations. 

No Monti day 

(Rome, 2012) 

Partito Comunista 

dei Lavoratori 

(Communist 

Workers’ Party) 

Because this government is one of the most reactionary governments 

in our history. It is worse than Berlusconi's government. Berlusconi 

would have had an open resistance if he was doing similar things. The 

current government has destroyed the welfare state. With this 

manifestation we plan to build class knowledge because we believe 

that this is the only way to get out of this economic crisis. Those who 

have not paid anything until today will have to start to pay. We want to 

build a radical opposition.  

 Rete 28 Aprile—
Opposizione CGIL 

(Network April 

28—Opposition 

CGILº)                                                                                                                             

Today, we have a regime in Italy which is worse than Berlusconi’s. 

However, nobody can speak up about this. There is no real opposition. 

We want to show that there is a very strong opposition to Monti's 

reforms. We want to build a broad opposition against the anti-

austerity laws. With this demonstration we aim to build a strong 

opposition against Monti and his policies. This demonstration should 

thus be seen as an event organized with the intent of having an impact 

on public opinion. 

 Unione Sindacale 

di Base (Base 

Unions, USB)                                                                                                                             

Only in Italy there isn’t any opposition to the European Troika and 

their dictates. We denounce the new international treaties. We think 

there is a problem of democracy in our country. Our aim is to say ‘no’ 

to Monti's government. Only the workers are paying [for the anti-

austerity laws]. 

 Confederazione dei 

Comitati di Base 

(Confederation of 

the Committees of 

Base, COBAS)                                                                                                                             

We are against what this government is doing. Monti is doing the dirty 

work for the main political parties. Our objective is to say to Monti: 

‘this is enough; now it is time to go home’. Our welfare state is much 

worse today than it was 5-10 years ago. We want to stop the austerity 

policies. 

Florence 10+10/ 

Joining forces for 

another Europe 

(Florence, 2012) 

Forum Italiano del 

Movimento per 

l'Acqua (Italian 

Forum of Water 

Movements)                                                                                                                             

It has been 10 years since the ESF [European Social Forum] was 

staged in Florence. We want to influence the next steps of the 

movement in order to achieve a better world. Our targets in this event 

are the same movement organizations. We want to build connections 

and act on a transnational level.  

 Libera, 

Associazioni, Nome 

e Numeri ontro le 

Mafie (Libera, 

Associations, 

names and 

Numbers against 

Mafias)  

Libera is part of a network of organizations, at the national and 

international level, which are connected to the Social Forum. Because 

of this, we have decided to participate and to organize this event. We 

are against the austerity policies. But, first of all, our organization 

aims to build a social opposition to the mafia. We believe that such an 

opposition should be organized at the national level and the 

international level. We believe that neo-liberal policies have destroyed 

most of our rights as well as the European welfare system. 

 CGILº, Florence                                                                                                                             We were present 10 years ago at the Social Forum. We think that we 

need to build a different type of Europe. We need a Europe of citizens, 

not of the economy. Our main objective for this event is to build a 

network between different organizations and groups. 

  

Continued:  

Demo. (city, 

year) 

Organizer(s) Goal(s), reported by protest organizer(s) before the event 

In defense of 

academic and 

civil freedoms  

(Prague, 2013) 

Peter* There are three reasons [to stage this protest]: 1) outrageous usurping 

of power, which the President [Miloš Zeman] does not have [Zeman 

refused to grant Martin C. Putna a professorship, because of his gay 

rights activism]; 2) in the future, with actions like this, obtaining a 

professorship may come to depend on whether someone behaves in 

accordance to the President’s liking; 3) Zeman is criticizing a 

university decision due to the sexual orientation of the concerning 

academic. 

DIY Karneval  

(Do It Yourself 

Carnival) 

(Prague, 2013)˘ 

DIY Karneval Demonstrative meeting for support of Pussy Riot imprisoned members 

will take place in front of Russian Federation embassy at Saturday 

28th of September. 10th anniversary of DIY Carnival (do-it-yourself), 

every-year Prague street party, is organized as protest against the 

establishing of reign and power connection between the Government 

and Church in Czech Republic and as an Pussy Riot solidarity act. 

No government, 

great country 

(Brussels, 2011) 

No government, 

great country 

They want to react to the political crisis. Belgium has not had a federal 

government for more than 200 days. Negotiations about the coalition 

agreement keep on failing. 7 parties are negotiating because a 2/3th 

majority is needed for a thorough state reform. The Flemish and 

Walloon politicians are on many points taking diametrically opposite 

stances. The organizers of the demonstration do not take sides in this 

debate. They have just one clear message: we are tired of the 

negotiations, we want a government. Behind this simple message is a 

more general critique about the political culture in our country, and 

especially how it evolved in the last 4 years of crisis. Politicians 

themselves are not the problem. It is the fact that politicians cannot 

come to an agreement, that they cannot see the difference between an 

electoral logic and a different logic at the negotiation table. They lack 

statesmanship. 

Niet in onze 

naam (Not in 

our name) 

(Brussels, 2011) 

 

 

 

 

 

Niet in onze naam  This demonstration is organized to criticize the ongoing political crisis 

in Belgium. We have not had a government for almost a year. Only 

one issue is high on the agenda: state reform. The discourse of the 

Flemish nationalists is one of Flemish people against Walloon people, 

one of splitting the country. Our social security is under attack. Only 

one characteristic seems to matter; there is no room for solidarity. The 

really important problems that confront us (like the environment, 

energy, social security, the ageing of our population) are not dealt 

with. Budget cuts on welfare and culture are threatening our country. 

We say ‘not in our name!’ 

Real democracy 

now! (Madrid, 

2011) 

¡Democracia real 

ya! (Real democracy 

now!)                                                                                                                        

We are all concerned and angry about the political, economic, and 

social outlook that we see around us: corruption amongst politicians, 

businessmen, bankers; leaving us helpless, without a voice. This 

situation has become normal; a daily suffering, without hope. But if we 

join forces, we can change it. It’s time to change things, to build a 

better society together. 

Stop the 

Government 

(Prague, 2012) 

Českomoravská 

konfederace 

odborových svazů 
(Czech-Moravian 

Confederation of 

Trade Unions) 

 

The demonstration on 17 November 2012 shows our continued 

disagreement with the reforms of the current government [headed by 

Prime Minister Petr Nečas] and with the conduct of the government as 

a whole. The event is intended for the general public and aims to show 

people that we disagree with the current government and with its way 

of governing. Important elements of the protest actions are debating 

and information tents. The summarized topic—‘democracy looks 

different’—means that, from a trade union’s perspective, it is not 

possible to have a social dialogue with the current government. The 

government does not reflect the views of civil society nor takes into 

account the opinions of experts on the matter [e.g., by various 

academics and economists]. 
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    APPENDIX 2: ELEVEN DEMONSTRATIONS WITH A REVOLUTIONARY GOAL 
 

Demonstration, 

(city, year) 

Organizer(s) Goal(s), reported by protest organizer(s) before the event 

Take back 

parliament 

(London, 2010) 

Power2010 We want a PR (Proportional Representation). A fair voting system 

with proportional representation which ties a Party’s representation in 

Parliament to its share of the vote. 

Occupy London 

(London, 2011) 

John* We were inspired by Occupy Wall Street. We protest because the 

current system is unsustainable, undemocratic and unjust. We, the 

99%, need to discuss and find alternatives. In particular, we refuse to 

pay for the banks’ crisis by having cuts in the public services. We want 

structural change towards a positive, sustainable economic system that 

benefits present and future generations. 

No Monti day 

(Rome, 2012) 

Partito Comunista 

dei Lavoratori 

(Communist 

Workers’ Party) 

Because this government is one of the most reactionary governments 

in our history. It is worse than Berlusconi's government. Berlusconi 

would have had an open resistance if he was doing similar things. The 

current government has destroyed the welfare state. With this 

manifestation we plan to build class knowledge because we believe 

that this is the only way to get out of this economic crisis. Those who 

have not paid anything until today will have to start to pay. We want to 

build a radical opposition.  

 Rete 28 Aprile—
Opposizione CGIL 

(Network April 

28—Opposition 

CGILº)                                                                                                                             

Today, we have a regime in Italy which is worse than Berlusconi’s. 

However, nobody can speak up about this. There is no real opposition. 

We want to show that there is a very strong opposition to Monti's 

reforms. We want to build a broad opposition against the anti-

austerity laws. With this demonstration we aim to build a strong 

opposition against Monti and his policies. This demonstration should 

thus be seen as an event organized with the intent of having an impact 

on public opinion. 

 Unione Sindacale 

di Base (Base 

Unions, USB)                                                                                                                             

Only in Italy there isn’t any opposition to the European Troika and 

their dictates. We denounce the new international treaties. We think 

there is a problem of democracy in our country. Our aim is to say ‘no’ 

to Monti's government. Only the workers are paying [for the anti-

austerity laws]. 

 Confederazione dei 

Comitati di Base 

(Confederation of 

the Committees of 

Base, COBAS)                                                                                                                             

We are against what this government is doing. Monti is doing the dirty 

work for the main political parties. Our objective is to say to Monti: 

‘this is enough; now it is time to go home’. Our welfare state is much 

worse today than it was 5-10 years ago. We want to stop the austerity 

policies. 

Florence 10+10/ 

Joining forces for 

another Europe 

(Florence, 2012) 

Forum Italiano del 

Movimento per 

l'Acqua (Italian 

Forum of Water 

Movements)                                                                                                                             

It has been 10 years since the ESF [European Social Forum] was 

staged in Florence. We want to influence the next steps of the 

movement in order to achieve a better world. Our targets in this event 

are the same movement organizations. We want to build connections 

and act on a transnational level.  

 Libera, 

Associazioni, Nome 

e Numeri ontro le 

Mafie (Libera, 

Associations, 

names and 

Numbers against 

Mafias)  

Libera is part of a network of organizations, at the national and 

international level, which are connected to the Social Forum. Because 

of this, we have decided to participate and to organize this event. We 

are against the austerity policies. But, first of all, our organization 

aims to build a social opposition to the mafia. We believe that such an 

opposition should be organized at the national level and the 

international level. We believe that neo-liberal policies have destroyed 

most of our rights as well as the European welfare system. 

 CGILº, Florence                                                                                                                             We were present 10 years ago at the Social Forum. We think that we 

need to build a different type of Europe. We need a Europe of citizens, 

not of the economy. Our main objective for this event is to build a 

network between different organizations and groups. 

  

Continued:  

Demo. (city, 

year) 

Organizer(s) Goal(s), reported by protest organizer(s) before the event 

In defense of 

academic and 

civil freedoms  

(Prague, 2013) 

Peter* There are three reasons [to stage this protest]: 1) outrageous usurping 

of power, which the President [Miloš Zeman] does not have [Zeman 

refused to grant Martin C. Putna a professorship, because of his gay 

rights activism]; 2) in the future, with actions like this, obtaining a 

professorship may come to depend on whether someone behaves in 

accordance to the President’s liking; 3) Zeman is criticizing a 

university decision due to the sexual orientation of the concerning 

academic. 

DIY Karneval  

(Do It Yourself 

Carnival) 

(Prague, 2013)˘ 

DIY Karneval Demonstrative meeting for support of Pussy Riot imprisoned members 

will take place in front of Russian Federation embassy at Saturday 

28th of September. 10th anniversary of DIY Carnival (do-it-yourself), 

every-year Prague street party, is organized as protest against the 

establishing of reign and power connection between the Government 

and Church in Czech Republic and as an Pussy Riot solidarity act. 

No government, 

great country 

(Brussels, 2011) 

No government, 

great country 

They want to react to the political crisis. Belgium has not had a federal 

government for more than 200 days. Negotiations about the coalition 

agreement keep on failing. 7 parties are negotiating because a 2/3th 

majority is needed for a thorough state reform. The Flemish and 

Walloon politicians are on many points taking diametrically opposite 

stances. The organizers of the demonstration do not take sides in this 

debate. They have just one clear message: we are tired of the 

negotiations, we want a government. Behind this simple message is a 

more general critique about the political culture in our country, and 

especially how it evolved in the last 4 years of crisis. Politicians 

themselves are not the problem. It is the fact that politicians cannot 

come to an agreement, that they cannot see the difference between an 

electoral logic and a different logic at the negotiation table. They lack 

statesmanship. 

Niet in onze 

naam (Not in 

our name) 

(Brussels, 2011) 

 

 

 

 

 

Niet in onze naam  This demonstration is organized to criticize the ongoing political crisis 

in Belgium. We have not had a government for almost a year. Only 

one issue is high on the agenda: state reform. The discourse of the 

Flemish nationalists is one of Flemish people against Walloon people, 

one of splitting the country. Our social security is under attack. Only 

one characteristic seems to matter; there is no room for solidarity. The 

really important problems that confront us (like the environment, 

energy, social security, the ageing of our population) are not dealt 

with. Budget cuts on welfare and culture are threatening our country. 

We say ‘not in our name!’ 

Real democracy 

now! (Madrid, 

2011) 

¡Democracia real 

ya! (Real democracy 

now!)                                                                                                                        

We are all concerned and angry about the political, economic, and 

social outlook that we see around us: corruption amongst politicians, 

businessmen, bankers; leaving us helpless, without a voice. This 

situation has become normal; a daily suffering, without hope. But if we 

join forces, we can change it. It’s time to change things, to build a 

better society together. 

Stop the 

Government 

(Prague, 2012) 

Českomoravská 

konfederace 

odborových svazů 
(Czech-Moravian 

Confederation of 

Trade Unions) 

 

The demonstration on 17 November 2012 shows our continued 

disagreement with the reforms of the current government [headed by 

Prime Minister Petr Nečas] and with the conduct of the government as 

a whole. The event is intended for the general public and aims to show 

people that we disagree with the current government and with its way 

of governing. Important elements of the protest actions are debating 

and information tents. The summarized topic—‘democracy looks 

different’—means that, from a trade union’s perspective, it is not 

possible to have a social dialogue with the current government. The 

government does not reflect the views of civil society nor takes into 

account the opinions of experts on the matter [e.g., by various 

academics and economists]. 
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Continued:  

Demo. (city, 

year) 

Organizer(s) Goal(s), reported by protest organizer(s) before the event 

 ProAlt (Initiatives for 

Critique of Reform 

Measures and 

Supporting 

Alternatives)                                                                                                               

The protest is a follow-up event of a demonstration staged in April 

2012. Main goals: end government reforms, resignation of current 

government, new elections. The date—17 November—is 

symbolically related to our motto ‘democracy looks different’. The 

motto does not only refer to the content, but also to how democracy is 

‘done’. 

 Odborový svaz 

KOVO (Czech 

Metalworkers' 

Federation KOVO)                                                                                                             

Today, the values of 17 November [1989] are not adhered to—
corruption etc. 

 Odborový svaz 

zdravotnictví a 

sociální péče ČR  

(Trade Union of 

Health Care and 

Social Care Czech 

Republic) 

We are concerned about health care as we see how current policies 

affect our members. The negative effects are not only financial, but 

also social. Health care is not available for everyone equally. Society is 

getting poorer; there is not enough health care and social care for 

everyone.  

 Nezávislý odborový 

svaz Policie ČR 

(Independent Trade 

Union of Czech 

Police) 

We are not part of the trade unions’ confederation, but we have been 

cooperating with them and with ProAlt for a long time. That is why we 

joined this demonstration. We are solving police-related issues on our 

own, but policemen are not only dissatisfied at work. They are also 

dissatisfied citizens.  

The end of 

godfathers  

(Prague, 2013) 

Holesovska vyzva 

(Holesov 

Proclamation)                                                                                                                

Nothing functions here, in the Czech republic. The State does not 

function, politics is managed like a private business and politicians do 

nothing for ordinary citizens. I feel sorry for the young generation, 

because the republic is getting robbed. We do not want the political 

parties to rule, because they are full of criminals or politicians who are 

controlled by these criminals.  

Note: Demonstrations are listed from threatening (italicized) to somewhat threatening (no font), and within each 

of these groups by date (see Appendix 1). * Pseudonym for the autonomous individuals who staged these 

protests. º CGIL stands for ‘Confederazione Generale Italiana del Lavoro’ (Italian General Confederation of 

Labour). ˘ As no organizer was interviewed before this protest, we retrieved the organizers’ goals from the 

event’s Facebook site (https://www.facebook com/diykarneval/posts/433546616755078).  

 

 

 

  

APPENDIX 3: PROTEST EVENT ANALYSES 

 

The protest event analyses were carried out using LexisNexis (Anopress.cz for the Czech 

Republic) to identify events. We chose high-quality national newspapers that were politically 

neither very conservative nor extremely left-wing. These were ‘NRC Handelsblad’ for the 

Netherlands, ‘Mladlá fronta DNES’ for the Czech Republic, and ‘El País’ for Spain. Using 

the Boolean search terms ‘demonstration’ or ‘protest’ or ‘manifestation’ or ‘march’ or ‘to 

demonstrate’ or ‘to protest’ or ‘demonstrator’
14

, we searched the newspapers for the period 

during which each country team had been sampling. This period began one week before the 

first demonstration was covered and ended one week after the last.  

These searches yielded hundreds (for Madrid: thousands) of articles, which were 

skimmed with two purposes. First, we determined how many protests events could have been 

covered by the Dutch, Czech and Spanish teams. These were all events of 2,000 reported 

participants or more
15

 that were staged in the public sphere and articulated some grievance or 

claim. Then, we carefully read all articles that referred to the identified events to determine 

whether any conflict had occurred. Events were coded as such when the police and 

demonstrators clashed
16

 or when at least one demonstrator was arrested and one person 

(demonstrator, police officer, or bystander) injured.  

Table A3 shows the results of our analyses. As can be seen, about half (44-65%) of the 

mass protests that were staged in the Netherlands and Barcelona were sampled. In Madrid, a 

smaller proportion (8%) was covered. In the Czech Republic, more demonstrations were 

sampled than our media analysis identified, presumably because this country team covered 

quite a few relatively small events. Few demonstrations turned conflictual (10% of the Dutch, 

13% of the Madrilenian and 0% of the Barcelonan protests), with the exception of those 

staged in the Czech Republic (30%). When we compare these percentages of conflictual 

protests with those of the events that were sampled, we find small differences. Eight percent 

of the Dutch sample ended in clashes, which means a slight underrepresentation. With 33%, 

                                                           
14

 Depending on the language, some minor changes were made to these search terms. For the Czech Republic, 

‘manifestation’ was not included as the word is strongly connotated with communist rule before 1989 and ‘to 

protest’ was not included due to its many homonyms. For Spain, ‘march’ was not included due to the many 

homonyms. 
15

 As some sampled demonstrations were smaller than foreseen, we lowered the threshold from 3,000 to 2,000 

participants. For the Czech Republic, the threshold was 1,000 participants, as this team sampled smaller events. 
16

 As not all news reports described police-demonstrator interactions in detail, we included all protests where at 

least one of the following police tactics was noted: donning of helmets, formation of a closed police line, 

pushing and shoving (with demonstrators), deployment of dog brigade, deployment of plainclothes snatch 

squads, use of mobile nets, or erection of barricades.   
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Continued:  

Demo. (city, 

year) 

Organizer(s) Goal(s), reported by protest organizer(s) before the event 

 ProAlt (Initiatives for 

Critique of Reform 

Measures and 

Supporting 

Alternatives)                                                                                                               

The protest is a follow-up event of a demonstration staged in April 

2012. Main goals: end government reforms, resignation of current 

government, new elections. The date—17 November—is 

symbolically related to our motto ‘democracy looks different’. The 

motto does not only refer to the content, but also to how democracy is 

‘done’. 

 Odborový svaz 

KOVO (Czech 

Metalworkers' 

Federation KOVO)                                                                                                             

Today, the values of 17 November [1989] are not adhered to—
corruption etc. 

 Odborový svaz 

zdravotnictví a 

sociální péče ČR  

(Trade Union of 

Health Care and 

Social Care Czech 

Republic) 

We are concerned about health care as we see how current policies 

affect our members. The negative effects are not only financial, but 

also social. Health care is not available for everyone equally. Society is 

getting poorer; there is not enough health care and social care for 

everyone.  

 Nezávislý odborový 

svaz Policie ČR 

(Independent Trade 

Union of Czech 

Police) 

We are not part of the trade unions’ confederation, but we have been 

cooperating with them and with ProAlt for a long time. That is why we 

joined this demonstration. We are solving police-related issues on our 

own, but policemen are not only dissatisfied at work. They are also 

dissatisfied citizens.  

The end of 

godfathers  

(Prague, 2013) 

Holesovska vyzva 

(Holesov 

Proclamation)                                                                                                                

Nothing functions here, in the Czech republic. The State does not 

function, politics is managed like a private business and politicians do 

nothing for ordinary citizens. I feel sorry for the young generation, 

because the republic is getting robbed. We do not want the political 

parties to rule, because they are full of criminals or politicians who are 

controlled by these criminals.  

Note: Demonstrations are listed from threatening (italicized) to somewhat threatening (no font), and within each 

of these groups by date (see Appendix 1). * Pseudonym for the autonomous individuals who staged these 

protests. º CGIL stands for ‘Confederazione Generale Italiana del Lavoro’ (Italian General Confederation of 

Labour). ˘ As no organizer was interviewed before this protest, we retrieved the organizers’ goals from the 

event’s Facebook site (https://www.facebook com/diykarneval/posts/433546616755078).  

 

 

 

  

APPENDIX 3: PROTEST EVENT ANALYSES 

 

The protest event analyses were carried out using LexisNexis (Anopress.cz for the Czech 

Republic) to identify events. We chose high-quality national newspapers that were politically 

neither very conservative nor extremely left-wing. These were ‘NRC Handelsblad’ for the 

Netherlands, ‘Mladlá fronta DNES’ for the Czech Republic, and ‘El País’ for Spain. Using 

the Boolean search terms ‘demonstration’ or ‘protest’ or ‘manifestation’ or ‘march’ or ‘to 

demonstrate’ or ‘to protest’ or ‘demonstrator’
14

, we searched the newspapers for the period 

during which each country team had been sampling. This period began one week before the 

first demonstration was covered and ended one week after the last.  

These searches yielded hundreds (for Madrid: thousands) of articles, which were 

skimmed with two purposes. First, we determined how many protests events could have been 

covered by the Dutch, Czech and Spanish teams. These were all events of 2,000 reported 

participants or more
15

 that were staged in the public sphere and articulated some grievance or 

claim. Then, we carefully read all articles that referred to the identified events to determine 

whether any conflict had occurred. Events were coded as such when the police and 

demonstrators clashed
16

 or when at least one demonstrator was arrested and one person 

(demonstrator, police officer, or bystander) injured.  

Table A3 shows the results of our analyses. As can be seen, about half (44-65%) of the 

mass protests that were staged in the Netherlands and Barcelona were sampled. In Madrid, a 

smaller proportion (8%) was covered. In the Czech Republic, more demonstrations were 

sampled than our media analysis identified, presumably because this country team covered 

quite a few relatively small events. Few demonstrations turned conflictual (10% of the Dutch, 

13% of the Madrilenian and 0% of the Barcelonan protests), with the exception of those 

staged in the Czech Republic (30%). When we compare these percentages of conflictual 

protests with those of the events that were sampled, we find small differences. Eight percent 

of the Dutch sample ended in clashes, which means a slight underrepresentation. With 33%, 

                                                           
14

 Depending on the language, some minor changes were made to these search terms. For the Czech Republic, 

‘manifestation’ was not included as the word is strongly connotated with communist rule before 1989 and ‘to 

protest’ was not included due to its many homonyms. For Spain, ‘march’ was not included due to the many 

homonyms. 
15

 As some sampled demonstrations were smaller than foreseen, we lowered the threshold from 3,000 to 2,000 

participants. For the Czech Republic, the threshold was 1,000 participants, as this team sampled smaller events. 
16

 As not all news reports described police-demonstrator interactions in detail, we included all protests where at 

least one of the following police tactics was noted: donning of helmets, formation of a closed police line, 

pushing and shoving (with demonstrators), deployment of dog brigade, deployment of plainclothes snatch 

squads, use of mobile nets, or erection of barricades.   
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conflictual events are overrepresented in the Madrilenian sample. For Barcelona we find no 

bias at all. As 8% of the Czech sample turned conflictual, such events are underrepresented. 

All in all, these results indicate that the dataset is not, to any considerable extent, skewed 

towards the inclusion of peaceful events. 

 

Table A3: Results of Protest Event Analyses for the Netherlands, Czech Republic, and Spain  

Country Search period Articles 

found 

Staged 

protests 

Staged 

protests: 

conflictual 

Sampled 

protests 

Sampled  

protests: 

conflictual 

The Netherlands 14.11.09 - 14.07.12    915    20        2     13         1 

Czech Republic 11.08.12 - 24.11.13    574    10        3     12         1 

Spain 

- Barcelona 

 

21.01.10 - 17.07.10 

 

   458 

 

     9 

 

       0 

 

      4 

 

        0 

- Madrid 28.02.10 - 22.05.11 3,010    38        5       3         1 

Note: Not all of the sampled protests are listed as ‘staged protests’. Three Dutch events, eight Czech events, 

and two Barcelonan events were sampled, but not identified by this media study. We presume this is due to the 

fact that these events were smaller than 2,000 participants (1,000 for the Czech Republic), peaceful and/or 

staged in the private sphere.    

 

  


