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Response to disruptive vs. less disruptive locally organized 

Extinction Rebellion protests 
Report by Ben Kenward (ben.kenward@gmail.com), with thanks to the Oxford Brookes 

psychology students Annabelle Fuller, Alice Gissing, Amy Holden, Alexandra Matevosova, 

Carlotta Speller, and Katie De La Lynde, who collected the data as part of their studies. 

Summary of aim, method and results 
This study aimed to compare public responses to two different locally organized Extinction 

Rebellion (XR) protests; one clearly disruptive, one not so. A sample recruited by psychology 

undergraduates (105 individuals who were mainly middle-class, roughly half students and half 

employed, and from across the political spectrum) responded to two short videos of locally 

organized actions. One video displayed a disruptive roadblock that clearly deliberately 

prevented traffic movement, one video displayed a funeral march that appeared much less 

disruptive (traffic was still moving). In both cases, participants were near unanimous that the 

activists were working for a good cause, and in both cases, participants tended to agree the 

protesters were good for the climate change movement. Participants had widely varied opinions 

on whether the protests were effective for influencing the government. Participants tended to 

be neutral towards or agree with the idea that the funeral march had a positive impact on public 

opinion, however they tended to disagree that the disruptive roadblock had a positive impact 

on public opinion; this difference between the protests was statistically real (outside the margin 

of error). This report includes no interpretation of results, to encourage the reader to draw their 

own conclusions. 

Method 
Participants were recruited using personal contacts and social media. In an internet 

questionnaire they first viewed one of the videos and then answered a series of questions. The 

videos were originally uploaded by local XR groups, and were selected for this experiment 

because they featured roughly similar numbers of activists and placards and were produced 

using similar styles (e.g. without voice-over), and were further edited for this study primarily 

to make them the same length (just over 2 minutes). 

Representative still of roadblock video, viewable at https://youtu.be/uWVz2Iy_BHM 
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Representative still of funeral march video, viewable at https://youtu.be/eNQDPtJhM0Y 

  

A total of 371 potential participants opened the questionnaire, of whom only 224 began to 

watch a video. Of these, those who watched a video for less than 30 seconds before beginning 

to answer questions are removed from analysis, leaving 105 included participants. Of the 

included participants, 68% were female; 45% were students and 51% were in employment. 

The graphs below show the distribution of participant age, position on the left-right political 

spectrum, and self-rated socio-economic status (SES) – in other words self-perceived rank in 

society. 

 

Results 
The boxplots below show to what extent participants agreed or disagreed (on a 7-point-scale) 

with each of four statements about the protesters they viewed, for each video. The average 

(median) response is shown by the solid bar, and the box shows the region where half the 

responses fell. Only if the p-value is less than 0.05 is the difference in response between the 

two videos regarded as statistically real (greater than the margin of error).  

https://youtu.be/eNQDPtJhM0Y
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Raw data, full questionnaire text, and analysis scripts are available at: 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1XmpHBsqpJXO_PPwwJtgEQUKcYKhIfI-D. 

Responses to an open-ended question 
Participants were also asked “After watching the previous video, how do you feel about activist 

protests?” As yet un-analyzed, these responses are reported in full, from all participants who 

answered. 

Responses from those who watched the roadblock video 

1. They should be able to protest but should not be disruptive to daily life  

2. I felt that the protest was slightly too small to have an impact on local and national 

government. It was also having a negative impact on people's days e.g. holding them 

up, and although this is sometimes necessary it can annoy the general public.   Big 

marches in London are the most effective as they receive more press and attract big 

crowds.  

3. They are a good way to get attention but can be annoying  

4. Make people think.  

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1XmpHBsqpJXO_PPwwJtgEQUKcYKhIfI-D
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5. I feel they are incredibly disruptive to average people and should NOT be making a 

point in this way. I feel quite angry that they are doing this.  

6. I feel empathy and admire them for doing something but it was not targeting the right 

way It just annoyed everyday people going to work etc Also what was the chant all 

about another worth’s possible what did it mean? They needed pictures of emotive 

images eg rainforest s destruction plastic waste in the sea.  

7. Often the protests are necessary and you have to disrupt people in order to have an 

impact, however, sometimes they can be too disruptive and obstruct emergency services 

and put their cause above more important issues. 

8. Pointless and irritating. 

9. They are an extremely important part of democracy and a democratic society, and 

people should be allowed to express their views. Disruptive protests are an effective 

way of protest and the more anger, chaos and publicity it gets the greater the amount of 

people it reaches spreading the word quicker.  

10. Good - no harm done, they’ve caught attention without damaging anything.  

11. Disruptive 

12. Positive. They are peaceful and just making their point . 

13. I feel they have the right to make a valid point and that people are more likely to pay 

attention if their lives are disrupted a little while this is happening. 

14. Positive. We have a right to protest and celebrate democracy but it does stop good, hard 

working people getting to their jobs.  

15. That whilst I’m very supportive of their cause, they are a public nuisance and not likely 

to win mass support  

16. It's fantastic in the UK that we have the freedom to protest in this way, even though it 

is disruptive. That's the point I guess. The people protesting are extremely passionate 

but I'm not sure they change the opinions of others at all. The impact on people's ability 

to get around and go to work may very well have the opposite effect. to the one they're 

aiming for. Raising awareness of the issue is probably the best hope. 

17. It is good to see activists taking a calm and non-disruptive approach that is both 

thoughtful and considered and still achieves maximum impact. 

18. I think it’s good for people to express their views in a peaceful and controlled way.  

19. Believe in the right to protest but not to stop others going about their daily lives. If I 

had been in the first car stopped I would have felt intimidated and irritated as would not 

have been sure that the activists would have stuck to 3 minutes 

20. Annoyed disruptive minimal impact on government maximum annoyance to day to day 

life. Made the protesters feel good but I suspect the drivers were fed up.  

21. They look pretty small and just designed to hold people up. The video made the protests 

look like a bit of a fail with no large scale support.  

22. They are disruptive and uninformative. Its just a bunch of people shouting at you stupid 

messages, not conveying any factual evidence 

23. They seem to disrupt the daily lives of the public when in fact they should be disrupting 

the daily lives of the government if they want to even think about getting any change 

24. An effective way to get peoples attention but maybe the wrong attention 

25. They are there for a good cause but general public shouldnt not be hugely 

inconvenienced by it. Stopping cars for just 1 minute would get them noticed without 

having to impact other's days. 

26. Angry at their effect on the economy, ordinary people’s lives with little to no effect on 

actual policy. By preventing the traffic from moving they only increase congestion and 
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pollution. They further alienate the general public by disruption leading to loss of 

earnings for workers whom are affected by travel  

27. Annoyed given that most of the people probably using cars on a regular basis 

28. You need to consider the bigger picture at all times.  

29. the cause is good but the protests are misjudged 

30. Can be out of control. Distracts from what they should be worrying about 

31. Counterintuitive, by blocking cars attempting to go about their business, the protesters 

are creating more pollution as well as a negative public image. Additionally it could 

create dangerous situations where emergency vehicles are unable to promptly reach 

emergencies. Protests like this are iconoclastic and unhelpful. 

https://youtu.be/xJZlhECK0Ps 

32. Passionate people trying to get their voices heard  

33. Negative 

34. They are destructive 

35. I feel they are carrying out a good cause  

36. I agree with what they are protesting about 

37. Stupid people Wasting time and being disruptive due to un-needed obstruction of traffic 

38. They seem to be more of an inconvenience than anything helpful or interesting because 

they are stopping the traffic to protest 

39. Although it's peaceful, it still is affecting the wrong people - people who are commuting 

and need to get somewhere. 

40. I feel that disruptive /  aggressive form of protest simply alienates the public rather than 

getting them to further the cause. 

41. I think it’s for a good cause which I strongly strongly agree with but I don’t really know 

how effective I feel it is. It’s good to raise more attention about climate change but I 

feel the activist protests risk annoying more people than encouraging people to fight 

climate change. 

42. Positive 

43. I think they are a pain in the back side 

44. '- They’re effective but could be done to produce less irritation for people but stopping 

the traffic as that’s only going to put them in a negative state of mind 

45. Positive. The activists were not rude or demeaning in any way - they also moved 

voluntarily out of the way after a period of disruption. 

46. Disrupting the general public going about their day is selfish 

47. We need them 

48. They serve a purpose to raise awareness but how effective it will be is questionable. As 

they are distrupting people's daily lives (i.e making people late to work) the general 

public may take on distain towards the activists and not take on board their message. 

49. Fairly negative.  

50. I think protest is the right of democratic society but do not necessarily agree with 

Extinction rebellion 

51. Fine. Minor disruption for bringing important information to the forefront of peoples 

lives. 

52. Annoyed... it didn’t seem to make a difference 

53. It's the most important thing we can do to help save the planet  

54. Good 
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55. On the side,  they support a good cause and draw attention  to societal and 

environmental problems. On the other, they obviously block traffic which might not 

amuse the public. Still, I feel positively affected by the protest  

56. They're misguided. 

57. I don’t really feel like they have a huge impact and it can create resentment towards 

them if they’re disrupting people’s daily life. This may make some people anti the 

movement if they’re lives are being negatively affected my those protesting.  

58. Angry due to the disruption caused by the activists. 

 

Responses from those who watched the funeral march video 

1. It’s annoying 

2. I feel okay about it. 

3. Fair play  

4. They are for a good cause as they are hoping to influence other people  

5. Everybody has the right to free speech but it should not be forced upon anybody else in 

an aggressive manner 

6. A bit pointless - focusing on the negative and using scare tactics rather than raising 

awareness of what needs to change/ what people can do to help  

7. Annoying disruptful and potentially dangerous. Those disrupted by the protest are 

going to feel negative towards the cause. Young stupid University students with a 

superiority complex 

8. Protests disrupt daily life and have little impact on the government  

9. Positive. I feel people power will get the changes we need to happen in the world, out 

in the public eye and talked about in the media. Hopefully making governments listen 

and for those changes to take place  

10. I wonder if they got permission to stop traffic on the roads?  It is eye catching.  

11. No opinion  

12. Annoyed 

13. I feel like they can have a positive impact on other people's thoughts and perception 

about issues that they choose to protest about, so long as they're peaceful and respectful.  

14. A little too extreme  

15. Not sure  

16. I am content to see no-harm activist protest but I object to protestors causing damage 

to property or harm to people.  

17. I think that the video shows that they are a great way of spreading a message and getting 

people involved and informed about a political issue. I also think the protests show how 

much these people care about the cause because they have clearly put so much effort 

into organising it so as to have the most emotional impact on the public/government. 

18. It is fine for people to protest in a calm and non-disruptive way. It does work, as it 

brings attention to the cause and obviously the greater the number of protesters, the 

bigger the message it signals in support for the cause. 

19. That they are up to the individual as long as they don’t impact/intimidate or scare others 

20. I think there is a place for it however feel those protesting need to know the full details 

of what they are protesting about and follow those ethics before potentially causing 

disruption to others.  

21. You have to get the public onside for a protest to work, you need at least 60%/70% of 

the country backing you & quite often the way its done pushes a lot away.  Antifa, ultra 
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left, ultra right groups do not help anyone & the lack of respect for police is appalling  

- Extinction Rebellion need to be more inclusive, but again the way they go about things 

causing disruption to business's & employees, hospital appointments will only create a 

larger divide.       

22. Positive  

23. They look like they were having fun 

24. I am ok the Protest. as long as they do not stop people doing their work. I agree there is 

a need for them and unless they do it no will be take notice.  

25. Positive  - From the video alone, depicts non violent civil disobedience that is minimally 

disruptive  - Imagery is emphatic and potentially disturbing to some demographics, but 

arguably in line with the realities of climate crisis and therefore justified  - The protest 

from the video will primarily just draw attention to the issue 

26. They are doing something for a cause they believe in. 

27. I'm not sure this was large enough to make an impact. 

28. Happy for them to do it  

29. Proud.  

30. they are disruptive, but i do think they’re necessary to raise awareness 

31. empowering and passionate to help. i love seeing positive change that doesn't harm 

anyone. i really like this kind of protest  

32. I feel that this is a peaceful protest causing no direct harm to the others surrounding it 

therefore it doesn't disrupt peoples everyday functions, but does raise an important issue 

and causes people to think about what they are protesting about more.  

33. Organised, dramatic and inspiring 

34. Calm and peaceful, wanting to prove a point in a non aggressive way. However, it seems 

they cause disruption by marching on roads, etc.  

35. The previous protest looking fairly ineffective. 

36. I feel that extinction rebellion and annoying, misguided idiots. They cause lots of 

disruption to people’s lives and try to force their opinion on you. I feel the same way 

about activist protests as I feel there are more people that hate them then like them 

therefore being useless and a waste of time instead of addressing the problem it’s doing 

them more bad then good.  

37. Peaceful  

38. justified because they are doing it for a good cause  

39. passionate about what they believe in  calm protest which doesn't disrupt the public but 

is getting their message across with how devastating the impact of climate change is  

40. It encourages me to educate myself on what they’re protesting about however I think if 

I were a passer by I could be intimidate do by them, although I think they do that on 

purpose to make an impact. I know this particular protest isn’t aggressive however I 

also know that some can be. 

41. They are disruptive 

42. Much the same as I ever did. They are good for spreading awareness but not much good 

at effecting change. 

43. This looks like a peaceful protest. Like the costumes and props 

44. I support activity but not civil unrest unless it is in response to curtailed civil rights  

45. They are working for a good cause about which they feel strongly. It does make other 

people take notice 

46. Very chill, not always in your face  

47. A novel way to tell the public was the cause of the protest 
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48. I think it was peaceful and poignant 

49. I was wondering if they were disrupting traffic.  

50. I feel that sometimes protests are necessary in order to get a point across if other 

methods do not work. 

51. Sympathetic to cause but not the way the activists are protesting. They are actually 

making me turn against the cause 

52. I can see why it’s happening, however the damage and disruption caused by the protests 

is not required 

53. The protests are creative and certainly get a clear message across, disruptive protests 

such as these have shown to be the most effective and have triggered a process of 

change. 

54. I support it, yet I think that the way the do it is „over the top” 

55. Good cause, peaceful and not pushy, disruption of traffic but not sure for how long.   


