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This report presents findings from a survey of UK campaigners, activists and
movement supporters conducted by Social Change Lab and Fossil Free
London. The research was undertaken against a backdrop of significant
changes to the legal environment for protest, including the Police, Crime,
Sentencing and Courts Act 2022, the Public Order Act 2023, the National
Security Act 2023 and subsequent legislation that has expanded police
powers and increased criminal sanctions for some forms of protest. We
should note that some aspects of this legislation relate to England and Wales
only, not Scotland or the North of Ireland. This allows us to look for clues in
the data as to whether Scottish and Northern Irish activists have a different
experience from their English and Welsh counterparts.

The Joint Committee on Human Rights states that “The right to peaceful
protest is a cornerstone of democracy, which should be championed and
protected rather than stifled.” Yet when scrutinising the Public Order Bill, the
Committee raised concern that the recent toughening of protest laws risks
doing precisely the opposite, warning that the new legislation could have a
“chilling effect on the right to protest” (a view echoed by the UN). The worry
is that repressive laws deter people from exercising their fundamental rights
(Berglund et al., 2024; Gall, 2026). It is not clear that deterrence is always the
effect; other research (e.g., Curtice & Behlendorf, 2021; Demirel-Pegg &
Rasler, 2020; Hess & Martin, 2006) suggests the opposite: that increased
government restrictions can bring sustained or even increased protest
activity, as campaigners and the wider public react against the perceived
injustice (Gulliver et al., 2023). We have seen this both at home - in how the
Palestine Action proscription inspired thousands of new people to protest;

and we have seen it abroad, such as earlier in 2026 in the Indian cockroach
movement, where a brutal police response to protesters served only to swell

their numbers and help bring about the dramatic concession to their
demands. This sort of response - where repression leads to increased
mobilisation by galvanising activists - is often referred to as a ‘backfire effect’
(Adam-Troian et al., 2020; Dono et al., 2025) or the ‘repression paradox’
(Kurtz & Smithey, 2018) and is a phenomenon particularly seen in highly
committed activists (Davies-Rommetveit et al., 2026;: Rumbelow, 2023).

The central question for this survey is what effect, if any, recent legislative
changes in England and Wales are having on protest in practice. Tighter
restrictions might deter people from taking part, but they could equally
galvanise them, or they could make little difference. We also look at whether
particular people respond differently, and at the type of protests people are
willing to take part in. We explore these questions through the experiences of
people actively engaged in campaigning and protest.

The findings presented here complement parallel work we are conducting
examining attitudes towards protest and testing which framing strategies
increase support for protest rights amongst the general public. Together,
these studies aim to build a fuller picture of how recent legislative changes
are affecting both public support for protest rights and participation in protest
itself - and to help campaigners best navigate a challenging environment.
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Method and sample

The survey ran in Qualtrics via an anonymous link distributed through Social
Change Lab and Fossil Free London’s newsletter and partner networks. It was
fielded between 9th June and 10th July 2026. It screened for adults living in
the UK. Respondents who had never protested were routed past protest-
specific sections; those active in the last 12 months and those active longer
ago received tailored participation questions. Baseline numbers therefore
vary throughout.

415 people started the survey and 352 finished it (85%). Median completion
time was 11.4 minutes. Response arrived in two clear waves (16-20 June and
29-30 June), consistent with distribution pushes."

Who responded

This survey describes a population of engaged campaigners, not UK activists
in general and not the public. Percentages below are of those answering
each item.

The age profile matters for interpretation: a sample this old will show
participation declines for reasons (health, mobility, energy) that have nothing
to do with legislation, and the open-text data confirm this. It also means
younger activists - arguably those with most to lose from a criminal record -
are underweighted here.

96%

have taken part in a protest

40%

are aged 65+

306%

are from white backgrounds
(74% White British)

London (28%)
South West (21%)

are heavily over-represented

/3% in the last 12 months. Repeat
participation is heavy: 47% of
recent protesters attended six or
more protests in the past year.

a further 21% are 55-64; only 15%
are under 35. 62% are women,
29% men, 4% non-binary.

36% report a disability or long-
term condition. 32% have caring
responsibilities.

Scotland contributes 13%. Almost
all protest experience is in England
(90% of those saying where they
had protested), with Scotland at 15%.

Open-text movement affiliations (indicative only, per the agreed
treatment of this question) skew strongly towards Palestine solidarity
and climate, with peace/anti-nuclear, anti-racist/anti-far-right, Quaker
networks and trans rights also recurring.
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