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Introduction 

On the 6th of September 2015, 15 000 people gathered in Stockholm in support of 
refugees. Prime Minister Stefan Löfven among others spoke at the demonstration and 
called for other EU-countries to receive as many refugees as Sweden had (Bolling and 
Svahn 2015). At the time, almost 50 000 people had applied for asylum in Sweden since 
the beginning of the year. However, by the end of the year, that number reached 164 000 
which meant that more people than ever before had applied for asylum in Sweden in a 
single year (Rehbinder 2015: 4). The rest of the autumn was marked by many more 
protests organised in solidarity with refugees but anti-immigration protests also gathered 
hundreds of participants. “Folkets Demonstration” was the name of the largest anti-im-
migration protest. It gathered a smaller amount of people but counter-protests and its 
connection to the violent extreme-right made it receive plenty of media attention (Wå-
genberg et al. 2016). 

Immigration itself, the reactions that followed, and new restrictions was given substantial 
media attention during the whole period. Especially events such as the death of Aylan 
Kurdi covered front pages of the major newspapers. New initiatives such as “Refugees 
Welcome” and “Vi gör vad vi kan” started during the autumn and aimed at improving 
the situation for refugees. These initiative show that there were a considerable amount of 
mobilisation on the topic of immigration in Sweden during the second half of 2015. 

The aim of this thesis is to study immigration-related protests in Sweden. Protest mobili-
sation is often studied from a structural perspective and news media is used as the source 
material on protest events. I am arguing that such perspective might overlook the impact 
of media on protest mobilisation. Instead, this thesis will use police records of protest 
permits as source material in order to do a time series cross-sectional analysis, also called 
panel analysis, on protest mobilisation in the three most populous regions in Sweden. 
These regions are defined by the police as Region Stockholm, West (including Gothen-
burg) and South (including Malmö). Police records provide a more unbiased measure-
ment of protest events and make it possible to study the correlation with media as the 
source material for the dependent and independent variable is different. The central re-
search question is: what explains the mobilisation of immigration-related protests in 
Sweden during the end of 2015? 

The period of interest is from week 27 of 2015 to week 4 of 2016, which corresponds to 
the 29th of June to the 31st of January. Starting on the 29th of June allows me to refer to 
specific weeks and it corresponds to how Migrationsverket aggregate their data. The rea-
son for focusing on this period in particular, is that it covers the full “wave” of asylum 
seekers in that it starts and ends with roughly the same number of asylum requests per 
week and adds some extra margin. But it is also an interesting period because Sweden’s 
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immigration policy changed significantly and many of the major parties, including the 
government party the Social Democrats, also changed their stance on the issue. Sweden 
is also an interesting case because of the growth of the anti-immigration party Sweden 
Democrats (SD). Similarly to other European countries, the right-wing extremist party 
holds seats in parliament which can potentially influence mobilisation of immigration-
related protests. 

Throughout the essay I will refer to protest movements in plural. This is to indicate that 
there are two general protest movements on the issue of immigration. One is for in-
creased immigration and one is anti-immigration. The purposes of the movements are 
not only targeted against the government as is commonly assumed in studies of protest 
movements (Jamison and Ring 2003; Kitschelt 1986; Paret and Aguilera 2016; 
Theocharis et al. 2015). I argue that it is important to note that there is a conflictual rela-
tionship between these two sides that should not be overlooked. 

The word ‘refugee question’ will be used trough out the thesis as to refer to the political 
issue of an influx of refugees to Europe and Sweden. Although the words ‘refugee crisis’ 
was often used in the media, I will use ‘question’ as that is more value natural.  

Previous research and theoretical framework 

Internationally there have been studies on immigration-related protests such as Carey et 
al. (2014) and Pareta and Aguilera (2015) which both study the pro-immigration move-
ment in the US. Previous research on protest mobilisation in Sweden has mostly focused 
on the environmental movement (Jamison and Ring 2003). Most studies of protest mo-
bilisation make use of news media but they rarely examine the possible impact of news 
media and the public debate on protest mobilisation. In the context of Sweden and 
Scandinavia, the topic of immigration has been studied but focus has been on activism 
and attitudes towards immigrants which have been studied on different levels using sur-
veys and interview studies. Like many other right-wing parties in Europe, the growth of 
anti-immigration party Sweden Democrats has also been a topic of interest and in some 
research been found to explain a negative stance towards immigration among some 
groups (Dahlström and Esaiasson 2011; Ekström von Essen 2006; Beyer et al. 2015). 

In the following section, I will outline the two main theories that will be tested for their 
ability to answer the research question. I will apply one traditional theory of protest mo-
bilisation that explains mobilisation from a structural perspective as many earlier studies 
have done. After that, I will outline the more recent Discursive Opportunities theory that 
takes media effects into account. The reason for testing both is to examine if media cov-
erage helps to better explain mobilisation of immigration-related protests in Sweden. 
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Political Opportunity Structures 

An important perspective on protest mobilisation is Political Opportunity Structures 
(henceforth POS). The basic premise of the perspective is that a social movements’ 
prospects for advancing a particular claim, influencing policy and mobilising support are 
context-dependent (Meyer 2012: 126). Tarrow  (1996: 54) provide a well used and broad 
definition of POS: 

consistent - but not necessarily formal, permanent, or national - signals to social or political ac-
tors which either encourage or discourage them to use their internal resources to form social 
movements. 

Scholars have, however, used POS differently. Many choose to focus on general struc-
tures such as laws restricting public protest and the strength of the government. But also 
informal structures that are not legally defined. In the case of Sweden informal struc-
tures could constitute what Thörn (2013: 14–33) calls the “Scandinavian culture of con-
sensus”, which means that confrontational protest movements are often overlooked in 
favour of constructive dialogue. Tarrow (1996: 54) argues that “the availability of influ-
ential allies and cleavages within and among elites” are also important POS. Divisions 
within,  as well as support from, the elite give incentives for social movements to take ac-
tion as the possibility of making an impact increases when the elite is not unified. 

POS defined only in terms of systemic and cultural characteristics has been criticised for 
covering too much and therefore has difficulties to explain the emergence of a particular 
movement at a particular point in time. In order to address that issue, others have argued 
that signals need to be more issue-specific in order to explain the rise of a particular 
movement. Meyer and Minkoff (2004: 1473) add issue-specific opportunity structures to 
explain the civil-rights movement in USA. Their study shows that laws and the amount of 
resources dedicated to an issue can provide a clear target for a movement to mobilise 
around. 

During the autumn of 2015, Sweden’s immigration policy changed significantly. Until 
October, Sweden’s immigration policy had been relatively open but a series of changes 
resulted in a much more restrictive immigration policy. One of the most important 
changes was the introduction of temporary asylums as opposed to earlier permanent 
ones (Rehbinder 2015: 4; Regeringskansliet 2016: 147). Some of the protests that are 
part of the data-set were explicitly targeting these policy changes. Therefore, POS is an 
important tool in understanding the protest movements for and against immigration in 
Sweden. 

General POS, such as the party system and political norms, change relatively slowly. 
Even the abrupt POS changes of immigration policy cannot be expected to change on a 
weekly or even monthly basis as it takes time to write, vote on and implement policy 
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changes. The reform from permanent to temporary asylums was announced in October 
of 2015 but it will take several months until the new law takes effect. POS, therefore, has 
a significant weakness when it comes to studying a relatively short amount of time and 
where data is aggregated for short intervals. This might be one of the reasons for why 
POS is often used in longitudinal or panel studies of several years (Meyer and Minkoff 
2004: 1459; McAdam and Boudet 2012: 67). Because of the short time-period covered in 
this thesis, this theory will be tested with issue-specific variables that are more dynamic 
and change more quickly. 

The hypothesis that can be drawn from POS theory is that structural changes to the im-
migration policy, as well as the increased infrastructure required to receive them, such as 
accommodation, should be correlated with more immigration-related protests because 
they provide opportunities to mobilise around. 

Discursive Opportunities 

Koopmans and Olzak’s (2004) theory on Discursive Opportunities will be used to examine 
the impact of media coverage on protest mobilisation. In their study of mobilisation of 
the extreme right in Germany, they criticise the theory of political opportunity structures 
because “POS variables such as electoral instability, elite divisions, or availability of elite 
allies have no meaning if people do not become aware of them” (Koopmans and Olzak 
2004: 201). Media play an essential role in communicating these opportunities to the 
masses, as they have little ability to investigate where the potential political opportunities 
lie. Additionally, this perspective addresses the limited ability of POS to explain relative-
ly fast-paced changes, since media attention for a subject varies more quickly than struc-
tural changes such as policy, resources and even divisions within elites. What gets atten-
tion one week can be replaced by something completely different the next. McCarthy et 
al. (1996: 481) call this the media issue attention cycle and it describes how the topic jour-
nalists and editors are interested in at the moment can change very quickly depending on 
the resonance and its news-worth in relationship to other topics. 

Koopmans and Olzak (2004: 202) define discursive opportunities as “the aspects of the 
public discourse that determine a message’s chances of diffusion in the public sphere”. 
Diffusion is the process of transmission of ideas between different actors. These can be 
both specific ideas of tactics to address an issue or more generally ideas of awareness of 
what constitutes a problem in society. For diffusion to occur channels of communication 
are necessary and in today’s world, mass media play a central role. Their theory builds on 
Granovetter’s (1973) work on so-called Weak ties. Weak ties are necessary for the diffu-
sion of ideas because they connect groups which have limited contact and little in com-
mon besides engagement in a particular issue. Communication between groups that al-
ready have strong ties to each other will rarely bring new information and have few op-
portunities to mobilise because they already hold the same knowledge and motivations. 
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Koopmans and Olzak (2004: 204) argue that diffusion chances of a goal in part depend 
on how other actors react to it in the public sphere. They call this resonance and it de-
pends in part of how controversial a topic is. Legitimacy is also important for a move-
ment’s chances of success and diffusion of their ideas. Legitimacy of a movement in-
creases as their claim is supported by recognised actors and mainstream acceptance. The 
ideal situation for a social movement is to have high legitimacy and high resonance. 
However, that is difficult to achieve since high legitimacy usually provokes less reactions 
from the media because there is little value in repeating messages that are generally 
agreed upon. Therefore, messages that strike a balance between legitimacy and reso-
nance are those that have the best chances of diffusion. One hypothesis derived from this 
is that some events, such as the Prime Ministers speech, could mobilise pro-immigration 
protests but that will not be tested empirically as it would require a more in-depth look at 
the media coverage. The role of legitimacy is, however, important. 

Koopmans and Olzak (2004: 201–202) further argue that most activists in their study, 
which focus on right-wing violence, are uninterested in politics and do not follow media 
unless they want to assess the impact of their own actions. There is reason to be critical 
of this reasoning in the case of immigration protests in Sweden. Firstly, it seems unrea-
sonable that someone can separate themselves from the public debate when it has re-
ceived as much attention as it has in the autumn of 2015 in Sweden. I argue that the vast 
majority are at least indirectly influenced by the media through the workplace, school 
and social context. Secondly, immigration-related protests exists in an entirely different 
context. The TV gala “All of Sweden collects” (Hela Sverige skramlar) (Forsén 2015) in 
September 2015 is an example of how, at least, the pro-immigration movement is broad-
er and has more legitimacy than right-wing violence in Germany. Lastly, studies of Swe-
den have showed that those who protest are highly educated and have a strong belief in 
the political system (Wennerhag 2012: 84). In the case of this thesis it can therefore be 
reasoned that the public discourse reaches a vast majority of the Swedish population, ei-
ther through news media and social media or through more indirect ways, because of its 
higher legitimacy. Previous interest in the immigration question is therefore not neces-
sarily needed to be mobilised by the public debate. 

Discursive opportunities should be helpful in explaining immigration-related protests in 
the case of Sweden as the topic was extensively covered in the media. The photograph of 
Aylan Kurdi on the beach in Greece is just one example of an important news event dur-
ing the period that was not directly related to structural changes. Yet it was mentioned 
by the Prime Minister at his speech to the protesters on Medborgarplatsen in Stockholm 
(Bolling and Svahn 2015). This could indicate that media coverage caused some mobili-
sation.  
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The hypothesis that can be derived from this theory is that the amount of media atten-
tion a topic receives is positively correlated with protest mobilisation on the same issue. 
The expectation is thus that we should see more protests at the time when media covers 
the refugee question more extensively. Possibly with a small delay as it takes some time 
to organise and send in an application for a protest permit. 

To summarise: from the discursive opportunities and the POS perspective, two  primary 
hypothesis were formed. These are empirically testable with the data that will be de-
scribed in the following section. These variables will be used to examine how well media 
coverage or structural factors explain the mobilisation of immigration-related protests in 
Sweden. Mainly discursive opportunities theory but also POS argues that actors have 
some influence. The role of the anti-immigrant party Sweden Democrats, as well as the 
government party, should therefore be discussed in terms of legitimising effects. Previous 
studies have most often used news media as a source of protest data but this thesis will 
use police records instead. 

Data and Methods 

Measuring protest mobilisation 

This thesis makes use of police records of applications for protest permits to construct a 
data-set of protests relating to immigration. This is public data and was therefore re-
ceived from the regional police office of the three most populous police regions in Swe-
den: Region Stockholm, Region West and Region South (Regeringskansliet 2015: 18). 
The police records for Region South and Stockholm was comprised of 406 pages with 4–
5 protests on each page containing the following information: reason for application, ap-
plicant, date of application and protest date. I counted protests relating to immigration 
based on the short description provided by the applicants. Many descriptions were ob-
scure and some background research on the organisation or the place where the protests 
were held was needed to properly categorise the events. Also, the total tally of all protest 
applications was counted to calculate the ratio of immigration-related protests to the to-
tal number of protests each week. Because of the manual collection method and the 
amount of data, there could be some minor coding errors. Some border cases were also 
impossible to verify and were therefore not counted as immigration-related protests. 

A relatively broad definition was used to conceptualise immigration-related protests. An 
immigration-related protest is defined as a public and collective action which aims to ei-
ther express a grievance or challenge the immigration policy of Sweden or the European 
Union as well as other display of opinions towards immigration and people who are per-
ceived to be immigrants. This definition both covers protests targeting the immigration 
policy because it is too harsh as well as those who aim for a more restrictive immigration 
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policy. Thereby I make a difference between pro-immigration protests and anti-immigra-
tion protests. 

To protest in Sweden, you are obliged to apply for permission with the regional police. 
Protesting is a constitutional right, regulated under 2 kap. 1 § Regeringsformen and the 
police can only deny permission with support from the constitution. Denials are there-
fore rare but could happen if more than one applicant seeks to protest at the same place 
at the same time or if the protest could cause public disorder (Ågren 2012: 41-42). 

Unfortunately this law does not make police records completely comprehensive. First of 
all, police records exclude illegal protests which is likely to cause a bias against anti-im-
migration protests. Anti-immigration protests are in many cases illegal and the protesters 
will therefore not apply for permission for them. Between the 1st of July and 9th of De-
cember 2015, 39 fires were reported at asylum homes across the country (Lek and 
Schönnings 2015). Some have been started by people living in the homes but many have 
been classified as attempted arsons. This indicates that violent reactions can sometimes 
be chosen as a strategy instead of organised protests. The same is true for radical pro-
immigration protests by groups such as anarchists. They are also more likely to not apply 
for protest permits for ideological reasons such as not wanting to take part in institution-
alised politics (Piotrowski and Wennerhag 2015: 865). The higher legitimacy for the pro-
immigration movement does, however, make those protests more likely to apply for 
permits and will therefore make police data overrepresent pro-immigration protests. 
This thesis will discuss the possible motivations between these two movements but to 
draw conclusions about differences between them is not suitable on the basis of protest 
permits. 

Furthermore, protest permits do not cover counter-protests that happen at the same 
time but without protest permits. These are relatively common and occurred at for ex-
ample “Folkets Demonstration” (Canoilas et al. 2016). But with the data available there 
is no way to assess how many counter-protests there were. Lastly, because of the limited 
information available in the police records, it is not possible to confirm that every protest 
took place. McCarthy et al. (1996: 484) argue that this issue is trivial because of the ef-
fort required to apply for a permit. Their study found that around two percent of all 
protests that were applied for did not take place. In Sweden, the fee taken out for all 
protest permits adds to this argument (Ågren 2012: 41).  

All of these validity issues need to be taken into consideration when drawing conclusions 
from the data. The majority of these issues could potentially have been solved by triangu-
lation with another source. Social media or police reports would cover illegal events as 
well as counter-protests and would allow removal of events that did not take place. How-

 9



ever, for this thesis, it would be unfeasible to analyse the amount of data that would en-
tail. 

Despite its weaknesses, using police records for protest data has several advantages. Po-
lice records avoid several issues that are connected with using news media sources. It 
avoids issues relating to the media attention cycle and skewed data because of the pro-
fessionalisation of sources (Rootes 2004: 275). However, linking media data to extra-me-
dia data is also vital to the theoretical argument of discursive opportunities (Koopmans 
and Olzak 2004: 209). 

The protests are put in a time-order based on the application date as opposed to the date 
of the actual protest event. This is beneficial for the study of mobilisation because the 
time of application is closer to the time of the decision to organise a protest. Discursive 
opportunities theory predicts that mobilisation is highest when media coverage is more 
intense. As protests require both organisation and permits, spontaneous protests should 
be rare. I am unaware of other studies using this method. However, I am arguing that by 
using the application date the variable comes closer to measuring actual mobilisation as 
the protest event date might be several weeks in advance and cannot capture media ef-
fects on mobilisation. If data were accessible for the number of participants, it could have 
provided a better indicator for the level of mobilisation but that is unfortunately not the 
case. Koopmans and Olzak’s (2004) study takes a different approach and makes use of 
police reports of acts of violence by right wing extremist groups. These are not actions 
that permissions are asked for and can, therefore, be more spontaneous than legal 
protests. Furthermore, their study cover a much longer time span, ten years as opposed 
to 31 weeks, and aggregate their data yearly which makes exact time of mobilisation mat-
ter much less than in this thesis. 

The choice not to include the whole country in this analysis was made for practical rea-
sons. It took a considerable amount of time to get the data for just these three regions 
and to code the police records. The three most populous regions are used, which include 
the three largest cities but also many much less densely populated areas and smaller 
cities. The regions contain 4.1 million inhabitants in total which is almost half of the 
population of Sweden (Regeringskansliet 2015: 8-10). The issue of selection bias is, how-
ever, important to consider. Although the selection covers the three largest cities as well 
as the poorest and the richest municipality, it still excludes the northern part of the coun-
try. Therefore, the result should not be assumed to be representative for all of Sweden. 

Earlier studies on protest mobilisation have shown that not only are there protest cycles 
over several years but there is a seasonal element to protest mobilisation. It is often ar-
gued that weather causes more protests to occur during late spring and early autumn 
than during the winter months (Myers 2000: 194; McCarthy et al. 1996: 488). Since this 
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thesis focuses on a short period, this is an effect that needs to be taken into account so 
the data is not misinterpreted. For example, a much lower amount of immigration 
protest during one week could still indicate significant mobilisation around the immigra-
tion question if that week has a lower amount of protest mobilisation overall. The ratio 
of immigration protests will, therefore, be used instead of the number of immigration 
protests in the statistical models. This ratio constitutes the variable protest mobilisation. It 
is calculated by dividing the number of immigrant-related protests to the total amount of 
protests in the same week. The resulting variable is continuous between zero and one. It 
provides a more accurate measurement of protest mobilisation because it minimises the 
effect of other factors that are not part of this model but that influence protest mobilisa-
tion in general. The tendencies for protests to occur during the autumn rather than dur-
ing winter, when it is much colder, is therefore compensated for. These weather effects 
are unlikely to affect news media reporting in the same way which would, therefore, skew 
the data differently over the year. 

Figure 1. Immigration-related protests and protest mobilisation per week 

This data-set contains 136 protest events related to immigration for 31 weeks between 
the 29th of June 2015 and 31st of January 2016. During the whole period 888 protests 
were recorded. Protest mobilisation varies between just over 4 and 41 percent. Figure 1 
compares the number of immigration-related protests with the protest mobilisation vari-
able. A comparison between the ratio of immigration protests and number of immigra-
tion protests show that they are very similar but that there are some differences. The 
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higher ratio from week 49 (30th of November to 6th of December 2015) indicates that 
winter is indeed a demobilising factor. 

Explaining protest mobilisation with media coverage 

The variable media coverage is the weekly count of the number of articles in Dagens Ny-
heter (DN) on the topic of immigration. What Hutter (2014: 28) calls a Half-automated 

selection strategy was used to count the number of articles on the subject of immigration 
per week in each publication. As opposed to a manual selection strategy a keyword 
search in a database was used in order to make a rough selection of relevant articles. 
False positives were then removed by hand. The keyword used were “flykting* OR asyl* 
OR invandring*” and the database used was the Retriever media database. Retriever 
contains full articles of most printed newspapers that are published in Sweden and allows 
for full-text searching in specific publications for specific time periods. The database, 
therefore, lent itself well to quantifying media coverage. Articles concerning immigration 
policy of Sweden or the EU, people who have recently immigrated or reactions by any 
actor to immigration or what is considered its effect were coded as immigration-related 
articles. 

This method has been criticised as it may miss relevant articles that are framed in unusu-
al ways and because it still requires a manual check for false-positives (Earl et al. 2004: 
75). However, Hutter (2014: 28) found that there were “hardly any differences between 
the manual and electronic search strategies” regarding the quality of the data. The suffi-
cient quality of the results in relation to time consumption is the reasons for why it was 
picked for this thesis. Furthermore, since no deeper content analysis was done with the 
newspaper data, this method was suitable. 

It would have been preferable to use a local newspaper for each region such as Sydsven-
skan and Göteborgs-Posten to get a proper estimate of the media coverage in each re-
gion. However, because of time constraints, a single news source had to be selected to 
represent media coverage. It is possible that different newspapers would cover the immi-
gration question differently and portray it in a more positive or negative manner. How-
ever, the primary aim is to measure the amount of media coverage rather than the type 
and framing of the issue. It is reasonable to believe that the amount of coverage the im-
migration question get is equal between the major newspapers. Much of their content is 
after all sourced from TT (Czarniawska 2012: 29). Rootes (2003: 258) argues that DN 
has a small territorial bias and is read across the country while Jamison and Ring (2003) 
use it as the only news source for their study on environmental protests in Sweden. 

Other types of news media, such as social media, radio and television could all have been 
used but they have drawbacks. Television does not lend itself to the semi-automated ap-
proach and although it would be possible with radio, web and social media, it would be 
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technically more challenging and difficult to measure regional differences. Social media 
could have provided valuable insight. Several studies have shown that social media can 
play an important mobilising function and that younger people tend to use social media 
much more than traditional mass media (Theocharis et al. 2015). Therefore, it would 
have been beneficial to bring social media into the data-set. However, it is technically 
challenging and it was reasoned that it is likely that what is shared on social media is re-
lated to what is covered in traditional media. 

McCarthy et al. (1996: 481) argue that news media have cycles and can initially over- 
report a topic and later under-report it. A selection bias is therefore often argued to be a 
negative side of using news media as data. However, as media coverage is the dependent 
variable in this thesis, it matters little if it is representative or not of the refugee situation 
or the protest movements. The question is rather if DN is representative of the media 
coverage of the refugee crisis, which I have argued that it is. Consequently, if the news 
cycle of the immigration question winds down a downturn in protest mobilisation is ex-
pected. 

Structural explanations for protest mobilisation 

Policy change is a dummy variable with the value zero or one. Zero represent the immi-
gration policy at the start of the period covered and one is the immigration policy after 
the introduction of temporary asylums. The change from permanent to temporary asy-
lum as standard represents a harshening of the immigration policy. It was introduced 
during week 45 and from then on assumes the value one. This policy change can be con-
sidered a changed political opportunity structure according to Tarrow’s definition. As 
such it should provide a signal to mobilise around and is, therefore, valuable as an inde-
pendent variable. The date of announcement does not mean that the policy change had 
been implemented and, therefore, does not directly mean a structural change. However, 
the ‘signal’ of structural change is more relevant. It is reasonable to believe that the sig-
nal to change would then deter protests that are aimed at achieving that change and mo-
bilise protests against that change. 

The variable new asylum homes represents the change from previous week in the number 
accommodation places available through Migrationsverket (The Swedish Migration 
Agency). This includes all types of accommodation available to Migrationsverket. These 
are homes for those who just arrived (ankomstboende), unaccompanied minors as well 
as temporary solutions such as sports centres which were used as sleeping halls from Oc-
tober onwards. New asylum homes is a proxy variable for the policy of reception for 
those who applied for asylum. It indirectly measures opportunities to mobilise around 
decisions of where asylum homes are placed and the resources dedicated to buying and 
running them. Since many political opportunity structures take time to change there is a 
need to focus on those parts of political opportunity change that are visible and can 
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change more quickly (Koopmans and Muis 2009: 644). Therefore new asylum homes is 
an appropriate proxy that changes weekly. 

The reason for using change rather than actual number is that, according to the theory of 
POS, it is the change rather than the current situation that should be correlated with 
change in mobilisation. This understanding is helped by the many reactions the opening 
of new asylum homes has received (Delin 2015). 

A problem with the variable is that it is likely to be correlated with amount of immigra-
tion. Therefore, the control-variable on immigration is tested in conjunction with new 
asylum homes. Moreover, different types of asylum homes are expected to cause more  
or less reactions. Villas in suburbs can for example cause different reactions than those 
consisting of hotel rooms as it provides less interaction and less fear of, for example, a 
fall in real-estate prices. 

The migration agency was unable to provide this data on a regional level which is a po-
tential validity issue. However, according to the data received from Migrationsverket, by 
the end of the year all three regions had received roughly equal amounts of asylum seek-
ers which should translate into construction of asylum homes in the same rate. 

Control variable 

Immigration change represents the change in the number of asylum seekers from one 
week to the next. The data was received from Migrationsverket. This is a control variable 
and if it shows a significant effect it would indicate that neither of the two theories can 
explain protest mobilisation. In order to be consistent with new asylum homes the vari-
able reflects the change instead of count per week. 

Analytical model 

All variables in this thesis are aggregated weekly for a period of 31 weeks and three dif-
ferent regions. The data-set, therefore, contains 93 observations. The analytical method 
most suitable to analyse this type of data is time series cross-sectional analysis. 

Time period data is prone to issues of autocorrelation. It entails that one measurement is 
dependent on the preceding measurement. Autocorrelation in the protest variable is ex-
pected as protests can motivate other protests as argued by Tarrow (1996) and Kitchelt 
(1986). Autocorrelation in the residuals to the models would, however, be an issue as 
that would mean that a bias could be present when statistically testing the models. Test-
ing for autocorrelation in the residuals using the Wooldridge test shows that this is not 
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an issue with the data and that regression analysis, therefore, will not have serial bias. 
Neither does the models show signs of heteroskedasticity‑ . 1

I use random-effects regression to model the relationship between the independent vari-
ables: media coverage, policy change, new asylum homes and immigration change, with 
immigration protest mobilisation. Specifically GLS random-effects regression (using the 
xtreg command in STATA ver. 14). This method is suitable for panel data where the 
variables are continuous or counts. OLS regression, for example, is not appropriate be-
cause it assumes that error terms are independent (Meyer and Minkoff 2004: 1471). The 
random-effects regression method returns a unstandardised regression coefficient (B) 
and Standard Error that will be used to evaluate to the correlation between protest mo-
bilisation and the independent variables. ARIMA regression provides the same type of 
result but is more suitable for time period data and will therefore be used when testing 
for differences at the regional level. 

There will be three primary models to test. Model 1 is the operationalisation of the hy-
pothesis derived from the discursive opportunities theory. It includes protest mobilisa-
tion and media coverage. To assign one variable to one category or another could always 
be disputed. In this case, policy change will be tested in conjunction with both media 
coverage and the POS variables. The reason for this is that while it represents a structur-
al change, it might also cause media coverage to increase. To control for that, it is in-
cluded with all other variables. Because the protest data is coded on the date of applica-
tion, there should be a negligible delay between mobilisation and application. Media 
coverage will therefore be tested contemporaneously with protest data. 

The second model is the POS model. It includes the variable immigration change, policy 
change and new asylum homes which are all structural factors that according to the hy-
pothesis derived from the theory of political opportunity structures should provide sig-
nals for mobilisation. The control variable immigration change will be tested in conjunc-
tion with the POS variables in order to rule out influence from that variable. More gen-
eral POS such as the laws around protesting will not be tested empirically because these 
cannot explain short-term changes over weeks or even months. Mayer and Minkoff 
(2004: 1474) have moreover argued that such general factors seem to have little impact 
on mobilisation on a particular issue. Their study, however, found that the governing par-
ty had an effect, albeit in the USA. Therefore, the role of the Sweden Democrats will be 
discussed but as their seats in local and national governments did not change during this 

 Heteroskedasticity arises because the model for the different cross-sections will not be exactly 1

the same. The independent variable will, in other words, fit better for some regions than for oth-
ers (Pennings 2006: 175). This is a methodological issue that would have been solved by choosing 
a different statistical method. Tests with xtreg using the option to correct for heteroskedasticity 
did not affect the results.
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thesis it will not be used as an independent variable in the model. In contrast with the 
discursive opportunities model, the information of structural opportunities represented 
by the POS model might require some time to mobilise. Statistics on housing and immi-
gration are, for example, not released by Migrationsverket on a daily basis and it should 
take some time for the other changes to be noticed. Therefore, the model will be tested 
with a one week lag on the immigration change variable. New asylum homes will, howev-
er, be measured contemporaneously with protest data because the opening of new asy-
lum homes is often publicly announced by the municipality shortly ahead of time and re-
actions to them are therefore expected to be swift. 

Some of the variables used in this thesis are likely to suffer from multicollinearity. Espe-
cially asylum housing and asylum applications are two variables that could be closely cor-
related. To check for multicollinearity the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) is often used. 
Previous studies often judge VIF values between 1-5, or sometimes even higher, an ac-
ceptable range (Pennings et al. 2006: 162-163). In this case, multicollinearity is not 
present between any independent variables. 

Results and analysis 

Figure 2 compares mobilisation of immigration-related protest with the number of arti-
cles in DN for the period 29th of June 2015 to 31st of January 2016. Although the 
protests variable is more volatile than media coverage, just a cursory look at the graph 
shows a striking likeness between the peaks and valleys of the two variables. 

Figure 2. Protest mobilisation and media coverage per week 
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Media coverage peaks during week 37. On Friday and Saturday of the week before, on 
the 4th and 5th of September, the now famous photograph of Aylan Kurdi was published 
in several major newspapers. During Sunday, the “Refugees Welcome” demonstration at 
Medborgarplatsen in Stockholm drew thousands of attendants. These high-profile events 
and the high amount of visibility the refugee question received in the following week and 
the relative peak of protest applications is in line with the hypothesis derived from the 
theory of discursive opportunities. 

However, counter to the expectations derived from the theory, it is not the most prom-
inent peak of protest mobilisation. The peak for protest mobilisation can be seen seven 
weeks later, in week 44. 41 percent of all applications for protests permits that were 
submitted that week were related to immigration while media coverage slumped signifi-
cantly for the second week in a row. To understand this the events of previous weeks 
need to be looked at, as well as the alternative independent variables. The preceding 
week saw two important events. The first one being the racially motivated school attack 
in Trollhättan on the Thursday of that week. The second is the conference signalling the 
change from applying permanent asylum to only giving temporary asylum in the majority 
of cases. This represents a change in the stance of the government on immigration and is 
what the policy change variable intends to capture. 

Articles on racist crime are only counted as relating to immigration if the crime was 
aimed at an immigrant specifically for being an immigrant. This is intentional as they are 
difficult to capture with the semi-automated selection method using keyword search and 
do not directly relate to immigration. A racially motivated crime can be difficult to sepa-
rate from other crimes that are committed in the same way. Further does Koopamans 
and Olzak (2004: 203) point out that there is limited available space in the public sphere. 
A “crowding out” effect could, therefore, cause the immigration question to be deemed 
less newsworthy and consequently be given less attention. 

Although Lundin Petterson’s attack on the school in Trollhättan cannot be considered a 
protest, Koopmans and Olzak’s (2004) applied discursive opportunity theory on right-
wing violence in Germany. It is known that the perpetrator of the murders in Trollhättan 
was motivated by the same ideology (Poohl 2015). Their argument of diffusion through 
weak ties implies that “The public visibility and resonance of violence against a particular 
target group may increase because the position of this group is hotly debated in the pub-
lic discourse”(Koopmans and Olzak 2004: 206). Applying this understanding to the in-
crease in protest mobilisation is fruitful. A high profile violent event such as this one 
could diffuse ideas to and mobilise non-violent protest movements with similar targets. 
Furthermore, it is possible that what Koopmans’s (2004: 27) calls Reactive mobilisation is 
a factor that could mobilise pro-immigration protests. He argues that reactive mobilisa-
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tion arises when a group manages to mobilise and thus threatens another group’s inter-
ests in such a way that a counter-movement is mobilised. This is consistent with the find-
ings as week 43 and 44 are the weeks with the highest number of anti-immigration 
protests with four anti-immigration permits respectively. This leaves ten pro-immigration 
protest permits which is as much as the peak in week 37. That week had no anti-immigra-
tion protests which further strengthens the argument that neither the negative event, the 
school murders and the harsher immigration policy nor a combination of both causes had 
an effect on the mobilisation of the anti-immigration protest movement. 

The peak of immigration protests during week 32 is more difficult to explain. There does 
not appear to be any correlation with media coverage. A closer look at the events of the 
week does however show that SD ran a campaign in the subway of Stockholm that was  
aimed at EU-migrants. Two protests that week were coded as pro-immigration protests 
as they targeted SD and were, in their applications, described as intending to show “soli-
darity with EU-migrants”. Migration within EU and outside have differences in that asy-
lum policy does not apply in the same way but with the limited data available in this data-
set both types are coded to be immigration-related protests. The event was most likely 
described purely in terms of anti-racism in media which caused it not to be picked by the 
keyword search. 

Multivariate analysis 

Figure 2 seems to show a correlation between media coverage and protest mobilisation 
but this is just a graphical bivariate analysis that does not say anything of the possible 
presence of other influential factors. The next step of the analysis will use multivariate 
analysis explain to what extent these results can be explained by the theories of POS and 
discursive opportunities. 

The result in Table 1 shows that both the Political opportunities model and the Discur-
sive opportunities model have some effect. The combined model does not, however, 
show any statistical significance for any variable.  

The new asylum homes variable is statistically significant in the POS model while immi-
gration change and policy change perform poorly. The new asylum homes variable does, 
however, have only a small impact on protest mobilisation. The correlation coefficient 
of .0000242 tells us that; as the housing increases by 1000 the protest mobilisation in-
creases by just 0.024 percent. The maximum increase of housing in one week was 5004 
places, which explains less than a percent increase in protest mobilisation. This can 
therefore not be a decisive factor of protest mobilisation. In the absence of an effect for 
the immigration and policy change variables as would have been expected by POS theory 
this model can only be seen to provide partial support for the hypothesis derived from 
the POS theory.  
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Considering earlier research, it is surprising that none of the structural variables is signif-
icant. One reason for the lack of effect could be that while criticism against asylum 
homes is reported by the media because of its high resonance and controversiality. It 
does not directly affect a large enough part of the population to be a directly mobilising 
factor. Secondly, new asylum homes might provoke other types of reactions that are not 
covered by the source data. Local meetings among neighbours and other forms of com-
munication directly with local politicians might be strategies that are used instead of 
protests. One reason for this might be that each asylum home is relatively small, already 
existing villa houses are often used, and might not be noticed by enough people to organ-
ise a public protest (Migrationsverket 2015). Furthermore, it could spark violent reac-
tions such as arson attempts at asylum centres. Illegal violent reactions such as these are 
not captured by police records of protest permits. 

The effect of legitimacy can also provide an explanation. Prime Ministers Löfven’s 
speech at the demonstration in Stockholm provided elite support both making the pro-
immigration movement more legitimate as well as proving that it already had a signifi-
cant amount of legitimacy. The anti-immigration movement, therefore, must have less 
legitimacy which would explain why people are less likely to publicly show their support 
for it in a protest. Therefore more private ways to show discontent over the immigration 
policy might be used instead.  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Table 1. GLS random-effects regression estimates of protest mobilisation 

Note: The table refers to the three police regions of Sweden between week 27 of 2015 and week 4 of 2016. 
B = unstandardised regression coefficient. 
** = P < 0.05 
* = P < 0.1 

Table 2. ARIMA regression estimates of protest mobilisation per region 

B = unstandardised regression coefficient. 
** = P < 0.05 
* = P < 0.1 

Model 1 

Discursive 
opportunities 

Model 2 

Discursive  
opportunities 

and policy

Model 3 

Political 
opportunity 
Structures

Model 4 

DO and POS 
Combined

B 
(Std. Err.)

B 
(Std. Err.)

B 
(Std. Err.)

B 
(Std. Err.)

Media Coverage .001427** 
(.0005517)

.0012907* 
(.0006199)

.0005263 
(.0007876)

Policy change .0182245 
(.0371816)

.0517223 
(.0386155)

.035697 
(.0455589)

Immigration change  -6.72×10-6  
(.0000198)

-7.44×10-6  
(.0000198)

New asylum homes .0000242* 
(9.69×10-6 )

.0000196 
(.0000119)

Sample size (N) 93 93 93 93

Region Stockholm Region West Region South

B 
(Std. Err.)

B 
(Std. Err.)

B 
(Std. Err.)

Media Coverage  .0018093** 
(.0006165)

.0016331 
(.0024373)

 -.0004598 
(.0007423)

New asylum homes  -5.14×10-6  
(.0000117)

-4.40e-07 
(.0000256)

.000046 
(.0000137)

Sample size (N) 31 31 31
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The decision to code protest permits on the day of application seems to makes it unnec-
essary to lag the media coverage variable as predicted. The media coverage variable is 
significant to 99 percent and the regression coefficient tells us that when media coverage 
raises by one, the rate of protest rises by 0.14 percent. It is a small correlation but con-
sidering that media coverage is the count of newspaper articles per week and immigra-
tion-related protests never constitute more than 40 percent of all protests, a relatively 
small amount of articles is able to explain a measurable increase in protest mobilisation. 
The media coverage varies between 13 articles and 118 articles peer week during the 
week with the highest amount of media coverage. 50 additional articles during a week are 
correlated with an increase of protest mobilisation by six to seven percentage units.  Me-
dia coverage, therefore, shows a tendency to be correlated with protest mobilisation as 
the hypothesis derived from the theory of discursive opportunities predicted. 

The policy variable does not seem to have any correlation in either model which is 
counter to the expectations of POS theory. The change of confidence level for media 
coverage, when used in conjunction with policy change, shows that there is an interaction 
effect between the two. There could be a small correlation between policy change and 
protest mobilisation, however, a larger data-set would be required to prove that. In this 
case, it is also likely that the policy change is correlated with media coverage. The policy 
change was announced at a press conference by the Prime Minister and was a significant 
change to earlier immigration policy. It is possible that it caused the immigration ques-
tion to receive more attention in the media and therefore indirectly predicts immigration 
protests. 

The combined model which represents a multivariate analysis of all independent vari-
ables towards immigration-related protests shows no statistically significant effect of ei-
ther media coverage or housing. The lower correlation coefficient for media coverage, 
housing and immigration change indicates that there is an interaction effect between 
them. This model which better, but of course not fully, represents the real world context 
shows that there is no significant effect of either the POS variables or media coverage. 

Combining all independent variables in one model shows a problem with comparing the 
media effects described by discursive opportunities together with the structural perspec-
tive of POS with this relatively small number of observations. Because structural factors 
such as policy change, housing change or emergency use of sports halls are likely to in-
fluence media coverage, it is hard to separate them. Record-setting immigration num-
bers such as those of week 46 are clearly newsworthy events that could influence the 
amount that is written on the issue of immigration which in turn could influence protest 
mobilisation. A direct relationship between housing and immigration change and protest 
mobilisation is difficult to explain without including media as a mediator. For example,  
the lagged variable of the number of asylum seekers is correlated with media which indi-
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cates that media plays the role of diffusing political opportunity structures that Koop-
mans and Olzak’s (2004: 202) theory predicts. However, to statistically determine this 
would require more data. 

The data used in this analysis is limited. It leaves out a large part of Sweden and covers a 
short interval of time. It can be said that there is a tendency for media coverage to be 
correlated with protest mobilisation and that the correlation is stronger for media than 
for POS factors. However, a longer period and more cases would be required to properly 
prove this correlation. Furthermore, the relatively short amount of time covered could 
make it biased against structural explanations. Studies such as Paret and Aguilera (2016), 
Dahlstrom and Esaiasson (2013) and Jamison and Ring (2003) reaches over many years 
and other types of structural changes can therefore occur. Important POS factors such as 
governing party did not change during this period and can therefore not be expected to 
explain temporal variation in protest mobilisation. POS variables such as immigration 
change might very well be better explanatory factors in the long terms while media cov-
erage is better in the short term. The application of only one source of media coverage is 
also problematic and leaves out more modern forms of communication such as social 
media. 

It is also important to note that while the result indicates that media coverage of the 
refugee question is correlated with mobilisation of immigration-related protest, the di-
rection of correlation is not possible to determine using time series data. Therefore, I 
need to consider the reverse perspective as proposed by the theories. There is a possibili-
ty that media coverage of the refugee question is caused by protests on the topic rather 
than the other way around. But with the protest data coded on the day of application it is 
difficult to argue that they would influence media coverage, since an application is not 
something that journalists or the public has any knowledge of. A planned protest is, with 
a few exceptions, not a newsworthy event. Protests, on the other hand, are newsworthy if 
they have enough resonance as the theory of discursive opportunities predicts. 

In order to check for the influence of protests on media, the protest data could have 
been re-coded and a new variable created according to the day of the protest event and 
not the application date. If that fitted better, it would indicate that the direction of 
causality is reversed. This information is available on the protest permits but protest in-
fluence on media is a different research topic that also has its theories and mechanisms. 
This is an interesting topic that I hope future research can provide an answer to. 

Regional variation 

Figure 3 shows that the number of protests varies significantly between the three regions. 
Region West and South has 1.8 and 1.9 million inhabitants respectively but there seems 
to be significantly more mobilisation for both anti- and pro-immigration protests in Re-
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gion South. Stockholm is the largest region with 2.2 million inhabitants but the number 
of immigration-related protests was lower than in Region South (Regeringskansliet 2015: 
8-10). Moreover, anti-immigration protests constitute 43 percent of all immigration-re-
lated protests in Region South while the corresponding value for Stockholm is just eight 
percent. 

Figure 3. Types of immigration-related protests per region 

This data might indicate that media coverage is different between the regions and that 
DN is not representative outside of Stockholm. Another explanation is the different 
sympathies for the anti-immigration party the Sweden Democrats (SD) which also organ-
ised many of the protests in Region South. In Region South, SD had on average 15 per-
cent of all municipal seats and in many municipalities above 20 percent. The correspond-
ing number for Stockholm and Region West are six and ten percent respectively 
(Valmyndigheten 2014). 

Koopmans’s (2004: 27) concept of reactive and counter-mobilisation provide an explana-
tion of how the influence of  SD could mobilise more protest both for and against immi-
gration. The police records show that a majority of all anti-immigration protests in Re-
gion South were directly organised by SD which could explain the higher amount of anti-
immigration protests than in the other regions since the party is stronger in that region. 
The legitimising effect of having a political party with a clear anti-immigration stance in 
the local governments can further cause mobilisation of the anti-immigration movement 
according to the theory of discursive opportunities. Reactive mobilisation would conse-
quently explain how the anti-immigration movement mobilise counter-protests by the 
pro-immigration movement as they would have to organise more strongly to be success-
ful. This is a possible explanation of the higher amount of pro-immigration protests than 
for Region West as well as the higher amount of total protests than Stockholm. 

Table 2 shows the result of a multivariate analysis of the correlation between protest 
mobilisation, media coverage and new asylum homes. The variables that were not statis-
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tically significant in earlier tests have been left out in this model. The limited period cov-
ered provides only 31 observations per region and the degree of freedom is, therefore, 
lower than in the time series cross-sectional analysis which makes testing multiple vari-
ables less valuable. Media coverage and new asylum homes are the most important vari-
ables and allow testing if any of the hypothesises derived from the main theories are con-
firmed in this smaller data-set.   

The result shows that it is only in Stockholm were media coverage is significant while it is 
only in Region South where asylum housing is significant. In Region West no variable is 
significantly correlated. 

There are several factors that could explain this result. Regarding media coverage it is 
possible that DN is not a good measurement of media coverage in the other regions. DN 
is, after all, a Stockholm-based newspaper and not the main source of news in the other 
regions. The result shows that the expectation that it would be representative of other 
news sources could be faulty in the case of coverage of the immigration issue. Using local 
newspapers could have have provided a solution to this validity issue. 

The larger support for SD and the possible effect of reactive mobilisation in Region 
South is likely to influence protest mobilisation and is an important structural difference 
between Region South and the other two regions. It is possible that the larger support 
for SD helps protest mobilisation when asylum homes are being built. Possibly because 
people dislike them and SD legitimises that point of view as argued by the theory on dis-
cursive opportunities, but also because of reactive mobilisation as described above.  

This result indicates that there might be structural factors that cannot be overlooked. In 
a study of a longer time period it is a possibility that the parties in government as well as 
variables in this thesis, such as construction of asylum homes, actually has a significant 
effect on mobilisation of immigration-related protests.  

Conclusion 

The result of whether structural or media factors better explain the mobilisation of im-
migration-related protests in Sweden between July 2015 and January 2016 is inconclu-
sive. But it can be said that media coverage shows a tendency to be correlated with 
protest mobilisation. Media coverage is the only variable that has a significant and mean-
ingful effect on protest mobilisation but it is not confirmed by the combined model. New 
asylum homes have a statistically significant effect, however, it is small and performs 
poorly in multivariate analysis. Possible reasons for these problems are the relatively 
small data-set and the difficulty of clearly separating the independent variables because 
they are likely to influence media coverage as well as protest mobilisation. 
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The different results between the three regions indicate that POS factors can explain 
some variation in immigration-related protest mobilisation. The support for the Sweden  
Democrats in Region South is a factor that could explain the higher prevalence of anti-
immigration protests. This result is in line with both perspectives as they predict that le-
gitimacy provided by an established actor has an influence on the mobilisation of protest 
movements. However, the data available is not suitable for drawing conclusions on the 
anti- and pro-immigration movements and DN could have been unrepresentative for the 
media coverage of the refugee question in Region South and West. 

The method of aggregating protest events on the day of application for protest permit 
does, however, have potential as a way to separate the influence of protests on media 
coverage in a way that police reports or other news media cannot. As a measurement of 
protest mobilisation, it is an effective method that gets around issues of estimating par-
ticipants and avoids the selection bias relating to news media. However, it is not without 
problems and cannot fully capture every type of protest and does, therefore, introduce 
other validity issues. 

In future studies, the selection of media sources is important to consider more deeply. 
The regional results show that it is important to get representative data on media cover-
age for each region. How people consume news has changed dramatically since Koop-
man’s and Olzak (2004) did their study. In the 1990s the possibility for an individual to 
use the internet to communicate with hundreds and thousands of people did not exist 
yet. In 2016 weak ties could equally well be provided by social media as traditional news 
media. When a topic is as widely discussed as the immigration question and has much 
more legitimacy than right-side extremist violence social contexts such as work or school 
might be places where ideas diffuse as well. 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