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The “War on Cops”: Theory
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The “War on Cops”: Research

Zero studies find significant increase in violence 

against police after Michael Brown killed by police. 

Maguire, Nix, & Campbell (2017): felonious deaths, ODMP

White, Dario, & Shjarback (2019): felonious deaths, ODMP

White (2020): fatal ambushes, ODMP 

Shjarback & Maguire (2021): non-fatal assaults, LEOKA 







May 26, 2020 

to August 22, 2020:

7,750+ protests 

2,440 locations

50 states

ACLED (2020)



Retaliatory Violence (Bejan et al., 2020)

- ~ “war on cops” legitimacy mechanism.

- Not focused on any single incident of violence. 
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Note: Retaliatory violence can be [police → public] OR [public → police].

1-day increase in retaliatory violence by police; no 
evidence of retaliatory violence against police. 



Did the murder of George 
Floyd lead to a significant 
increase in retaliatory 
violence against police? 



One small wrinkle…





COVID, Violence, and Policing

Any “Floyd effect” potentially confounded by … 

1. Less police-public contact

2. More firearm violence during 2020

3. COVID-related “strain” on public and police



Did the murder of George 
Floyd lead to a significant 
increase in retaliatory violence 
against police, given the 
COVID-19 pandemic? 



Data

Gun Violence Archive (GVA) 

2014 to 2020 

Fatal and non-fatal firearm assaults on sworn local and 
state law enforcement officers



Data

Gun Violence Archive (GVA)

Daily fatal & non-fatal firearm assaults (FAs) on sworn 
local and state law enforcement officers, 2014-2020

• Officer was struck by gunfire or shrapnel 

• Excludes federal agencies, “blue on blue” shootings and 
accidental shootings 



Data: Denominators

1. Police Employee Data, 2014-2020

UCR Arrest Data, 2014-2020 

2. All arrests

3. Violence and firearm-related offenses









Method

Bayesian Structural Time Series (BSTS)

Daily FA count from January 1, 2014, to May 25, 2020, 
captures unobserved predictors of FA pre-Floyd 
(including COVID-19 SAHO onset) 

Compare observed post-Floyd FAs to counterfactual 
post-Floyd FAs.



Results







Floyd murder preceded 
a ~ 3-week spike in 
firearm assault of police.



Counterfactual Post-Floyd weekly average: 4.3 FAs

Observed Post-Floyd weekly average: 13.3 FAs

~26 more FAs observed than expected. 



Limitations

FAs underestimate total violence. 

Cannot adjudicate mechanisms.

1. Legitimacy
a. Left-wing v. Right-wing motivations? 

2. Strain
a. Increased public v. police aggression? 



Conclusion

Floyd’s murder associated with a sharp, short-term 
increase in firearm assault of police.

Largest social movement in history → +26 FAs. 

FA of police remains exceedingly rare. 

Retaliatory violence is not a “war.”
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