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Abstract

The murder of George Floyd triggered a broad social response and noticeable shift in public opinion of policing. Since policing is
dependent upon public cooperation, a question is whether the shift in opinion had an effect on police calls-for-service. Data from Los
Angeles and New York City are evaluated using a regression discontinuity design. Violent crime, property crime, and quality-of-life
disorder calls are analyzed to address differences in reporting norms. The role of racial–ethnic composition of local areas is assessed
by examining census tracts where the majority of the residential population is Asian, Black, Hispanic, or White. Following the murder
of George Floyd, in New York City violent crime, property crime, and quality-of-life calls all increased significantly. In Los Angeles,
quality-of-life calls for service decreased significantly. The increase in violent crime calls observed in New York was greatest in areas
where the majority of residents are Black, whereas the increase in property crime calls was the greatest in areas where a majority
of residents are White. The decrease in quality-of-life calls observed in Los Angeles was in areas where the majority of residents are
White. In both cases, the effect was relatively short-lived.

Keywords: policing, race, crime, calls-for-service, regression discontinuity design

Significance Statement:

Mistrust of police should matter for people’s willingness to report crime, yet many studies find that mistrust is overridden by other
concerns. If any event was likely to have pushed trust below a threshold that fundamentally reduced public–police cooperation
to report crimes, the murder of George Floyd should qualify. The murder did have an immediate impact on calls to the police in
both Los Angeles and New York, the two largest cities in the United States, but the effect was relatively short-lived and, in New
York City, in the opposite direction of a prediction that a decline in trust in the police would reduce people’s willingness to call the
police to report crimes and quality-of-life offenses.

Introduction
Calling the police is a basic form of public cooperation with the
justice system (1). However, cooperation with the police is not nec-
essarily indicative of trust in the police, or perceived police legiti-
macy (2, 3). Indeed, people may call the police because they have
no credible alternative to resolving an immediate problem they
face. A critical question is how far must trust in the police fall be-
fore people choose not to call, even in the absence of a credible
alternative. The answer to this question is central to understand-
ing how community-led solutions to crime and disorder might fill
the gap if police response to calls-for-service were to be scaled
back from the present form.

The murder of George Floyd on 2020 May 25 by a Minneapolis
police officer is but one example in recent years of a police inci-
dent of deadly force that spurred widespread media coverage and
public protests. The killings of Breonna Taylor in Louisville, KY,

Jamar Clark in Minneapolis, MN, Freddie Gray in Baltimore, MD,
Tamir Rice in Cleveland, OH, Michael Brown in Ferguson, MO, and
Eric Garner in New York, NY, among others, brought people into
the streets with calls for accountability, police reform, and, occa-
sionally, abolition of police (4). The murder of George Floyd, cap-
tured in graphic detail on video, broadened public protests and
amplified calls to “defund the police” to a previously unprece-
dented degree (5, 6). It is reasonable to suggest that the murder
of George Floyd marked a nadir in public opinion of the police.
More than any moment in recent history, we might expect that
the murder of George Floyd finally pushed trust low enough to
have a major impact on public cooperation with the police and
the public’s willingness to report crimes and quality-of-life disor-
der offenses.

Here, we examine the above proposition using police calls-for-
service data from 2019 to 2021 in Los Angeles, CA, and New York,
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NY, to determine whether the murder of George Floyd and the sub-
sequent social response had an impact on day-to-day cooperation
between the public and the police. Any such changes in coopera-
tion with the police are likely to vary based upon neighborhood
and demographic characteristics (2, 7). The prevailing assump-
tion is that cooperation should fall more precipitously in commu-
nities that already perceive that they suffer from heavy-handed
policing. We therefore examine how the impact of the murder of
George Floyd varied by communities where a majority of residents
are Asian, Black, Hispanic, or White in Los Angeles and New York.
We also examine the impact in more diverse communities where
no one racial–ethnic group comprises a majority.

Background
The modern policing model is dependent upon cooperation with
the public. Without public reporting of crimes, most crime would
go undetected by the police. While it seems obvious that trust in
police enhances the willingness of people to report crime, it has
been noted that the absence of trust does not necessarily mean
the absence of reporting (2, 3, 8). If people lack a viable alternative
to resolving a crime themselves, then they may still turn to the
police for help, in spite of low trust in policing. This latter hypoth-
esis has been offered as one explanation for the well-documented
empirical pattern that the highest crime reporting rates generally
arise in the communities that should trust the police the least.
Specifically, Black victims of crime tend to report victimization
at higher rates than Hispanic/Latino victims, and Hispanic/Latino
victims at higher rates than White victims (2, 8–11).

Numerous other factors may override issues of trust or legiti-
macy in the decision to call the police. Variation between neigh-
borhoods in crime rates and local social norms appear to matter.
Huebner et al. (12), for example, document in detail how the ten-
dency to call the police about “shots fired” tends to be proportion-
ally lower in the places with the most gunfire, as determined by
acoustic gunshot detectors. People in high-crime neighborhoods
may be desensitized to the sound of gunfire and its consequences.
The tendency to report crime is thus seen as a learned response
tied to local contexts. Learned social norms may also matter. Jack-
son et al. (7), for example, found that individuals are more (less)
willing to cooperate with the police based on whether they have
internalized neighborhood norms that they should (should not)
help the police fight crime and disorder. The legal cynicism that
underlies an unwillingness to call the police may create condi-
tions that allow crime to flourish (13).

Willingness to call the police and to seek help in general also
appears to vary by both crime type and the specific characteris-
tics of victims and offenders (8, 14, 15). The probability that peo-
ple call the police is generally lowest for sex-based offenses (15),
though the situation has improved dramatically over the years (8).
Burglary and aggravated assault generate calls to the police with
about the same probability. Robbery and car theft tend to gener-
ate calls to the police with the highest probability. In the former
case, this likely reflects the fact that robberies are usually perpe-
trated by strangers (15). In the latter case, filing insurance claims
is usually dependent upon an official police report, creating ex-
tra incentive to call the police. Examining the effects of race on
crime reporting, Xie and Lauritsen (16) found that assaults were
more likely to be reported (by the victim) when the victim and of-
fender were both Black, relative to White-on-White assaults. As-
saults were less likely to be reported to the police when there was
a Black victim and a White offender. Black-on-White assaults were
reported at rates similar to the reference case. Witnesses may ex-

ercise a different set of principles when calling the police. Third
parties not involved in the crime appear more likely to call when
they know the suspect or victim (11), but less likely to call when
the crime is less serious (17). Third parties appear to be less likely
to call the police when they are Black (18).

Finally, the willingness of the public to cooperate with the po-
lice may be conditioned on the character of the actions taken by
the police. Mazerolle et al. (19), for example, examined experimen-
tally how formal procedural justice practices, implemented dur-
ing brief traffic stops, impacted perceptions of police legitimacy.
They found significant positive improvements in the treatment
group in people’s perceptions about their own encounter, but also
about police legitimacy in general. The willingness to cooperate
appears to be malleable in response to an individual’s own expe-
rience with the police (20). Brantingham and Uchida (3) examined
how calls-for-service changed following police activity surround-
ing homicide events. As Mazeroll et al. (19), the focus was on the
public response to routine policing events occurring in their lo-
cal community. Brantingham and Uchida (3) found that calls-for-
service increase locally in the aftermath of homicides, which is at
least consistent with the conclusion that trust in policing does not
fall below some threshold in response to these acute and inten-
sive police actions [see refs (21, 22)]. At a broader scale, Desmond
et al. (1) examined the community response to instances of unjust
police action that became widely known through media reporting.
They focus the 2004 October beating of a Black man, Frank Jude, by
Milwaukee police officers. They found that police calls-for-service
fell significantly once news of the beating broke, five months later,
but also that calls rebounded over the course of the year. A re-
analysis of the data, however, found that the results were heavily
influenced by an outlier and the functional form of the model esti-
mated (23). Once removed, the data suggested that calls to police
did not change significantly in response to the beating of Frank
Jude. Moyer (24) examined whether the death of Freddie Grey in
2015 April, while in the custody of the Baltimore Police, and sub-
sequent protests, led to change in community calls to the police
for vehicle accidents, adult well-being checks, behavioral health,
and other non-crime-related matters. Moyer found that calls to
the police for non-crime-related matters in Baltimore, MD, did not
change across the entire city or by the sections of the city that var-
ied based on levels of poverty, age, race, employment, poverty, and
housing vacancy following the death of Freddie Grey.

The murder of George Floyd and the social
response
The murder of George on 2020 May 25 by a Minneapolis police offi-
cer is by now a familiar story to all. The familiarity is in part the re-
sult of a bystander video that captured the entire event. The viral
spread of the video, over both new and traditional media, caused
a surge in online activism and ignited street-based protests across
the United States and many locations around the world. #Black-
livesmatter was tweeted more than 8.8 million times on 2020 May
28 alone, three days after Floyd’s death (25). Surveys suggest that
15–26 million Americans engaged in street protests in the sub-
sequent weeks (5). Protests on- and offline captured widespread
moral outrage (26) and focused attention on other instances of
police violence. Emerging out of the social response were calls for
immediate changes to the practice of policing ranging from incre-
mental reforms to the #defundthepolice movement (6, 27).

The full impact of George Floyd’s murder on policing in Amer-
ica will not be known for quite some time. Nevertheless, it is fair
to say that public opinion about policing was at or near its lowest
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Fig. 1. Violent crime calls-for-service per census tract by majority population in Los Angeles and New York. Shown is the local polynomial smoothed
line with 95% confidence intervals (CI)..

point in decades shortly following the murder and that this senti-
ment was widespread. Reny and Newman (28), for example, found
in opinion surveys that the murder of George Floyd was associated
with sharp jump in unfavorable opinions of police among politi-
cally liberal Whites, as well as Black, Hispanic, and Asian Ameri-
cans. While the prior literature shows little impact of highly pub-
licized police abuse or deadly force cases on the public’s willing-
ness to call the police (1, 23, 24), there are few incidents that have
had such widespread impact on public perceptions of the police
as the murder of George Floyd. If an effect did materialize, it is rea-
sonable to expect that the impact was immediate, tracking public
opinion. This is the empirical issue we now address through an ex-
amination of how police calls-for-service in Los Angeles and New
York changed in response to the murder of George Floyd.

Data and methods
Data
The analyses presented below focus on police calls-for-service
from the City of Los Angeles and the City of New York between
2019 and late 2021. Call data were extracted from the open data
portals maintained by each city (https://data.lacity.org, https://
data.cityofnewyork.us). We extracted calls that originated from
members of the public (i.e. not initiated by police) and correspond-
ing to violent crime, property crime, and quality-of-life disorder.
Violent crime calls include robbery, battery (i.e. simple assault),
aggravated assault (i.e. assault with a deadly weapon), and “shots
fired.” Property crime calls include burglary, personal theft, and
car theft. In Los Angeles, quality-of-life calls include intoxica-
tion, major disturbance, minor disturbance, vandalism, dispute,
and screaming. In New York, quality-of-life calls include observ-
ing narcotics use and sale, criminal mischief, graffiti and vandal-
ism, disorderly conduct, and dispute. The calls were aggregated
by week and census tract. In Los Angeles, the mapping to census
tract was based on the latitude and longitude of centroid of the
Los Angeles Police Department (LAPD) reporting district (RD) in
which each call occurred (see 3, 29). In New York, the mapping
was based on the latitude and longitude of the midpoint of the
street segment on which the crime occurred. Demographics char-
acteristics of census tract were obtained from the American Com-
munity Survey. We define census tracts as Asian, Black, Hispanic,

or White, based on whether more than 50% of the residents living
in that tract report being one of these race or ethnic groups. Be-
cause Los Angeles and New York are diverse, multi-ethnic cities,
we also recognize non-majority census tracts as those where no
one racial-ethnic group exceeds 50% of the population. Thus, our
analyses cover all but two census tracts in Los Angeles and all
but one census tract in New York. We also present results for all
census tracts combined, which shows that the overall effects are
substantively similar to the effects broken down by race–ethnicity.
Research has noted considerable errors in police calls-for-service
data (30, 31). Occasionally, the event identified by call type does
not always represent what happened on the ground. Since our
question concerns the willingness of members of the public to co-
operate with the police in the co-production of public safety, the
veracity of the call with respect to actual events is of less concern.

We collected police calls-for-service in Los Angeles spanning
the period between 2019 January 1 and 2021 November 21, rep-
resenting a total of 150 consecutive weeks of observation. Dur-
ing this period, the LAPD fielded 407,817 violent crime calls-for-
service, 201,527 property crime calls-for service, and 1,001,654
quality-of-life calls-for-service. The combined 1,610,998 calls rep-
resent a call volume of about 10,740 calls-for-service per week
related to these call types alone. We collected police calls-for-
service for New York City spanning the period between 2019
January 1 and 2021 October 10, representing 144 consecutive
weeks of observation. Over this period, the New York Police De-
partment (NYPD) fielded 450,165 violent crime calls-for-service,
194,937 property crime calls-for-service, and 1,696,970 quality-of-
life calls-for-service. The combined 2,342,092 calls represent a call
volume of 16,255 calls per week for these call types alone.

Measures
We use a regression discontinuity design (RDD) to examine the
impact of the murder of George Floyd on police calls-for-service.
RDD models assume that observational units on either side of a
treatment cutoff are sufficiently similar in unobserved character-
istics that they can be compared as if their treatment status was
randomly assigned at that discontinuity (32–36). The treatment
discontinuity may be the implementation of some new policy at
a time c and observations of units in some small-time window

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/pnasnexus/article/1/5/pgac189/6695312 by guest on 06 N

ovem
ber 2022

https://data.lacity.org
https://data.cityofnewyork.us


4 | PNAS Nexus, 2022, Vol. 1, No. 5

Ta
b

le
1.

R
D

D
m

od
el

s
es

ti
m

at
es

of
th

e
av

er
ag

e
tr

ea
tm

en
t

ef
fe

ct
at

th
e

cu
to

ff
fo

r
vi

ol
en

t
cr

im
e

ca
ll

s-
fo

r-
se

rv
ic

e.

Lo
s

A
n

ge
le

s
N

ew
Y

or
k

W
h

it
e

B
la

ck
H

is
p

an
ic

A
si

an
N

on
-m

aj
or

it
y

O
ve

ra
ll

W
h

it
e

B
la

ck
H

is
p

an
ic

A
si

an
N

oi
n

-m
aj

or
it

y
O

ve
ra

ll

C
on

ve
n

ti
on

al
0.

26
6∗

−0
.6

38
−0

.1
21

1.
33

2
0.

26
7

0.
06

96
0.

19
6∗∗

∗
0.

53
3∗∗

∗
0.

23
6

0.
25

6∗∗
0.

19
8∗

0.
15

8∗

[0
.0

27
5,

0.
50

5]
[−

2.
13

9,
0.

86
3]

[−
0.

38
4,

0.
14

3]
[−

0.
83

6,
3.

50
0]

[−
0.

08
75

,0
.6

22
]

[−
0.

12
0,

0.
26

0]
[0

.1
10

,0
.2

82
]

[0
.3

15
,0

.7
50

]
[−

0.
08

88
,0

.5
61

]
[0

.0
93

1,
0.

42
0]

[0
.0

12
4,

0.
38

4]
[0

.0
05

69
,0

.3
10

]

B
ia

s-
co

rr
ec

te
d

0.
22

5
−0

.7
13

−0
.1

56
1.

56
8

0.
23

7
0.

04
21

0.
17

7∗∗
∗

0.
48

5∗∗
∗

0.
14

2
0.

24
6∗∗

0.
15

1
0.

11
7

[−
0.

01
43

,0
.4

63
]

[−
2.

21
4,

0.
78

8]
[−

0.
42

0,
0.

10
7]

[−
0.

60
0,

3.
73

6]
[−

0.
11

8,
0.

59
2]

[−
0.

14
8,

0.
23

2]
[0

.0
91

0,
0.

26
3]

[0
.2

67
,0

.7
02

]
[−

0.
18

2,
0.

46
7]

[0
.0

83
1,

0.
41

0]
[−

0.
03

51
,0

.3
37

]
[−

0.
03

53
,0

.2
69

]

R
ob

u
st

0.
22

5
−0

.7
13

−0
.1

56
1.

56
8

0.
23

7
0.

04
21

0.
17

7∗∗
∗

0.
48

5∗∗
∗

0.
14

2
0.

24
6∗

0.
15

1
0.

11
7

[−
0.

05
65

,0
.5

05
]

[−
2.

54
7,

1.
12

1]
[−

0.
47

3,
0.

16
0]

[−
1.

00
5,

4.
14

1]
[−

0.
19

1,
0.

66
5]

[−
0.

18
7,

0.
27

1]
[0

.0
80

1,
0.

27
3]

[0
.2

42
,0

.7
28

]
[−

0.
20

9,
0.

49
3]

[0
.0

50
5,

0.
44

2]
[−

0.
05

01
,0

.3
52

]
[−

0.
04

23
,0

.2
76

]

N
tr

ac
t

w
ee

ks
35

,8
50

2,
10

0
64

,5
00

90
0

36
,6

00
14

0,
40

0
95

,8
76

60
,9

92
58

,2
80

15
,8

40
74

,8
56

31
0,

67
6

O
n

e-
si

d
ed

p
la

ce
b

o
te

st
P†

0.
02

6
0.

22
2

0.
88

9
0.

82
0.

1
–

0.
00

1
<

0.
00

1
0.

08
0.

00
5

0.
01

8
–

95
%

C
Is

in
b

ra
ck

et
s;

∗ P
<

0.
05

,∗∗
P

<
0.

01
,a

n
d

∗∗
∗ P

<
0.

00
1;

B
on

fe
rr

on
ic

or
re

ct
io

n
fo

r
24

h
yp

ot
h

es
es

as
su

m
in

g
ɑ

<
0.

05
re

q
u

ir
es

P
<

0.
00

21
.†

Em
p

ir
ic

al
P-

va
lu

e
fr

om
d

at
a

p
er

m
u

ta
ti

on
s

te
st

in
g

th
e

h
yp

ot
h

es
is

th
at

a
sh

if
t

in
ca

ll
s

(n
eg

at
iv

e
or

p
os

it
iv

e)
at

le
as

t
as

la
rg

e
co

u
ld

b
e

ob
se

rv
ed

fo
r

10
3

ra
n

d
om

ly
ch

os
en

cu
to

ff
p

oi
n

ts
ac

ro
ss

th
e

d
at

a
ti

m
el

in
e.

just before (c–t) serve as control for those same units observed
in some small-time window just after (c + t) the onset of treat-
ment. The discontinuity might be spatial (e.g. 35) or correspond
to some eligibility criterion that separates units into treated and
untreated groups. In the present case, the treatment discontinu-
ity is the murder of George Floyd on 2020 May 25. We assume
that the baseline environmental and socio-political neighborhood
conditions that drive police calls-for-service were largely identical
in the weeks immediately prior to, and immediately after George
Floyd’s murder. This assumption is particularly important, given,
the putative impact that the global COVID-19 pandemic on crime
and disorder. The impact appears to have varied by crime type
and between cities (37, 38). RDD is advantageous in this situation
precisely because the impact of the pandemic on crime and dis-
order, as well as police calls-for-service, were present in the weeks
just before and after the murder of George Floyd (the treatment
discontinuity). Any changes observed in police calls-for-service
therefore represent the unique effect that the George Floyd mur-
der and subsequent changes in trust in the police had on the pro-
cess that generates calls to the police. We estimate the changes
in calls for service using a range of alternative parameterizations
of the RDD local linear regression model (36). We also compare
how sensitive our estimates are to the choice of the week in which
Floyd was murdered using placebo tests that randomly assign the
discontinuity to different weeks. Given the inherent volatility in
police calls-for-service, it is possible that random assignment of
discontinuities would produce similar effect size estimates with-
out any true causal effect (see 39, 40). We count the number of
random assignments (out of 1,000) with an effect at least as large
that observed for the week of George Floyd’s murder as a guide for
the false-positive rate. We rely on Bonferroni corrected P-values to
guard against false-discoveries.

Results
We report the mean number calls per week per census tract where
one race–ethnicity (Asian, Black, Hispanic, and White) makes up
a majority (≥50%) of the population, and where no one race–
ethnicity reaches this threshold (non-majority) (see Table S1 in
the “Supplementary Material”). Shown are means for the 73 weeks
before the murder of George Floyd and the 77 weeks after (71
weeks in New York). In Los Angeles, violent crime calls-for-service
are nominally higher, while property crime and quality-of-life
crime calls are nominally lower after the murder of Floyd. In New
York, property crime calls-for-service are nominally higher, while
changes in violent crime and quality-of-life crime calls appear
mixed.

Violent crime calls-for-service
Figure 1 shows the local polynomial smoothed violent crime calls-
for-service in Los Angeles and New York census tracts by major-
ity population group. Numerical results are presented for non-
majority census tracts. The cutoff at t = 0 corresponds to the
murder of George Floyd. Calls-for-service are volatile over time in
both cities, but display more weekly regularity in New York com-
pared with Los Angeles. Visual inspection suggests that decreases
in violent crime calls-for-service occurred at the discontinuity in
Black majority census tracts and increases in Asian majority cen-
sus tracts in Los Angeles. Other shifts in Los Angeles and New York
are difficult to distinguish from normal variation. Table 1 present
RDD model estimates for the average treatment effects at the cut-
off. Small increases in violent crime calls in White and Asian ma-
jority as well as non-majority tracts, and small decreases in vio-
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lent crime calls in Black and Hispanic majority tracts in Los An-
geles are all not significant, according to estimates using robust
standard errors (SEs; with or without Bonferroni correction). By
contrast, small increases in violent crime calls in White and Black
majority census tracts in New York are significant. These amount
to approximately 0.2 and 0.5 additional violent crime calls-for-
service per week per tract, respectively (Table 1). Combining all
census tracts suggests that the murder of George Floyd did not
impact overall violent crime calls-for-service in Los Angeles or
New York. Figure 2 shows the period specific regression coeffi-
cients (29). The temporal trends suggest that the increases were
relatively short-lived. One-sided placebo tests are consistent with
measures of significance based on conventional SEs (Table 1).

Property crime calls-for-service
Figure 3 shows the polynomial smoothed property crime calls-
for-service in Los Angeles and New York census tracts by major-
ity population group. Property crime calls do not show an obvi-

ous departure at the cutoff in Los Angeles. A later peak in the
time series corresponds to heavy calls-for-service associated with
New Year celebrations. By contrast, White and Hispanic census
tracts in New York show a large increase in property crime calls-
for-service immediately following the murder of George Floyd. In-
creases in Black and Asian tracts are less obviously different from
the seasonal pattern. Table 2 confirm these visual interpretations.
The small increase in property crime calls-for-service in White
majority and non-majority census tracts, and small decreases in
property crime calls in Black, Hispanic, and Asian tracts in Los
Angeles are all non-significant (with or without Bonferroni cor-
rections). White, Hispanic, and non-majority tracts in New York
exhibited a significant increase in property crime calls-for-service.
These amounted to an increase of 0.7, 0.6, and 0.1 calls-for-service
per week per tract, respectively (Table 2). Black and Asian tracts
in New York experienced an increase that is significant without
Bonferroni correction, but not with correction. Here, we observed
increases of 0.1 and 0.2 calls per week per tract, respectively. Com-
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bining all census tracts shows a significant increase of 0.4 calls per
week per tract only in New York. Figure 4 illustrates that the tem-
poral trends do not deviate in Los Angles over the medium-term.
In New York, the increases in property crime calls-for-service are
also short-lived. One-sided placebo tests are consistent with mea-
sures of significance based on conventional SEs (Table 2).

Quality-of-life crime calls-for-service
Figure 5 shows the polynomial smoothed quality-of-life crime
calls-for-service. Visual inspection suggests that public calls to the
police moved in opposite directions in Los Angeles and New York.
In Los Angeles, White, Black, Hispanic, and Asian majority cen-
sus tracts showed steep drops in quality-of-life calls. In New York,
sharp increases are seen in Black and Hispanic census tracts, with
increases in White and Asian tracts less obviously different from
general seasonal variability. These observations are confirmed in
RDD estimates of the average treatment effects. Table 3 docu-
ments significant decreases in calls in White, Hispanic, and non-
majority tracts in Los Angeles, and significant increases in Black,
Hispanic, and non-majority tracts in New York. The drops in Los
Angeles were equivalent to around 4.5, 4.2, and 3.7 fewer calls for
White, Hispanic, and non-majority tracts, respectively (Table 3).
In New York, the increases were equivalent to about 1.7, 1.8, and
1.0 more calls in Black, Hispanic, and non-majority tracts, respec-
tively. Combining all census tracts shows a significant reduction
of 3.7 quality-of-life calls per week per tract in Los Angeles and
a significant increase of 0.9 calls per week per tract in New York.
Figure 6 shows the temporal trends before and after the murder
of George Floyd. The declines in quality-of-life calls-for-service re-
bound in two to five weeks, depending upon the community, lag-
ging the longest in White and Hispanic census tracts and rebound-
ing the fastest in Black and Asian tracts. In New York, the tempo-
ral trends are more complex, oscillating, and then peaking four
to five weeks after the murder. One-sided placebo tests are con-
sistent with measures of significance based on conventional SEs
(Table 3).

Discussion and conclusions
The murder of George Floyd triggered widespread protest in
the United States and beyond. The movement led to intense
scrutiny of police practices and resulted in high-profile calls to
“defund the police.” While prior studies have shown that coop-
eration with police is not dependent upon trust (2, 8), nor is it
particularly responsive to public opinion following other publi-
cized cases of abusive police use of force (23, 24), the possibil-
ity that the murder of George Floyd and the subsequent fallout
caused a “state change” needed evaluation. Perhaps, the murder
of George Floyd was the final straw driving people to consider al-
ternatives to policing in dealing with the problems they confront
daily.

The analyses presented here suggest that the effects on po-
lice calls-for-service were limited to only certain call types and
frequently were in the opposite direction of popular narratives
on how a decline in trust in the police would lead the public to
stop calling the police. We focused separately on violent crime,
property crime, and quality-of-life calls-for-service because of the
expectation that people have greater discretion to not call the
police when they observe or experience quality-of-life offenses
(17). Thus, we expected that quality-of-life offense calls would
be more responsive to the murder of George Floyd than prop-
erty crime or violent crime calls. These expectations are partially Ta
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Fig. 4. Period specific regression coefficients along with 95% CIs for property crime calls-for-service in Los Angeles and New York census tracts by
race–ethnicity.
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Fig. 5. Quality-of-life crime calls-for-service per census tract by majority population in Los Angeles and New York. Shown is the local polynomial
smoothed line with 95% CI.

supported. Specifically, in Los Angeles, violent and property crime
calls did not change significantly, while quality-of-life calls fell
sharply in the aftermath of the murder, consistent with the hy-
pothesis of greater caller discretion for these call types. Impor-
tantly, in Los Angeles, quality-of-life calls fell furthest in White
majority tracts (−73%), followed by Hispanic (−53%) and non-
majority tracts (−50%); the declines in Asian (−47%) and Black
tracts (−40%) were non-significant. On the face of it, this may
suggest that people in White majority, Hispanic majority, and di-
verse non-majority areas of Los Angeles have greater discretion
to not call the police compared with people in Asian and Black ar-
eas of the city. In New York, the pattern is quite different. Here,
violent, property, and quality-of-life calls either increased or did
not change significantly. Violent crime calls increased the most in
Black (+28%), followed by White majority tracts (+22%) in the im-
mediate aftermath of the murder. Property crime calls increased
the most in White (+160%), followed by Hispanic majority tracts
(+70%). Quality-of-life calls increase the most in Black (+29%), fol-
lowed by Hispanic (+21%) and non-majority tracts (+20%). The

shifts in New York may signal an increase in cooperation with
police following the murder of George Floyd, an observation that
runs counter to expectations that calls should fall in response to
negative public opinion and reduced trust in police. A cynical in-
terpretation of the results in New York would be that the murder
of George Floyd triggered a spike in perceived “minority threat”
(41), which then resulted in increased calls to the police by White
residents about their Black and Hispanic neighbors in White as
well as Black and Hispanic majority tracts. To account for the ob-
served reduction in calls-for-service in Los Angeles, we would have
to posit that White (and perhaps Asian) residents were checking
themselves before calling the police on their Black and Hispanic
neighbors. Individual-level data on the characteristics of callers
are not available to examine these conjectures. However, research
on crime victimization more broadly indicates that the reasons
why individuals call (or do not call) the police are highly variable
and perceived minority threat or lack of trust in the police are
two of many possible motives (9). Whatever the case, the shifts in
calls-for-service were relatively short-lived. By and large, both the
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declines in Los Angeles and increases in New York in calls lasted
for two to five weeks before returning to their prior trends.

Why did the murder of George Floyd and the subsequent so-
cial movement not have more dramatic and longer-lasting effects
on calls-for-service? One possibility is that the social movement,
though clearly street-oriented and widespread at the start, re-
turned to “hashtag activism” after a time (42). Attention was si-
phoned away, and people returned to their existing routines. In
a parallel domain, for example, Nguyen et al. (43) found that
tweets with negative sentiment referencing Black people declined
by around 32% in the immediate aftermath of the George Floyd’s
murder, but also that the decline lasted just a few weeks. A prag-
matic interpretation of the results is that the immediate needs of
crime victims quickly eclipse more abstract goals of police reform.
For example, while people may have had more negative opinions
of the police following the murder of George Floyd (28, 44), they
nevertheless had no real alternative but to call the police for as-
sistance if they were the victim of an assault, had their car stolen,
or were bothered by a loud party. Such pragmatic concerns are
consistent with a 2020 Gallup Panel survey, where despite only
18% of Black Americans feeling “very confident” that they would
receive courtesy and respect in a police encounter, 80% of Black
Americans preferred that police spend the same or more time in
their area (45). The murder of George Floyd and the subsequent
protests did not drive up the perceived costs of interacting with
the police higher than the perceived costs of not reporting vio-
lent, property, and quality-of-life offenses. This conclusion holds
across communities.

One implication of this work is that the public at large may
have limited patience or tolerance for experimentation with al-
ternatives to policing, if that experimentation also means that no
one is there to respond to the crime and disorder encountered
today. The volume of calls that police handle is staggering, and
many call types are not easily transferrable to alternative service
providers (46). Public patience may be most tested in the heav-
ily impacted minority neighborhoods, which must rely on the po-
lice to respond to crime. Racially segregated neighborhoods with
greater concentrations of poverty also suffer from higher rates
of crime. This may in part explain why minority communities in
Minneapolis, MN, voted down a proposal to replace the Minneapo-
lis Police Department with an alternative Department of Public
Safety that was not clearly defined (47). This does not mean, how-
ever, that those same communities do not desire police reform.
The downsides of an “incident-driven” policing model have long
been recognized (48–50). Yet, rapid police response anywhere at
any time is what the public has come to expect from the “incident-
driven” model. Police reform models need to account for these
expectations.

There are several limitations to this study. Calling the police is
not a perfect proxy for trust in police, as recognized previously (2).
Consequently, that calls to the police did not collapse following
the murder of George Floyd does not necessarily mean that trust
in police remained buoyant. All we can conclude is that cooper-
ation with the police continued much as it did before. More light
might be shed on the issue if direct measures of trust in police
were collected alongside evidence of when people call (or do not
call) the police. As a measure of cooperation with police, calls-
for-service also suffer several limitations. There are many ways
that the public might cooperate with the police that are not regis-
tered in any official call (51). People may provide help in investiga-
tions, information at crime scenes or in friendly interactions that
emerge naturally out of normal social interactions, or in various
formal settings designed to support the co-production of public Ta
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Fig. 6. Period specific regression coefficients along with 95% CIs for quality-of-life crime calls-for-service in Los Angeles and New York census tracts by
race–ethnicity.

safety. Future research will need to assess the degree to which
calls-for-service provides a useful proxy for this broader arena of
public–police cooperation.

There are also limitations inherent to causal inference using
RDD. RDD observational studies rely on several assumptions in-
cluding (1) that there was an abrupt, unambiguous environmen-
tal disruption or policy shift that constitutes a treatment inter-
vention; (2) that the so-called running variable that determines
treatment cannot be manipulated; (3) that outcome probabili-
ties are continuous at the cutoff in the absence of treatment;
and (4) that exposure groups are exchangeable near the bound-
ary (32–34). All four assumptions appear to be met in the cur-
rent case. The murder of George Floyd marked an abrupt shift
in public opinion about police, the timing of the event was be-
yond any form of manipulation, and the baseline rate of calls
to the police was continuous and exchangeable near the cut-
off, as demonstrated here by placebo tests. Thus, RDD offers a
sound basis for inferring the causal effect of the murder of George
Floyd on calls-for-service. However, our results may be limited in
their generalizability for several reasons that extend beyond the
validity of assumptions of RDD. In particular, we recognize that
the conditions of global COVID-19 pandemic may have played a
role in amplifying the scale and scope of protests following the
murder of George Floyd. With many people working from home
and perpetually connected to the Internet, the potential for this
egregious example of police violence to go viral online and spark
street protests may have been much higher than in other previous
cases of police brutality. It seems plausible then that the effects
that we do observe in Los Angeles and New York are potentially
unique to this one event conditioned on the background condi-
tions created by the pandemic. In the absence of these unique
pandemic conditions, the impact on calls-for-service might have
been more muted, which would be consistent with the results
of prior studies (23, 24). This suggests that it would be challeng-
ing to wring estimates of causal effects out of formal compar-
isons with earlier examples of police violence. An alternative ap-
proach might be to compare calls-for-service in cities that ex-
perienced social protests related to George Floyd’s murder with
those that did not. However, given the breadth of protests span-
ning both street-based and online settings, it might be difficult
to identify control and treatment units that are clearly separable.

Disentangling the variation in treatment conditions from varia-
tion in other potential confounds such as local COVID-19 poli-
cies would be challenging if not impossible. In our case, we cir-
cumvent such confounds by having the cities serve as their own
controls. Thus, our results are informative not because we be-
lieve them to identify a consistent average treatment effect stem-
ming from police violence—a typical goal in observational ap-
proaches to causal inference—but rather because they point to
the substantial stability of calls-for-service even under extreme
(and perhaps unique) disruptions that might otherwise be ex-
pected to produce a fundamental shift in public cooperation with
the police. We conclude that, despite the widespread social re-
sponse to the murder of George Floyd, trust in the police appar-
ently did not fall below some putative threshold that would pro-
duce sharp and enduring reductions in the willingness of the pub-
lic to call the police to report violent, property, and quality-of-life
offenses.

Acknowledgments
This research was supported by AFOSR MURI grant
FA9550-22-1-0380, NSF grant DMS-2027277, and NIJ grant
2018-75-CX-0003.

Supplementary Material
Supplementary material is available at PNAS Nexus online.

Funding
This research was supported by AFOSR MURI (grant number
FA9550-22-1-0380), NSF (grant number DMS-2027277), and NIJ
(grant number 2018-75-CX-0003).

Authors’ Contributions
P.J.B., G.M., and J.M. designed and performed the research, ana-
lyzed the data, and wrote the paper.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/pnasnexus/article/1/5/pgac189/6695312 by guest on 06 N

ovem
ber 2022

https://academic.oup.com/pnasnexus/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/pnasnexus/pgac189#supplementary-data


10 | PNAS Nexus, 2022, Vol. 1, No. 5

Data Availability
The data used in this study are available from the Los Angeles
and New York City open data portals (https://data.lacity.org/ and
https://data.cityofnewyork.us).

References
1. Desmond M, Papachristos AV, Kirk DS. 2016. Police violence and

citizen crime reporting in the Black community. Am Sociol Rev.
81:857–876.

2. Baumer EP. 2002. Neighborhood disadvantage and po-
lice notification by victims of violence. Criminology. 40:
579–616.

3. Brantingham PJ, Uchida CD. 2021. Public cooperation and the po-
lice: do calls-for-service increase after homicides? J Crim Justice.
73:101785.

4. McDowell MG, Fernandez LA. 2018. ‘Disband, disempower, and
disarm’: amplifying the theory and practice of police abolition.
Crit Criminol. 26:373–391.

5. Buchanan L, Bui Q, Patel JK. 2020 July 3. Black lives matter may
be the largest movement in U.S. history. New York Times.

6. Goff PA. 2021. Asking the right questions about race and policing.
Science. 371:677–678.

7. Jackson J, et al. 2021. Police legitimacy and the norm to cooper-
ate: using a mixed effects location-scale model to estimate the
strength of social norms at a small spatial scale. J Quant Crimi-
nol. 37:547–572.

8. Xie M, Baumer EP. 2019. Crime victims’ decisions to call the
police: past research and new directions. Annu Rev Criminol.
2:217–240.

9. Langton L, Berzofsky M, Krebs CP, Smiley-McDonald H. 2012. Vic-
timizations not reported to the police, 2006–2010. Washington
(DC): US Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Bu-
reau of Justice Statistics.

10. Bachman R. 1998. The factors related to rape reporting behavior
and arrest: new evidence from the national crime victimization
survey. Crim Justice Behav. 25:8–29.

11. Felson RB, Messner SF, Hoskin A. 1999. The victim–offender re-
lationship and the calling of the police in assaults. Criminology.
37:931–948.

12. Huebner BM, Lentz TS, Schafer JA. 2022. Heard shots–call the
police? An examination of citizen responses to gunfire. Justice
Q. 39;(4):673–696.

13. Kirk DS, Papachristos AV. 2011. Cultural mechanisms and the
persistence of neighborhood violence. Am J Sociol. 116:1190–
1233.

14. Skogan WG. 1984. Reporting crimes to the police: the status of
world research. J Res Crime Delinq. 21:113–137.

15. Baumer EP, Lauritsen JL. 2010. Reporting crime to the police,
1973-2005: a multivariate analysis of long-term trends in the Na-
tional Crime Survey (NCS) and the National Crime Victimization
Survey (NCZVS). Criminology. 48:131–185.

16. Xie M, Lauritsen JL. 2012. Racial context and crime reporting:
a test of Black’s stratification hypothesis. J Quant Criminol.
28:265–293.

17. Galvin MA, Safer-Lichtenstein A. 2018. Same question, different
answers: theorizing victim and third party decisions to report
crime to the police. Justice Q. 35:1073–1104.

18. Linning SJ, Barnes JC. 2022. Third-party crime reporting: exam-
ining the effects of perceived social cohesion and confidence in
police effectiveness. J Crim Justice. 45:39–54.

19. Mazerolle L, Bennett S, Davis J, Sargeant E, Manning M.
2013. Procedural justice and police legitimacy: a system-
atic review of the research evidence. J Crim Justice. 9:
245–274.

20. Xie M, Pogarsky G, Lynch JP, McDowall D. 2006. Prior police con-
tact and subsequent victim reporting: results from the NCVS.
Justice Q. 23:481–501.

21. Leovy J. 2015. Ghettoside: a true story of murder in America. New
York (NY): Spiegel & Grau.

22. Vaughn PE. 2020. The effects of devaluation and solvability on
crime clearance. J Crim Justice. 68:101657.

23. Zoorob M. 2020. Do police brutality stories reduce 911 calls? Re-
assessing an important criminological finding. Am Sociol Rev.
85:176–183.

24. Moyer RA. 202. The effect of a death-in-police-custody incident
on community reliance on the police. J Quant Criminol. 38:
459–482.

25. Anderson M, Barthel M, Perrin A, Vogels EA. 2020. #BlackLives-
Matter surges on Twitter after George Floyd’s death. Pew Re-
search. 2020 June 10. Retrieved from pewreserach.org.

26. Priniski JH, et al. 2021. Mapping Moral Valence of Tweets Follow-
ing the Killing of George Floyd, arXiv, arXiv:2104.09578. preprint:
not peer reviewed.

27. Kaba M. 2020 June 12. Yes, we mean literally abolish the police.
New York Times.

28. Reny TT, Newman BJ. 2021. The opinion-mobilizing effect
of social protest against police violence: evidence from
the 2020 George Floyd protests. Am Polit Sci Rev. 115:
1499–1507.

29. Ridgeway G, Grogger J, Moyer RA, MacDonald JM. 2019. Effect of
gang injunctions on crime: a study of Los Angeles from 1988–
2014. J Quant Criminol. 35: 517–541.

30. Simpson R, Orosco C. 2021. Re-assessing measurement error in
police calls for service: classifications of events by dispatchers
and officers. Plos one. 16: e0260365.

31. Klinger DA, Bridges GS. 1997. Measurement error in calls-
for-service as an indicator of crime. Criminology. 35:
705–726.

32. Thistlethwaite DL, Campbell DT. 1960. Regression-discontinuity
analysis: an alternative to the ex post facto experiment. J Educ
Psychol. 51:309.

33. Imbens GW, Lemieux T. 2008. Regression discontinuity designs:
a guide to practice. J Econom. 142:615–635.

34. Shadish WR, Galindo R, Wong VC, Steiner PM, Cook TD. 2011.
A randomized experiment comparing random and cutoff-based
assignment. Psychol Method. 16:179.

35. MacDonald JM, Klick J, Grunwald B. 2016. The effect of pri-
vate police on crime: evidence from a geographic regres-
sion discontinuity design. J R Stat Soc Ser A Stat Soc. 179:
831–846.

36. Cattaneo MD, Titiunik R. 2021. Regression discontinuity designs,
arXiv, arXiv:2108.09400. preprint: not peer reviewed.

37. Abrams DS. 2021. COVID and crime: an early empirical look. J
Public Econ. 194:104344.

38. Mohler G, et al. 2020. Impact of social distancing during COVID-
19 pandemic on crime in Los Angeles and Indianapolis. J Crim
Justice. 68:101692.

39. Lee DS. 2008. Randomized experiments from non-
random selection in US House elections. J Econom. 142:
675–697.

40. Canay IA, Kamat V. 2018. Approximate permuta-
tion tests and induced order statistics in the re-

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/pnasnexus/article/1/5/pgac189/6695312 by guest on 06 N

ovem
ber 2022

https://data.lacity.org/
https://data.cityofnewyork.us
http://pewreserach.org


Brantingham et al. | 11

gression discontinuity design. Rev Econ Stud. 85:
1577–1608.

41. Kirk DS, Matsuda M. 2011. Legal cynicism, collective efficacy, and
the Ecology of Arrest. Criminology. 49:443–472.

42. Yang G. 2016. Narrative agency in hashtag activism: the case of
#BlackLivesMatter. Media Commun. 4:13.

43. Nguyen TT, et al. 2021. Progress and push-back: how the killings
of Ahmaud Arbery, Breonna Taylor, and George Floyd impacted
public discourse on race and racism on Twitter. SSM Popul
Health. 15:100922.

44. Ortiz A. 2020 Aug 12. Confidence in police is at record low, gallup
survey finds. New York Times.

45. Saad L. 2020 August 5. Black Americans want police to retain
local presence. Gallup.

46. Lum C, Koper CS, Wu X. in press. Can we really defund the po-
lice? A nine-agency study of police response to calls for service.
Police Q. 25;(3). https://doi.org/10.1177/10986111211035002.

47. Smith M, Arango T. 2021 November 3.‘We need policemen’: even
in liberal cities, voters reject scaled-back policing. New York
Times.

48. Reiss AJ. 1971. The police and the public. New Haven (CT): Yale
University Press.

49. Goldstein H. 1979. Improving policing: a problem-oriented ap-
proach. Crime Delinq. 25:236–258.

50. Eck JE, Spelman W. 1987. Who ya gonna call? The police as
problem-busters. Crime Delinq. 33:31–52.

51. Skogan WG, Hartnett SM. 1999. Community policing, Chicago
style. New York (NY): Oxford University Press.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/pnasnexus/article/1/5/pgac189/6695312 by guest on 06 N

ovem
ber 2022

https://doi.org/10.1177/10986111211035002

