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This article provides novel evidence on the local policy outcomes of the largest 
protest movement in U.S. history: the 2020 Black Lives Matter protests. 
Building on a hand-compiled dataset containing information on the 300 largest 
cities in the United States, data on state  legislation, and comprehensive protest 
data, we assess whether two core political demands of the movement were 
realized. We find that protest did not affect city police budgets but did lead to 
the adoptions of state police reform. We do not find compelling evidence that 
protest affected agenda setting at the state-level. Although inconsequential in 
local politics overall, protest proved counterproductive in cities with large 
white population shares and large Republican population shares. We argue 
that local and state politics offer different political opportunities for protests to 
succeed. In state politics, protest creates electoral incentives to make political 
concessions. In local politics, a lack of political threat       and the perception of 
protest as inconvenient create political incentives to resist policy change.  
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1 Introduction 
Protest is local. Some streets, squares or parks turn into sceneries of protest 
when protesters are making claims to political authority. But does protest 
matter for politics in the locality where it erupts? We address this question by 
investigating whether protest matters for local and state policymaking. In 
contrast to protest, politics are no longer local. The American promise of 
federalism to engage citizens in local politics is no longer kept (Einstein and 
Kogan 2016; Hopkins 2018; Schaffner, Rhodes, and La Raja 2020). Voter 
turnout in local elections and civic engagement have declined since the 1960s 
(E. Oliver and Ha 2007; E. Oliver, Ha, and Callen 2012; Putnam 1995; Galston 
and Levine 1998; Hajnal and Lewis; 2003). What is left of local politics is 
largely influenced by national political dynamics. Political polarization and 
party ideology affect all levels of political decision making (Tausanovitch and 
Warshaw 2014; Benedictis-Kessner and Warshaw 2016; Benedictis-Kessner 
and Warshaw 2020). In the context of increasingly nationalized local politics 
(Hopkins 2018), the role of local protest warrants systematic investigation. 
 
Whether protest can persuade policymakers has been fiercely debated. Recent 
scholarship suggests it does, and carefully delineates the mechanisms through 
which protest can affect policy. Protest has proven particularly successful at 
influencing political agendas (Andrews and Caren 2010; B. King, Bentele, and 
Soule 2007; Baumgartner and Mahoney 2005; Baumgartner and Jones 1993; 
Earl et al. 2004; Smith et al. 2001; Olzak and Soule 2009; Vliegenthart et al. 
2016; Walgrave, Soroka, and Nuytemans 2008; Walgrave and Vliegenthart 
2012). When protest affects political outcomes, its effects are often moderated 
by organizational features of social movements (Gamson 1975; McCarthy and 
Zald 2002), or the political environment in which they take place (Meyer and 
Minkoff 2004; Soule and Olzak 2004; Meyer 2004; McVeigh, Welch, and 
Bjaranason 2003; McVeigh, Neblett, and Shafiq 2006).  
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Existing scholarship examines how protest shapes political outcomes at the 
federal or state-level but neglects when protest targets local politics. This is an 
important omission as protest can bear on the interests of national, state, and 
local governments alike (Tilly 2008). To analyze the effects of protest on federal 
policymaking, scholars commonly use variation in protest over time instead of 
spatial variation. It therefore remains an open question whether protest affects 
policymaking in the localities where they take place, either at city or state-
level. Methodologically, our analysis is inspired by Biggs and Andrews (2015) 
on sit-ins in the American South which uses city-level analysis to assess the 
effect of protest on the decisions of businesses and local elites to desegregate.  
 
Our article investigates the largest protest wave in U.S. history, which 
followed the murder of George Floyd on 25 May 2020. We focus on protesters’ 
main demands to defund and reform the police by investigating whether 
protests led to the reduction of municipal police budgets. In the remainder of 
this article, we follow the common meaning of the term defunding which refers 
to reductions in police budgets, rather than entire budget cuts. We also 
investigate the effects of protest on state bills regarding law enforcement to 
contrast similar types of policy at different levels of political decision making. 
 
We advance a theoretical argument for how two core concepts in the 
scholarship on social movements – threat and persuasion – can help to explain 
how protest affects different levels of political decision making. Protest may be 
particularly persuasive in local politics, where exposure to protest is more 
direct than in state politics. However, the ability to persuade audiences hinges 
on successful interaction between protesters and policymakers. Black 
protesters may face prejudices that hinder successful interaction. We theorize 
that an even greater challenge to persuasion is political threat. Protest poses 
a greater electoral threat to state policymaking than to local policymaking. In 
local politics voter turnout is low, interest groups have substantial bargaining 
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power, and the electorate and protesters share few demographic 
characteristics. Policymakers therefore remain unthreatened by protest. We 
further argue that failure to respond to the inconvenience caused by protest – 
‘immediate threat’ – can both turn into electoral threat and lead to emotional 
responses which make concessions unlikely. Immediate threat is greater at the 
city-level where policymakers are directly exposed to protest. Our analysis 
brings to light whether protest is more successful at higher or lower levels of 
political decision making.  
 
Research on local politics is often impeded by a lack of available data 
(Trounstine 2009). We address the problem of data availability by collecting 
original data on the city and police budgets of the 300 largest cities in the 
United States. This allows us to identify relationships between changes in 
police budgets and protest. Our protest variables derive from Crowd Counting 
Consortium (2021) data, a commonly used source for studying the Black Lives 
Matter protests (Pressman and Choi-Fitzpatrick 2020; Andrews, Caren, and 
Browne 2018; Timoneda and Wibbels 2021). We take advantage of the timing 
of city councils’ budget hearings that often happened in the months following 
protests.  
 
We find that the Black Lives Matter (BLM) protests did not lead to the 
defunding of city police budgets. If anything, protest may have led to increases 
in police spending. Whereas protesters were unsuccessful at realizing one of 
the core political demands of the movement at the local-level, protesters 
pushed state legislators to approve new police reform at the state-level. 
However, we also find that protest cannot explain the number of proposals of 
state legislation on police reform. This finding suggests that protest may have 
been successful at the adoption, but not the agenda setting stage of the 
policymaking process. Although we cannot be too confident that protest led to 
increases in police budgets across the whole sample of cities, those with large 
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white population shares and large Republican vote shares were more likely to 
increase their police budgets. In cities with these characteristics, we find 
evidence that protest proved counterproductive. 
 
Our results have broad implications for scholarship on social movements. We 
shed light on a crucial moment in the history of black resistance to oppression 
by       providing systematic evidence on the policy outcomes of the Black Lives 
Matter movement. The different effects of protest at state and local levels 
demonstrate the importance of differentiating both theoretically and 
empirically between different political levels at which protest targets 
policymaking. 
 

2 Theory: Integrating the Local 
Local politics has received a revival in mainstream political science 
(Trounstine 2009; Warshaw 2019). Local governments increasingly operate 
along partisan and ideological lines that resemble cleavages at the national 
level. This new emerging paradigm of an ‘increasingly United States’ (Hopkins 
2018) has replaced the traditional view that city politics are fundamentally 
different from national politics (Peterson 1981; Anzia 2021). Local media is 
replaced by national media, participation in local elections is in decline, and 
marginalized social groups are alienated from local politics (Martin and 
McCrain 2019; Schaffner et al. 2020). These insights into American federalism 
raise the question of whether local and state policymakers respond to the 
political demands of their citizens. 

Protest is one important way of making political demands. Whether protest 
affects local and state policymaking in the context of nationalized politics is an 
important gap in our understanding of contemporary American federalism. As 
one social movement often only addresses either state or federal level policies, 
the effects of protest on different levels of political decision making have not 
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been studied together, which has impeded comparative studies of protest 
outcomes. Moreover, we know generally little on the effects of protest on local 
policy. This blind spot in extant knowledge on the political outcomes of protest 
is understandable. Given the scarcity of data on local politics, previous 
scholarship on the policy outcomes of protest has instead turned to either state 
or federal policies.  

The consensus is that protest can affect policy at state or national levels in the 
agenda setting stage but does not usually lead to the adoption of new 
legislation. Although protest often failed to achieve new legislation directly, 
protest affected the attention to rights issues in congress (B. King, Bentele, 
and Soule 2007), influenced how often topics are raised in parliamentary 
debates (Vliegenthart et al. 2016), shaped political parties’ agendas (Hutter 
and Vliegenthart 2016), and even affected the political beliefs of party officials 
(Wouters and Walgrave 2017). 

At later stages in the legislative process protest has proven less successful 
(Olzak and Soule 2009). For example, women’s suffrage movements have 
brought women’s suffrage to the legislative forum but had little effect on voting 
behavior to pass new legislation (B. King, Cornwall, and Dahlin 2005) and 
environmental protest led to more congressional hearings on the environment 
but did not exert a          direct effect on policy (Johnson 2008). 

A foundational premise in scholarship on protest is that protest matters 
through numbers (Della Porta and Diani 2006; DeNardo 1985). Numbers 
figure prominently in Tilly’s well-known model for how movements succeed, 
which is encapsulated in the acronym WUNC: Worthiness, Unity, Numbers 
and Commitment. The most explicit theorization of how numbers matter for 
policymakers is a signaling model of mass political action. The model assumes 
that the number of protest participants is viewed by politicians, often through 



7 
 

media channels, as a signal for what the public desires (Lohmann 1993; Wasow 
2020). Politicians are interested in reelection and therefore are best served by 
following the majority’s expectations which finds expression in large-scale 
activism. The more people participate, the stronger the signal. Others have 
argued that large numbers of participants can influence policymakers through 
influencing protest audiences (Madestam et al. 2013), rather than taking 
protest itself as the direct expression of public interest (Gillion 2020; Soule and 
Olzak 2004).  

Previous research on the effects of protest on state outcomes guides our 
expectations on the effects of BLM protests on state police reform, but we are 
entering new empirical and theoretical territory when focusing on local policy. 
Andrews (2001) investigates the local effects of the Mississippi Civil Rights 
Movement between 1965 and 1971, but his focus is on movement 
infrastructure that proved successful at gaining access to decision making 
bodies and the content of poverty programs. Instead, our focus is on the effect 
of the number of protesters itself. The following theoretical exploration is based 
on the core assumption that numbers matter for the success of protest because 
many people can either persuade or coerce policymakers into concessions. We 
leave unaddressed other avenues for movements to affect policy. Crucially, our 
analysis does not assess how the organizational strength of a movement can 
lead to protest outcomes. Instead, we suggest two pathways through which 
protest participants can threaten or persuade policymakers in local and state 
politics, respectively. 
 

2.1 Persuasion 
The power of protest can lie in its ability to persuade. Protest is more directly 
perceived when it erupts in proximity to audiences. For example, white 
Southerners were more likely to develop favorable attitudes towards the Civil 
Rights movement if they lived near centers of movement activity and if they 
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lived close to protest audiences who held positive views towards blacks 
(Andrews, Beyerlein, and Farnum 2016). By extension, proximity between 
protesters and policymakers could have led to changes in policymakers’ 
response to protest, both directly and indirectly through changes in public 
opinion. The larger the number of protest participants the greater the chances 
of both direct and indirect exposure to protest. 

 
Local politics can be thought of as a domain of direct interaction between 
political actors and citizens. Hence the dictum: All politics is local. This is the 
idea of federalism, admired and praised by Tocqueville according to whom 
“town meetings are to liberty what primary schools are to science; they bring 
it within the people’s reach, they teach men how to use and how to enjoy it. 
(W)ithout the spirit of municipal institutions it cannot have the spirit of liberty 
(1835: 57).” Applying this argument to protest suggests that protest at the local 
level leads to direct interaction between policymakers and protesters. Indeed, 
the local BLM protests often included protests in townhalls, and meetings 
between politicians and activists. 
 
Successful interaction between policymakers and protesters is a prerequisite 
for persuasion. Despite geographical proximity, local politics can be far 
removed from people who lack the cultural, economic and social means to enter 
the political arena and to be taken seriously by decision makers. Black 
individuals who fight against structural disadvantages, may face prejudices, 
which can hinder interaction that persuades and brings about political change 
(Schaffner et al. 2020). 
 

2.2 Political Threat 
Political threat is the other challenge to persuasion. The idea is that large 
numbers of participants can impose costs on movement targets (Tilly 2006; 
Luders 2006; Biggs and Andrews 2015). Indeed, classic sociological 
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explanations have seen the main pillar of mass protest in protesters’ ability to 
threaten political elites (Piven and Cloward 1979). The connotation of threat 
is different from everyday parlance. Threat here means political threat. Big 
and disruptive movements disrupt the everyday processes of politics thereby 
undermining existing political arrangements. Political concessions depend on 
policymakers’ calculations on whether protest poses a threat to their political 
power. In Democratic states, public support of protest affects politicians’ 
perceived chances of reelection. 

We apply this argument to local and state politics. At the state-level, electoral 
turnout tends to be higher than in local elections where participation is 
notoriously low (Who Votes for Mayor 2016). Voters in local elections are also 
older than the average voter in state elections. BLM protesters were young and 
thus bore little resemblance to the electorate in local elections, which 
constrained protesters’ bargaining power in local politics. Protesters’ own 
alienation from local politics may not matter if protestors attract audiences, 
who affect policymakers’ chances                of re-election. Opinion polls reveal, however, 
that in June 2020 only 23 percent of       Americans were in favor of decreasing 
municipal police budgets, a number that dropped to 15 percent in September 
2021. Even among blacks, defunding never found majority support (Parker and 
Hurst 2021). 

Protesters’ demographics and limited public support for defunding city police 
budgets rendered protest largely unthreatening to local policymakers. What is 
more, their political demands directly challenged the interests of societal sub-
groups that mattered to policymakers. When national level developments like 
the economy or the presidential election are not replacing local politics, it is 
local interests of wealthier groups or union members to which local politicians 
are accountable, assuming that they are motivated by reelection (Anzia 2021; 
Jurjevich et al. 2016; Hopkins 2018; Schaffner et al. 2020). Police unions can 
rely on their collective bargaining power (Dharmapala, McAdams, and 
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Rappaport 2020). For example, commentators have highlighted the role of 
police unions in affecting local policymaking through donations and lobbying 
(Scheiber, Stockman, and D. Goodman 2020). Many city council members 
received campaign donations from police unions, and subsequently opposed 
efforts to defund the police, lending credence to police unions’ political 
influence. 

 

2.3 Immediate Threat 
Apart from the classic view that protest can pose a political threat, protest can 
also be threatening in a much more prosaic sense: it can create annoyance and 
inconvenience. For convenience, we shall call this dimension of threat 
‘immediate threat’. The smaller the political unit of representation, the greater 
the relative inconvenience caused by protest and the greater the inclination of 
policymakers to prepare for future unrest. In Los Angeles, for example, city 
council president Nury Martinez called Black Lives Matter protesters 
“completely out of control” after they had demonstrated in front of her home. 
She expressed her concern that “This is about protecting our family members, 
our children, and our neighbors from aggressive, targeted protests at all hours 
of the day and night”, “When you come onto my street to yell on bullhorns 
outside of my home, you’re not only disrespecting my family, but you’re also 
disrespecting the community and neighbors who live there” (D. Smith and 
Winton 2021). In democratic societies annoyance does not qualify for direct 
repression, and police budget decisions do not deter current unrest. However, 
we argue that immediate threat has an affective and an instrumental 
dimension that matter for policymakers’ responses to protest. 
 
First, policymakers may feel morally responsible for responding to 
inconvenient social unrest. The duty to protect their local community is part of 
policymakers’ identity both as politicians and as citizens. Because political 
representatives are personally affected by protest, concessions can be viewed 
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as a lack of recognition for the trouble that protest may cause in policymakers’ 
local community. This type of response may not be driven by political motives 
directly. Second, failure to respond, if only this means preparing for the 
inconvenience caused by protest,  can turn into a political problem for local 
policymakers. This is the crucial link between immediate and political threat. 
The defunding of municipal police budgets could publicly be perceived as 
undermining the ability to respond to future inconvenient protest. Immediate 
threat of protest can thus revert to political threat.       At the state-level, however, 
where the units of political representation are larger, and policymakers are 
only indirectly exposed to protest, immediate threat is less important. In light 
of these theoretical considerations, we are open to the possibility      that police 
budgets may increase because of local protest, whereas police reform may be 
an outcome of BLM activism at the state-level.  
 

2.4 Theorizing Heterogenous Effects   
Our main theoretical argument is about the effects of protest at city-level and 
state-level, respectively. The argument leads to the expectation that protest 
achieves its goals at the state-level but may be unsuccessful at the local level. 
Failure to achieve a movement’s goals overall, does not preclude the possibility 
that protest might matter under certain conditions even at the local level. We 
consider how protest matters given different city characteristics that 
correspond with the main dividing lines in American politics: Do we expect 
protest to lead to defunding of city police budgets in places that were poor, 
black, and Democratic? 
 
In ‘Poor People’s Movement’, Piven and Cloward (1979) famously argued that 
the only means through which poor people can achieve political success is 
disruption; the power of the street, rather than organization and realpolitik. 
The argument has received widespread criticism for neglecting the role of 
movement organizations in advancing political agendas. However, it may also 
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fail to appreciate the nature of political threat. Recent scholarship has revealed 
a blatant gap in political representation between poorer and wealthier 
individuals (Schaffner et al. 2020). Under the assumption that policymakers 
care for re-election, concessions to poor people may be politically futile. 
Combined with our general argument that direct exposure to inconvenient 
protest can hinder political concessions, and that persuasion is the result of 
direct interaction between people who have access to political decision making, 
then protest would not matter in poorer cities. It is true that the power of the 
street may be poor people’s most powerful weapon, but it’s a weapon that can be 
turned against its owner: numbers can be threatening, but without the political 
threat, indifference or even repression may be the dire consequence of poor 
people’s efforts to influence policy.     

Class and income differences are one line of division in American politics, racial 
disparities are another. Black people have a smaller chance of being in contact 
with government officials and vote less, both factors that limit their political 
leverage. On the other hand, black people viewed demands to defund the police 
budget more favorably than whites who were largely opposed to reductions in 
police budgets and might therefore have caused a greater political threat 
(Parker and Hurst 2021). We therefore conjecture that in cities with large black 
population shares protest could be more likely to make concessions to Black 
Lives Matter protests, whereas in cities with larger white population shares, 
protest might have been counterproductive.  

Political polarization has become a defining characteristic of American politics. 
Social justice protests could be more successful in places where audiences are 
sympathetic with the movement’s cause, welcoming concessions to protesters. 
Policymakers may evaluate the costs and benefits of concessions depending on 
the Democratic vote share. When protesters do not recruit from the electorate, 
and when audiences do not sympathize with protesters, we hypothesize 
protesters’ political threat to be smaller. Democrats were generally more 
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sympathetic towards the BLM movement. Protest could therefore be more 
successful in Democratic cities than in Republican cities, where we expect 
protest to be counterproductive. 
 

3 Case Selection: Black Lives Matter Protests 
In 2014, Black Lives Matter emerged as the slogan of a protest wave that 
erupted in response to the acquittal of a white civilian who killed a black 
teenager. Building on a history of black resistance to repression (P. Oliver 
2020) Black Lives Matter has grown into a movement that carried the fight 
against racial inequalities across the United States. It has evolved into a 
decentralized activist network. Its primary objective is to “eradicate white 
supremacy and build local power to intervene in violence inflicted on Black 
communities by the state and vigilantes” (Black Lives Matter 2020). Spurred 
by the Twitter hashtag #BlackLivesMatter, hundreds of thousands had 
already joined the movement since 2014, but after the murder of George Floyd 
on 25 May 2020 the movement quickly developed into one of the largest protest 
waves in the history of the United States. Between May and July 2020, an 
estimated total of 16 to 25 million people took to the street in their fight against 
racial injustices (Buchanan, Bui, and Patel 2020). Black Lives Matter has 
become a nationwide protest movement. Grassroots protest rather than 
centralized organization is a defining characteristic. Therefore, the Black Lives 
Matter movement lends itself to the systematic study of the effects of protest 
on policy, rather than movement activity more generally (Andrews 2001). 
Figures 1 and 2 indicate that BLM protests were far-reaching, affecting many 
cities and states, resulting in extraordinarily large protests in a subset of those. 
With as many as 12,391 protesters per month per 100,000 inhabitants, 
Portland, Oregon, is the city with most protest in our dataset, followed by 
Providence, Rhode Island, and Salt Lake City, Utah.  
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Figure 1: Distribution of number of recorded BLM protesters across cities 
 

 
 
 

Figure 2: Distribution of number of recorded BLM protesters across states 
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BLM is characterized by group leadership. Instead of a charismatic leadership 
model often associated with the Civil Rights Movement, BLM has embraced a 
decentralized structure where power and authority are divided across local 
units rather than bundled in a single national organization. Within the United 
States, protest erupted in many places, often at the same time and without 
centrally coordinated efforts by movement organizers. This enormous 
geographical dispersion in grassroots participation offers an opportunity to 
study whether local protest affects policymaking in the places where protest 
happens.  

Local and nationally dispersed protest was partly a consequence of the Covid-
19 pandemic which disenabled travelling to attend mass protests in major 
cities. Washington hosted Black Lives Matter protests but in contrast to the 
2017 Women’s March or the 1968 March on Washington, Covid-19 
disincentivized people from other parts of the country to join protest events in 
the capital. Black Lives Matter was an unusually local protest movement.  

One of the main targets of the movement, the police, are politically accountable 
to and financed by local city councils, providing a direct link between local 
protest and local politics. State legislation also addresses protesters’ demands 
on policing that were expressed in some states more often and more forcefully 
than in others. Examples of legislation categories include: investigation and 
discipline, oversight, policing alternatives and collaboration as well as use of 
force. State and local policies offer different institutional avenues for political 
action which impedes direct comparability, but police related legislation can be 
found at both the city and state-level.  

Alongside broader topics about historical injustices and racial discrimination, 
police reform, and the financial restructuring of city police departments 
advanced to the main tangible demands of the Black Lives Matter movement. 
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The slogan brings to light the dissatisfaction of many Americans with the 
police. The police are blamed for failing to protect black communities from 
crime, for disproportionately policing black individuals, and for fulfilling too 
many services that are deemed outside the purview of police action. It is beyond 
the scope of this article to elaborate on each of these propositions at length (but 
see Ransby 2018; Lebron 2017; Vitale 2017). Defunding the police appears to 
represent a revival of the abolitionist tradition (Du Bois and Mack 2012). 
Angela Davis claims that Du Bois “pointed out that in order to fully abolish the 
oppressive conditions produced by slavery, new democratic institutions would 
have to be created” (Davis 2005: 73). Whether or not this interpretation is 
correct, the demand to ‘defund the police’ has its roots in radical black activism. 
It may help to explain why the demand has received widespread attention 
despite mixed public support (Rakich 2020). 

The demand to defund the police has captured the attention of American 
Twitter users after the murder of George Floyd on May 25, 2020. Our analysis 
of Twitter data reveals the relative prominence of the demand.1 Figure 3 
displays word frequency counts for a sample of 10,000 Tweets mentioning 
‘#BLM’ from US-based users throughout 2020 (with common stop-words 
removed). Many words used in these tweets relate to aspects of the movement, 
such as ‘black’, ‘white’, and ‘racism’. The three highlighted terms – reform, 
defund, and statue – directly relate to core demands of the movement. We 
observe the strongest associations between BLM and police reform and 
defunding police budgets. Fewer tweets related to BLM mentioned ‘statues’, 
which likely pertained to the symbolic demand to remove statues that honor 
people involved in slave trade and other forms of black oppression. We argue 
that focusing our analysis on the two issues of defunding and police reform is 
justified because of their prominent association with the BLM movement as 

 
1 We also analyzed Google trend data by illustrating the daily frequency of Google web searches for a range of  
keywords related to the BLM movement. “Defunding” reached the highest peak value in early June and recorded  
the greatest mean level of interest throughout the period. (See Appendix J). 
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indicated by trends in both Twitter and Google data. 
 

 
 

Figure 3: Word frequency for sample of Tweets mentioning ‘#BLM’ in 2020 on 
local and state policymaking 
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3.1 Police Budgeting Process 
Each year, city governments debate and approve municipal city budgets. State 
and city spendings combined are of similar volume to federal spending and 
thus influence a substantial portion of government activity in the United 
States (US Bureau of the Census 2021; Congressional Budget Office 2020). 
City governments have jurisdiction over education spending, infrastructure, 
sanitation, parks, and crucially, police spending.  

All U.S. cities follow a similar budgetary process. City agencies submit budget 
requests to the mayor which are subsequently reviewed by the mayor and the 
office of finance. Based on these requests, the mayor’s office releases the city’s 
budget proposal which articulates funding priorities. Following the budget 
proposal, the budget moves to the city’s legislative body for review. City 
councils debate spending, often in consultation with the general public, before 
they approve a final budget that is subject to an additional approval by the 
mayor. 

The role of public engagement in the budget approval process is the crucial 
juncture for political activism. During the budget review process, city councils 
engage in various forms of public outreach such as surveys and public budget 
hearings in which citizens are invited to express their concerns, support, or 
recommendations for changes. As Black Lives Matter protests coincided in 
many cities with the budget review process, activists sought to influence city 
councils’ deliberation before the final budgets were approved. Scenes of local 
activists passionately confronting their local representatives are powerful 
imagery of city council halls transforming into places of contentious politics. 
To take just one example, on June 5, 2020, the Dallas City Council had 213 
public speakers airing their grievances for over 5 hours: “These speakers were 
in pain. Some cried. [...] their voices shook through their allotted minute and a 
half” (M. Goodman 2020). The subsequent city council meeting lasted 9 hours 
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and developed into shouting between the mayor and council members. 
Exchanges between city council members and activists may have been 
effective.  

Figure 4 shows that in some cities, the share of the city budget dedicated to 
policing did not change between 2019/20 and 2020/21. However, in many cities, 
the share of the police budget either decreased or increased. In relative terms, 
122 cities defunded, whereas 132 cities increased the share of city spending 
devoted to policing. In absolute terms, the sum of police budgets in our sample 
reduced by 2.05% from 2019/20 to 2020/21, from $37.14 billion to $36.38 billion. 
Yet, citywide budgets shrank generally across the same period. Police budgets 
as a share of total spending remained stable, falling from 10.47% of city 
spending in 2019/20 to 10.19% in 2020/21. We shall now turn to an empirical 
example. It will make the case for a possible relationship between protest and 
defunding more compelling.  

 
 

Figure 4: Distribution of city-level defunding 
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3.2 Protest and Defunding 
On May 25, 2020, Minneapolis gained notoriety in 9 minutes and 29 seconds. 
The killing of George Floyd by a white police officer became a powerful symbol 
for police violence against black people. What Randall Collins (2004: 102-140) 
might call “emotional energy” translated into large Black Lives Matter protests 
in the city of Minneapolis. In the midst of such emotional effervescence, the 
demand to defund the police resonated with many who saw the murder of 
George Floyd as emblematic for problems with racism and racist police.  
 
Protesters’ demands to defund city police budgets did not go unnoticed. Only 
thirteen days after former Minneapolis police officer Derek Chauvin killed 
George Floyd, nine city council members stood on a stage with block letters at 
their feet: "Defund the Police" (Herndon 2020). Following the first wave of 
protest, a majority of Minneapolis City Council members voted in favor of 
defunding their police department. The council’s draft charter amendment 
called for replacing the Minneapolis Police Department with a Department of 
Community Safety and Violence Prevention. A "division of law enforcement 
services" was no longer required. The proposal was halted by the city’s charter 
commission and did not go before voters in November 2020. 
 
In November 2020, after thousands of people had protested for more than 6 
months in the streets of Minneapolis (see Appendix K), the Minneapolis city 
council voted in favor of defunding their police department by the remarkable 
sum of $28,709,000. What went largely unnoticed is that the total city budget 
also decreased dramatically. The share of the police budget as part of the total 
budget dropped by 1 percentage point, from 12.3% to 11.3%. City council 
members seem to have responded to protesters’ demands. 
 
In other cities with mass protest city council members substantively reduced 
their police budgets. In Louisville, Kentucky, another city like Minneapolis 
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where protesters demanded to defund the police, the police budget was reduced 
by $750,200. In absolute terms, this is a much smaller amount than in 
Minneapolis. However, as the city budget increased at the same time, the 
police budget was reduced by as much as 3.6%. This highlights the importance 
of measuring police budgets as the percentage share change of the total or 
general city budget. 
 
Table 1 shows that a few cities with high-profile protest experienced defunding 
of their budgets, whereas other cities chose to increase police budgets. Selected 
case studies do not help to decide whether activists were right in assuming 
that “decision makers have seen what it’s like in the streets” (M. King 2021). 
To decide whether protest mattered at the city-level rigorous statistical 
analysis is necessary. But these cases do show that city officials were able to 
respond to protest in their budget decisions. 
 

 
Table 1: Top ten cities by protest per month per capita and change in police 
and city budgets 

  

3.3 Demand for Police Reform 
Demands for police reform are addressed in state legislation. We focus on police 
reform bills at the state-level where we take advantage of spatial variation in 
protest. We identify four categories that closely match protesters’ demands: 
First, ‘investigation and discipline’ encompasses legislation that regulates 
“departmental and independent investigations into critical incidents, 
mandated disciplinary action and procedures, including Law Enforcement 
Officer Bill Rights” and provisions restricting or providing access to 
disciplinary action (National Conference of State Legislatures 2021). Second, 



22 
 

‘oversight’ consists of legislation on law enforcement oversight bodies with 
“civilian oversight boards that review or recommend law enforcement policy 
and time-limited task forces or study committees” (National Conference of 
State Legislatures 2021).  Third, ‘policing alternatives and collaboration’ are 
bills “authorizing and funding alternative responses for law enforcement, 
including collaborations with behavioral health, medical and social services 
professionals” (National Conference of State Legislatures 2021). Fourth, ‘use of 
force’ “includes legislation regulating use of force, including deadly use of force, 
excessive force, less lethal force, duty to intervene, duty to report, legal       duties, 
and liabilities including changes to qualified immunity, and regulation of 
specific types of force such as chokeholds or tear gas” (National Conference of 
State Legislatures 2021). 

For each of the four categories of state legislation, we have data on the total 
number of relevant bills proposed, as well as the number of proposals that are 
eventually accepted. We can thus differentiate between the agenda setting and 
adoption stage of the policy process. Prior studies have tended to focus on 
either stage in the policy process and found effects of protest at the agenda 
setting, but not the adoption stage (Andrews and Caren 2010; B. King, Bentele, 
and Soule 2007; Baumgartner and Mahoney 2005; Baumgartner and Jones 
1993; Earl et al. 2004; J. Smith et al. 2001; Olzak and Soule 2009; Vliegenthart 
et al. 2016; Walgrave, Soroka, and Nuytemans 2008; Walgrave and 
Vliegenthart 2012). 
 

3.4 Protest and Police Reform in Oregon and Beyond  
The Black Lives Matter protests occurred across the state of Oregon as it did 
across many states in the United States. For Oregon alone, our dataset counts 
a total of 4,161 protesters per month per 100,000 urban population distributed 
across an average of 9 protest events per month. Figure 5 substantiates that 
protests were followed by police reform proposals and adoptions. In 2020 alone, 
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following May 2020, 16 police reform bills were proposed and 5 accepted. In 
substance, bills often directly related to problems that ensued during protests 
in Portland, such as requiring officers to wear visible identification on their 
uniform, or to curb law enforcement’s use of gas and impact munitions (Wong 
2021). 

 
 

Figure 5: Protest and approved police reform bills in Oregon 

 

Our analysis reveals whether the link between protest and state police reform 
holds when controlling for relevant variables and proves generalizable beyond 
the illustrative example of Oregon.  Figures 6 and 7 show the distribution of 
police reform bill approvals and protest per head of urban population across 
states.     
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Figure 6: Police reform bills approved in U.S. state legislatures, 
2020/21 by U.S. state 

 

 
Figure 7: Log per-month number of protesters per 100,000 urban pop.  
by U.S. state 
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4 Data and Methods 
Our analysis is based on four sources of data. First, our protest measures 
derive from the largest existing quantitative dataset on political crowds 
reported in the United States: the Crowd Counting Consortium (CCC). It 
includes information on      marches, protests, strikes, demonstrations, riots, and 
other actions. CCC, organized and orchestrated by Chenoweth and Pressman 
(2020), collaborates with other volunteers that used a WebCrawler to retrieve 
daily protest data from local newspaper and television sites. Sobolev et al. 
(2020) test the accuracy of the CCC data by comparing the correlation between 
news and geolocated social media data with cellphone location estimates, 
finding that CCC correlates more than any other source with cellphone data. 
News and social media data accurately estimate protest size variation (see 
mention in Teeselink and Melios forthcoming). We focus our analysis on 
protests that occurred during the entire period from May 25, 2020, until the   
31st of December 2020. CCC data include a list of ‘claims’ made by the protest 
movement. To identify BLM protests we subset for protests whose claims 
match a set of BLM-related keywords (details are provided in Appendix C). We 
have information about the cities in which protests took place; these cities are 
matched to police authorities using US Census Bureau data. 

Our second main source of data is an original hand-compiled dataset on 
police budgets of the 300 largest cities of the United States. The dataset 
covers the years 2018/2018, 2019/2020 and 2020/2021 and comprises data of 
proposed overall city budget, data of approved overall city budget, data of 
approved police budget, and data of proposed police budget. We further 
retrieved data on the approved police department personnel for the years 
2019/2020 and 2020/2021. Most budget information is published on the city 
council websites. News articles provide hints for where to find proposals for the 



26 
 

different budgets.2  

Third, our state-level policy data derive from the NCSL (National Conference 
of        State Legislatures 2021) database which provides information on law 
enforcement legislation that has been introduced in the 50 states and the 
District of Columbia. The database contains policing bills and executive orders 
and starts on May 25th.  We investigate a total of 1,289 proposed bills from May 
2020 until July 2021, across 51 state legislatures.3 Of these, 166 bills have been 
approved. Only two states – Idaho and North Dakota – have had no police 
reform bills proposed since May 2020, whereas a further ten states have 
proposed but failed to approve a reform bill in the same period. Fourth, we                                 
retrieve city and state-level control variables from the U.S. Census Bureau. 
 

4.1 Variables and Analytical Strategy 

4.2 Dependent Variables 
At the city-level, our main dependent variable is change in the share of the city 
budget assigned for policing from 2019/20 to 2020/21 (measured as the 
percentage difference between 2019/20 to 2020/21). In some cases, police 
budgets grew only slightly in absolute terms but fell as a share of an increased 
overall city budget. For robustness, we also model changes in the number of 
police officers registered on police budgets (details reported in Appendix D).  
 
At the state-level, we use two dependent variables: the number of police reform 
related bills proposed to state legislatures, as well as the number of bills 
approved or adopted by state legislatures. We thus have a means to distinguish 
between the effect of protest on agenda-setting – captured by the number of 
bills proposed – and its ability to produce substantive change–represented by 

 
2 Consult Appendix C for a description of the data collection process. 
3 We include Washington, D.C. in our main analysis, since the Council of the District of Columbia operates  
similarly to a state legislature. For robustness checks to show that our results remain unchanged once Washington,  
D.C. is excluded, see Appendix F. 
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the number of bills approved.  
 

4.3 Independent Variable: Protest Size  
A fundamental assumption in scholarship on social movements is that the 
more people participate in protest the greater the chances of success. Yet to 
assess the numerical strength of protest most studies rely on the indirect 
measure of total number of protest events rather than the direct measure of 
total number of participants. Because protest event frequency and number of 
protest participants are weakly correlated (Biggs 2018), current knowledge 
about how numbers matter for protests to achieve protesters’ goals remains 
limited. Using the number of protest participants per 100,000 population 
rather than the number of protest events as main independent variable leads 
to a better fit of the data; the R-Squared was higher for protest participants, 
whereas coefficients remained broadly the same. This lends credence to the 
robustness of our general results and demonstrates the importance of using 
the number of protest participants as the main independent variable (see 
Appendix E for results with protest events). One plausible explanation is that 
many participants are less likely to go unnoticed than small protest events. It 
is also not clear what it means to have protest events per given population. 
Perhaps New York hosts a few big events, which would count as little protest 
despite attracting large numbers of participants. In sum, taking up Biggs’ call 
for justifying the use of protest measure, we have compelling reasons to focus 
on the effect of protest by focusing on the total number of participants (Biggs 
2018; descriptive statistics for the protest variables used in our analysis for 
288 cities in Appendix A). 
 
At the city-level, we limit our explanatory variable to protests that occurred 
before city budgets were approved to ensure that the protest treatment 
precedes possible effects on police budgets. We exclude protests that happened 
after the budget approval date. Because cities approved their budgets at 
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different times, we divide       the pre-budget total number of protesters by the 
number of months elapsed from May 25th – the start of the protest dataset –
to the budget approval date. This yields a measure of per-month protest.4 
Finally, we divide this per-month protest measure by the total city population 
(in 100,000s) to create the city-level per-month protest measure per 100,000 
population. 
 
At the state-level we aggregate the number of protest participants and 
divide by the number of months elapsed from May 25th until December 31st. 
We then divide by the state’s urban population to arrive at the state-level per-
month protest measure. Instead of dividing the per-month protest measure by 
the total state population (in 100,000s), we divide instead by the total urban 
state population (in 100,000s), as protest happens predominantly in urban 
areas. 
  

4.4 Omitted Variable Bias  
Like other research on the outcomes of protest, we face the difficulty that 
protest outcomes and protest could be explained by unobserved political 
preferences. One way to circumvent such concerns for endogeneity is an 
instrumental variable approach. The idea is to identify a variable that 
correlates with the outcome of interest only through its relationship with the 
independent variable. Rainfall is a commonly used instrumental variable to 
study protest (Madestam et al. 2021; Wasow 2020). It is assumed that rainfall 
has an influence on policymaking, public opinion, or the presidential election 
only through its relationship with protest. However, in the context of the BLM 
movement, rainfall is not only correlated with protest size, but also with Covid-
19 case counts which are associated with protest behavior (R. Valentine, D. 

 
4Here, months are standardized to 30-day intervals. For illustrative purposes, we choose to use  
per-month rather than per-week protest. 
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Valentine and J. Valentine 2020). Thus, using weather as an instrumental 
variable arguably threatens the exclusion restriction5 (see Appendix M). With 
respect to using weather as an instrument for changes in police spending 
specifically, we should further be concerned that weather correlates not only 
with rainfall but also with violent crime (Mellon forthcoming).  
 
Instead of holding onto a fashionable causal identification strategy, we 
strengthen our simpler but more adequate regression model. To this aim, we 
include in our OLS regressions a large number of city and state-level control 
variables. We also account for city-level change in the total city budget thereby 
isolating the effects on police budgets. We account for the possibility that 
protest might have different effects on our outcome variables depending on 
whether protest occurs in more Republican or Democrat cities. Following most 
recent research revealing a relationship between protest and Covid cases (R. 
Valentine, D. Valentine and J. Valentine 2020), we also include controls for 
Covid deaths and Covid cases. 
 
Budgets are not adopted at the same time across the US; some cities with 
particular demographic characteristics are likely to approve their budgets 
unusually early or unusually late. As this could confound our results, we 
include controls for time elapsed since May 25th and its square. We thereby 
account for the possibility that the timing of protest is key for its effect on policy 
outcomes. Crucially, we also control for distance to Minneapolis and include a 
dummy variable measuring whether cities are state capitals. In Appendix B 
we present correlation matrices for the variables used in our analysis.  

 
5 Note that in recent scholarship Teeselink and Melios (forthcoming) use weather as an  
instrumental variable to investigate the effects of protest on the presidential election outcomes.  
The relationship between precipitation and Covid-19 case counts, and the fact that Covid-19 has  
affected local perceptions of the Trump administration’s handling of the pandemic (Hart 2021) –  
which plausibly affected vote shares in the Presidential election – will hopefully compel  
the authors to include Covid-19 into their models. 
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4.5 Statistical Model 

We estimate linear regression models that explain changes to police budgets 
in terms of the number of protest participants, as well as demographic 
variables and other control variables. We estimate changes to police budgets 
for city 𝑖 as: 

𝑌𝑖 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝑋𝑖 + 𝛽2’𝑍𝑖 + 𝛽3’V𝑖 + 𝑢i 

where 𝑌𝑖 is the change in police budgets for city 𝑖 from 2019 to 2020.   𝑋𝑖 
denotes the total number of protesters per month per 100,000 population in city 
𝑖. 𝑍𝑖 is a vector of the controls for city 𝑖 including the change in police budgets 
from 2018 to 2019; veteran and foreign-born population shares; average 
household size; median age; Asian, Black, Latino and White population shares; 
total Covid-19 deaths; 2020 Presidential Election Democratic vote share; 
poverty rate; a dummy for whether city 𝑖 is a state capital; and the distance 
from Minneapolis, MN. Finally, 𝑉𝑖 is a vector of measures of protest violence: 
number of arrests, number of police and participant injuries, and instances of 
property damage. 
 
For state-level outcomes, we use a similar approach. We estimate two separate 
models, one for proposed and another for adopted state bills using the the 
number of protest participants, while also controlling for state-level 
demographic variables. To account for the possibility that past police reform 
and past crime affect subsequent reform decisions, we include control variables 
for past crime and the number of law enforcement officers. As we have count 
data for the number of bills proposed and approved, we use a Poisson 
regression.6 The number of adopted and pending state bills for state 𝑗 is 
estimated as 
 

 
6 Following Cameron and Trivedi (1990) we test for overdispersion of our data. We find no evidence 
 for severe overdispersion. We therefore use Poisson instead of negative binominal regression.  
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log(𝐸 [𝑌𝑗 | 𝑋𝑗, 𝑍𝑗, 𝑉𝑗]) = 𝛾0 + 𝛾1𝑋𝑗 + 𝛾2’𝑍 𝑗 + 𝛾3’𝑉𝑗 + 𝑒 𝑗	

 
where 𝑌𝑗 denotes the number of police reform bills adopted or proposed within 
the state legislature for state 𝑗.  𝑋𝑗 denotes the total number of protesters per 
month per 100,000 urban population across that state. 𝑍 𝑗 is a vector of controls 
for state 𝑗 including the veteran and foreign-born population shares; the 
proportion of the population who have graduated high school and the share of 
the population with bachelor’s degrees; median age; White, Black, and Asian 
population shares; Covid-19 deaths per million population; poverty rate; the 
2020 Presidential Election Democratic vote share; the number of violent crimes 
per 100,000 population in 2019; and the number of police officers per 100,000 
population registered in state 𝑗. 𝑉𝑗 is a vector of continuous measures of protest 
violence: number of arrests, number of police and participant injuries, and 
instances of property damage (descriptions for these variables are reported in 
Appendix A).   
 
5 Results 
5.1 Descriptive Results 
Figure 8 indicates that the number of protesters appears unrelated to changes 
in the funding of municipal police budgets. The slope of the line is close to 
horizontal; its slight upward trajectory indicates that – if anything – larger 
protests are associated with increases in the percentage of the city budget 
allocated to police spending. Figures 9 and 10 show positive associations 
between monthly number of protesters and state legislative activity at the 
adoption and proposal stage. 

The descriptive graph displayed in Figure 11 and our main regression analysis,  
to which we turn in the next section, investigate the relationship between 
protest on defunding by focusing on cities that had their budget approvals after 
the murder of George Floyd. The number of cities that had their budgets 
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decisions before the protests is too small for serious difference in difference 
analysis. However, descriptively it is worth comparing cities that had their 
budget hearings before the murder of George Floyd to cities that had their 
budget hearings scheduled later. Figure 11 shows that budgets approved before 
the murder of George Floyd seem to  follow a similar trend than those that had 
their budgets approved after the murder of George Floyd. If defunding did 
occur, we would expect the line to decrease after May 25. However, there is no 
obvious structural break with the beginning of the protest treatment on May 
25. We find that the lack of a visual structural break corresponds with a lack 
of statistically significant relationship between the budget changes before and 
after May 25. 

 

 
 

Figure 8: City-level number of protesters and change in city police budget 

Log number of protestors per month per 
100,000 population 
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Figure 9: State-level number of protesters per urban population and 
adopted police reform bills 

 
 
 

Figure 10: State-level number of protesters per urban pop. and proposed police reform bills 

Log number of protestors per month per 
100,000 urban population 
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Figure 11: City-level date of budget approval and change in police budget as a share of city 
spending 

 
5.2 Regression Results 
5.2.1 City-level Results 

Turning to our main regression analysis, we find that the per-month number 
of protesters per 100,000 population is positively but insignificantly related to 
changes in city police budgets. Table 2 shows that the finding of no clear 
relationship between the number of protesters and changes in police budgets 
is robust across model specifications.7 The coefficients are positive, but do not 
reach statistical significance at conventional levels. Thus, there may be a 
positive relationship between protest and increases in police budgets, but we 
cannot be too confident in the finding that protest was overall 

 
7 We also model the number of protesters with a quadratic term and, alternatively, as a logged  
variable to account for the possibility that protest is not linearly related with changes in police  
spending (See Appendix G and H). Results are similar to the linear models.  
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counterproductive at the local level. To strengthen confidence in our main 
finding that protest is not significantly related with changes in police budgets, 
we repeat the analysis for           the number of active police personnel. Funding for 
police personnel represents     one core subsection of the police budget. Again, we 
find a weak positive, yet insignificant relationship between the number of 
protesters and changes in personnel funding once appropriate controls are 
included into the model (see regression table in Appendix D). We should caveat 
that our personnel measure is imperfect as it is not limited to police officers 
and because some cities did not release personnel data.  
 

 
 

Table 2: City-level number of protesters and defunding, with and without 
controls 

  
5.2.2 State-level Results 

At the state-level, we have two main dependent variables: the total number of 
police reform bills proposed in state legislatures during their 2020/21 sessions, 
and the number of bills that were approved. Results in Table 3 indicate that 
the number of protesters significantly contributed towards increases in the 
number of police reform bills that were approved by state legislatures. In Table 
4, however, we find that protest size is only insignificantly related to increases 
in the number of bills proposed.  
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Table 3: State-level number of protesters and approved police reform bills, 

with and without controls 
 

 

Table 4: State-level number of protesters and proposed police reform bills, 
with and without controls.   

5.3.1. Interaction Models  
At the city-level, number of protesters has no significant relationship with 
changes in police budgets. If anything, protest may have been 
counterproductive. We turn to a more detailed analysis of the relationship 
between protest size and changes in police budgets, by focusing on three 
possible sources of heterogeneity. To assess whether protest exerts greater 
influence in some cities than in others we interact our protest variable with 
poverty rate, black population share, and Democratic vote share. In Table 5 
we find neither an effect for protest on city-level police spending, nor for the 
interaction between protest and poverty. Figure 12 graphically depicts the lack 
of a significant relationship between the number of protesters and defunding 
of police budgets at varying levels of poverty.  
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Table 5: City-level number of protestors and defunding, with an interaction term for 
poverty rate 

 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

        
 

  

Figure 12: Average marginal effect of protestors per month per 100,000 
population on change in police budget as share of city budget, 2019/20–

2020/2021, at varying levels of poverty rate  

 
Table 6 tentatively shows that in cities with larger black population shares the 
number of protesters is associated with greater decreases in police budgets 
than in cities with large white population shares. The interaction effect does 
not quite reach conventional levels of statistical significance. The average 
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marginal effects of protesters on change in police budget as share of city budget 
help to decide whether protest was overall effective or ineffective depending on 
the size of the black population shares. Figure 13 shows that in cities with a 
large white population share the number of protesters is positively associated 
with increases in city police budgets. However, the reverse is not true. Even in 
cities with the highest levels of Black population share we cannot be confident 
that protest produced significant effects on defunding. The reason may be 
statistical rather than substantive; the number of observations for 
predominantly black cities is small. 

 

 

Table 6: City-level number of protestors and defunding, with an interaction 
term for black population share 
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Figure 13: Average marginal effect of protestors per month per 100,000 
population on change in police budget as share of city budget, 2019/20–

2020/21, at varying levels of black population share 

 
Table 7 shows that the number of protesters in Democratic cities is associated 
with greater decreases in police budgets than in Republican cities. To reveal 
whether this implies that larger protests were overall unsuccessful in 
Republican places we present the marginal effect of protesters per month per 
100,000 population at varying levels of Democratic vote share in Figure 14. 
The figure shows that bigger protests were counterproductive in cities where 
the Democratic vote share was smaller than 65%. In strong Republican cities 
with a Democratic vote share of 30%, for example, an increase of 1,000 
protesters per 100,000 population is linked to a 7-percentage point increase in 
the police share of city budgets. The graph also shows that even in cities with 
the greatest Democratic vote share, the number of protesters is only 
insignificantly associated with decreases in police budgets. 
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Table 7: City-level number of protestors and defunding, with an interaction 
term for Democratic vote share 

 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

  
 

  

 
 

Figure 14: Average marginal effect of protestors per month per 100,000 
population on change in police budget as share of city budget, 2019/20–

2020/21, at varying levels of Democratic vote share 
  

The results from our interaction models align with our general argument about 
how protest may cause policy outcomes. The effects of the Black Lives Matter 
protests did not depend on the levels of poverty, perhaps because poor people 
only pose a limited political threat to policymakers. When audiences were 
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favorable to defunding, that is in cities with more black people and greater 
Democratic vote share, protest did not lead to defunding, but it led to less 
increases in police budgets than in cities with fewer Democrats and fewer black 
people. Protest was probably counterproductive in cities that were 
predominantly white and Republican.  
 

5. Discussion 
Before reiterating the main findings of our analysis a few limitations are in 
order.   First, our study focuses on the immediate effects of protest. Policy 
processes take           time, and protest might exert its influence in the future. Case 
studies reveal that policymakers were able to respond to protest in the 2020 
budget cycle. Our findings that protest was unrelated to reductions in police 
budgets and was probably actively counterproductive in Republican and 
predominantly white cities offer important evidence on the immediate effects 
of protest. However, in line with Dorf and Tarrow’s (2014) findings that 
movements can bring about change through responses to countermobilization, 
the demand to defund the police may be in its infancy. Initial protest at the 
city-level may have caused immediate backlash, which can spark future 
activism to bring about social change. By contrast, protest at the state-level led 
to the realization of the more moderate demand for police reform in the 
immediate aftermath of protest. It may, however, not lead to backlash, instead 
getting incorporated into institutionalized political routines, which prevents 
future mobilization. Our findings may thus hint at an interesting tradeoff: 
radical demands may be less likely to illicit immediate concessions but could 
cause countermobilization which has greater long-term effects than moderate 
demands. Moderate demands may lead to immediate, yet moderate 
concessions that do not spark future unrest. It is the task of future scholarship 
to assess the dynamics of mobilization and countermobilization in the context 
of the Black Lives Matter movement. 
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Second, our analysis is quantitative. Qualitative research will be necessary to 
reveal the micro-level social mechanisms             that link protest activity to policy 
outcomes. The authors of this article are currently preparing a follow-up study 
in which city council members will be interviewed to understand the individual 
motives which drove political responses to protest or a lack thereof.  

Third, our study only focuses on two major outcome variables: police budget 
changes and police reform. But movements can have a broad range of 
influence, some of which may still be felt years after the events (Mazumder 
2018; Biggs, Barrie, and Andrews 2020; Andrews, Beyerlein, and Farnum 
2016). Gamson’s (1975) famous definition of movement success as success in 
procuring new advantages has been criticized because many movement goals 
are so broad that it can be impossible to realize all of them. We therefore follow 
Andrews (2001) by focusing on outcomes rather than successes. The distinction 
is subtle. Often outcomes and successes are indeed synonymous, but not 
always. Protests can have unintended consequences. Focusing on outcomes 
also allowed us to treat response itself as a policy outcome, without having to 
classify this as successful or unsuccessful (McAdam and Su 2002). We 
considered that agenda setting         processes led to discussions of policy proposals, 
but not necessarily to their             adoption (B. King et al. 2005). Not least, it is not 
our aim to venture normative claims about the overall success or failure of the 
BLM movement, but to reveal whether core demands at both the local and 
state-level were realized.   

Finally, we focus on outcomes that are similar at local, and state-level. Yet, 
changes in police budgets are considered more radical and differ from police 
reform. Depending on the type of police reform, defunding may even hinder 
police reform. To test our theoretical argument more directly, we encourage 
future research to engage in the cumbersome task of collecting data on local 
police reform. At the time of inception of this research, these data were not 
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available. 

This leads to a broader point about data on local politics. No centralized 
database on local politics exists. Political scientists have highlighted this 
problem, but calls have remained largely unanswered. The main reason for the 
lack of scholarly evidence on the relationship between local politics and protest 
lies in a lack of systematic data that is publicly accessible (Trounstine 2009). 
Facing this challenge, we constructed a novel data set on police budgets in the 
300 largest cities which allows us to study the relationship between protest 
and local policymaking. We hope that the data collected for this analysis will 
prove useful for future scholarship on local politics. We are however under no 
illusion that it is only a first step in providing local data for comprehensively 
studying local politics and the local outcomes of protest. A unified source of 
data on local politics is eagerly awaited. 

Our analysis offers first empirical evidence that protest might work differently 
depending on which political level is targeted. We find that in the short term 
protest probably did not lead to substantive changes in municipal police 
budgets. If anything, Black Lives Matter protests may have caused increases 
in city police budgets. We  further investigated our null findings for the effect of 
protest on defunding. We find that, while overall ineffective, protest was                 
actively counterproductive in Republican and white cities. At the state-level, 
protest is associated with an increase in the adoption of police reform 
legislation but has not led to more legislative proposals. Our results challenge 
existing findings that protest can bring about political change at the agenda 
setting                  stage but is less successful at the adoption stage in the policymaking 
process.  

In the context of local politics, the disruptive costs of protest may explain the 
main finding that protest did not change municipal police budgets. 
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Persuasion through direct interaction did not seem to prove compelling enough 
to outweigh other political considerations. In black and Democratic cities, 
where political incentives to make concessions exist, policymakers are at least 
not responding with policy that is actively counterproductive – an outcome we 
observe in predominately white and Republican cities. Most research that 
focuses on state outcomes relies on the assumption that protest works through 
electoral incentives. At the state-level it may be more important to have large 
protests with many participants to attract widespread media attention, which 
matter for the chances of policymakers’ electoral success. The unusually high 
saliency of Black Lives Matter and the fact that protests and elections 
coincided may have offered protesters more leverage to force politicians to 
concede concessions. The political threat, to use the conceptual vocabulary of 
this article, may have pushed state politicians to concessions that policymakers 
were unwilling to make at the local level where protesters lack bargaining 
power and where the immediate threat of protest could hinder protesters to 
achieve their goals. 
 
Our finding that protest led to the adoption of police reform runs counter to 
previous scholarship that found effects at the agenda setting, but not the 
adoption stage in the policymaking process. How can this divergence be 
explained? One possibility is that agenda setting responds to national level 
protest but is insensitive to more local dynamics. The locality of protest might 
matter more for realizing policy change as state policymakers are directly 
accountable to their state constituencies. To assess whether agenda setting is 
influenced by national dynamics, scholars can turn to federal level outcomes of 
the Black Lives Matter protests. 
 
Indeed, to pave the way for this research and to put our results into context, 
we hand-collected data on federal police reform from GovTrack, an online 
platform that publishes and categorizes the status of federal level 
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policymaking. We matched the categories for bills from the 116th Congress 
with those that we used  for our analysis at the state-level. Of the 194 federal 
bills that were proposed between 2019 and 2021, 6 were approved before 25 
May 2020, and no laws were approved following the BLM protests. Whereas 
this brief description shows that protest did not lead to the adoption of police 
reform, it may have led to the proposal of police reform. Future research would 
do well to conduct time series analysis to analyze the effect of protest on the 
proposal of federal level bills. This would be a direct test of the assumption 
that protest matters at the agenda setting stage and promises to reveal an 
interesting divergence between state and federal level outcomes of protest. 
 
The consensus in mainstream political science is that all politics are 
increasingly nationalized. Ironically, our findings suggest that this very fact 
may produce                        different effects of protest at different levels of policymaking. The 
nationalization of local politics limits the electoral incentives of local 
policymakers to respond to protest in anticipation of political threat. At the 
same time, protest does impose direct costs, something we coined ‘immediate 
threat.’ Immediate threat may be greater the smaller the unit of political 
representation. There is no general law about the effect of protest on 
policymaking. Instead, protest matters differently at    different levels of political 
decision making. Protest might be successful at changing state legislation, and 
unsuccessful in affecting local politics. Future research would do well to assess 
the generalizability of these findings. 
 
Finally, our study is of relevance not only to scholars but will be of interest to 
activists and the wider public. The BLM protests have sparked vivid 
discussion whether the protests failed or succeeded. Although it is not our role 
to venture normative assessments on the success or failure of the recent Black 
Lives Matter protests, our findings suggest that neither side of the debate may 
have it right. Protest probably did not lead to decreases in police budgets and 
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can by this metric be considered unsuccessful, but we present evidence that 
protest led to state-level police reform. In this sense the 2020 Black Lives 
Matter protests can be considered successful. 
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A. Descriptive Statistics for Protest Variables 
Descriptive statistics for city-level protest variables are displayed in Table 
A.1, while those for state-level variables are shown in A.2.  
 
 

 
Table A.1: Descriptive statistics for city-level protest variables 
 

 

Table A.2: Descriptive statistics for state-level protest variables 
  

B. Correlation Matrices 
Figures B.1 and B.2 indicate that cities where defunding occurred saw 
larger, more       numerous, and more disruptive protests across the period from 
May 26th onwards.        These cities were also larger than average, with a large 
foreign-born population, a larger black community, smaller average 
household size (often a proxy for urbanization), a smaller share of veteran 
population, and experienced reductions in the city budget more generally. 
Covid-19 cases and deaths were higher in cities which saw significant 
defunding, even controlling for their larger population size. Democratic 
vote shares in the 2020 Presidential election were also higher in these 
cities. Many of these characteristics are linked to defunding but are also 
associated with increases in police spending. Populous cities with a large 
immigrant population and low white population shares are far more likely 
to either decrease or increase their police budgets. 
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States with higher levels of police reform had larger and more numerous 
protests, with a higher degree of violence, measured in terms of property 
damage  and injuries to police and participants, as shown in Figures B.3 
and B.4. States with more police reform related legislative activity were 
also larger, with a larger Democratic vote share in the 2020 Presidential 
election and a greater college graduate population share. States with a lot 
of reform activity had a larger foreign- born population, with smaller white 
and Asian population shares and higher black     population shares. No clear 
trend appears to relate Covid-19 cases or deaths per million population to 
police reform legislative activity. These demographic variables plausibly 
relate to both the scale of BLM protests as well as the level of police 
reform legislative activity, and so they must be included in any subsequent                       
regression analysis. 
  

 
Figure B.1: Correlation matrix for city-level control variables 
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Figure B.2: Correlation matrix for city-level protest variables 

 

 
Figure B.3: Correlation matrix for state-level protest variables 
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Figure B.4: Correlation matrix for state-level control variables 

 
C.  Data Collection Process 
No central database for city budgets exists. Therefore, manual collection from 
city websites was necessary. For our data collection, three research assistants 
were instructed to manually compile spending data for the 300 largest cities in 
America. Research assistants were provided with a standardized spreadsheet 
with drop-down fields to enter data. The following variables were collected: the 
adopted police budget 2018-2019, adopted police personnel 2018-2019, adopted 
police budget 2019-2020, adopted police personnel 2019-2020, proposed police 
budget 2020-  2021, adopted police budget 2020-2021, adopted police personnel 
2020-2021, adopted total city budget 2018-2019, adopted total city budget 
2019-2020, pro- posed city budget 2020-2021, adopted total city budget 2020-
2021, all weblinks used to retrieve budget data, and any additional comments 
or questions for each city. Following the initial budget collection, each city 
underwent a second review by one of the authors to correct any remaining 
collection errors.  



60 
 

City budgets are usually divided into the general fund and other external 
sources       of funding. The general fund is the largest funding source and at the 
discretion of the municipal government. For external funding sources, cities 
often receive non-discretionary state and local grants. A big portion of police 
budgets is held within the capital budget, which generally pertains to 
infrastructure or long-term  spending projects. While capital budgets are often 
listed as combined with general funds, in cases where they were listed 
separately, we summed them together. For reporting police personnel, we 
include full time employees in addition  to part time employees. 
 
Each city is responsible for its own budget reporting. Therefore, the level of 
transparency and specificity of budgets varies between cities. Irregularity in 
budget reporting resulted in several limitations to our city budget data. Of the 
300 cities in our list, 16 cities did not report their 2021 adopted budgets, and 
an additional 21 cities did not report personnel numbers for police 
departments. Cities also varied in their reporting of general fund or total city 
expenditures. When available, we reported the city’s total expenditures for the 
overall city budget. When total city expenditures were unavailable, we listed 
the city’s general fund.  
 

D. City-level protest and Changes in Registered 
Personnel 

  
 
Table D.1: City-level number of protesters and change in personnel, with and without 
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controls 

E. Protest Measurement: Modelling Using Number 
of     Protest Events Instead of Number of 
Protesters  

 

 
Table E.1: City-level number of protests and defunding, with and without controls 

 
 

 
 
Table E.2: State-level number of protests and approved police reform 
bills, with and without controls 
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Table E.3: State-level number of protests and proposed police reform 
bills, with and without controls 
 

F. State-level Modelling with D.C. Excluded 

 
 
Table F.1: State-level number of protesters and approved police reform bills, with D.C. 
excluded 
 
 

 
 
Table F.2: State-level number of protesters and proposed police reform bills, 
with D.C. excluded  
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G. Modelling with a Quadratic Term on Protest 

  
 
Table G.1: City-level number of protesters and defunding, with a 
quadratic term for protest 
 
 

H.  Modelling with Logged Protest 

  
 

Table H.1: City-level number of protesters and defunding, with logged protest 
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I. Unabridged Results for Protest, city-level 
Defunding, and State-level Police Reform 

 

 
 
Table I.1: Unabridged results for city-level number of protesters and 
defunding, with and without controls 

 

 
 

Table I.2: Unabridged results for city-level number of protesters and 
defunding, with an interaction term for Black population share 
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Table I.3: Unabridged results for city-level number of protesters and 
defunding, with an interaction term for poverty rate 

 

 
 
Table I.4: Unabridged results for city-level number of protesters and 
defunding, with an interaction term for Dem vote share 
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Table I.5: Unabridged results for state-level number of protesters and 
approved reform bills, with and without controls 
 
 

 
Table I.6: Unabridged results for state-level number of protesters and 
proposed reform bills, with and without controls 
 
 



67 
 

 
 

Table I.7: Unabridged results for state-level number of protesters and 
proposed reform bills, with an interaction term for Black population share 
 

 
Table I.8: Unabridged results for state-level number of protesters and 
proposed reform bills, with an interaction term for poverty rate 
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Table I.9: Unabridged results for state-level number of protesters and 
proposed reform bills, with an interaction term for Dem vote share 

 

J.   BLM-related Google Search Terms  

 
 

Figure K.1: Daily frequency of BLM-related search terms, 25th May - 31st  
Dec 2020 
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K.   Minneapolis Total Daily Protestors 

 
 
 
Figure L.1: Daily total protesters in Minneapolis, MN from May - Oct 2020 
 
 
 
M modelling with Weather Instruments 
In Table M.1 we find that rainfall is a relevant instrument for the 
number of protesters. In Table M.2, we show however that rainfall is also 
significantly related to Covid-19 cases and deaths.  
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Table M.1: Testing the relevance of rainfall as an instrument 

 
 
Table M.2: Testing the exclusion restriction for rainfall and Covid-19 
 


