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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Protest policing and public perceptions of police. Evidence from a
natural experiment in Germany
Christof Nägel and Amy Nivette

Department of Sociology, Utrecht University, Utrecht, The Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Understanding when, to what extent, and in which contexts high-profile
police actions influence trust in and legitimacy of the police is important
because police perceptions are associated with cooperation, compliance
and, eventually, trust in the state itself. The current study uses a quasi-
experimental design to assess changes in public attitudes toward the
police after the violent police dispersal of a protest movement against a
new railway station project in Stuttgart on 30 September 2010. We
found little to no change in several dimensions of perceptions of police
and legitimacy, specifically measures of trust in police, moral alignment,
procedural fairness, and obligation to obey the police. However,
respondents interviewed after the event saw the police as more unduly
influenced by political pressure. The results suggest that the impact of
high-profile incidents of police violence may depend on institutional
context, media response, and post-incident reconciliation strategies.
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Introduction

Does excessively violent protest policing change public attitudes toward the police? Understanding
when, to what extent, and in which contexts high-profile police actions influence attitudes towards
the police is important because police perceptions are associated with public cooperation (Tyler and
Huo 2002), compliance with the law (Tyler and Jackson 2014), criminal behaviour (Eisner and Nivette
2013, Dawson 2018) and, eventually, trust in the state itself (Jeong and Han 2020). The current study
assesses changes in public attitudes toward the police after the so-called ‘Black Thursday’ in
Germany; the violent police dispersal of a protest movement against a new railway station project
in Stuttgart (known as Stuttgart 21) on 30 September 2010. We take advantage of the overlap
between the fieldwork period of the European Social Survey [ESS] 2010 (15 September 2010–3 Feb-
ruary 2011) and the protests. This special type of natural experiment, known as an ‘unexpected event
during survey design’ [UESD] (Muñoz et al. 2019), allows us to estimate causal effects of incidents of
police violence on public opinion.

This study aims to contribute to knowledge on protest policing and public attitudes in two ways.
First, we examine the impact of ‘vicarious experiences’ (Weitzer 2017) on attitudes using a case study
of police violence in the context of mass protests in Stuttgart, Germany. Given that the vast majority
of research on perceptions of police, and high-profile police incidents in general, has been con-
ducted in the United States (Lasley 1994, Jefferis et al. 1997, Tuch and Weitzer 1997, Weitzer 2002,
White et al. 2018, Kochel 2019, Kochel and Skogan 2021, Reny and Newman 2021), (see: Hohl
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et al. 2012, Thomassen et al. 2014, Kääriäinen et al. 2016, Curtice 2021, Nägel and Lutter 2021), we
lack a more general understanding of change in public attitudes towards the police in other national
and institutional contexts (Roché and Oberwittler 2017, Sahin et al. 2017, Sato 2017). Compared to
the US and other European countries, trust in police in Germany is generally high (Guzy and Hirten-
lehner 2015). Previous research suggests that countries with a high average level of trust in the
police are less likely to experience a severe legitimacy crisis even after a high-profile cases of
police misconduct (Thomassen et al. 2014, Kääriäinen et al. 2016). The incident in Stuttgart, therefore,
provides an important opportunity to evaluate changes in public attitudes towards the police in a
‘high-trust’ context.

Second, this study overcomes previous methodological limitations to estimate causal effects of
incidents on public attitudes. Previous research on the effects of high-profile policing incidents on
attitudes toward the police is either limited by (1) a lack of causal inference perspectives (Graziano
2018), (2) a lack of nationally representative survey data (Lasley 1994, Kaminski and Jefferis 1998,
Hohl et al. 2012, White et al. 2018, Kochel 2019, Kochel and Skogan 2021) and/or (3) a lack of appro-
priate measuring instruments (Nägel and Lutter 2021). These issues call into question the internal,
external and construct validity of previous findings. To our knowledge, the only papers to address
all three issues are those by Curtice (2021) assessing violent police repression in Uganda and
Reny and Newman (2021) assessing the impact of the killing of George Floyd and subsequent pro-
tests on public attitudes towards the police. The present study utilises a unique quasi-experimental
design, high quality survey data, and extensive measurement instruments on perceptions of police
in order to address these most common limitations. In addition, previous research suggests that
opinion-mobilizing events tend to affect public opinion only briefly (Zaller 1992, Ares and Hernández
2017), including attitudes towards the police (Nägel and Lutter 2021, Reny and Newman 2021). The
fact that the focal event occurred early in the fieldwork period means that we are also able to inves-
tigate the evolution of potential effects over time.

High-profile incidents and attitudes toward the police

Historically, event-based studies on perceptions of police first gained traction after the Rodney King
beating in Los Angeles in March 1991. The incident not only sparked an extensive discussion about
police violence against members of ethnic minorities, but also motivated researchers to assess the
effect of police violence on public opinion (Lasley 1994, Jefferis et al. 1997, Kaminski and Jefferis
1998, Weitzer 1999, 2002, Weitzer and Tuch 2004, Graziano et al. 2010). Interest in these ‘indirect
effects’ of police misconduct and violence, or so-called ‘vicarious experiences’ (Weitzer 2017), was
renewed following the death of Michael Brown in August 2014 (Kochel 2019). Most recently, the
killing of George Floyd in May 2020 further fuelled the debate both from a societal and academic
point of view (Reny and Newman 2021). The underlying question was whether and to what
extent these incidents resulted in lasting effects on public attitudes towards the police. Prior research
suggests that attitudes towards the police depend on the quality of treatment during interactions,
whereby unfair, disrespectful, and unequal treatment can lead to more negative perceptions of
police legitimacy (Mazerolle et al. 2013, Tyler et al. 2014, Walters and Bolger 2019). Perceptions of
police legitimacy concern ‘whether a power-holder is justified in claiming the right to hold power
over other citizens’ (Bottoms and Tankebe 2012). However, some events may result in little
change in public opinion as they are filtered differently through (social) media outlets, resulting in
varying degrees of public awareness and reactions (Cheng 2021). In addition, incidents can be
closely intertwined with protests, which can amplify public awareness, contestation, and ultimately
polarisation (Reny and Newman 2021).

The results from these American-based studies told a largely similar story: in general, incidents of
police violence led to significant but short-lived decreases in trust in police. However, the results
were not unambiguous. For example, one study found little evidence that the death of Freddie
Gray was associated with more negative attitudes toward police in Baltimore (White et al. 2018).
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Likewise, studies on police misconduct and public opinion outside of the United States tend to show
more heterogeneous effects. On the one hand, a study on the impact of the 2011 London disorder
showed little to no effect on attitudes towards the police (Hohl et al. 2012), whereas analyses of
police misconduct in Finland (Kääriäinen et al. 2016) and police failures during a terrorist attack in
Norway (Thomassen et al. 2014) suggest that trust may even increase following certain controversial
incidents. On the other hand, Nägel and Lutter (2021) found that trust in police significantly declined
following a serious incident of police violence coupled with protests in France. Similar to studies in
the US, the authors found that the negative effect was relatively short-lived for the general popu-
lation, but more persistent for ethnic minorities.

Protest policing and attitudes toward the police

Several incidents coincide with large-scale protests, where police are often under close public and
media scrutiny (Rosie and Gorringe 2009, Greer and McLaughlin 2010, Maguire and Oakley 2020).
Protest policing refers to police treatment and control of protesters (Della Porta 1999) which may
involve a range of peaceful (e.g. communication, differentiation) or more aggressive (e.g. arrest,
assault, tear gas, water cannons) tactics (Maguire and Oakley 2020). While the public tends to be
more supportive of peaceful policing tactics, recent research suggests that public perceptions of
protest policing depends on situational characteristics and the goals of the protest (e.g. Black
Lives Matter, pro-confederate monuments, see Metcalfe and Pickett 2021). Specifically, in situations
where protestors were armed, committed violence and property damage, and interrupted traffic,
respondents were more likely to fear protestors and support aggressive policing tactics.

Public perceptions of protest policing also depend on police conduct and treatment during inter-
actions with protestors (Lai Hang Hui and Chi Yan Au 2014, Perry et al. 2017, Newburn et al. 2018,
Curtice 2021). Analysing the effects of protest policing on perceptions of police legitimacy in
Hong Kong, Au and Hui proposed three mechanisms by which protest policing might influence atti-
tudes: (1) degree of fairness and expediency in dealing with public processions; (2) the interaction
between the police and protesters on site and the responsiveness in accommodating demands
by protesters; and the (3) degree of neutrality displayed towards groups with different political
views. (2014, p. 225). Generally, these mechanisms coincide with notions of fairness, voice, and neu-
trality or impartiality, which comprise key elements of procedural justice policing (Tyler and Blader
2003, Mazerolle et al. 2013, Trinkner and Tyler 2016). The use of excessive force or repressive tactics
against protestors violates these principles and can damage the trustworthiness of police (Perry et al.
2017, Curtice and Behlendorf 2021, Nägel and Lutter 2021). Research that has used disaggregated
measures of perceptions of police and legitimacy has found that the use of excessive force and vio-
lence during protests is associated with declines in perceptions of police fairness, feelings of obli-
gation to obey, and normative alignment with police (Curtice 2021, Metcalfe and Pickett 2021).

In addition, the use of excessive force during protests can lead to political backlash among obser-
vers (Curtice and Behlendorf 2021), as police are often considered representatives of the state there
to uphold the status quo (Earl et al. 2003, Maguire and Oakley 2020, Wang et al. 2020, Wood 2020,
Channing 2021). In interviews conducted with participants of the 2012 ‘Occupy’ protests in Israel,
one protester stated that ‘when the PPUs [paramilitary policing units] are involved in policing the
protest event, they give you this feeling – we do not work for you. You are the enemy [and] we
have to keep you quiet’ (quoted in Perry et al. 2017, p. 620). Police presence at protests, and in par-
ticular the use of force against protesters, can therefore damage perceptions of impartiality along-
side trustworthiness.

However, there is a crucial difference to be made between the attitude of protesters themselves
and the general public who were not physically involved in the protests. Thus, while it is plausible
that attitudinal dynamics might spill over to the population as a whole when the public identifies
with the protesters or the incidents can be considered to be ‘high-profile’, in other, more specific
cases, it is possible that this relates only to the participants of protests themselves.
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Taken together, previous research suggests that high-profile incidents of police violence during
protests should result in more negative perceptions of police, and that these effects are typically
short-lived. More specifically, we expect that the use of violence will lead to lower perceptions of
police fairness, moral alignment, obligation to obey, trust in the police, and political impartiality
(Research Question 1). With the exception of political impartiality, these perceptions (or very
similar items) were found to decrease after protests and arrests in Uganda (Curtice 2021) or protests
following police misconduct in France (Nägel and Lutter 2021). Since the potential interference of
politicians in the police triggered a great controversy after the incident in Stuttgart (the focal
case), which was even followed by the implementation of an official committee of enquiry investi-
gating who could be held attributable for the police violence (Feltes and Schnepper 2011), we
included political impartiality in this analysis as well.1

In addition, we expect that any changes in attitudes towards the police will return to pre-event
levels in the long-term (Research Question 2). This study examines these questions using a case study
of excessive police violence during protests in Stuttgart, Germany.

Contextual setting

In order to understand the effects of the so called ‘Black Thursday’ it is necessary to explain the
broader political context of the planned railway station in Stuttgart and the motivation for its oppo-
sition. The broader aim of the infrastructure project is to make changes to the Stuttgart railroad
station. Among other things, Stuttgart’s main station is to be converted from an overground termi-
nus to an underground transit station. Since planning for Stuttgart 21 began, there have been pro-
tests against the project. Major criticisms concern for example the high costs, low economic viability,
a lack of democratic legitimation and citizen participation, the difficulty in access for travellers,
endangerment of the environment (through possible water contamination), the lack of protection
of historical monuments, and general deficiencies in planning.

Although the planning of the project began in 1996, it was not until the police operation in the
Stuttgart Schlossgarten on 30 September 2010, that the project came to the attention of the broader
German public. On the morning of 30 September 2010, many protesters occupied the Schlossgarten
in Stuttgart. Around 600 police officers acted with unusual force against allegedly over 1000 demon-
strators who represented a broad cross-section of society (including for example pensioners and
school children).2 According to information from citizens’ initiatives and park protectors, more
than 100 people were injured, including minors. Four demonstrators had serious eye injuries, and
according to the protest organisers, more than 400 protesters suffered eye irritation. A 66-year-
old man almost completely lost his eyesight as a consequence of being hit head-on in the eyes
with a water cannon.3 Following the events, the police justified their actions by claiming that the
aggression had originated from the demonstrators. However, this account was refuted by police
videos which included details on the timing of events. Later that day, work began on felling the
first trees in the park to make way for the new station.

30 September 2010 was hence remembered as ‘Black Thursday’.4 On 20 November 2010, about
10,000 people protested to demand clarification regarding the background and legal reappraisal of
the police operation. Every year around September 30th, rallies, demonstrations, and similar events
commemorate those affected by the police action. Thousands of people gather for these events.5

Figure 1 complements the qualitative characterisation of the political circumstances surrounding
the event with a quantitative examination of related relative Google search trends for the year 2010
in Germany. Internet search data is considered a valuable resource to gain insights into public
problem awareness (Muñoz et al. 2019). Google trends in particular are considered valid indicators
of issue salience (Mellon 2014) and have been analysed alongside traditional survey data in many
previous UESD studies (Ares and Hernández 2017, Nägel and Lutter 2021, Reny and Newman
2021, Thompson 2021). Google trends data can also serve as a proxy for political interest in the
absence of survey data (Barrie 2020).
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The search trends demonstrate an interesting pattern: while the theme ‘Wasserwerfer’ (water
cannon) peaks in the week after the event, the more general search themes ‘Polizei Stuttgart’
(‘police Stuttgart’) and ‘Stuttgart 21’ and reaches the highest relative frequency in the week of the
event. ‘Protest’ searches are elevated after the event, but also show considerable movement
before. In fact, except for ‘water cannon’, every search term shows some interest even in the
weeks before the event. This provides an important clue for the present study, as it shows that
the police were already associated with the infrastructure project before 30 September 2010, but
the connection to excessive violence (water cannon) only appeared to be the focus of public interest
after the event.

While interest in ‘Protest’ appears to be more persistent, interest in the other three search themes
quickly decreases. This pattern suggests that even though police involvement was a very salient
issue after 30 September 2010, the uptick of interest quickly faded. This trend is in line with the
notion that the police are a ‘Teflon Service’ (Reiner 2010) where even major scandals resolve
quickly. This exploratory analysis furthermore highlights the importance of examining the existing
survey data more closely with respect to interview timing. Nevertheless, these Google trends demon-
strate that ‘Black Thursday’ can be considered a significant event in the German public ‘psyche’.

Methods6

Identification strategy

To answer the research questions, we make use of the UESD identification strategy, which is a quasi-
experimental research design that can analyse shifts in public opinion after unexpected events that
occur during the fieldwork of survey programmes. Although this research design purports to permit
causal inferences, these are subject to two key identification assumptions that need to be examined
in detail: excludability and temporal ignorability (Muñoz et al. 2019). The first one assumes that the
interview date, as an instrument Z, exclusively affects the outcome Y through the event X. The occur-
rence of other events influencing Y must therefore be excluded. The temporal ignorablity

Figure 1. Evolution of weekly Google search trends before and after the event.
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assumption is concerned with the assignment to pre- or post-treatment groups, which should be as
good as random. Muñoz et al. (2019) provide good practice advice for UESD that we adhere to as
closely as possible in order to obtain unbiased estimates and efficient standard errors. Since these
robustness checks are technical in nature, they are discussed in detail in the accompanying sup-
plemental material.

Data, descriptive statistics, and model specification

The European Social Survey [ESS]7 is a cross-national survey programme that measures respondents’
attitudes, beliefs and behaviour patterns in European countries on the basis of probability samples
gathered through face-to-face interviews (European Social Survey 2011). . We use the German subset
of the ESS5 which includes respondents interviewed in all parts of Germany (not just within Stutt-
gart) between 15 September 2010, and 3 February 2011. Inferences are there for valid for general
German population. Detailed information concerning the ESS can be found in the supplementary
materials (section A1.1).

The current study examines several operationalizations of attitudes towards the police that var-
iously reflect public perceptions of fairness, moral alignment, obligation to obey, trust in police,
and neutrality or impartiality. The variable procedural fairness was measured using three items
that asked respondent how often police in their country (1) treat people with respect, (2) make
fair, impartial decisions and (3) explain their decisions when asked (α = .60). Responses were
measured using a 4-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 ‘not at all often’ to 4 ‘very often’.
Moral alignment was measured using three items that capture to what extent the police (1)
‘have the same sense of right and wrong as me’, (2) ‘stand up for values that are important to
people like me’ and whether the respondent (3) ‘generally support[s] how the police act’ (α
= .78). Responses were measured on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 ‘agree strongly’
to 5 ‘disagree strongly’. The obligation to obey scale consists of 3 items measuring the respon-
dent’s felt duty to (1) ‘back decisions made by the police, even if disagree’, (2) ‘do what police
say, even when don’t understand or agree’ and (3) ‘do what police say even if treated badly’ (α
= .86). Responses are measured on a scale ranging from 0 ‘not at all my duty’ to 10 ‘completely
my duty’. Factor analyses confirm a one-factor solution for each construct (see Appendix A1.2,
Table A1). The variable trust in police was measured using a single item that asks respondents
to what extent they trust the following institutions (the police) on a scale from 0 ‘no trust at all’
to 10 ‘complete trust’. Finally, the measure of political impartiality was measured using a single
item that asks to what extent the respondents agree or disagree with the statement that ‘the
decisions and actions of the police are unduly influenced by pressure from political parties and
politicians’. Responses ranged from 1 ‘agree strongly’ to 5 ‘disagree strongly’. Our choice of vari-
ables is depended on the composition of the ESS5. The latent constructs (i.e. procedural fairness,
moral alignment, and obligation to obey) are based on the methodological suggestions put
forward by Jackson et al. (2010).8

Five socio-demographic variables were included in order to assess and compare the composition
of control and treatment groups: age (years), gender (1 = female), education years, income, and
ethnic minority. Education was measured years of completed education. Income was measured as
household’s total net income in deciles. We applied the natural logarithm to account for the
skewed distribution. Ethnic minority captures whether the respondent is a member of an ethnic min-
ority group (1 = yes). Except for income, we only included observations with complete cases on all
variables to keep the number of observations constant between different analyses. Results were vir-
tually the same when we follow a listwise missing value strategy (see Tables A5 and A6 in the Sup-
plementary Materials). Following previous research using the same design (Minkus et al. 2019), we
avoided survey weights since they might further bias results in this particular design. Still, results
were robust to applying the two possible ESS weights (design weights and post-stratification
weights, see Tables A7 – A10 in the appendix).
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics.

Control group Treatment group

Statistic N Mean St. Dev. Min Max Statistic N Mean St. Dev. Min Max Mean Δ

Political Impartiality 371 2.431 0.946 1 5 Political Impartiality 1,875 2.294 0.94 1 5 −0.137***
Trust in the Police 396 6.644 2.219 0 10 Trust in the Police 1,979 6.797 2.227 0 10 0.153
Procedural Fairness 350 2.938 0.432 1 4 Procedural Fairness 1,710 2.957 0.499 1 4.333 0.019
Moral Alignment 384 3.924 0.595 1.667 5 Moral Alignment 1,909 3.856 0.645 1 5 −0.068*
Obligation to Obey 386 6.631 2.293 0 10 Obligation to Obey 1,937 6.649 2.275 0 10 0.018
Age 396 52.571 18.127 15 90 Age 1,987 48.623 17.36 15 97 −3.948***
Female 396 0.48 0.5 0 1 Female 1,987 0.484 0.5 0 1 0.004
Education 396 12.571 3.494 2 23 Education 1,987 13.406 3.352 0 28 1.237***
Income 396 4.987 2.833 1 10 Income 1,987 5.582 2.711 1 10 0.595***
Ethnic Minority 396 0.975 0.157 0 1 Ethnic Minority 1,987 0.957 0.204 0 1 −0.018*
***p < .01, **p < .05, *p < .1
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As can be seen in Table 1, the data appear to be rather unbalanced between the treatment and
control group: the treatment group was on average significantly younger, more educated, had a
higher income, and was less likely to belong to an ethnic minority. As Muñoz et al. (2019) argue, con-
trolling for these covariate imbalances can reduce bias. Furthermore, a narrower bandwidth is ben-
eficial to achieve conditional independence since observations and their outcomes are more likely to
be independent from treatment assignment. This, however, is a trade-off since a narrow bandwidth
increases variance, allows exclusively for estimation of very local effects, and may even lead to type
two errors since the treatment effect might need some time to evolve. The best strategy, therefore,
was to choose a bandwidth with maximal balance between the groups. For this study, this meant a
range of 15 days before and after the event. The only remaining imbalances were a younger (Mc =
52.12 years, Mt = 48.54 years; p = .008) and more educated (Mc = 12.55 education years, Mt = 13.31
education years; p = .003) post-treatment sample. To further reduce model dependence, we
present findings from a ‘full bandwidth sample’ in the appendix (Supplementary Materials A1.3,
Table A4). This specification again did not change our main results.

The ± 15-day sample period can be used to answer RQ 1, namely that people interviewed after the
event generally reported less positive attitudes towards the police. To address the second research
question, we ran 5 × 18 regressions for each outcome by subsequently adding one week of obser-
vations to the post-treatment time-window (starting with a time window of one week). The
control group stayed the same across all models (15 days before the event). This way, we could
track the trajectories of potential treatment effects over time (see Ares and Hernández 2017 for a
similar approach).

Results

Our analysis section is structured as follows: First, in order to answer RQ 1, we will provide a graphical
depiction of the main outcomes over time. We will then present results of models regressing each
outcome only on the binary event indicator (treatment effect) and on the treatment indicator as well
as all variables used in the analysis (control variables and state fixed effects). To address RQ 2, we will
provide a visualisation of the development of the treatment effect on each outcome that is signifi-
cantly affected by the event in the fashion outlined above. Finally, we will present those results from
the sensitivity analysis that do not clearly underline the robustness of our results (all results from sen-
sitivity analysis can be accessed in the appendix).

Figure 2 provides a visual representation of this quasi-natural experiment, resembling a classic
regression discontinuity (rd) plot.9 The dashed line represents the 15-day bandwidth of the
‘maximum balanced local sample’. The histogram at the bottom of Figure 2 represents the
average number of interviews per day. Fluctuations in interview frequency could influence out-
comes, but the results suggest that the number of interviews around the ‘cut-off’ were relatively
stable and should provide enough power to run the analyses. The control group (before the
event) consists of 424 (17.8%) respondents, whereas there are 1959 (82.2%) respondents in the treat-
ment group. The outcome evolution is represented by two simple linear regression lines, one before
and one after the event for each of the five outcomes, the predictor being the date of the interview.
While there appears to be little level or trend change for the outcomes procedural fairness, moral
alignment or obligation to obey, there are visible discontinuities after September 30 in the outcomes
political impartiality and trust in the police. While the former drops right after the ‘cut-off’, the latter
increases. It is important to note that there exist considerable differences between the pre- and post-
event groups which might influence results. The naïve before-after-comparisons in Figure 2 may
therefore give biased estimates of a causal effect.

To achieve a more reliable assessment of effects of the event on attitudinal outcomes, we first
regressed each outcome on the treatment variable in a baseline model and then included the cov-
ariates presented in Table 1 as well as federal state fixed effects. Although this is not a panel data set,
the fixed effects take into account that the same regions were surveyed before and after the event.
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Figure 2. Outcome evolution after ‘Black Thursday’. Histogram represents average number of interviews per day. Black dotted
line is 1 October 2010 (One day after the event). Grey dotted line is 15 October 2010 and represents the shortened time window.

Figure 3. Effect of ‘Black Thursday’ on outcomes.
Note: Grey models summarise results from regressions that only include the treatment indicator. Black models summarise the results of models
adjusting for all covariates listed in Table 1 as well as federal state fixed effects. Thick and thin lines are 90% and 95% confidence intervals,
respectively.
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This allows us to control for the effect of omitted variables that are constant over time but vary
between states.10

Figure 3 summarises our findings for RQ 1. Both the baseline model and the model with controls
and fixed effects show a significant decrease in perceived political impartiality of the police after the
event with B =−.24 and p = .001 [95% CI =−.390, −.097] in the long regression. This effect is substan-
tial as it suggests a change of more than ¼ of a standard deviation of the variable’s pre-treatment
distribution. The results thus suggest that respondents interviewed after the event were significantly
more likely to perceive the police as being under unjust political pressure. Regressing the second
outcome, trust in the police, on the treatment, the controls and state dummies revealed a treatment
effect of B = 0.299 (p = .084), however, the 95% confidence interval does include zero [95% CI =
−.041, .641]. This result is noteworthy since it opposes the relationship we hypothesised. Concerning
the outcomes procedural fairness, moral alignment and obligation to obey, none of the long
regressions showed any effect that is significantly different from zero. Moral alignment appears to
be negatively affected in the baseline model (B =−0.089) but the effect was small, statistically sig-
nificant only at the 10% level and mediated by inclusion of covariates and fixed effects. Hence,
apart from the event’s effect on political impartiality, none of our findings support the hypothesised
relationships.

To address RQ2 we focus on the two outcomes that show some over-time variation which might
be attributable to the event (political impartiality and trust in the police).11 For both outcomes, we
did so by re-running the regressions on the treatment effect and subsequently adding one week of
observations at a time starting with a model of 7 days post-treatment and ending with a model 18
weeks after the event. Diminishing effect sizes could be an indication that any changes in public per-
ceptions of police will return to pre-event levels in the long-term, especially when standard errors do
not inflate at the same time. This specification also provides a convenient way of analysing whether
findings could merely be driven by sample bandwidths. Results are summarised in Figure 4.

While the treatment effect on political impartiality is not significant in week one after the event
(which might be a result of very limited power), it is greatest two weeks after the event and sharply

Figure 4. Regression models run on each weekly independent cross section for the outcomes ‘Political Impartiality’ and ‘Trust in
the Police’.
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drops in the next two weeks while remaining significant at p < .05. This effect appears to stay rela-
tively stable but significant for another seven weeks until it again decreases in the last weeks of the
fieldwork period. As such, it appears as though the effect on political impartiality indeed diminishes
over time, and that this decrease is non-linear.

The results on trust in the police are somewhat more difficult to interpret. While the figure clearly
shows a decrease in the positive treatment effect, the treatment dummy falls in and out of signifi-
cance even for the most liberal threshold of 10% in a seemingly random pattern. This suggests that
any changes in trust over time are apparently little more than noise.

Summarising our results, it seems that the events of ‘Black Thursday’ only had a substantial and
consistent (in terms of statistical significance) effect on perceptions of political impartiality. It is also
the only treatment effect that shows a clear decreasing pattern over time, although it does not reach
pre-event levels during the period we can observe in the survey. Trust in the police is, on average,
somewhat elevated after the event and this effect also diminishes over time. However, this result is
not robust to all model specifications. The analyses on the other outcomes clearly point in one direc-
tion: the event did not alter perceptions of procedural fairness, moral alignment or obligation to
obey.

To increase the reliability of our estimates and our overall research design, we ran virtually all
sensitivity analyses recommended in the literature (Muñoz et al. 2019), the results of which can
be found in the Supplemental Material. In addition to general analytical choices like handling of
missing values or survey choices, we addressed the assumptions related to UESD design. Specifi-
cally, we assessed placebo outcomes and pre-existing time trends, evaluated the UK as a placebo
comparison, examined placebo-treatments at the empirical median of the control group, and ana-
lysed non-response patterns. While the results show that our results are in general robust, we want
to highlight three sources of potential bias we encountered while running our sensitivity analyses.
As has been discussed above, (1) our pre–post samples suffer from several imbalances in socio-
demographic variables. To address this issue, we controlled for those covariates and chose an analy-
sis window with minimal imbalances between those groups (as well as 18 time windows in total).
However, in this sample, the post-treatment group still is slightly younger and more educated than
the pre-treatment group. Additionally, (2) we identified a significant negative pre-existing time
trend in the moral alignment outcome. This negative trajectory might also be the reason, why
we see a small negative effect in this outcome in some specification that is significant at p < .1.
Finally, (3) we identified a negative effect on both moral alignment and procedural fairness when
splitting the control group at its empirical median (which is recommended in the rd literature) at
both p < .1 (the p-values exceed p < .1 when covariates are included). While it is possible that
those effects are a function of running many robustness analysis (i.e. type 1 error, or alpha error
cumulation), we also consider non-linearities in those outcomes as a potential reason for these
effects. A more detailed discussion on those issues, as well as some graphical representations can
be found in the technical appendix (see sections on pre-existing time trends and placebo treatment
at median of control group).

Discussion

This study aimed to assess potential change in public attitudes toward the police after a major poli-
cing controversy during protests against a planned railway station in Stuttgart, Germany. We found
little to no change in several dimensions of perceptions of police and legitimacy, specifically
measures of moral alignment, procedural fairness, and obligation to obey the police. However,
respondents interviewed after the event saw the police as more unduly influenced by political
pressure. This effect was robust to various placebo specifications, to the temporal bandwidth of
the analysis, and sizable across all modelling strategies. Surprisingly, people in the post-intervention
group reported more trust in the police than respondents in the control group, but this result was
not robust to all alternative time windows and model specifications. In the following discussion, we

74 C. NÄGEL AND A. NIVETTE



address two main implications for research on high-profile events and public attitudes towards the
police.

The results suggest that, by and large, the events of ‘Black Thursday’ had little impact on public
perceptions of police in Germany. On the one hand, this contradicts previous research that has found
significant changes in attitudes towards the police following high-profile incidents of police violence
(Weitzer 2002, Kochel 2019, Reny and Newman 2021). On the other hand, the findings are consistent
with research on high-profile events in ‘high trust’ societies (e.g. Finland, Norway, and to a lesser
extent UK; Hohl et al. 2012, Thomassen et al. 2014, Kääriäinen et al. 2016), which found that attitudes
showed little or even positive change following controversial incidents. This heterogeneity in effects
may be due to differences in institutional contexts or event characteristics. For example, in ‘high
trust’ societies where the trust in police is also high, public reactions to police misconduct may
be more tolerant or only short-term. In these contexts, incidents of police violence also tend to
be less common compared to countries like the United States or Brazil (Ceccato et al. 2018,
Lawson 2019). By contrast, where incidents of police misconduct are situated in polarised contexts
where the legitimacy of police is highly contested, high-profile incidents can have a lasting impact
particularly among members of affected minority groups (Nägel and Lutter 2021, Reny and Newman
2021). However, in contexts where police violence is more frequent and support for the police is
already low, these incidents may have relatively smaller or null effects (see e.g. White et al. 2018).
Another explanation for the null effects on most outcomes could be the fact that police in
Germany are characterised by a pronounced decentralisation. In the federalist state structure,
there are 16 state police forces (Laenderpolizeien) in addition to the two national police forces,
the Bundespolizei (Federal Police) and the Bundeskriminalamt (Federal Criminal Police Office).
Even though the police units in Baden-Wuerttemberg were reinforced on the ‘Black Thursday’ by
units from Bavaria, Rhineland-Palatinate, Hesse, and North Rhine-Westphalia as well as the federal
police, it is quite possible that the respondents made a distinction between these police forces
and the police in their own federal state and consequently remained broadly unchanged in their
opinion towards the police. However, since we included a proximity moderator yielding null
results (see Table A2 in the appendix), we believe that this interpretation is unlikely to hold as the
effects should, in this case, have been more pronounced for people in Baden-Wuerttemberg.

Effects (or the lack thereof for most outcomes) may not be due to the protests themselves, but
due to the subsequent media discussion that focused on the political implications of ‘Black Thurs-
day’. Shortly after the incident, there was an investigation by a committee of enquiry on whether
the (conservative) CDU and (economically liberal) FDP-led state government could be held respon-
sible for the excessive police violence, which helped to frame the incident as a political rather than a
police scandal (Feltes and Schnepper 2011). This development might even have influenced the sub-
sequent federal state elections in the upcoming year, in which the CDU had to hand over govern-
ment responsibility to a coalition of the social ecological Green party (Die Grünen) and the SPD
(social democrats) for the first time after 58 years (Brettschneider and Schuster 2013).

In contrast to null effects on most outcomes, we found that the event changed public opinion
about police impartiality, whereby respondents reported that the police were more likely to be
unduly influenced by politics. This is in line with previous research that shows that police are
often seen as tools of the state when present at protests (Newburn et al. 2018, Curtice and Behlen-
dorf 2021). In particular, more aggressive actions taken during protests, such as the use of force and
paramilitary-style policing, can lead to feelings of alienation among protesters (Perry et al. 2017).
From a methodological standpoint, the significant effect on political impartiality could also be con-
sidered a ‘manipulation check’ (see Muñoz et al. 2019), to test whether respondents were exposed to
the event in the sense of a natural experiment. Such an interpretation would underline reliability of
null- or even contrary effects on the other outcomes.

Interestingly, while some argue that perceived political impartiality is a key element of police
legitimacy (Tankebe 2013), the current findings show that changes in neutrality did not ‘spill over’
to influence changes in correlated constructs, such as procedural fairness. This, again, suggests
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that the incident was perceived as a political rather than police crisis, and that the public likely makes
some distinction between police actions in different contexts (i.e. protests vs on the street) and how
these actions reflect on the police more generally. These effects may also depend on the extent and
content of media coverage, which can play a role in shaping narratives about police misconduct and
violence (Cheng 2021). More research is needed to understand how police actions during protests
are differentially filtered through (social) media outlets, and to what extent this influences
broader political and legal attitudes.

It is, of course, noteworthy to highlight a few important differences between our study and pre-
viously published research. Obviously, the institutional, cultural, political and media context in our
study differs in many regards from the circumstances of George Floyd’s murder in 2020 (Reny and
Newman 2021), or even the shooting of Michael Brown in Ferguson in 2014 (Kochel 2019). This is
also true for findings from Uganda that investigated how state repressions translates into public
perceptions of police in an Eastern African country (Curtice 2021). All those studies find robust evi-
dence of a negative effect on public perceptions. Differences in political and cultural context
demonstrate why it is important that our study adds evidence from a European high trust
setting. Indeed, our (null-) results mirror findings from countries with a (to a certain extent) com-
parable cultural and political background (See studies from Scandinavia; Thomassen et al. 2014,
Kääriäinen et al. 2016)

Taken together, the impact of incidents of police violence on public attitudes may be moderated
variously by media attention, the type of event, and/or the societal context in which police are
embedded. For example, high-profile incidents of police violence may have an inverse-U relationship
with trust in police, whereby effects are smaller in societies with very low or high trust in police.
These processes are important to dissect in order to understand how and under what circumstances
the public responds to such incidents, and what strategies police must take to effectively repair
public opinion and mitigate losses of legitimacy over time (e.g. reconciliation, apologies, structural
reform see O’Brien et al. 2019, McLean 2021). Future research should move beyond single-incident
case studies to comparatively assess how and when high-profile incidents lead to changes in atti-
tudes towards the police, accounting for prior societal characteristics as well as post-incident organ-
isational and media responses.

Limitations and conclusions

While there are several strengths to this study, notably the utilisation of a quasi-experimental
design and multiple dimensions of perceptions of police, there are also a number of limitations
to address. First, natural experiments are often praised for ‘maximising’ external validity, but the
current study is nevertheless a single case study concerning a particular event in time on attitudes
in Germany. More comparative research using natural experiments is needed in order to assess
and establish general mechanisms that contribute to changes in attitudes. In addition, controlled
experiments and qualitative research can complement existing research to describe the evolution
of media coverage and police reactions and reconciliation following different events (see Cheng
2021).

Other limitations include those inherent to natural experiments in general and UESD in par-
ticular. Although we discuss and test the excludability and temporal stability assumption in
close detail in the supplementary materials, it is still possible that our results could be driven
or levelled by unobserved heterogeneity. Finally, as has been discussed in the UESD literature
(Muñoz et al. 2019), there is an obvious one-sided compliance problem in UESD studies, since
it is more difficult in this particular setting to be certain that respondents have effectively
been exposed to the treatment, thus the effect should be treated as an Intent-to-treat, rather
than an Average-treatment-effect. The interpretation of the political impartiality item as a
pseudo-manipulation check can lend more confidence that respondents were aware of the
events of the ‘Black Thursday’.
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Overall, the current paper demonstrates that public perceptions of police can be responsive to
police actions, however, the results likely depend on societal and situational contexts. It is important
to note that, although opinion-mobilizing effects might be short-lived (Nägel and Lutter 2021, Reny
and Newman 2021), high-profile policing incidents can threaten the validity of measuring instru-
ments. Researchers should pay close attention to fieldwork dates and overlap with potentially
highly salient events that can influence attitudinal measures. In order to avoid bias stemming
from these sources, it may therefore be advisable to choose short fieldwork periods or to
examine the survey periods in close detail for possible confounding events.

Notes

1. Police legitimacy is an elusive term, defined and assessed in a variety of ways by many different theoretical
approaches (for an overview, see for example Worden and McLean 2017). Since measurement concepts
differ, we want to stress that the outcome of this study should be considered public perceptions of police,
rather than police legitimacy. However, we acknowledge that we use the concepts somewhat interchangeably,
as previous research has done as well (see for example Curtice 2021, Nägel and Lutter 2021).

2. As described by Feltes and Schnepper (2011), the use of extreme violence (e.g. pepper spray, water cannons,
etc.) by police officers against this broad cross-section of the population was completely unanticipated,
unlike in previous clearly left-wing or right-wing demonstrations. This might be one of the reasons why the
events caused such an immense political and media discussion.

3. See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dietrich_Wagner
4. A major newspaper from Stuttgart provides a slide show of the events on the ‘Black Thursday’: https://www.

stuttgarter-zeitung.de/gallery.chronologie-zu-stuttgart-21-schwarzer-donnerstag-im-schlossgarten-param~1~
0~0~13~false.114e1e4e-5f61-4523-8f8c-9a387733c0ed.html.

5. A more detailed description of the events – but only in German – can be found on the Wikipedia article https://
de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Protest_gegen_Stuttgart_21#30._September_2010:_R%C3%A4umung_des_
Schlossgartens_%E2%80%93_%E2%80%9ESchwarzer_Donnerstag%E2%80%9C. A detailed description in
English can also be found here: https://www.spiegel.de/international/germany/the-world-from-berlin-
germany-shocked-by-disproportionate-police-action-in-stuttgart-a-720735.html.

6. All survey data can be downloaded from the ESS webpage: https://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/data/
download.html?r=5 Google trends data can be assessed via the gtrendsR package in R or directly from the
google trends webpage. All code to reproduce analysis and figures can be assessed via: https://osf.io/3nczm/.

7. The authors are not in any way responsible for fielding the survey. We want to stress the sensitive nature of
surveys on policing. According to the ESS webpage, best practices and ethical guidelines were followed
when collecting the data.

8. It should be noted that the political impartiality item we use (‘the decisions and actions of the police are unduly
influenced by pressure from political parties and politicians’) did not load on one factor together with an item on
police bribery, as suggested in the paper by Jackson et al.. Alongside the fact that we see no theoretical reason
why perceptions of police corruption/bribery should be affected by the event, this gives us further empirical
confidence that the item should be used ‘as is’, rather than within a latent construct.

9. We refrain from using a straightforward rd design because there are very few observations in the direct vicinity
of the cut-point. Recent research suggests that rd may be an inappropriate method for inference when the post-
intervention sample size is small (i.e. limited power) (Stommes et al. 2021).

10. This also controls for a possible east/west effect which should always be considered when using nationally repre-
sentative data for Germany.

11. Models on the other outcomes (procedural fairness, moral alignment, obligation to obey) were run but are not
shown as the effects remain constantly non-significant and non-substantial over time in these models.
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