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ABSTRACT
Objective To describe the law enforcement officer
(LEO), encounter, perpetrator and victim characteristics of
domestic disturbance-related LEO homicides in the USA
from 1996 to 2010.
Methods Narrative text analysis was conducted on the
Federal Bureau of Investigation’s annual report ‘Law
Enforcement Officers Killed and Assaulted’. Potential
cases were confirmed if the narrative included the term
‘domestic disturbance’ or a domestic disturbance
situation was described.
Results 116 LEOs were killed while responding to
domestic disturbance calls. Ninety-five per cent of these
homicides were committed with a firearm. Sixty-seven
per cent of LEOs were wearing body armour when killed;
however, 52% received the fatal wound to the head/
neck. Sixty-one per cent of suspects had a criminal
history mentioned within the narratives and perpetrators
of intimate partner violence (IPV) were more likely to be
killed by LEOs than suspects involved in other forms of
domestic violence. Victims of the domestic disturbance
were killed in 21% of the IPV-related LEO homicide
cases as opposed to only 5% of other domestic
disturbance calls. A firearm was the most common
weapon used in the murder of a domestic disturbance
victim (86%).
Conclusions This study describes domestic
disturbance-related LEO homicides. Future research in
this area should further examine the dangers unique to
domestic disturbance calls. A longitudinal analysis could
provide greater understanding of the injury and mortality
risks faced by LEOs, in order to inform homicide
prevention among law enforcement.

INTRODUCTION
According to the National Law Enforcement
Officers Memorial Fund, there are currently more
than 900 000 sworn state and local law enforce-
ment officers (LEOs) serving in the USA.1 These
LEOs daily place themselves in dangerous situations
to ensure the safety of their communities. Of all
workers, LEOs along with security guards and bar-
tenders experienced the highest rates of non-fatal
workplace violence between 2005 and 2009.2 The
number of LEO fatalities has been decreasing since
the 1970s.3 However, LEOs continue to experience
an occupational death rate five times the national
average,4 largely due to homicides by suspects
being pursued.4 5 This may reflect a wish to evade
capture, particularly among those committing more
serious crimes.6 A previous study of New York
City,7 an 11-year analysis of all LEO fatalities in the
USA4 and an evaluation of body armour effective-
ness8 indicate that LEOs are most often killed with
a firearm.

LEOs face unique challenges due to the nature of
their work and response environments. The duties
of LEOs range from investigating crimes to initiat-
ing traffic stops.5 9 LEOs often enter unstable and
potentially dangerous situations, especially when
responding in areas of high crime, working alone,
or interacting with hostile suspects.3 They must
make split-second decisions about these dynamic
situations affecting the safety of everyone
involved.10

LEOs are often dispatched to calls regarding a
‘disturbance’. A disturbance call is a general term
for a law enforcement response that can cover a
wide range of incidents. An exploration of the 796
LEO homicides between 1996 and 2010 showed
that just over 22% occurred during a disturbance
call, the most common primary encounter resulting
in a LEO homicide (Swedler et al, unpublished).
‘Domestic disturbance’, ‘domestic dispute’ and
‘domestic violence’ are terms used, often inter-
changeably, in law enforcement to describe distur-
bances occurring at a residence or between family
members or intimate partners at any location.11 An
excerpt from a narrative in the 2010 ‘Law
Enforcement Officers Killed and Assaulted’
(LEOKA) report describes one such commonly
encountered situation occurring within a home:
“a trooper with the Pennsylvania State Police,
Franklin, was ambushed in an unprovoked attack
shortly before noon on January 13 while respond-
ing to a domestic disturbance involving a husband
and wife at their home…” (p 26).12 Another
excerpt from 2005 describes an event at a location
outside the home: “Around 15:30 on August 29, a
police officer with the Huntsville Police
Department was fatally shot when he responded to
a domestic disturbance in progress at a local res-
taurant” (p 1).13 Domestic disturbances are thus
differentiated from other types of disturbance calls,
such as out-of-control parties, through the use of
the terms domestic disturbance/dispute/violence.
LEOs often respond to calls concerning domestic

violence and intimate partner violence (IPV),
potentially unsafe situations LEOs must manage
and where they may feel limited in their ability to
protect victims.14 Data from the National Crime
Victimization survey for 2000–2010 indicate that
in the USA between 473 000 and 628 000 inci-
dents of IPV and 166 000–294 000 incidents of
violence involving other family members (ie,
domestic violence) were reported to the police
annually.15 In 2010 alone approximately 1300
IPV-related homicides were committed by a current
intimate partner or estranged spouse.16 IPV and
other forms of domestic violence may present
unique challenges for LEOs responding to these
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situations which therefore warrant further study. For example,
there are no restrictions on gun ownership within the home
except for those disqualified by law. As a result, LEOs may be
more likely to encounter an armed suspect when responding to
an incident at a residence, which could make domestic disturb-
ance calls more dangerous.

There are few empirical data on the risks that LEOs face
when responding to domestic disturbance calls. This presents an
opportunity to examine an understudied injury burden among
LEOs. The purpose of this descriptive study is to characterise
the officer, encounter, perpetrator and victim characteristics spe-
cific to domestic disturbance-related LEO homicides in the USA.
This research will fill an important gap by generating new data
on the circumstances surrounding these encounters to help
guide efforts to reduce this burden of occupational fatality
among LEOs.

METHODS
Data source
This study is part of a larger project that aimed to describe the
circumstances of all LEO homicides from 1996 to 2010. The
primary source of data was the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s
yearly report, LEOKA. This report provides details surrounding
LEO homicides in the line of duty, excluding the terrorist
attacks of 11 September 2001. These data are collected as part
of the Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) process. The UCR pro-
gramme in each state provides information on crimes, and
certain reporting criteria must be met to ensure the data are
accurate.17 A narrative is written for every line-of-duty LEO
homicide (excluding ongoing investigations) and includes infor-
mation on LEO demographics, and encounter and perpetrator
characteristics.11 Narratives of LEO homicides from 1996–2010
were analysed after extraction from the corresponding annual
LEOKA reports, which are publicly available online.18

Narrative text analysis has been demonstrated to be useful for
injury prevention research.19 This technique was used on the
LEOKA reports to generate a database for analysis. Two coders
entered information using an electronic template which was
created based on variables of interest reported in LEOKA
summary statistics (eg, suspect’s weapon, encounter situations)
and current literature (eg, drug/alcohol use, ambush scenarios).
LEO homicides from 2003 were analysed using the coding
frame to identify issues. A 10% random sample was reviewed by
the primary investigator (DIS) to check the accuracy of data
entry. Inconsistencies were resolved by DIS who made the final
determination, and the coding frame was revised as necessary.
Each remaining year was then analysed by one coder.

Case definition and findings
The present study examines homicides of LEOs responding to
domestic disturbance calls. A total of 452 potential domestic
disturbance cases were examined based on the primary and sec-
ondary encounter codes. A primary encounter is the first inter-
action the LEO had with the suspect or the reason for dispatch.
A secondary encounter is any resulting interaction with the
suspect. For example, a LEO may be dispatched to a disturbance
call (primary encounter) and then ambushed by the suspect
upon arrival (secondary encounter). Potential cases had a
primary encounter code of Disturbance Call, Arrest Call,
Ambush, Investigation, Mentally Disturbed Individual, Serving a
Warrant, and Other, or a secondary encounter code of
Disturbance Call. The other primary encounter codes (Crime in
Progress, Handling/Transporting Inmates/Suspects, Vehicle Stop,
Vehicle Pursuit/Chase) were not found to contain refer to

domestic disturbances. The narrative of each potential case was
then re-read by the coder (CK).

Each potential case was confirmed by CK if the narrative
included the term ‘domestic disturbance’ or a domestic disturb-
ance situation was described. Of the 452 potential cases, 336
were excluded, many because the disturbance call was unrelated
to domestic disturbance. For example, officers may have been
dispatched to a large, out-of-control party and while this inci-
dent was considered a disturbance call, no domestic disturbance
actually occurred. After these exclusion criteria were applied,
116 confirmed cases where the LEO homicide occurred during
a response to a domestic disturbance call (ie, where domestic
violence or IPV allegedly occurred) remained for analysis.

Analysis
Once the domestic disturbance cases were confirmed, additional
variables were captured including suspect/perpetrator demo-
graphics, criminal history, relationship to the victim in the
domestic disturbance, and the outcome of the incident for the
suspect. Descriptive analyses were conducted to generate data
on the LEOs killed. All the narratives are de-identified and pub-
licly available. As such, this research was classified as ‘Not
Human Subjects Research’ by the Institutional Review Board of
the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health.

RESULTS
LEO characteristics
Between 1996 and 2010, there were 116 LEO homicides that
occurred while the officer was responding to a domestic disturb-
ance call, accounting for nearly 15% of all LEO homicides
during this time. When all LEO homicides in the study period
(n=796) are considered, domestic disturbances were the third
most common encounter resulting in LEO homicide. The
average age of the LEOs killed in these incidents was 38.7 years,
nearly all were male, and over 50% worked for a police agency.
While 67% of LEOs were wearing body armour when killed,
the fatal wound occurred in the head/neck in 52% of cases, and
34% died at the scene (table 1). None of these findings were
statistically significantly different from all other LEO homicides.

Encounter characteristics
The vast majority of primary encounters between a LEO and a
suspect were coded as disturbance calls (88%) compared to only
11% (n=680) of all other LEO homicides. LEOs were working
alone in 28% of cases. In situations where LEOs responded
with a partner or had backup present, 50% of cases resulted in
more than one LEO being injured or killed, compared to only
31% for all other encounters (p<0.01). Ninety-four per cent of
LEOs were killed with a firearm. These LEOs were significantly
more likely to be killed with a long barrelled gun than for all
other encounters (46% vs 22%, respectively; p<0.01). Almost
40% of suspects ambushed the responding LEO, and 15% barri-
caded themselves in their home to prevent arrest. A struggle
with the suspect prior to the incident occurred in 30% of cases,
and 9% of LEOs were killed by a suspect who used the LEOs
service weapon (table 2).

Perpetrator characteristics
Perpetrators had an average age of 34.2 years, nearly all were
male, and 27% were under the influence of drugs or alcohol at
the time of the incident. Half of the perpetrators were arrested
following the incident, 27% were killed by law enforcement,
and 23% committed suicide. Sixty-one per cent of suspects had
a criminal history mentioned. Although many reports did not
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document the specific extent or nature of the criminal history,
39% mentioned a history of violent crime, 15% mentioned a
history of abuse, and 17% mentioned a previous weapons viola-
tion in the narrative (table 3).

Domestic disturbance victim characteristics
Of the 116 domestic disturbance-related LEO homicides, 46%
(n=53) were committed by a suspect who was perpetrating IPV.
Victims of the domestic disturbance were significantly more
likely to be killed in IPV-related cases compared with other
domestic disturbance calls (21% vs 5%, respectively; p<0.01).
A firearm was the most common weapon used in the murder of
a domestic disturbance victim: 82% of IPV-related and 100% of
other domestic disturbance call victim homicides were commit-
ted with a firearm (table 4).

DISCUSSION
This study of 15 years of data from the FBI’s annual LEOKA
report is among the first to investigate circumstances surround-
ing the homicides of LEOs while responding to domestic distur-
bances. This analysis generated information related to the
suspects involved in these homicides, and detailed perpetrator
and encounter characteristics. Our findings are consistent with
previous research on this topic by Johnson20 who described
LEO assaults and homicides while the officers were responding

Table 3 Perpetrator characteristics

All domestic
disturbance,
n=116 (%)

IPV-related
domestic
disturbance,
n=53 (%)

Other
domestic
disturbance,
n=63 (%)

Age in years (range) 34.2 (15–75) 35.6 (21–65) 33 (15–75)
Gender
Male 114 (98) 53 (100) 61 (96)
Female 1 (1) NA 1 (2)
Unknown 1 (1) NA 1 (2)

Under influence of drugs/alcohol
Yes 31 (27) 15 (28) 16 (25)
Known drug offender 12 (10) 9 (17) 3 (5)
Not mentioned 72 (63%) 29 (55) 44 (70)

Suspect outcome

Killed by LEO 31 (27) 17 (34) 14 (22)
Arrested 56 (50) 20 (40) 36 (57)
Committed suicide 26 (23) 13 (26) 13 (21)

Criminal history
Yes 71 (61) 34 (64) 37 (59)
No 4 (4) 1 (2) 3 (5)
Not mentioned 41 (35) 18 (34) 23 (36)

History of abuse
Yes 18 (15) 9 (17) 9 (14)
No 1 (1) NA 1 (2)
Not mentioned 97 (84) 44 (83) 53 (84)

History of violent crime
Yes 45 (39) 22 (42) 23 (37)
No 3 (3) 1 (2) 2 (3)
Not mentioned 68 (59) 30 (56) 38 (60)

Previous weapons crime
Yes 20 (17) 11 (21) 9 (14)
No 3 (3) 1 (2) 2 (3)
Not mentioned 92 (80) 40 (77) 52 (83)

IPV, intimate partner violence; LEO, law enforcement officer.

Table 1 Law enforcement officer characteristics

All domestic
disturbance,
n=116

IPV-related
domestic
disturbance,
n=53

Other domestic
disturbance,
n=63

Mean age in years
(range)

38.6 (22–63) 38.7 (22–57) 38.6 (23–63)

Mean experience in
years (range)

10.9 (1–33) 10.2 (1–33) 11.4 (1–32)

Gender
Male 111 (95) 50 (94) 61 (97)
Female 1 (1) 1 (2) NA
Unknown 4 (4) 2 (4) 2 (3)

Agency
Police 69 (60) 33 (62) 36 (57)
Sheriff 41 (35) 15 (28) 26 (41)
State police/other 6 (5) 5 (10) 1 (2)

Location of fatal wound
Head/neck 61 (52) 33 (62) 28 (44)
Upper torso 42 (36) 14 (26) 28 (44)
Multiple/other 13 (12) 6 (12) 7 (12)

Use of body armour
Yes 78 (67) 40 (75) 38 (60)
No 3 (3) 2 (4) 1 (2)
Not mentioned 35 (30) 22 (21) 24 (38)

Died at scene
Yes 39 (34) 22 (41) 17 (27)
No 42 (36) 21 (40) 21 (33)
Not mentioned 35 (30) 10 (19) 25 (40)

Values are n (%) unless otherwise stated.
IPV, intimate partner violence.

Table 2 Encounter characteristics

All domestic
disturbance,
n=116 (%)

IPV-related
domestic
disturbance,
n=53 (%)

Other
domestic
disturbance,
n=63 (%)

Primary encounter
Disturbance call* 102 (88) 49 (92) 53 (84)
Serving a warrant 6 (5) 1 (2) 5 (8)
Other 8 (7) 3 (6) 5 (8)

LEO working alone when
killed†

32 (28) 18 (34) 14 (22)

Weapon used
Firearm 100 (94) 50 (94) 60 (95)
Vehicle 3 (3) 2 (4) 1 (2)
Other 3 (3) 1 (2) 2 (3)

Type of firearm
Short barrelled 56 (48) 27 (51) 29 (46)
Long barrelled† 54 (46) 23 (43) 31 (49)

Homicide using service
weapon

10 (9) 2 (4) 8 (13)

Struggle with suspect 35 (30) 16 (30) 19 (30)
Other LEOs injured or killed† 55 (50) 22 (45) 33 (53)
Responding LEO ambushed 45 (39) 23 (43) 22 (35)
Barricaded 17 (15) 7 (13) 10 (16)

*Statistically significantly different from all other LEO homicides at p<0.05.
†Statistically significantly different from all other LEO homicides at p<0.01.
IPV, intimate partner violence; LEO, law enforcement officer.
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to domestic violence calls, and Meyer and Carroll21 who
described IPV-related LEO homicides.

When domestic disturbance-related cases are compared with
all other LEO homicides, several findings stand out. When a
LEO was working with a partner or had backup, the likelihood
of more than one LEO being injured or killed was significantly
greater for domestic disturbance cases. Additionally, LEOs
responding to domestic disturbance calls were significantly more
likely to be shot with a long barrelled weapon, which is consist-
ent with a high proportion these of perpetrators ambushing
LEOs. These findings suggest that domestic disturbance calls are
often dangerous encounters for LEOs whether working alone
or with backup and that further research is warranted to design
policies to prevent LEO homicide.

The domestic disturbance calls in this study involved a wide
range of participants and relationships. However, nearly half of
the LEO homicides occurred while the officer was responding
to an IPV call. A larger proportion of suspects in IPV-related
calls were killed by LEOs than in other domestic
disturbance-related calls. Additionally, victims of IPV-related
calls were also killed in 21% of LEO homicides compared to
only 5% of other domestic disturbance-related calls. While
other types of encounters, such as traffic stops and robberies,
are becoming increasingly dangerous for LEOs, our findings
suggest that IPV perpetrators and the circumstances in which
LEOs respond may be more dangerous than encounters with
other types of offenders. There are laws that allow, or mandate,
the removal of firearms from subjects of a protection order and
24 states had such laws in 2004.22 Firearm restrictions for
domestic violence restraining order defendants have been shown
to decrease domestic homicides.23 24 However, victims of IPV
may not receive the full benefit of these laws due to poor imple-
mentation.25 Adequate enforcement of removal orders for fire-
arms could increase the safety of those experiencing IPV and/or
domestic violence, and the LEOs responding to these calls.

A slightly higher proportion of IPV perpetrators committed
suicide after killing a LEO compared to suspects involved in
other domestic disturbance calls. Barber et al26 also found that
perpetrators of intimate partner homicide were more likely to
commit suicide than those killing a non-intimate partner.

Consistent with prior studies, this finding could reflect mental
health issues, as discussed by Thomas et al who found a higher
history of mental health issues among those killing intimate
partners versus others.27 The LEOKA narratives did not include
information on whether or not perpetrators had mental health
issues, and so this could not be confirmed in this analysis.
Future research in this area should explore the underlying influ-
ence of mental health on these incidents and utilise additional
sources of data that capture the presence and type of mental
health conditions.

Overall, 102 (95%) of these LEO homicides and 12 (85%) of
the domestic disturbance victim homicides were committed with
a firearm. Wright and Wintemute found a higher likelihood of
felonies and violent crimes among those with a previous crim-
inal history who bought guns legally.28 This was found in our
study as well, 20 perpetrators (17%) were described as having
previously committed a weapons violation. While the specific
crime previously committed was not detailed, all 20 of these
LEO homicides were committed with a firearm. This finding
illustrates the need for more effective regulations and enforce-
ment to prevent dangerous individuals from accessing firearms.
Additionally, it may be beneficial for LEOs responding to
domestic disturbance calls to be told upon dispatch if potential
suspects have registered firearms or a history of gun crime;
research has shown LEOs are safer when they receive more
information from dispatch prior to entering a scene.29

Widespread implementation of such a system would make
responding to these scenes safer for LEOs.

Body armour is becoming standard issue to protect LEOs
from injury and death. As of 2010, nearly 75% of law enforce-
ment agencies require the use of body armour and it has proved
effective at reducing LEO fatalities; a LEO wearing body
armour is 3.4 times more likely to survive a gunshot to the
torso than a LEO without body armour.8 The use of body
armour does increase survival, but risk is influenced by the type
of firearm used and the distance of the shot,30 and body armour
will not prevent a fatal shot to other parts of the body, as shown
by our finding that 67% of LEOs were wearing body armour
when killed. Of those LEOs wearing body armour, 73%
received the fatal wound in a location not covered by their
armour. More research is needed on ways to extend body
armour to provide greater coverage and protection for LEOs.

Although this research provided insights into the circum-
stances surrounding the killing of LEOs responding to domestic
disturbance calls, there are limitations to this study based on the
nature of the data source. Not every LEO homicide is included
in the LEOKA narratives as some are excluded due to ongoing
investigations at the time of report publication. During our
study period 18 homicides mentioned in the LEOKA reports
did not have narratives. Therefore, although this analysis
included all available cases, the results may have been influenced
by missing data. In addition, since LEO homicides are rare, this
study was based on a small sample of LEO fatalities and may
not be generalisable to all law enforcement.

Additionally, the LEOKA reports are not generated for
research: they contain administrative data collected by the FBI
for the purposes of understanding crimes, guiding officer train-
ing, and providing better operational and strategic responses to
given criminal situations.17 As such, the narratives demonstrated
inconsistent reporting of information on perpetrators and
domestic disturbance victims. Although the LEOKA report has
very strict procedures for submitting fatality statistics, it does
not have standardised requirements for homicide narratives.
This results in potentially inconsistent provision of information.

Table 4 Domestic disturbance victim characteristics

All domestic
disturbance,
n=116 (%)

IPV-related
domestic
disturbance,
n=53 (%)

Other
domestic
disturbance,
n=63 (%)

Suspect’s relationship to domestic disturbance victim
Intimate partner 53 (46)
Parent 3 (2)
Child 13 (11)
Sibling 4 (4)
Friend 2 (2)
Unknown 41 (35)

Domestic disturbance victim
killed

14 (12) 11 (21) 3 (5)

Weapon used, n (%) of
those killed

Gun 12 (86) 9 (82) 3 (100)
Knife 1 (7) 1 (9) NA
Not mentioned 1 (7) 1 (9) NA

IPV, intimate partner violence.
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For example, 35% of the narratives did not discuss the perpetra-
tor’s criminal history. As a result, our ability to uniformly
describe additional context is limited. There is also some indica-
tion that the LEOKA reports undercount the number of LEO
fatalities compared to other commonly used databases (Tiesman
et al, unpublished data) and thus the data presented here may
not reflect the true magnitude of LEO fatalities resulting from
domestic disturbance calls.

This descriptive study has provided new information on
officer and encounter circumstances, and perpetrator and
victim characteristics of domestic disturbance-related LEO
homicides in the USA. These data may help guide future epi-
demiological analysis, as well as inform fatality prevention
efforts. Future research in this area should include longitudinal
analyses of LEO safety, including both fatal and non-fatal
assaults, to examine trends over time and provide greater
understanding of the factors related to injury and death
among LEOs.

What is already known on the subject

▸ Law enforcement officers experience an occupational death
rate five times the national average.

▸ Law enforcement is one of the top three occupations with
the highest rates of non-fatal workplace violence.

What this study adds

▸ New understanding of the circumstances of law enforcement
homicides that occur while law enforcement officers (LEOs)
are responding to domestic disturbance calls.

▸ Nearly half of the 116 LEO homicides that occurred while
LEOs were responding to domestic disturbance calls were
specific to intimate partner violence (IPV).

▸ Victims of IPV-related calls were also killed in 21% of LEO
homicides compared to only 4% of other domestic
disturbance-related calls.
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