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The killing of Michael Brown awakens a fear in me that touches to the 
core of my being—to the core of my motherhood: the fear that some-
one will harm or, worse, kill my child. I remember I sobbed for Sybrina 
Fulton [Trayvon Martin’s mother] because I  felt so connected to her 
pain. I can’t explain why because I haven’t endured that type of pain, 
but Sybrina was the mother whose pain and strength shook my core 
and changed me.  .  .  . I identify with the mother’s pain in a way that 
makes me ache. It’s an actual stomachache. The kind that makes your 
appetite go away, makes you clutch your middle and for sure makes 
you grumpy . . . It’s a stomachache that no medication can take away 
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because its symptoms are based on a problematic past and a not-so-
promising future. It’s a stomachache filled with the stress I feel over the 
racial divide in America and the scarce signs of progress I see for the 
future.

—Mo Ivory (2014)

Media, activists, and scholarly work have brought much needed atten-

tion to the devastating consequences of police violence and the uneven 

mortality risks from homicide by police. Black men face particularly high 

risks of police violence (Edwards, Esposito, & Hedwig, 2018; Edwards, 

Lee, & Esposito, 2019), with one in 1,000 Black men being killed by police 

over their life span (Edwards, Esposito, & Hedwig, 2018). Still, the trauma 

associated with police violence is not limited to those who experience 

it firsthand. With the rise of portable video recorders and social media, 

police violence that was only observed in situ is recorded and broadcast 

to a global audience, made viral, and viewed repeatedly, broadening the 

reach of these spillover effects. The video of George Floyd’s death under 

a white police officer’s knee, for example, has been viewed over 1.4 bil-

lion times. In addition to the direct consequences of this violence for vic-

tims, studies also document a host of collateral and spill-over effects of 

the carceral system and police violence, ranging from decreased trust in 

the police and increased legal cynicism (Kirk and Matsuda 2011; Samp-

son and Bartusch 1998), to decreased citizen crime reporting (Desmond, 

Papachristos, and Kirk 2016), to increased mental health risk (Bor et al. 

2018; DeVylder et al. 2018; DeVylder, Fedina, and Link 2020; McLeod 

et al. 2020; Sewell, Jefferson, and Lee 2016). Given racial disparities in 

the risk of police violence and the sociohistorical context of racism in the 

United States, the collateral consequences of this violence are especially 

magnified for Black communities relative to other groups.

Despite increased attention to the spillover effects of racialized 

police violence, questions about how to capture the collateral con-

sequences of police violence for population health and well-being 

remain unanswered. How can we identify and trace the embodied 

trauma that “touches the core of a being,” the “stomachache filled 
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with stress,” that Mo Ivory describes so hauntingly after Michael 

Brown’s killing? How can we measure the immediate and longer-last-

ing effects of hearing about the horrors of police violence—feelings 

that are experienced so differently by Black and white Americans? 

These are the questions we contend with in this research project.

New forms of social connectivity like Twitter offer individuals plat-

forms for expressing their emotions continuously in real time, offer-

ing researchers valuable insight into the effects of widely publicized 

events (Barbera, 2016; Golder  & Macy, 2011; Larsen et  al., 2015; 

McCormick et al., 2017; Murthy, Gross, & Pensavalle, 2016). Central 

to our research is the idea that measuring emotional outcomes offers 

a window into individual psyche and well-being and the production 

of health disparities in ways that are often overlooked by population 

health scientists. Emotions are fundamental to social life—windows 

into the patterned connections between structures and individuals 

(Ekman, 1992; Elster, 1999; Hochschild, 2002; Hoggett & Thompson, 

2012; Lewis, Haviland-Jones,  & Barrett, 2008; Manstead, Frijda,  & 

Fischer, 2004; Thoits, 1989; Turner & Stets, 2005). Structures of power 

enable and constrain both the emotional stimuli that individuals are 

exposed to as well as the cultural tools available to them to process, 

make sense of, and react to these experiences (Bonilla-Silva, 2019; 

Hochschild, 1979; Hochschild, 2012; Wingfield, 2010). Studies show 

negative emotions like anger and anxiety increase stress responses in 

ways that harm health (Freund, 1990; Johnson & Broman, 1987; Ross, 

1993; Uskul & Horn, 2015) while positive emotions can improve health 

(Cohen  & Pressman, 2006; Barbara Fredrickson  & Levenson, 1998; 

Stellar et al., 2015; Tugade, Fredrickson, & Barrett, 2004). Still, these 

bodies of research have not been fully integrated to assess whether 

and how systems of social inequality—particularly racism—pattern 

exposure and vulnerability to emotional stimuli like police violence in 

ways that might matter for population well-being.

Our study uses longitudinal data, a quasinatural experiment design, 

and two nationally publicized cases—the killings of Michael Brown and 

Tamir Rice—to trace how police violence affects the emotional and 
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psychological well-being of individuals. Analyzing a corpus of text 

data from over 200,000 unique Twitter users using computational text 

analysis, we evaluate the emotional and psychological spillover effects 

of police violence, paying particular attention to race, gender, age, 

and geographic disparities. In preliminary analyses, we found that the 

emotionality of users’ tweets became more negative in the wake of 

both shootings, a finding that was particularly pronounced for Black 

Twitter users. In Figure 1 below, we display the changes in particularly 

salient negative emotions following the Michael Brown killing. In each 

of the graphs, the blue dots indicate the average scores for each sen-

timent before the shooting, and the black dots indicate the average 

scores after the shooting; the bars indicate 95% confidence intervals.

Findings from this study will generate new evidence of the racial-

ized spillover effects of police violence, particularly the mechanisms 

that shape individual emotions, feelings of stress, and psychological 

well-being in ways that relate to individual health and contribute to 

population disparities. We also hope to add to the emergent work in 

computational social science that sees social media as a reflection of 

social processes, a space where real-world events are processed and 

internalized.

Figure 1
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Dr. Hajar Yazdiha’s research examines the mechanisms underlying the 

politics of inclusion and exclusion as they shape intergroup boundar-

ies, ethnoracial identities, and intergroup relations.

Dr. Courtney Boen’s work aims to improve understanding of the links 

between macro-level systems of inequality, meso-level institutional 

policies and environments, and micro-level biological and psychologi-

cal processes in the production of population health disparities.
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