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The Assailant Study — Mindsets and Behaviors

Introduction

The FBI Assailant Study — Mindsets and Behaviors was initiated to analyze attacks against law enforcement
officers in 2016. Sixty-four officers were killed in 53 incidents, but for the purpose of this study only 50 of the
53 incidents were examined considering three of the assailants are being charged as minors and two assailants
are unknown. The FBI accomplished this by studying information about the assailants’ mindsets and behaviors
to determine what may have influenced the assailants and contributed to the attacks. Over the course of this
study, law enforcement command staff and officers were interviewed from 13 departments where an officer was
killed in the line of duty in 2016. The FBI analyzed an additional 37 incidents in 2016 through open-source
information and law enforcement databases. In total, the FBI examined 50 incidents that occurred in 2016.

The Assailants

The 50 assailants examined in the study had several common characteristics. Eighty-six percent (43/50) of the
assailants had prior criminal histories, and 56% (28/50) were known to the local police or sheriff’s department.
The assailants in these incidents had access to firearms, whether obtained legally or illegally, with several of the
stolen weapons changing hands multiple times before coming into the possession of the assailant. The assailant
had diagnosed mental health issues in 18% (9/50) of the fatal encounters; however, mental health concerns were
anecdotally identified as a contributing factor in 40% (20/50) of the cases.

Head injuries, post-traumatic stress, schizophrenia, and paranoia were all cited anecdotally by individuals who
knew the assailants, and in half of those cases, the assailant was also under the influence of methamphetamines,
marijuana/THC, prescription drugs, and/or alcohol. Overall, 60% (30/50) of the assailants had a history of drug
use, with 32% (16/50) confirmed to have been under the influence at the time of the incident. Forty-six percent
(23/50) of the assailants’ toxicology was unknown at the time of the study.

All of the assailants were male. Their ages spanned from 14 to 68 years old, including three juveniles who were
not included in the 50 assailants examined due to their age. Forty-eight percent of the assailants were white,
36% were black, 14% were Hispanic, and 2% were Alaska Native. Approximately 24% (12/50) had known
gang affiliations. Forty-four percent (22/50) of the assailants had a known history of domestic violence.
Twenty-six percent (13/50) of the assailants had active warrants, and 32% (16/50) were on probation or parole.

Assailant Commonalities

The case studies shared commonalities in regard to the attacks. The majority of assailants attacked law
enforcement for one of two reasons: 1) they expressed a desire to kill law enforcement, or 2) they felt as if they
were going to lose their freedom by going back to jail or prison.
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