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Case Study: The Killing of George Floyd and Its Interpersonal Conflict Dynamics
I. Summary Description
[bookmark: _Int_qYfCGBv9][bookmark: _Int_m0TYYgKN]The killing of George Floyd on May 25, 2020 was a very pivotal event in the struggle for racial justice in the United States. Floyd, a 46-year-old Black man, was detained by Minneapolis police officers after a store employee accused him of using a fake $20 bill. During the arrest, officer Derek Chauvin kneeled on Floyd's neck for over 10 minutes, resulting in his death. The incident was recorded by a witness and shared widely across the internet by way of social media, sparking global protests and a renewed focus on police brutality, racial discrimination, and systemic injustice. This case study examines the interpersonal conflict between Floyd and the officers involved, particularly Derek Chauvin, within the broader context of the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement. The analysis will explore the historical background, conflict dynamics, power imbalances, and emotional responses that contributed to the escalation of this deadly miss understanding. Additionally, it will examine the legal and social repercussions, including the impact on police reform and the role of digital activism.
II. Conflict History
The conflict surrounding the killing of George Floyd has deep roots buried in the ideas of systemic racism, police brutality, and racial inequality. To understand the unfortunate event, it is more than important to trace what happened that led to the confrontation and its aftermath for George Floyd, his loved ones and the whole country that was watching another black man have his life taken during an encounter with the police.
Early Context:
Systemic Racism and Police Brutality have been issues for long before this 2020 event. The United States has been building a history of police violence against Black communities for decades. The Black Lives Matter movement, which began in 2013, had gained a huge and influential following. It began after the acquittal of George Zimmerman for the killing of Trayvon Martin. The deaths of Michael Brown (2014), Eric Garner (2014), Tamir Rice (2014), and Freddie Gray (2015) had already drawn a ton of attention to the issue of racial discrimination by police, those who are supposed to protect. While Floyd's death was not the first incident regarding racial profiling and police brutality, it served as a catalyst for new protests across the globe calling for justice and reform, specifically for the Black community who has been unjustly treated so many times before. “The killing of George Floyd was a galvanizing moment for the Black Lives Matter movement, reaffirming the call for justice and reform that had been voiced in the wake of previous tragedies.” Burch (2020)
The Incident: May 25, 2020
On the afternoon of May 25, 2020, George Floyd entered the Cup Foods store in Minneapolis. The store clerk accused him of using a counterfeit $20 bill to pay for his items. An initially cooperative Floyd was confronted by store employees who took the action of calling the police to handle the situation. Four officers, Derek Chauvin, J. Alexander Kueng, Thomas Lane, and Tou Thao, arrived at the scene shortly after the call.
The officers attempted to arrest Floyd when one officer decided to use an excessive amount of force on a visibly distressed citizen. He questioned why he was being detained and the interaction quickly escalated. Floyd was handcuffed and placed on the ground roughly. Chauvin decided to kneel on Floyd’s neck for an extended period, despite Floyd's repeated pleas that he could not breathe. It’s very upsetting to know that Chauvin had already had a few incidents of using excessive force and was able to apply it with yet another citizen and ultimately end his life. In the video, Floyd’s final words of "I can't breathe"became a rallying cry for activists across the globe (Hocker, Berry, & Wilmot, 2022).
As the video of Floyd's death spread across social media, Tufekci (2020) noted, “Social media played a critical role in amplifying the injustice and turning it into a global issue that resonated with people around the world,” highlighting the power of digital activism in spreading awareness and mobilizing protest.
Media Amplification and Global Outcry:
The release of the video showing Floyd’s death had an immediate and profound impact. It took no time for the footage to go viral on social media sparking outrage in whoever was on the other side of the screen. Protesters gathered across many cities, all wanting one thing, Justice for George Floyd.
described the protests as “a mixture of grief, anger, and a call for long-overdue change,” as protesters decried the continued pattern of police violence against Black communities. Not only did the Minneapolis police department experience widespread criticism but also saw violent demonstrations, looting, and clashes between protesters and police as a reaction and consequence of Floyd’s death. In response to the mayhem, Minnesota Governor Tim Walz declared a state of emergency, and the National Guard arrived to maintain order (Hill, 2022)
The Trial of Derek Chauvin and the Other Officers:
The legal repercussions of the killing rolled out pretty quickly due to the pressure of the world’s want for justice. Derek Chauvin was charged with second-degree unintentional murder, third-degree murder, and second-degree manslaughter. When his trial began in March 2021,  it became a focal point for the ongoing national conversation about race, policing, and justice. This trial did not just mean justice for Floyd but hopefully a change in the issues still present in American society despite any “improvements”. On April 20, 2021, Chauvin was convicted on all charges. The trial of the other three officers, J. Alexander Kueng, Thomas Lane, and Tou Thao, included charges of aiding and abetting murder and manslaughter “served as a critical moment in the ongoing struggle for police accountability in the United States.” (Anderson, 2021).
III. Conflict Parties
The interaction between George Floyd and the officers involved in his death features several key parties, each with their own roles and stakes in the situation.
Primary Parties
1. George Floyd
-Role: Victim
[bookmark: _Int_3iV5jxGS]- Conflict Behavior:  Floyd was cooperative during the first moments of the arrest, but his behavior escalated when he felt he was being mistreated. As the arrest progressed and became more aggressive, Floyd’s emotional state shifted from confusion and distress to fear and pleading for his life. His repeated cries of "I can't breathe" (Hocker et al., 2022). exemplified his helplessness and panic in the situation.
- Conflict Style: Floyd's responses were defensive, as he tried to protect his own well-being and life. His behavior, though passive in some ways (pleading, compliant at first), became an expression of desperation as he realized the seriousness of the situation. According to Hocker, Berry, and Wilmot (2022), defensive conflict styles are often employed when a person feels threatened, and they “attempt to avoid or mitigate harm” (p. 213).
2. Derek Chauvin
- Role: Perpetrator
- Conflict Behavior: Chauvin’s role in the conflict was one of escalation and dehumanization. His decision to continually kneel on a black man’s neck for over nine minutes, despite Floyd’s visible distress and pleas, proved a lack of empathy and disregard for Floyd’s life. Chauvin's earlier history of excessive force further compounded the severity of his actions. His behavior suggests a conflict style that is aggressive and authoritarian, marked by the exertion of power over another individual. (Hocker et al., 2022).
- Conflict Style: Chauvin showed destructive conflict behaviors, supporting his position on Floyd's neck even as the situation clearly escalated, and Floyd’s distress intensified. His disregard for Floyd’s well-being reflects a dominance-based conflict style, focusing on control rather than resolution. As Hocker et al. (2022) explain, destructive conflict styles often involve “escalation, domination, and resistance to resolution” (p. 225).
3. J. Alexander Kueng, Thomas Lane, and Tou Thao
- Role: Secondary perpetrators
- Conflict Behavior: These officers were present during the arrest and played varying roles. Kueng and Lane handled holding Floyd's body while Chauvin applied pressure to his neck, while Thao stood nearby, bystanders from intervening. While they did not directly engage in the most violent behavior, their failure to intervene and stop Chauvin’s actions made them complicit in the conflict.
- Conflict Style: While their actions were less direct, they showed passive and compliant conflict behaviors. Their failure to intervene suggests a collective bystander mentality, where they did not challenge or de-escalate the situation despite the clear danger. (Hocker et al., 2022) “those who observe but do not actively participate in the escalation” (p. 287), and the officers’ failure to intervene reflects this dynamic.
Secondary Parties
1. Bystanders and Witnesses
- Several individuals were present during the incident and filmed the encounter. Their footage became a vital piece of evidence in the case and served to amplify the voices of protestors, “Without the video footage, the global outcry might not have been as swift or as intense.” Witnesses, including Darnella Frazier, who recorded the video, played a crucial role in documenting the injustice and catalyzing the global response (Tufekci, 2020).
2. The Public Prosecutors and Defense Attorneys
- Role: Mediators of Justice
[bookmark: _Int_8iZnf2Wl]- In the criminal trial of Derek Chauvin, the prosecution represented George Floyd’s family and sought justice for his death. The defense attorneys, on the other hand, argued that Chauvin’s actions were justified in the context of law enforcement procedures (Anderson, 2021).  Their role in shaping the legal discourse over the case is significant.
3. The Media
[bookmark: _Int_n7k70vzg]- The media, both traditional and digital, played a critical role in the conflict's escalation. The viral video of Floyd’s death was shared widely around on all social media platforms, bringing the incident to international attention. Media outlets played a vital role in framing the public's feeling of the event and the later protests (Tufekci, 2020).
Interested Third Parties
1. Activists and Advocates for Racial Justice
- Groups such as Black Lives Matter and various civil rights organizations were not directly involved in the conflict, but they had a significant interest in the outcome. The killing of George Floyd became a rallying cry for wider societal change, and these groups advocated for systemic police reform. “George Floyd’s death was a stark reminder of the need for nationwide police reform.” (Black Lives Matter, 2020).
2. Government and Law Enforcement Officials
[bookmark: _Int_ZnyEjl44]- While not directly involved, government officials and law enforcement agencies had a personal stake in the resolution of the case, particularly in shaping public belief of law enforcement's role in the incident. The response to the protests and the prosecution of the officers involved were influenced by political considerations and public pressure. (Burch, 2020).
IV. Conflict Context
The dispute took place in the larger social framework of institutional racism in law enforcement and racial inequality. Radicalized violence has a lengthy history in the United States, especially when it comes to police tactics. George Floyd's murder was a part of a larger trend of police brutality against Black people, not a singular instance. Because of decades of historical and institutionalized racism, the setting of this confrontation is not simply interpersonal but also profoundly structural. “The killing of George Floyd cannot be understood without acknowledging the larger system of racial oppression and police violence that has disproportionately affected Black people in America.” (Crenshaw, 2019)
Type of Conflict
[bookmark: _Int_As77Qybd]The conflict between Floyd and the officers can be categorized as an explicit disagreement that escalated into a hostile episode. The first interaction between the group was a routine police arrest over an alleged counterfeit bill. However things got physical, and the use of excessive force turned this situation into a life-threatening encounter. Floyd’s death, captured on video, shifted the conflict from an interpersonal struggle to a societal one, with global implications.
Conflict System Dynamics
[bookmark: _Int_6M2KnbAj]On a macro-level, the incident can be seen as part of a larger conflict system involving societal forces such as the media, the criminal justice system, and the public. There were multiple system dynamics at play, including the power imbalance between the police (standing for the state) and Floyd (a Black man in a vulnerable position). Additionally, the disconnect between law enforcement and disadvantaged communities was a key element of the conflict system. (Hocker et al., 2022)
V. Conflict Issues
The Event That Triggers
The impetus was the shop clerk's allegation that George Floyd had used counterfeit $20 notes. “What should have been a routine interaction escalated quickly, due to the overuse of force in response to a minor offense.” Floyd died as a result of this minor offense quickly becoming more serious when the cops arrived. Chauvin's decision and the officers' disproportionate use of force worsened. (Edwards, 2020)
Incompatible Goals
[bookmark: _Int_nRE7NKXz]The ultimate goals of the parties were in direct conflict. Floyd's primary goal was to avoid arrest and remain unharmed, while the officers' goal was to enforce the law and detain him. However, the unnecessarily use of force by the officers made these goals incompatible. Floyd's attempts to resist arrest were seen by the officers as non-compliance or 	disobedience which led to the excessive application of force. (Hocker et al., 2022).
Scarce Resources
[bookmark: _Int_5uEkqduV]The scarce resources in this conflict were power, control, and safety. Floyd was at a distinct disadvantage, having no control over his situation while the police wielded significant authority and force. The police, especially Chauvin, held power in the interaction, while Floyd’s physical safety was compromised due to the use of excessive force. (Hocker et al., 2022).
Goal Interference and Interdependence
[bookmark: _Int_UIc55QNU][bookmark: _Int_nVc5eA9U]Each party viewed the other as an obstacle to achieving their goals. Floyd's goal of remaining safe was obstructed by the police, who viewed his resistance as a challenge to their authority. The officers, particularly Chauvin, were unable or unwilling to de-escalate, worsening the conflict. The interdependence in this situation was stark, as the outcome for both parties—Floyd’s life or death and the officers’ legal consequences—was tied together in the escalation. (Edwards, 2020).
VI. Conflict Dynamics
Constructive vs. Destructive Processes
[bookmark: _Int_yvIIfPLJ]The conflict was destructive in nature, marked by escalating aggression, failure to de-escalate, and the eventual loss of life. While there could have been opportunities for constructive engagement (e.g., officers reassessing their approach, using less force), these were ignored. Chauvin’s refusal to relent during Floyd's distress only worsened the destruction. (Hocker et al., 2022).
Conflict Perspectives and Cognitive Biases
[bookmark: _Int_Sz61VnMB]Cognitive biases, such as confirmation bias and dehumanization, played a significant role in the dynamics. The officers viewed Floyd's behavior through a lens of suspicion, reinforcing the narrative of him being a threat. Chauvin may have been influenced by systemic biases that framed Black individuals as inherently more dangerous or resistant to authority. (Crenshaw, 2019)
Power Imbalance
The power imbalance between Floyd and the officers was stark. The police, standing for state authority, had complete control over the situation, while Floyd, as an individual, was at their mercy. This power dynamic is a central element in understanding the escalation of the conflict and the eventual outcome. (Hocker et al., 2022).
TRIP Goals
The TRIP goals for each party were incompatible. Floyd's goal was safety and survival, while the officers' goals were to enforce the law and maintain control. Chauvin's goal, however, seemed to be one of domination, as shown by his actions during the arrest. (Hocker et al., 2022).
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