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Abstract

This dissertation examines the tools residents have at their disposal to facilitate

democratic accountability for carceral state actors more broadly, and municipal

police, more narrowly. First, I evaluate an increasingly common institutional

reform in municipal governance – civilian oversight boards. This research demon-

strates that oversight boards are systematically underpowered and unable to im-

prove police behavior. Second, I examine civilian coproduction of accountability,

through complaint reporting and meeting attendance. Across two survey based

experiments, I show that residents are more willing to engage in coproduction

when oversight agencies have strong sanctioning powers and direct democratic

influence. Finally, I display how proximal carceral exposure shapes voter turnout

when residents are given direct electoral influence over policymaking. Here, I use

voter files from California to show that residents of the most high carceral exposure

neighborhoods are mobilized to vote in order to support a ballot measure that

reduces the reach of the carceral state.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The murder of George Floyd prompted nationwide protests in the summer of 2020.

These protests saw the most widespread social movement participation in Amer-

ica since the civil rights movement of the 1960s, shifting public opinion against

policing and towards Black Lives Matter (Reny and Newman, 2021). Associated

with these shifts were widespread calls to defund or divest from policing while

increasing spending on social services (Vaughn, Peyton and Huber, 2022) But, one

year later, police budgets in major American cities remained at their pre-protest

levels.1 2021 saw just as many police killings of civilians as the previous six years,

according to Washington Post database estimates.

Why did widespread activism and opinion change not lead to corresponding

changes in police funding or police behavior? I argue that this disconnect is in-

dicative of a broader problem: police are institutionally insulated from democratic

influence. Participatory structures for directly soliciting democratic input like

civilian oversight boards, community complaints and public hearings lack the

1See data from Bloomberg City Lab: https://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/

2021-city-budget-police-funding/
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sanctioning power to change police policies or discipline offending officers. Elec-

toral accountability is diffuse, with mayors, city councilors, county commissioners

and state legislators each responsible for oversight and regulation of police. As a

result, citizens lack institutional channels to translate their preferences over polic-

ing directly into changes in police actions, policies and personnel. This leaves

police across America unaccountable to the public they serve.

In chapter 2 of my dissertation, I demonstrate this institutional insulation

through the limited effectiveness of one popular police accountability reform –

the civilian oversight board. I construct a novel panel dataset on police behavior

and civilian oversight board creation from 242 major American cities between

1980 and 2020. Using panel matching and traditional difference in difference

estimates, I find that review boards do not reduce police killings of civilians, low-

level arrests or racial disparities in these policing behaviors nor do they improve

police crime solving. This suggests that as currently constituted, civilian oversight

boards fail to meaningfully change police behavior. I claim a central reason for

these limited effects is the weak nature of oversight boards – with nearly 90% of

the boards in my sample unable to discipline officers for misconduct. Without

meaningful sanctioning levers, institutional reforms meant to enact democratic

oversight of police departments fail to constrain officer behavior.

In chapter 3 of my dissertation, I demonstrate the potential behavioral conse-

quences of changing the institutional design of civilian oversight agencies through

a survey experiment on 1,537 Chicago residents and a national conjoint exper-

iment of 2,190 respondents. Here, I argue that police accountability requires

coproduction, because civilian oversight agencies need complaint reporting and

meeting attendance from civilians to effectively function. In the vignette experi-

ment, I randomize whether respondents see one of four different proposed civilian

2



police oversight board setups, varying whether the board was elected or appointed

and had power to discipline officers or was solely advisory in nature. These pro-

posals were not contrived, as versions of these boards were each considered by

the Chicago municipal government during the redesign of their police oversight

mechanisms in 2021. Across these conditions, I find that proposed boards with

strong sanctioning powers and direct election of board members increases in-

tended meeting attendance and complaint reporting – especially among residents

of highly policed neighborhoods. Evidence from the conjoint experiment sug-

gests that the public has more trust in oversight boards with stronger disciplinary

powers and more democratic influence.

Finally, chapter 4 of my dissertation explores the effects of providing residents

with more direct democratic control over the carceral state, via ballot initiatives.

Here, I exploit the ballot initiative process in California, where residents often

vote directly on key policy questions. In 2014, Proposition 47 – a ballot initiative

meant to reduce carceral reach by reclassifying a number of low-level felonies to

misdemeanours – was up for direct vote. I use data from California voter files to

show that residents of the most high incarceration census tracts were mobilized

to the polls that year. I suggest that this is because the electoral system provided

them with a clear option to change policy in an area they are directly affected by.

Together these findings help paint a portrait of the obstacles and opportunities

for residents of highly policed neighborhoods to facilitate meaningful change in

the carceral state. Though chapter 2 of this dissertation paints a grim portrait of

ostensibly participatory institutions, chapter 3 and 4 suggest pathways forward.

These results suggest that giving residents of highly policed communities more

direct democratic control and increasing the power of police oversight institutions

will lead to increase political engagement.

3



Chapter 2

Handcuffed: The Limited Effects of
Civilian Oversight on Police

A frequently proposed reform to limit police misconduct is the civilian oversight
board. These boards purport to funnel civilian input to police departments and
regulate complaints about police misconduct. However, I find that they lack the
power to meaningfully change police behavior. Using panel data on police behavior
from 243 major American cities between 1980 and 2020, matched difference in
difference estimates show that oversight boards do not reduce police killings of
civilians, low- level discretionary arrests or Black resident exposure to these policing
behaviors. I claim this is because most boards (89.5%) are unable to discipline or
sanction officers for misconduct. These findings suggest that civilian oversight re-
quires meaningful sanctioning power to change public attitudes or police behavior.

4



2.1 Introduction

“Without taking power away from the police and the state systems that
operate in complicity, nothing will change. We need community in
control. IT IS OUR DEMOCRATIC RIGHT.”

– BLM Chicago, Quote comes from this tweet.

On September 8th, 2014, Officer Darren Wilson killed 17 year old Michael

Brown in Ferguson, Missouri. In the weeks that followed this state violence,

protests erupted across the nation and the DOJ opened an investigation into

the city police department.1 Six months later, a St. Louis County grand jury de-

clined to criminally indict Officer Wilson on all charges related to the killing. This

criminal legal process and protest activity received substantial national media

attention. But less well known is that in the months following Michael Brown’s

murder, the St. Louis city council created a civilian oversight board, their first

policing policy change in the aftermath of this killing.2 City officials from St. Louis

explicitly stated that the boards creation was to monitor police misconduct and

solicit public guidance over police department practices.

Now, six years out from the oversight board’s inception, the St. Louis police

continue to have one of the highest rates of police violence in the country. In fact,

since 2015, St. Louis police officers have shot 53 people, killing 27 of them. Yet the

St. Louis Civilian Oversight Board has not reviewed a single one of those cases.3 St.

Louis is not alone. In Louisville, the civilian board had no standing to investigate

Breonna Taylor’s death at the hands of a police officer. In Portland, Oregon the

oversight board had no subpoena power and was barred from reviewing cases

1https://www.justice.gov/sites/default/files/opa/press-releases/attachments/

2015/03/04/doj_report_on_shooting_of_michael_brown_1.pdf

2The Ferguson city council also created a civilian oversight board around this time.
3A summary of the St. Louis board creation and downfall: https://missouriindependent.

com/2021/05/03/the-fight-has-to-change-why-ferguson-activists-ditched-police-reform/.
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involving police shootings.4 Are these cases anomalous, or do they represent a

broader nationwide pattern of inadequate oversight?

In this manuscript, I demonstrate that review boards – as currently constituted

– are systematically inadequate to change police behavior along key observable

dimensions. I assess the question of civilian oversight board effectiveness empir-

ically by building a panel dataset of civilian oversight board creation across 242

major (population> 100,000) American municipalities. Exploiting variation in the

timing of cities implementation of oversight boards, panel matched difference-in-

differences estimates finds no evidence that civilian oversight boards significantly

change police behavior. In the five years following the creation of a civilian over-

sight board, there is no increase in police crime solving and no measurable reduc-

tions in discretionary arrest rates, police killings of civilians or racial disparities

in these measures. These results suggest that the current set of civilian oversight

boards are not an effective policy lever for altering the behavior of police officers.

Background: Civilian Oversight Boards

Oversight boards vary in their powers, structure and personnel, but broadly began

for the purpose of reviewing civilian complaints against police officers. The con-

ceptual underpinning for civilian oversight boards is relatively straightforward:

civilians and not police personnel should have the power to investigate and make

findings on police officer wrongdoing (Ofer, 2015). The first civilian oversight

boards trace their history to the 1940s and 1950s in Washington DC and New

York, where the boards were established, and quickly disbanded in response to

police brutality (Walker and Archbold, 2018). But the first board with independent

4See the Washington Post account of these stories – https://www.washingtonpost.com/

investigations/interactive/2021/civilian-oversight-police-accountability/
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authority to investigate police was the Berkeley Police commission, in 1972.

In the decades that followed these initial oversight boards, growth was slow.5

But as prominent incidents of police misconduct generated additional public

attention in the 1990s and 2000s oversight boards emerged as a more common

reform. Today nearly 200 municipalities currently operate with some form of

oversight board, including a majority of the 100 largest municipalities in the United

States (Headley, 2021; Fairley, 2022).6 Figure 2.1, below, displays a timeseries of

police oversight board creation by year from my data collection.

Figure 2.1:: Oversight Board Creation Between 1980 and 2020

Note: This figure only includes municipal police departments that serve over 100,000
residents. Decreases over time occur because some cities created, but later disbanded
review boards. In addition, some cities do not report crime data for periods of time. If
a city did not report crime data, they are excluded from analysis for those years, and
disappear in my timeseries for that year.

These boards often emerge from moments of political crisis. A Council on

Criminal Justice survey of 97 civilian oversight bodies found that nearly 80% of

these agencies were created in response to excessive use of force or racially biased

5Saltzstein (1989) found that only 16 of the 136 large municipal police departments included
some form of oversight board in the 1980s.

6Estimates from Fairley (2022) show that 25 civilian law enforcement oversight boards formed
around the country in the year following George Floyd’s murder, the same number of newly
established boards as the previous four years combined.
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policing. Findings from scholarly work largely confirms these results (Olzak,

2021). Primarily, the political method for creating these oversight agencies is local

legislative action on the part of city councils. Alternatively, some jurisdictions

like Nashville, Tennessee created oversight agencies through a direct vote on local

referenda or ballot measures. These oversight agencies are almost unanimously

made up of political appointees, selected by city councils and mayors.7

Oversight agencies often focus on verifying the quality of police departments

internal agency complaint investigations, rather than conducting their own in-

vestigations. Other agencies may be granted investigatory capabilities, allowing

them to evaluate police complaints or use of force independently from an internal

police agency. Finally some agencies are supervisory, focusing on police practices

and policies broadly. These distinctions are not always sharp, as some oversight

boards may both investigate complaints themselves and audit police investigated

complaints. Broadly, however, these functions well characterize the primary duties

oversight agencies may be tasked with.

My focus on oversight agencies is for two primary reasons. First, there is an

increasingly common suggestion that these agencies may serve as an effective

constraint on police misconduct. This suggestion comes from government entities

like the Department of Justice Taskforce on 21st Century Policing and activist

groups like Campaign Zero.8 Next, there is a relative dearth of empirical evidence

considering the effects of this policy on police behavior, especially using causal

designs. As the Council on Criminal Justice notes, there is “limited empirical

7A few exceptions include Detroit, where the 2012 City Charter requires residents to elect
seven Police Commissioners while the Mayor appoints four additional Police Commissioners, for
a total board of 11 members, and Newark, where 7 members of the oversight agency are appointed
following community input.

8See https://campaignzero.org/oversight.html Campaign Zero recommendations, and
recommendation number four on page seven of the DOJ report here – https://cops.usdoj.gov/

RIC/Publications/cops-p341-pub.pdf.
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research that assesses the impacts of civilian oversight entities.”9 This manuscript

contributes to a growing body of work filling this void.

Where Might Oversight Have Effects?

If these boards were to constrain police behavior, where would effects be found? I

suggest there are three possible areas: police violence, low-level (discretionary)

police arrests and racial minority exposure to these behaviors.

First, past work suggests that these boards form, in part, as a response to po-

lice violence (Olzak, 2021). Further, a broad literature demonstrates that police

violence can catalyze protest (Streeter, 2019; Williamson, Trump and Einstein,

2018) move public opinion (Branton, Carey and Martinez-Ebers, 2021; Boudreau,

MacKenzie and Simmons, 2019; Reny and Newman, 2021; Burch, 2022), and some-

times drive political engagement (Ang and Tebes, 2022). Additionally, complaint

data from the Chicago Police Department between 1998 and 2018 shows that

excessive use of force is the second most common category of complaint from

residents, suggesting this is a central concern about police behavior.10 If these

boards are exerting meaningful oversight over police, police violence seems likely

to be an area where behavior will change in response to increased monitoring.

Next, increasing police oversight due to public scrutiny or federal government

involvement often leads to fewer discretionary or low-level arrests for offenses like

disorderly conduct, drug possession and weapons charges (Roman et al., 2022; Ba

and Rivera, 2019; Premkumar, 2019). A plausible explanation for these reductions

in low level arrests may be that the public does not want these low-level arrests,

and increasing civilian accountability and control over police departments may

9https://counciloncj.foleon.com/policing/assessing-the-evidence/

xi-civilian-oversight/

10See https://cpdp.co/ courtesy of the Invisible Institute to access this complaint data
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lead to a reduction in these largely discretionary and proactive policing driven

arrests. Alternatively, if these arrests are most likely to lead to complaints, officers

may pull back with board oversight. Finally, if departments are adept at identifying

which officer-initiated actions are most likely to lead to increased scrutiny, they

may be likely to pull back and eliminate these possibly controversial stops. Most

broadly, these classes of offenses likely reflect proactive policing behavior rather

than responses to calls for service. As a result they are the most easily eliminated

sets of arrests with increasing public scrutiny. If officers are concerned with the

increased scrutiny that oversight agencies provide, they are likely to use more

discretion in determining which police-initiated behaviors are necessary.

Third, a predictor of the creation of oversight boards is Black political control of

local political office (Saltzstein, 1989; Browning, Marshall and Tabb, 1984). Related

work shows that race plays a central role in the conversations and complaints

police boards engage with (Dunn, 2010; Headley, D’Alessio and Stolzenberg, 2020;

Wright, 2020). Because police in major cities spend much of their time in race-

class subjugated communities, if civilian oversight increase meaningful public

oversight and inputs, then we should see increased civilian power for members of

these race-class subjugated communities. This may manifest in reducing Black

rates of discretionary arrests and police violence.11

Finally, these measures are primarily detecting the volume or frequency of

policing activity. Though not unrelated to the quality of policing activity, mea-

sures of police violence frequency, discretionary arrest rates and racial inequality

may drop simply from police pulling back and engaging in work slowdowns, a

common tactic by police following public scrutiny (Chandrasekher, 2016; Sulli-

11UCR Data on race of individual arrested is quite inconsistent for Latinos. In particular, there
is systematic evidence of misreporting of Latino race data by police departments (Luh, 2019). In
addition, missingness here is large enough that analysis was rendered not substantively useful.
For this reason, I focus on Black arrest rates and police violence exposure.
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van and O’Keeffe, 2017; Cho, Gonçalves and Weisburst, 2021). In an attempt to

identify some change in policing quality that is relatively independent of policing

volume, I rely on the rate of homicide crime solving. While homicide clearances

are the product of both citizen co-production and officer effort, they are not pure

measures of police inactivity, but also quality. Put another way, if officers pullback

and reduce their effort, this change would likely reflect in reduced police violence,

reduced racial inequality and reduced discretionary or officer initiated arrests.

These previous measures may incorrectly identify this reduction in effort as being

an increase in quality, as they may conflate the two quantities. With homicide

clearances, however, officer pullback will not result in any conflation of officer

quality and officer effort. Officer pullback will result in a decrease in clearance

rates, indicating a reduction in quality of policing as well.

Importantly, these measures are often cited by policymakers as the areas of

focus for these oversight agencies. Public statements from the International As-

sociation for Chief of Police and individual oversight agencies in San Diego and

Charlotte focus explicitly on the possibility of reducing police misconduct with

these boards.12 the National Association for Civilian Oversight of Law Enforcement

(NACOLE) lists improved accountability and increased public voice as central to

the justification of civilian oversight agencies. In fact, past work demonstrates

that reducing the number of low-level stops can ultimately reduce police vio-

lence (Eckhouse, 2018). These dependent variables should see changes if a police

department is meaningfully constrained by civilian oversight.

12See link and San Diego and Charlotte statements.
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2.2 Will Civilian Oversight Agencies Change Police Be-
havior?

I argue that civilian oversight agencies – as currently constituted – are unlikely

to change police behavior. The reason I expect oversight boards are unlikely to

change police behavior is the limited power and democratic influence of these

agencies. In particular, civilian oversight boards create two key principal-agent

problems that reflect these dimensions. First, the public serves as the principal for

the civilian oversight agency, where the democratic influence of the board reflects

the possibility of the public sanctioning the civilian oversight agents via the ballot

box. Second, the civilian oversight board serves as principals for the municipal

police departments they serve. Here, the disciplinary powers of the board reflects

the possibility of sanctioning agents for misbehavior along this dimension. These

two dimensions are each necessary to constrain the behavior of police officers.

In particular to prevent agency loss, both dimensions require sanctioning power.

These two dimensions are missing in currently constituted oversight boards, and I

outline below why they are necessary to effectively oversee police departments

and their officers.

The Limited Power of Civilian Oversight Agencies

Police officers are traditionally conceptualized as street-level bureaucrats – front-

line government officials who directly interact with the public (Lipsky, 2010).

Principal-agent frameworks predict that increased monitoring reduces miscon-

duct, or shirking, among bureaucrats (Lupia and McCubbins, 1994; Calvert, Mc-

Cubbins and Weingast, 1989; McCubbins and Schwartz, 1984). In theory, increas-

ing monitoring via civilian oversight boards is one way street-level bureaucrats
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like officers can be held accountable to the public.

But for increased monitoring to effectively constrain behavior, it is not enough

for principals to merely recognize the shirking or sabotage of agents. It is likely

there must be some connection between agent misconduct and sanctions towards

the agent. In the context of Congressional oversight of bureaucratic agencies,

members of congress are able to sanction bureaucratic agencies through reducing

funding to a given group (Weingast, 1984). Importantly, members of congress

are incentivized to actually sanction agents because their constituents may vote

them out if they continue to support bureaucratic agencies that do not provide

constituents with benefits.

In the context of civilian oversight of the police, the threat of sanction is

largely absent. While citizens may pull the proverbial fire alarm (McCubbins

and Schwartz, 1984) by sending complaints against police to civilian oversight

bodies, as currently constituted oversight boards are structurally underpowered,

with limited ability to actually sanction, discipline or even investigate police de-

partments. 2016 estimates from the Bureau of Justice Statistics found that only

11.6% of police departments contained any oversight boards. Of those that did

include a board, 55.33% of boards contained no external investigative powers, and

64.27% of oversight boards contained no subpoena powers. Within my sample

for analysis, only 10.5% of boards have the ability to discipline officers at all.13 A

central reason for these limits are police officer bill of rights laws, which protect

officers from investigation and prosecution for incidents on the job (Elliott, 2021).

The structure of specific boards in my sample demonstrate exactly how limited

13Most agencies can merely issue recommendations to police chiefs, city councilors and mayors.
However, I issue caution with substantively interpreting or estimating quantitative effects using
board designs. Because boards change powers, especially over a long timespan, it is difficult to
gather comprehensive data on board powers. I present here data on the powers granted at a boards
creation, but not how board powers are changing over time.
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power permits police departments to defy oversight without suffering sanctions.

In Albuquerque, New Mexico the police union sued to block the creation of a

new police board with stronger investigative oversight. Houston’s Independent

Police Oversight Board consists solely of unpaid volunteers and the board is not

permitted to publicly announce the results of any findings they reach.14 Oversight

agencies in St. Louis, Louisville, and Washington D.C. have been unable to review

an overwhelming majority of complaints with police violence. As Newark Mayor

Ras Baraka put it ”there are boards all over the country, and police are still doing

what they want to do without any redress.”15

Limited Democratic Influence of Civilian Oversight Agencies

A central ostensible purpose of civilian oversight agencies is to empower civil-

ian voices, providing them input into the regulation and oversight of police de-

partments. But rich ethnographic and qualitative accounts demonstrate that

by and large, these agencies provide only a “paradox of participation” – where

residents are given only a perfunctory opportunity to participate in the oversight

of bureaucrats, without any meaningful ability to enact community control over

bureaucratic behavior (Cheng, 2020; Stiman, 2021; Levine, 2017; Cheng and Qu,

2022).

One common approach to soliciting community feedback in civilian oversight

agencies is to move beyond mere complaint solicitation into community-police

scheduled meetings. These meetings provide residents an opportunity to provide

feedback, complaints and suggestions directly to police department representa-

tives and police oversight agents. But in a detailed account of seven years of these

14A description of this board comes from the Kinder institute at Rice University.
15See Washington Post reporting, which includes this quote and facts on weak police boards.
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meetings in Chicago, Cheng (2020) shows that 74% of the time, police officers

respond to community comments with mere silence. When police do choose to

respond to feedback, they do so selectively. In New York, Cheng (2022) displays

how police exercise discretion over community complaints by selectively setting

oversight agency meetings, reframing complaints to be more pro-police and shap-

ing which complaints enter the official records. In Chicago, Cheng and Qu (2022)

shows that police department officials are four times more likely to respond to

criminal victimization centered complaints than calls for institutional reform or

reduced police presence.16

These board-community meetings are likely so police centered because civil-

ian oversight bodies are selected and maintained without electoral control. In all

but three cities in my analysis, police oversight boards are appointed by a com-

bination of mayors, city councillors and city managers.17 This differs from some

other bureaucratic agencies. For example, the vast majority of school districts in

the United States are governed by democratically elected school boards (Diem,

Frankenberg and Cleary, 2015). These boards determine school funding, curricu-

lum and disciplinary policies and deal only with matters relating to education

(Kogan, Lavertu and Peskowitz, 2016; Collins, 2021b). Civilian oversight boards

with strong democratic influence might look more like these school boards.18

One reason these oversight boards may be more attentive to officers or politi-

16Once a complaint is filed, the likelihood these oversight agencies effectively adjudicate re-
sponses is low. Faber and Kalbfeld (2019) and Headley, D’Alessio and Stolzenberg (2020) find that
complaints by Black and Latino citizens against white officers are less likely to be sustained, while
complaints from whiter and wealthier areas are more likely to be sustained

17Newark selects 7 of their 11 police oversight board members using community organization
nominations, Detroit selects 8 of their 12 police oversight board members using democratic
election, and Atlanta selects 10 of their 13 review board members through nominations from
neighborhood planning units and local community interest groups.

18Though, the mere inclusion of an election does not indicate substantive democratic equality.
Kogan, Lavertu and Peskowitz (2021) show that school board electorates are highly unrepresenta-
tive of the constituency affected by school boards directly.
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cians than the citizens they represent is the incentive structure that shapes their

service. Nearly 95% of boards in my sample are staffed through appointment or

approval of municipal politicians, meaning members of the board serve at the

pleasure of these officials. Failing to heed public preferences can result in some

criticism, but failing to follow mayoral preferences can cause board members to

be fired. Unfortunately, for the public, electoral accountability for police is very

diffuse. Police departments have multiple principals. These departments are

overseen by a complex web of electoral actors, including the city council, county

commission, state legislature, mayor and district attorney. If the public sought to

hold the police accountable at the ballot box, it is unclear which set of actors they

should target. For this reason, it is likely that civilian oversight board members

are focused on aligning their preferences with the politicians that appoint them,

not the public they are meant to serve. It is possible that introducing direct elec-

toral control over civilian oversight board members can overcome this problem of

misaligned preferences.

Hypotheses

Figure 2.2,below, displays the two principal-agent relationships that limit the

ability of oversight boards to change police behavior. Within the context of my own

data collection, I find that a vast majority of boards contain low oversight power

(89.8%), and a vast majority of boards contain low democratic influence (94.9%).

Here, I classify oversight power as low if oversight agencies cannot discipline

officers, set policy and conduct their own independent investigations. I classify

oversight power as high if agencies can discipline officers, set policy and conduct

their own investigations into complaints. I classify agencies as high in democratic

influence if board members are elected directly, or are nominated by community
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members, and low in democratic influence if board members are appointed by

mayors and city councilors. Each of these dimensions represents a principal-agent

relationship and the sanctioning power of the principal relative to the agent. This

data confirms that as currently constituted, sanctioning power for principals along

both dimensions are lacking. Boards are largely weak and limited in democratic

influence over personnel.19 For this reason, I generate the following hypotheses.

Figure 2.2:: Oversight Board Designs in American Municipalities Lack Power
and Democratic Influence

Note: The total number of boards included in this 2x2 figure is less than the total number
of oversight boards included in my timeseries (see Figure 2.1). This undercount is due to
some boards failing to make clear the powers they hold or even describing their enforcement
ability at all. In addition, the board powers assigned in this figure are the board powers at
the time of board creation.

• H1 – Civilian Oversight Boards will not significantly reduce police violence

• H2 – Civilian Oversight Boards will not significantly reduce low level arrests

• H3 – Civilian Oversight Boards will not significantly reduce Black residents

exposure to low level arrests or police violence

19I classify Boards based on the charters that create them, which usually explicitly state the
powers they have, and how members are selected.
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• H4 – Civilian Oversight Boards will not significantly increase homicide clear-

ance rates

2.3 Data and Research Design

To estimate the effects of civilian oversight board creation on police behavior, I

construct a novel panel dataset of civilian oversight board creation and police

behavior. This dataset includes data on the timing of creation and powers granted

to civilian oversight boards, arrest data by race and offense and police killings data.

I construct this panel by harmonizing data across administrative, scholarly and

news sources listed in table 2.1. Ultimately, this panel results in a dataset of 242

municipalities across 46 states with a total of 8,587 municipality-years for analysis.

Importantly, my panel contains arrest data on municipalities for at least five years

before they create a civilian oversight board.20

There are important caveats that speak to the generalizability of any findings

from this data. First, I build this panel dataset only for police departments in major

municipalities serving over 100,000 residents. This excludes sheriff departments,

state law enforcement agencies and police departments in smaller jurisdictions.

This is done to ensure comparability in statistical modeling and departmental

responsibilities. Sheriff departments often manage immigration enforcement and

jail oversight while co-existing alongside municipal police, for example (Farris and

Holman, 2017).

Next, the only police departments included within this dataset are those that

both report crime data under the FBI’s uniform crime reporting program and

respond to the Bureau of Justice Statistics Law Enforcement Management and

20There are a handful of exceptions to this, which can be found in Appendix Section 1, Figure
6.1.
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Administrative Statistics (LEMAS) survey (response rate of 79%). As scholars like

Cook and Fortunato (2022) have noted, police compliance with data reporting is

uneven, something that holds true with the sample created here. In fact, major

municipalities like Chicago and Minneapolis do not report recent crime data.

Functionally, this results in some large city police departments being excluded

from my sample. Using staggered difference-in-difference models that include all

cities in my sample, results are substantively unchanged (see ??).

Table 2.1: Data Sources

Data Source Years Covered

Police Killings of Civilians Fatal Encounters Database 2000 through 2020
Civilian Oversight Boards
Date Created and Powers
Granted

Fairley (2022), Olzak
(2021), 2007 and 2016
LEMAS Survey and News
Reports

1980 through 2020

Police Department Arrest
and Clearance Data

FBI Uniform Crime Re-
ports

1980 through 2020

Police Killings Data

I use data from Fatal Encounters on the number of police killings by each po-

lice department. This Fatal Encounters data is not based on official government

reporting, rather it is crowdsourced data built from journalistic reporting. Unfor-

tunately, the official government data on police killings is woefully inadequate,

with only about 30% of departments reporting this information on the official FBI

Supplementary Homicide Report (Cook and Fortunato, 2022). For this reason a

broad set of scholarly work has relied upon police killings data from fatal encoun-

ters (Burch, 2021; Branton, Carey and Martinez-Ebers, 2021; Premkumar, 2019;

Ross, Winterhalder and McElreath, 2021; Edwards, Esposito and Lee, 2018). Fatal

Encounters cases are crowdsourced then validated with a combination public
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records and news media coverage. I use this Fatal Encounters data to estiamte the

number of police killings between 2000 and 2020. This data is then geocoded to

municipal police departments through matching zip codes and cities.

Arrest and Clearance Data

I use data from the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports (UCR) to measure policing activity.

The UCR data contains agency-wide info on annual index crimes and arrests. Here,

my analysis focuses on low-level discretionary arrests. I classify discretionary

arrests as UCR categorized arrests for alcohol, loitering, curfew, disorderly conduct,

drugs, public drunkenness, prostitution, vagrancy and criminal mischief.21 This

classification fits well with how previous research defines discretionary or low-

level arrest behavior from police (Christiani et al., 2021; Beck, 2020; Jashnani,

Bustamante and Stoudt, 2020; Chalfin and Goncalves, 2021; Mummolo, 2018). For

homicide clearances, I also rely on the UCR data. This data presents annually the

number of homicides cleared and the number of homicides for a particular police

agency.

Oversight Board Creation Data

I gather data on the timing and creation of civilian oversight boards across major

American cities by synthesizing information from three different sources: Olzak

(2021), Fairley (2020) and the Bureau of Justice LEMAS survey. Olzak (2021) gathers

data on the dates of civilian oversight board creation across 170 large American

cities using news media reports and city ordinances, while Fairley (2020) gathers

data on the powers granted to oversight boards across the 100 largest American

cities. I use data from these two sources to build a panel of police oversight board

21Criminal mischief is a category including property destruction and vandalism charges.
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creation timing. But because my sample includes a larger set of cities, I also use

city ordinances and local news reporting to identify whether remaining police

departments have a civilian oversight board and the date of board creation if so.

This data includes the date of civilian oversight board creation and the powers

granted to the civilian oversight board.

To verify the reliability of this data collection, I compare the results of my panel

to the 2007 and 2016 LEMAS survey. The 2007 and 2016 LEMAS asks police chiefs

whether their departments have a civilian complaint oversight board or agency in

their jurisdiction that reviews complaints against police officers. In addition, these

two LEMAS surveys ask chiefs whether these oversight boards have independent

investigative authority with subpoena powers. I only include police departments

in my panel whose status matches that on the LEMAS surveys at the time of these

two surveys.

In coding the powers of individual oversight boards, I rely on two different

measures. A board has high democratic influence if board members are directly

elected by members of the public or selected by public organizations, like local

NAACP chapters or civic groups. A board has low democratic influence if politi-

cians themselves select members of the board or the board is purely voluntary with

approval by politicians. A board has low oversight powers if it can not discipline

officers without police chief or politician consent and it lacks subpoena powers in

and of itself. A board has strong oversight powers if it can institute discipline and

conduct independent investigations into incidents. Certainly, there is variance

within each quadrant of my 2x2 classification. However, this typology presents

a useful framework for understanding why civilian oversight boards may or may

not be altering police behavior.
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Empirical Strategy

Because I am able to observe police departments both before and after they move

under civilian oversight bodies, my panel dataset provides an opportunity to use

difference-in-difference estimates. Specifically, I can use difference-in-differences

models that exploit variation in the timing of civilian oversight board creation to

determine their impact on police killings of civilians, low-level arrest rates and

racial disparities on those dimensions. This empirical approach is a staggered

adoption difference-in-differences design, which is traditionally estimated with

two-way fixed effects (twfe) for time and unit. However, recent methodological

developments suggest that any estimators which compare newly treated to already-

treated units will be biased in the presence of time-varying effects (Goodman-

Bacon, 2021; Callaway and Sant’Anna, 2021). Within the context of this study, that

means that unless the effects of civilian oversight are constant across time periods,

estimators will be biased.

For this reason, my primary model specification follows the recommendations

of Imai, Kim and Wang (2019) in presenting matching methods for causal inference

with panel data. In this method, each treated unit is matched with a set of control

units that share identical treatment histories. Then, this set of matched units is

propensity score weighted based on relevant covariates to ensure further compara-

bility. Finally, the overall average treatment effect on the treated (ATT) is estimated

by averaging across the individual difference-in-differences estimates. Under par-

allel trends, the difference between the average change of treated and control units

constitutes the ATT, my quantity of interest.22 This empirical specification avoids

two key pitfalls of common staggered adoption difference-in-difference models.

22With the Imai, Kim and Wang (2019) estimation procedure, there is a conditional parallel
trends assumption, where parallel trends are necessary conditional on treatment history and
time-varying covariates. I visually show this assumption is met in Appendix section 1.
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First, the matched difference-in-difference approach does not overweight earlier

treated units as compared to later treated units. Next, this approach clarifies the

unit weights used to estimate counterfactual outcomes.

Specific to the context of this study, this approach creates a control group of

police departments with the same history of police board creation as treated units

for five years prior to treatment. Next, I propensity score weight control units

based on their covariate similarity to the treated unit. In this case, those covariates

are city population, city demographics, police operating budget, and department

sworn officer count. As Appendix Section 6.1.4 displays, there are substantial

differences along these dimensions between cities without oversight boards and

cities with oversight boards. Cities with oversight boards are bigger, more well

resourced, and more diverse than those without oversight boards. This weight-

ing ensures that matched control observations become similar to the treated

observation in terms of covariate histories.

Because this panel matching method analyzes only treated and control units

for which identical treatment histories can be found, some units without any iden-

tical treatment histories are dropped from analysis. This reduces my functional

sample size. To estimate causal effects without subsetting this data, I also present

dynamic difference-in-differences models in Appendix Section 6.1 including the

full sample of my 243 major municipalities. Results are substantively unchanged

when estimated using this full sample and without any covariate adjustment.

My hypotheses (H1 through H4) predict no meaningful effects. Importantly,

the absence of a statistically significant effect at the 95% level does not mean that

the explanatory variable has no effect at all (Rainey, 2014). Because I hypothesize

that civilian oversight boards, as currently constituted, lack the power and demo-

cratic influence to meaningfully change police behavior, I test for null effects in
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line with the recommendations of Rainey (2014). All models presented here use

90% confidence intervals, the appropriate level to test whether civilian oversight

boards have any statistically detectable effect at all. Standard errors were obtained

with 1000 bootstrap iterations and clustered at the city police department level.

Treated observations were permitted 20 closest control units. Treatment histories

are matched for five years prior to creation of a civilian oversight board, and es-

timates are presented for the five subsequent years following the creation of the

board.

2.4 Effects of Police Oversight Boards

Figure 2.3:: Matched DID Estimates Find No Detectable Reductions in Police
Killings.

Importantly, the results of the panel matched difference-in-difference analysis

render an estimand of the effects of weak civilian oversight boards, relative to no

oversight board, on police behavior. Substantively, this means the average treat-
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ment effect on treated units (ATT) tells us how police behavior changes with the

creation of an oversight board. These results can not speak to whether difference

kinds of oversight board designs are more or less effective at constraining police

overreach and improving police behavior.

Figure 2.3 presents estimates of the effects of the creation of a civilian oversight

board on police killings. Here I do not adjust police killings for population size,

instead relying on the total number of police killings. One concern with this

approach may be that police killings are such rare events, I may not anticipate

detectable effects in statistical modeling. Sadly, this is not the case. There are

around 1,000 police killings of civilians per year, and the 243 cities in my sample

averaged 1.39 police killings per city-year.

Because police killings of civilians may be precipitating incidents for the cre-

ation of these civilian oversight boards, this is a policing outcome where there is

good reason to believe oversight boards will change police behavior here. Instead,

I find that the creation of a civilian oversight board has no effect on police killings

that is statistically distinguishable from zero. In fact, while these effects are not

significant, the point estimates are actually positive in four of the five years follow-

ing the creation of a civilian oversight board, the opposite direction of effects that

would indicate the board is exerting meaningful control over police behavior.

Figure 2.4 presents estimates of change in discretionary or low level arrests.

The estimates presented here show that there is no statistically significant change

in the population adjusted rate of low-level discretionary arrests in the five years

following the creation of a civilian oversight board. However, here the discretionary

arrest coefficients are negative, suggesting a descriptive decrease in discretionary

arrests after oversight board creation. The substantive size of these coefficient

estimates (pooled) is around 9% of the mean discretionary arrest rate for cities in
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Figure 2.4:: Matched DiD Estimates Find No Detectable Reductions in Discre-
tionary Arrest Rates

my sample. More concretely, these equate to around 160 fewer arrests per city-

year. These findings are not statistically significant or distinguishable from zero,

and dynamic difference-in-difference estimates in Appendix Section 1 generate

smaller coefficient estimates, though in the same negative direction.

Figures 2.5 and 2.6 presents the effects of civilian oversight boards on Black

discretionary arrest rates and police killings of Black civilians. The results here are

broadly consistent with the findings in Figures 2.3 and 2.4. There is no detectable

reduction in police killings of Black civilians after civilian oversight boards are

created. The right panel of figure 2.5 presents a more complex story. Here, I find

that civilian oversight boards do reduce Black discretionary arrests in the first year

after the creation of police oversight boards. The size of this effect is non trivial –

the decrease is at the magnitude of nearly 120 arrests per 100k residents. But in the

four subsequent years, no continued reduction is present, with Black discretionary
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Figure 2.5:: Matched DiD Estimates Find No Detectable Reductions in Black
Exposure to Police Violence

Figure 2.6:: Matched DiD Estimates Find No Detectable Reductions in Black
Discretionary Arrests
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Figure 2.7:: Matched DiD Estimates Find No Detectable Changes in Homicide
Clearance Rates

arrest rates returning to their pre-oversight board levels.

Finally, Figure 2.7 presents the effects of civilian oversight boards on homi-

cide clearance rates. Again, there is no evidence here that the police improve

crime solving following the creation of these oversight boards. Pooled estimates

alongside these individual year effect estimates show no detectable reductions or

increases in clearance rates in the five years following an oversight board’s creation.

Importantly, this measure is a cleaner identifier of policing quality, rather than

conflating policing quality and policing “effort” or “pull-back”. In substantive

terms, while there is some increase in clearance rate in the year following the

creation of the oversight board ( 4pp increase), each of the subsequent four years

see either a decrease or no change in the clearance rate. Importantly, none of

these differences are statistically distinguishable from zero with 90 or 95 percent

confidence intervals. Still, results are consistent here, as with previous dependent

variables.

In sum these findings are consistent. Across all models, there is limited ev-

idence that civilian oversight boards change police behavior. Models specified

using 95% confidence intervals are available in the appendix, and these results are
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robust to alternative specifications including traditional difference-in-difference

estimates without matching on treatment histories and covariates (see Appendix

Section 6.1). Broadly, these results suggest that oversight boards are not mean-

ingfully changing police behavior along key indicators that might demonstrate

meaningful constraint.

Why Are Boards Underpowered to Create Change?

The analysis I conduct in this manuscript is not suited to explain exactly why

the current state of civilian oversight boards is so inadequate, both in structural

powers and in changing police behavior itself. I do not analyze the policy process

underpinning the creation of these boards, nor do I evaluate what drives oversight

boards to become stronger or weaker. While this connection is speculative, my

findings are consistent with a body of research that argues participatory reforms

meant to facilitate bureaucratic accountability often end up increasing inequality

in policing (or other bureaucratic) outcomes (Chubb and Moe, 1991; Gonzalez

and Mayka, 2022; González, 2022; Einstein, Glick and Palmer, 2019; Levine, 2017;

Hanson, Kronick and Slough, 2022; Cheng, 2020). For that reason, it may be

accurate to characterize these civilian oversight reforms as increasing public input

without any corresponding increase in public influence on policing (Cheng, 2020;

Levine, 2017).

In this way, participatory reforms like oversight boards may actually be a form

of strategic substitution, with elites using participatory institutions to increase le-

gitimacy while maintaining police control of public safety provisions (Eubank and

Fresh, 2022; Hausman and Kronick, 2021; González, 2022). For politicians this may

be an effective middle ground, as they may placate a highly active police reform

constituency by pointing to a tangible institutional change without meaningfully
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ceding any control of policing to the community. From the perspective of the

police, their unions and officers will leverage their political influence to weaken

reforms, and ensure oversight boards are underpowered to substantively constrain

their behavior. Anecdotally, there are countless examples of police working to

prevent strong oversight boards, rather than prevent the creation of any oversight

board. In Newark, New Jersey, the fraternal order of police sued to block a strong

oversight board with subpoena powers.23 In Chicago, the first democratically

elected police board saw multiple police union backed candidates run for the

position.24 And in St. Louis, officers threatened work slowdowns if the city created

stronger civilian oversight.25

2.5 Discussion and Conclusion

Using a novel constructed panel dataset, I demonstrate that civilian oversight

boards are systematically inadequate to constrain police overreach. Panel matched

difference-in-difference estimates find that the creation of a civilian oversight

board does not improve crime solving nor does it reduce police violence, discre-

tionary arrests or Black resident exposure to these policing behaviors. On my

account, this is because most civilian oversight boards lack the oversight power

and democratic influence to meaningfully compel change. This is evidenced by

the fact only around 10% of oversight boards in my sample have the power to

discipline officers.

An important question that is not empirically assessed in this chapter is the

23https://tinyurl.com/2p85sbfp – article about the Newark FOP lawsuit.
24https://tinyurl.com/nhhmufpe – article about the elections.
25https://tinyurl.com/yt2tf875 – article about the threats from the St Louis police union

president.
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question of how variation in oversight board designs might shape police behavior

differently. An analysis of this kind might exploit variation in the attributes of

oversight boards across cities to estimate how police behavior changes based on

different features presence or absence. Unfortunately, the nature of my sample

renders an observational heterogeneity analysis difficult. First, the small number

of powerful oversight boards in my sample limits the reliability of conclusions

based on any quantitative analysis. Because no oversight boards are both pow-

erful and democratically selected in my sample, there are no cases of both high

democratic influence and high oversight power to analyze. Lastly, the quality of

my data on oversight board power is relatively uneven over time. The LEMAS does

not ask about external discipline for oversight agencies, and many boards in my

sample change oversight powers at various dates far beyond the creation of the

agency. Even further, statutory powers are not identical to the powers that are

utilized by an agency. Personal correspondence with a previous Chicago oversight

board supervisor confirmed that even though the board had the power to fire or

suspend officers, the power was never actually used or considered in practice.

Future work should leverage changes within cities to analyze these questions

using more single-municipality analysis.

Similarly, I do not consider how the specific composition of civilian oversight

boards may affect board performance. A broad literature on representative bureau-

cracy suggests that the descriptive traits of bureaucrats plays an important role in

their performance. More specific to the context of this study, using cross-sectional

analysis, Headley (2021) demonstrates that civilian oversight boards may deter

police violence when they are coupled with substantial minority representation

within police departments. Accounting for the descriptive characteristics of over-

sight board members and police may uncover important heterogeneity in how
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oversight boards affect police behavior.

This manuscript does not directly address the politics of designing institutions

in the �rst place. It is no coincidence that contemporary oversight arrangements

are systematically inadequate to constrain police. A concentrated regime of po-

lice union pushback, 26 state preemption 27 and under-resourcing 28 leave boards

incapable of effectively overseeing police departments with hundreds of of�cers,

thousands of complaints and millions of dollars. There is a long history of activists,

especially from race-class subjugated communities, calling for community control

of police. Going back to the 1960s, Black Panther Party leaders like Bobby Seale,

Huey Newton and Fred Hampton made explicit calls for community controlled

police forces in Berkeley, California and Chicago, Illinois. 29 Yet proposals to fun-

damentally restructure community power over the police have frequently failed,

because of violent white opposition (Weaver, 2007; Bell, 2019; Hinton, 2021) or

selective responsiveness from political elites (Forman Jr, 2017; Fortner, 2015). This

�nding �ts well within these accounts of institutional failure.

This study highlights important questions about political control and oversight

for bureaucrats in American municipalities. In canonical theories of bureaucratic

oversight, increasing monitoring and providing a set of dedicated principals is

likely to lead to changes in bureaucratic behavior to avoid controversy and reduce

complaints that jeopardize employment (Prendergast, 2021). But here, police defy

these theoretical expectations – failing to alter their behavior along key observ-

able performance metrics. This de�ance may be explained by the inability for

26See Newark, where the Union sued to prevent strong oversight boards.
27In Utah, the State Legislature passed a law banning strong oversight agencies.
28NACOLE estimates seldom found over 1% of the police budget granted to the oversight agency.
29https://diva.sfsu.edu/collections/sfbatv/bundles/238824 – This link has Seale dis-

cussing his proposal, and Balto (2019) discusses how the Chicago Black Panther Party organized a
citywide coalition to �ght for community control of the police in the early 1970s.
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oversight boards to sanction individual of�cers, but this seems only to be a partial

explanation. Scholarship shows that of�cers are often responsive to increasing

public attention and internal monitoring from chiefs and commissioners within

police departments (Brehm and Gates, 1999; Ba and Rivera, 2019; Mummolo, 2018;

Premkumar, 2019). Yet here, I �nd no detectable pullback or composition changes

in police behavior. In this way, this study raises important questions about the way

police departments might differ from other civil service agencies in responding

to increasing scrutiny and oversight, and the way civilian oversight agencies may

differ from internal monitoring in compelling changes in of�cer behavior.

Finally, these �ndings also speak to public and scholarly conversation about

how the state should provision public safety (Davies, Jackson and Streeter, 2021).

In the aftermath of the Black Lives Matter activism of 2020, residents in Los An-

geles, Minneapolis and Austin (among others) voted on ballot measures to re-

structure their cities approaches to public safety and policing. 30 But the diffuse

accountability structure for police leaves remaking the institution dif�cult. Ballot

measures require substantial public direct action, and may not be a sustainable

approach to regularly soliciting democratic input into policing. In addition, no

single local politician can decide the funding and policies of police departments.

The question of what role police should play in society, is central to the future of

American politics. As civilian oversight becomes increasingly popular across the

country, it is important to remember the limited effects of these institutions on

creating substantive change in policing behavior as politicians and members of

the public debate institutional reform.

30Los Angeles voters approved Measure J in 2020 which requires that 10 percent of the city's
unrestricted general funds be invested in social services and alternatives to incarceration, not
prisons and policing. Voters in Minneapolis in 2021 rejected Ballot Question 2, which would've
transitioned the Minneapolis police department to a department of public safety. And voters in
Austin, Texas rejected an increase in police staf�ng levels in 2021.
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Chapter 3

How Institutional Design Shapes the
Coproduction of Police Accountability

For civilian oversight bodies to effectively provision accountability, civilians must
report complaints and attend board meetings. Without this civilian trust, oversight
bodies may become overly responsive to only already favorable constituents. Despite
this fact, we know little about how civilian coproduction of accountability is shaped
by the design features of particular oversight boards. This project �lls this lacuna by
providing evidence from a national conjoint experiment and survey experiment on
Chicago residents. The conjoint experiments shows that residents have more trust
in oversight boards with strong disciplinary powers and direct democratic control.
Survey experimental evidence from Chicago con�rms these �ndings, showing that
citizens are between 5 and 10 percentage points more likely to report complaints
against police and attend community policing meetings when boards have strong
disciplinary powers and direct democratic control. These results suggest that civilian
coproduction is directly responsive to the institutional design features of an oversight
board.
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In August of 2018 the Nashville based organization Community Oversight Now

successfully submitted the required signatures to add a new ballot measure on

the 2018 general election. The ballot measure allowed the city of Nashville to vote

on the creation of a community (civilian) oversight board, tasked with overseeing

police discipline and regulation. The oversight board faced signi�cant opposition,

with a lawsuit from The Nashville Fraternal Order of Police and thousands of

dollars spent campaigning against the measure. 1 Nonetheless Amendment 1

passed with overwhelming support – a 59 to 41 victory at the ballot box. Nashville

is not alone. Cities like Albany, New York; Portland, Oregon; Columbus, Ohio and

Rochester, New York each commissioned their oversight board via a ballot measure

or referendum process. Broadly, these victories indicate a growing groundswell of

support for civilian oversight agencies.

But public support for these oversight boards is not important merely for

increasing the proliferation of civilian oversight agencies. It is essential to the func-

tioning of the oversight boards themselves. That is because oversight boards are

dependent on the public. Oversight agencies spend much of their time regulating

complaints against police of�cers and attending community-police meetings. For

these practices to work, the public must be willing to report complaints, attend

meetings and accept the �ndings issued by the oversight board. In this way, I argue

that police accountability is best thought of as a coproduction between oversight

boards and members of the public. Without eager and willing coproducers, boards

are unlikely to effectively regulate police departments, regardless of the powers

they have.

To assess the possibility of coproduction for civilian oversight, I conduct two

experiments. First, I put a national sample of respondents through a conjoint

1The FOP claimed that the number of signatures on the petition was too low.
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experiment where I vary multiple dimensions of hypothetical civilian oversight

agencies. These �ndings con�rm that residents are more supportive of oversight

agencies with strong sanctioning powers and strong democratic in�uence in board

member selection. Next, I conduct a survey experiment in Chicago, Illinois, draw-

ing on real debates over redesigning their civilian oversight agencies. These results

demonstrate the consequences of institutional design for political engagement

with oversight agencies. This experiment �nds that residents are more willing to

report complaints and attend community policing meetings when oversight agen-

cies are stronger and consist of more democratic in�uence. Broadly, these results

show that stronger oversight board design and boards designed with more demo-

cratic in�uence are more likely to facilitate coproduction of police accountability

from the public. In this way, weak oversight boards are not just institutionally

underpowered to constrain police behavior – they also shape the behavior of the

coproducers of accountability, reducing accountability produced from residents.

3.1 Civilian Coproduction

The idea of coproduction comes from public administration, where the term is

used to explain how citizens work with government actors to jointly produce

public services (Ostrom, 1972; Brudney and England, 1983). The concept has

been used to explain government provisions in areas as disparate as public safety

(Marschall, 2004), garbage recycling (Riccucci, Van Ryzin and Li, 2016) and road

maintenance (Burnett and Kogan, 2017; Dudau, Glennon and Verschuere, 2019).

While most work on coproduction focuses on traditional public goods provisions,

the framework is not exclusively limited to these outputs. As Nabatchi, Sancino

and Sicilia (2017) typologize, coproduction varies along different levels and phases
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of the service cycle. Coproduction can take place at the level of an individual,

group, or collective and it can take place during the assessment, delivery, design or

commission phase of the public service production. Underpinning these different

kinds of coproudction is a fundamental understanding that any joint citizen-

governmental effort to produce some public service output quali�es.

Civilian oversight of police �ts cleanly within this framework. Civilian oversight

agencies are government agencies, �lled with state actors. These agencies work

with citizens to produce accountability for municipal police. Within the Nabatchi,

Sancino and Sicilia (2017) typology, civilian oversight boards are collectively copro-

duced and take place during the assessment phase of public service production.

Speci�cally, collective coproduction involves producing bene�ts from some public

service that ”may be enjoyed by the entire community” (Nabatchi, Sancino and

Sicilia, 2017). In this case, those bene�ts are improved public safety provisions

and reductions in police misconduct. Assessment coproduction focuses on moni-

toring and evaluating public services for their quality and effectiveness. In this

case, civilian oversight agencies monitor police departments for misconduct.

I suggest that the process of residents engaging in coproduction of police

accountability can be assessed by three key indicators. First, trust in an oversight

board as a legitimate authority over policing. This is because a broad set of social

psychological �ndings demonstrates that legitimacy and trust are the basis for

civilian cooperation with law enforcement (Theobald and Haider-Markel, 2009;

Tyler, 2006; Riccucci, Van Ryzin and Lavena, 2014; Peyton, Sierra-Arévalo and Rand,

2019). Second, the willingness of individuals to report complaints regarding police

conduct to the oversight board. And third, a willingness to attend community-

police meetings for the purpose of oversight. These last two indicators are more

self-evidently measures of coproduction. The process of reporting complaints
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and attending police-community oversight meetings are the basis of any agencies

regulations. Simply put, without citizen coproduction, there is nothing for the

oversight body to regulate. Without the reporting, questions and attendance of

the public, there is no ability of the oversight agency to produce accountability for

municipal police departments.

The Challenge of Facilitating Coproduction Through Complaints

However, facilitating coproduction is no small feat. Data from the 2015 National

Institute for Justice Police-Public Contact Survey shows that around four percent

of those who self-reported experiencing police misconduct actually �led a formal

complaint against the of�cer(s). This makes sense. Filing a formal complaint

is costly. It takes time, resources, social and political capital on the part of the

complainant, who has already suffered some harm. 2 Many formal complaints also

require substantial follow ups, including subsequent interviews or questioning

from internal affairs of�cials. In Chicago, for example, Ba (2018) shows that to

certify a complaint, the complainant must sign a sworn af�davit in person. This

process leads to a decrease in the probability of a signed complaints as the physical

distance from a reporting center increases. Even when a complaint is �led properly,

the chances of it being sustained are usually less than �ve percent (Liederbach

et al., 2007; Terrill and Ingram, 2016).

There are substantial downstream consequences to the under-reporting of

complaints. The complaint process is a proverbial �re-alarm (McCubbins and

Schwartz, 1984), with citizens notifying principals that additional bureaucratic

2Importantly, some evidence suggests the costs of complaint �ling are not just opportunity
costs. Linking complaint data with court �lings in Cook County, Il, DeAngelo, Gomies and Ro-
maniuc (2022) show that criminal defendants who �le complaints against police of�cers are
upcharged by prosecutors, facing about 3x as many pending charges as comparable defendants
without pending police complaints.
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monitoring efforts are necessary. In theory, this means a complaint facilitates

improved oversight for residents. But, as Slough (2021) notes, citizens vary in

their propensity to complain. Often, this variation runs directly along extant lines

of societal inequality, like race, gender and class. For this reason, reliance on

complaints may generate inequality in citizen access to services, improving access

of citizens that complain while reducing access of citizens that do not. Empirical

observations of housing and zoning boards (Einstein, Glick and Palmer, 2019),

police-community oversight meetings (Gonzalez and Mayka, 2022; Cheng, 2020),

and participatory budgeting (Hanson, 2018; Parthasarathy, Rao and Palaniswamy,

2019) all identify this inequality. As Hanson, Kronick and Slough (2022) put it,

“when selection into participation is non-uniform, participatory institutions may

be highly inef�cient or even detrimental (to society).”

The Challenge of Facilitating Coproduction Through Community
Meetings

A common policy of civilian oversight boards is to hold community-police meet-

ings. These meetings usually involve police department of�cials, oversight board

members, and members of the public. While much of the time oversight boards

spend is focused on responding to formal complaints, these meetings provide

valuable opportunities for the public to interface with board of�cials and the

municipal police department. In these settings, individuals can mention depart-

mental policies, call attention to prominent incidents of misconduct or voice more

general displeasure regarding police departments, rather than focusing on speci�c

complaints they may have issued (Cheng, 2020). While community-police meet-

ings are not exclusive to civilian oversight agencies, they are at the core of many

agency practices. Cities like Anaheim, Chicago, Austin and Nashville explicitly call
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for public meetings as part of the board charter or mission statement.

Just as with citizen complaint reporting, there are large inequalities in who

is willing and able to attend community-police meetings. In Columbia, Hanson,

Kronick and Slough (2022) shows that community-police meetings are dispropor-

tionately �lled with pro-police residents. Similarly, in Sao Paolo, Gonzalez and

Mayka (2022) show that community security council meetings become captured

by demands for police repression against marginalized groups. In the American

context, detailed accounts of civilian review boards in Syracuse, Chicago and Los

Angeles come to similar conclusions (Rocha Beardall, 2022; Cheng and Qu, 2022;

Roussell and Gascón, 2014). Even when residents push for meaningful changes,

Cheng (2020) demonstrates that police boards and department of�cials fail to

engage substantively with critique. Most frequently, police departments respond

with mere silence. In turn, these meetings become even more likely to be �lled

with pro-police residents, if anyone at all.

To underscore the limited civilian coproduction that de�nes these community-

police meetings, I brie�y summarize topline insights from the civilian oversight

board meetings of three major American cities: Dallas, Texas; Pittsburgh, Penn-

sylvania and Albany, New York. All three cities post complete videos of all their

community-police meetings online. 3 In total, I reviewed 78 meetings (110.5 hours)

of footage across three years (2020-2022)4 within the three cities. All three cities

build in speci�c times across each board meeting to dedicate to public comments,

if any exist.

In most of these 78 meetings there were no individuals who issued any public

3See: https://dallastx.new.swagit.com/videos/203987 & https://cprbpgh.
org/for-public-record/video & https://www.albanycprb.org/board-meeting/
video-recordings/

4About one-half of the meetings I viewed were on zoom, because the timing of these meetings
coincides with the Covid-19 Pandemic.
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comments to the oversight board or members of the police. In Albany, there were

a total of 18 comments from members of the public across 36 meetings – with

7 of those 18 comments coming during the oversight board hearing the month

of the George Floyd murder and subsequent protests. In Dallas, there were 24

comments across 18 meetings, and in Pittsburgh, there were 20 comments across

24 meetings, of which 15 came in a single May 2021 meeting. 5 Most of these

comments were merely logistical or procedural, seeking an update on a complaint,

or trying to understand why a complaint was ruled as it was. 6 Of the substantive

comments, most were actually seeking more police activity, rather than any reform

or complaint. 7

While most of the meetings were on zoom, the in person meetings I viewed

often took the tenor of Figure 3.1, from Dallas, Texas. Just as this image displays,

most meetings were characterized by a lack of public input. Only a few individuals

were present for the meetings, with most (or all) of them choosing not to speak.

In general, these meetings appeared to occur in relative obscurity, with board

members sometimes even making references to how important it was for them

to improve their public communication in order to ensure civilian attendance.

Put simply, there is little clear evidence that the public is engaged enough to sub-

stantially alter police behavior through these meetings. Maybe building stronger

institutional capacity for oversight agencies can improve public attendance.

5Technically, there were 30 comments, but one couple (the Ozarks) said thank you for your
work in ten separate meetings, which I exclude from the count.

6In future work, I hope to analyze what happens in these meetings more systematically, and
across a larger sample of cities.

7Certainly, it may be the case that this is an indicator that the police are performing well and
the public seeks more police protection. Alternatively, it may be a problem of self-selection into
meeting attendance.
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