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Are Police Leaders Held Accountable for Performance?

Policing is a central, high-stakes function of city governments
• Affects quality of life, personal freedoms, trust in government

Public informs policing through chain of agency relationships
• Public elects mayor, council ⇒ elected officials appoint/fire police chief
• Standard view: election-motivated mayors fire underperforming chiefs

Three potential weaknesses
• friction in finding better replacement
• mismatch between what matters and what is measured
• replacing chief may bring attention to mayor’s failure
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Bernard Parks
Los Angeles Police Chief

1997 - 2002
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Sylvester Johnson
Philadelphia Police Commissioner
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Are Police Leaders Held Accountable for Performance?

Goal: Describe relationship between police performance and turnover

Approach:
• New data on tenures of police chiefs in over 1,200 cities from 2000 to 2022
• Link to FBI crime data
• Compare turnover when crime is higher vs lower using panel analyses
• Case study on DOJ investigations of police departments

Results:
• Chiefs no more likely to leave when crime is high
• Yet, turnover is higher following DOJ punishment
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New Data on Police Chief Accountability

• Digitized police chief
directories, 1990 to 2022,
47k chiefs in 12k
municipalities

• Link to FBI crime data

• Limit to 2000 on and
balanced panel ⇒ 4.5k
chiefs in 1.2k
municipalities
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Very Modest Relationship between Crime and Turnover

• Similar turnover in low-
and high-crime cities
(27% vs. 30%)

• Crime 8× higher in
high-crime cities

• Turnover noticeably
higher in largest cities
(25% vs 36%)
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Very Modest Relationship between Crime and Turnover

• Crime rates have dropped
by 45% since 2000

• Turnover rates have very
modestly increased
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Turnover
(1) (2)

Crime per Capita -0.10 -0.10
(0.25) (0.39)

Lagged Crime per Capita 0.24
(0.39)

Num Municipalities 1,202 1,202
Num Years 11 10
Num Observations 13,222 12,020
Municipality FEs Yes Yes
Year FEs Yes Yes
Robust errors clustered by municipality reported in paren-
theses. Data is a balanced panel of municipalities in even
years.
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Covid Crime Spike Did Not Dramatically Increase Turnover

• Crime increased during
Covid in a subset of munis

• Split munis by median
Covid spike in crime

• No strong evidence for
large increase in turnover
(fewer than 1 in 20 chiefs,
but noisy)
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Turnover High only After Formal Punishment

• We reviewed 49 DOJ
police dept investigations

• DOJ punished 60%

• Munis not punished have
baseline turnover

• Major difference in
turnover for punished
cities (68% vs 28%)
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Going Forward

This project is still very early.

What should we do next to establish the performance → turnover pattern?
• new performance measures?
• new estimation strategies?

Why does low performance not dramatically increase turnover?
• friction mechanism: large vs small labor markets
• signaling mechanism: local media saturation
• others?
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Are Police Leaders Held Accountable for Performance?

New large panel dataset of police performance and leader turnover.

Chiefs not substantially more likely to leave when crime is high vs low

Yet, turnover is higher following DOJ punishment

Suggests there may be barriers to removal
• May weaken incentive for police leaders to perform
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