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Abstract

Does the implementation of external oversight in policing improve public perceptions of police legitimacy? Civilian review boards (CRBs) are
frequently promoted as mechanisms to enhance the legitimacy of police agencies by providing independent oversight. Despite public support
for CRBs, their adoption and effectiveness remain limited, raising concerns about their actual impact on procedural faimess and police
legitimacy. This study assesses the role of CRBs in shaping public perceptions by examining various decision-making scenarios involving
police chiefs and CRBs. Using a survey experiment fielded to 2,503 respondents, we investigate whether CRBs enhance legitimacy when
they either coincide with or conflict with police chiefs’ determinations in cases of officer misconduct. Our findings suggest that while CRBs
may enhance perceptions of procedural fairness for some, particularly those with negative views of police, their involvement does not
generally increase legitimacy. In fact, when CRBs conflict with police chiefs, they may diminish public trust in both policing and civilian
oversight and further entrench politically polarized attitudes towards policing. These results provide empirical evidence to support
concerns that CRBs might not fulfill their intended role in enhancing police legitimacy, especially in cases of institutional disagreement.
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Significance Statement

Civilian review boards (CRBs) are often proposed to restore public trust in policing, yet their impact on legitimacy remains unclear. In a
preregistered survey experiment, we find that merely introducing CRBs does not generally raise perceptions of procedural fairness. In
fact, when CRBs and police chiefs disagree on whether misconduct occurred, trustin both institutions erodes, offsetting any gains that
might come from consensus. These results expose a core paradox for reformers and police executives: while CRBs can reassure some
skeptics, their presence also risks undermining legitimacy if external oversight conflicts with internal authority. By highlighting these
potential consequences, our findings sharpen debates on how best to design and implement effective police oversight.

Introduction Proponents maintain that CRBs can restore public trust in po-
licing by introducing a measure of independent oversight and
transparency (2, 3). Yet evidence for this claim remains limited.
Current evaluations, often hampered by CRBs’ narrow mandates
and scarce data, have not yielded clear proof that these bodies
meaningfully enhance public perceptions of legitimacy—that
police conform to established rules and/or laws and act in the
public interest. Recent research, for example, finds no significant
changes in crime clearances, officer-involved killings, or racial
disparities in enforcement following the adoption of CRBs in ma-
jor US cities (6), nor are CRBs associated with changes in arrests,

Civilian review boards (CRBs) bring nonpolice actors into the pro-
cess of evaluating police conduct and public complaints, thereby
injecting a measure of external accountability into often insular
and opaque disciplinary proceedings (1). Advocates and scholars
have promoted CRBs as a central reform to bolster transparency,
credibility, and public trustin policing (2). Yetin the United States,
CRBs remain uncommon and frequently underpowered (3, 4). This
is surprising given the public’s clear appetite for oversight: large
majorities favor both moderate (68%) and robust (60%) CRB struc-

tures, and favor CRBs in every US state (5). The discord between
steady demand and tepid institutional uptake invites a central
question: if CRBs hold such intuitive appeal for citizens, why do
police agencies so rarely implement them at full strength?

crime, or use of force (7). Despite sustained public enthusiasm
for the idea, police executives have long resisted ceding disciplin-
ary authority to outsiders (5, 8), even as they seek to shore up the
very legitimacy that CRBs promise to deliver (9, 10).
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These patterns suggest a more complex strategic calculus than
simple concern over autonomy. Police chiefs, as leaders of power-
ful and politically salientinstitutions (9), may fear that CRBs intro-
duce unpredictability and conflict. Chiefs are institutionally
inclined to clear most misconduct allegations (11), yet the pres-
ence of a CRB could highlight disagreements that cast doubt on
the overall fairness of the process (12). In particular, a lenient
CRB might appear either impotent or co-opted, eroding public
confidence in the idea of genuine civilian oversight. Similarly, if
CRBs appear largely symbolic—serving to satisfy external de-
mands but remaining peripheral to actual discipline—this de-
coupling from substantive outcomes further damages trust in
both the oversight body and the police (10, 13). Moreover, it is
also possible that public opinion on legitimacy is obdurate and
driven primarily by political polarization (14). Our investigation
of civilian oversight additionally speaks to broader debates about
institutional legitimacy. Studies of the Supreme Court demon-
strate competing views on whether legitimacy depends on agree-
ment with specific rulings (15-17) or persists through a reservoir of
goodwill despite disagreement with outcomes (18, 19).

We empirically examine these possibilities by assessing
whether CRBs enhance public perceptions of police legitimacy
under different decision-making conditions. We define legitimacy
in terms of the public’s sense that both police and civilian over-
sight institutions are acting fairly, transparently, and in the public
interest. This approach builds on research showing that public
views of criminal justice actors reciprocally shape and are shaped
by institutional behavior (20-24). Drawing on a preregistered sur-
vey experiment with a nationally representative US sample, we
compare scenarios where the police chief acts alone to those
where a CRB also weighs in. We vary whether the CRB and chief
agree or conflict in their determinations of misconduct. By sys-
tematically manipulating these conditions, we provide new in-
sights into whether CRBs genuinely bolster public faith in
policing, or risk doing the opposite. Specifically, we find that while
CRBs may reassure some skeptical citizens, agreement between
CRBs and police leaders does not reliably increase perceived police
legitimacy, whereas disagreement significantly reduces it.
Further, we find that support for CRBs is polarized; individuals
tend to side with whichever actor’s determination matches their
preferred outcomes, regardless of the institutional arrangement.

Civilian oversight and perceptions of police
investigations

Our study tests several hypotheses regarding how citizens view in-
vestigations into officer misconduct that incorporate a role for civil-
ian oversight. First, building on the idea that “the very existence of
citizen oversight may well enhance public trust in the police” ((25),
p. 102), we expect that citizens will judge investigations to be more
fair and will have greater trust in the process (i.e. greater percep-
tions of procedural legitimacy) when CRBs are included in investi-
gations of police misconduct, compared to when they are absent.
Our “CRBs Boost Procedural Legitimacy Hypothesis” states that
the presence of CRBs, as independent investigatory authorities,
will boost perceptions of procedural legitimacy for police
investigations.

Second, we expect that the public will hold heightened trust in
the police when potentially conflicting actors agree on the final de-
termination of an investigation, as this provides additional signals
of credibility (26). In particular, we expect police chiefs to benefit
from the support of the ostensibly independent CRBs. Public percep-
tions of police legitimacy should be highest when the two

institutions match regarding their decision, and lowest when they
do not match and chiefs are perceived to be too lenient or biased.
Our “Chiefs Benefit from Consensus Hypothesis” states that agree-
ment between police chiefs and CRBs regarding investigations of po-
lice misconduct increases, and conflict reduces, perceptions of
police legitimacy.

Next, we turn to perceptions of CRB legitimacy rather than po-
lice legitimacy. We expect that perceived CRB legitimacy is de-
pendent upon the direction of mismatch between the
determinations of chiefs and CRBs (‘Independent Authority of
CRBs Hypothesis”). As a result of the perceived conflict of interest
of police chiefs in performing internal investigations, and the
sense that CRBs should function as independent “checks” on po-
licing agencies that may otherwise be opaque or biased (26), we
expect that the public will be more likely to view CRB decisions
as legitimate when they go against the presumably internally fa-
vorable determinations of the police chief (i.e. lenient decisions).
When the CRB is relatively more harsh (finding misconduct
when chiefs do not), perceived CRB legitimacy will increase.
However, we expect the opposite effect for CRBs that might be per-
ceived as the relatively more lenient actor and thus as a “cap-
tured” institution (27, 28). When the CRB is relatively more
lenient (finding no misconduct when chiefs find misconduct), per-
ceived CRB legitimacy will decrease.

Finally, we expect that members of the public will have stron-
ger preferences over outcomes than processes (29-31). That is to
say, the public will be more likely to view police officers under in-
vestigation as guilty of misconduct, due to public distrust of police
and suspects of investigations, though we do expect partisan het-
erogeneity. In the case of police chiefs in particular, we anticipate
the public will view police chiefs willing to make a determination
against a member of their agency (i.e. “breaking the blue wall of
silence”) as making a more costly and controversial decision
(11), one which deserves additional respect. Our “Presumption of
Guilt Hypothesis” states that police chiefs and CRBs who deter-
mine that misconduct did occur will receive a greater payoff in
terms of public perceptions than police chiefs and CRBs who de-
termine that misconduct did not occur.

Experimental design

To test our hypotheses, we fielded a survey experiment in late
August 2024 on 2,503 American adults recruited through
Prolific.? The sample is representative of the US population in
terms of sex, age, and ethnicity.b

All participants received a vignette describing an investigation
into the actions of a police officer. We randomly assigned partici-
pants to one of six different versions of the vignette.
Randomization ensures that each respondent has an equal
chance of receiving any of the treatments, which handles self-
selection into information about CRBs. The sample was balanced
across experimental conditions as reported in Table S2. Two vi-
gnettes served as the control conditions and explained only that
there was a department-led investigation into the officer’s behav-
ior and that the police chief had announced the results (either that
the officer’s actions were appropriate or inappropriate). For the re-
maining four vignettes, participants were additionally told that
the local civilian review board had conducted an independent in-
vestigation and had reached a determination. Two treatment vi-
gnettes presented matching determinations announced by the
police chief and CRB (agreement either that the officer’s actions
were appropriate or inappropriate). The final two treatment
vignettes instead presented mis-matching determinations
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between the police chief and CRB (the two conditions examine
both possible directions of disagreement). We additionally ran-
domly assigned participants to read about one of three different
forms of potential misconduct, ranging in severity from rude lan-
guage to use of a taser to use of a firearm. However, for the main
tests of our hypotheses, we aggregate responses across types of
misconduct.

Afterreading the assigned vignette, we asked questions to as-
sess participants’ views of the legitimacy of the process and ac-
tors involved. To assess procedural legitimacy, we asked
participants to rate their agreement with the statement: “I trust
that the allegations in this case were investigated fairly.” Then,
to understand perceptions of police legitimacy and CRB legitim-
acy, we asked about agreement with two separate statements
with the same structure: “I trust the [Chief or CRB] to make
fair decisions in investigations like this in the future.” Finally,
to enable an examination of “outcome legitimacy,” we asked
participants to select between two options indicating either
that they believed the officer’s actions to be appropriate or
inappropriate.

To analyze results, we use ordinary least squares (OLS) regres-
sion to identify treatment effects comparing the relevant groups
and using the associated outcome measure for each hypothesis.
For additional information about our experiment, including the
wording of the vignettes shown to participants and details about
our analysis strategy, please see the Materials and methods
section.

Results
CRBs largely do not boost procedural legitimacy

As shown in Table 1, we find no statistically significant evidence
that the presence of a CRBincreases aggregate perceptions of pro-
cedural legitimacy for investigations into alleged police miscon-
duct. We additionally find no significant interactive effects with
the type of misconduct, respondent partisanship, or respondent
race.

However, as shown in Fig. S1, we find that there are significant
differences between individuals with warmer and colder feelings
toward the police (P =0.002). CRB presence increases perceptions
of procedural legitimacy for individuals that strongly dislike the
police (lower ratings on the feeling thermometer®) and has either
no impact or a small negative impact on perceptions for those
with warm feelings towards the police.

Additionally, as displayed in Fig. S2, we find some evidence that
perceptions of procedural legitimacy are higher for individuals
who report that a CRB exists in their own community, but the ef-
fect is not statistically significant (P = 0.183). This provides some
support for prior work showing increased support and willingness
to allocate additional powers to CRBs amongst police chiefs and
sheriffs in areas with existing CRBs (5). While empirically demon-
strating this is beyond the scope of this article, the establishment
of oversight institutions may generate positive feed-forward ef-
fects whereby both members of the public and government offi-
cials with real-world exposure to a local CRB come to develop
more positive feelings regarding their legitimacy.

Overall, then, while we do not find average boosts to proced-
ural legitimacy resulting from presence of a CRB, it would be
premature to conclude that this null result holds for all sub-
groups and contexts. Different manifestations of civilian over-
sight, increased awareness or experience of the public with
these institutions, and different patterns among subgroups
could boost legitimacy. Yet, our primary results suggest that

Table 1. Impact of CRB presence on perceived procedural
legitimacy

Likert outcome Binary outcome

CRB present 0.027 0.024 —0.002 —0.003
(0.045) (0.041) (0.021) (0.020)
Num.Obs. 2,503 2,499 2,503 2,499
R? 0.0001 0.157 0.000004 0.103
Covariates No Yes No Yes

2P <0.1, PP <0.05, °P < 0.01, 9P < 0.001.

The results are based on comparing the two control groups pooled (vignette did
not include a CRB) to the four treatment groups pooled (vignette included
information about a CRB). The variable “CRB present” indicates receipt of one of
the four treatment vignettes in which a CRB was present and included in the
investigation into alleged misconduct.

the mere presence of CRBs is not a panacea for boosting legitim-
acy amongst the general public.

Conflict hurts police legitimacy more than
consensus helps

Figure 1 shows the impact of CRB determinations on perceived po-
lice legitimacy compared to two alternative decision-making sit-
uations: when the chief alone determines that misconduct did
notoccur, or when the chief alone finds misconduct. In both cases,
havinga CRB match the chief’s determination offers no significant
boost to perceived police legitimacy (P=0.069 and P=0.754, re-
spectively). However, having a CRB go against the chief’s deter-
mination significantly undermines perceptions of police
legitimacy (-0.35 (P <0.001) and —0.41 (P <0.001) points on the
Likert scale for chief determinations that misconduct did not or
did occur, respectively). Moreover, we find no significant inter-
action effects with the type of misconduct, respondent partisan-
ship, respondent ideology, respondent race, respondent feelings
toward the police, or respondent awareness of a CRB in their
own community. That is, we find that the cuts to perceived police
legitimacy are relatively universal and that no subgroups offer
boosts.

We also assess whether conflict hurts police legitimacy more
than consensus with a CRB helps. We find a significant and large
police legitimacy loss of 0.35 points on average on the Likert scale
(0.31SD) when a CRB says that misconduct occurred after a chief’s
determination of no misconduct. In contrast, we find a smaller
and insignificant police legitimacy gain of 0.12 points on average
on the Likert scale (0.11 SD) when the CRB agrees with the chief’s
determination of no misconduct. We believe that this evidence
provides part of the explanation for why police chiefs are resistant
to implementing civilian oversight institutions such as CRBs.

CRB legitimacy is hurt by conflict and is
politically polarized

We find conflicting evidence for our hypothesis regarding the in-
dependent authority of CRBs. As shown in Fig. S3, we find no aver-
age boost to CRB legitimacy when CRBs alone say that misconduct
occurred compared to situations in which both the chief and CRB
determine that misconduct did not occur. As a reminder, the logic
hereis that we are holding fixed the determination of the chief—in
this case that misconduct did not occur—and then comparing CRB
disagreement to agreement with that determination. Instead, we
find a significant negative effect (-0.15 points on the Likert scale,
0.15 SD, P =0.028), suggesting reduced aggregate perceptions of
CRB legitimacy for this form of disagreement. In addition, we
find a larger significant reduction in perceived CRB legitimacy
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Impacts on Perceived Police Legitimacy

CRB Match
N E—
Model

Ref = Chief No Misconduct

4 Ref = Chief Yes Misconduct
CRB Non-Match 4

N R——
0.4 0.2 0.0 02

Treatment Effect (Likert)

Fig. 1. Impacts on perceived police legitimacy. The results displayed in the figure are based on comparing pairs of treatment groups. First estimate: Chief
and CRB both find no misconduct (match) vs. Chief alone determines no misconduct (control). Second estimate: Chief and CRB both find misconduct
(match) vs. Chief alone determines misconduct (control). Third estimate: CRB finds misconduct and Chief determines no misconduct (nonmatch) vs.
Chief alone determines no misconduct (control). Fourth estimate: CRB finds no misconduct and Chief determines misconduct (nonmatch) vs. Chief alone

determines misconduct (control).

when CRBs alone say that misconduct did not occur compared to
consensus between the chief and CRB that misconduct occurred
(=0.38 points on the Likert scale, 0.39 SD, P < 0.001). Thus, like po-
lice legitimacy, we find that aggregate perceptions of CRB legitim-
acy are also negatively impacted by conflict.

However, we find evidence of heterogeneous effects by parti-
sanship, ideology, and feelings toward the police. Warmer feelings
toward the police, Republican identification, and conservative
ideology are all associated with significant declines in perceptions
of CRB legitimacy when the CRB disagrees and finds misconduct,
compared to agreement that misconduct did not occur. The top
panel of Fig. 2 shows an example of this trend based on ideology.
For liberals (scores of 1 and 2 on the 7-point ideology scale), there
is a significant boost to perceived CRB legitimacy when the CRB
disagrees and determines that misconduct occurred, but for mod-
erates and conservatives (scores of 4 to 7 on the 7-point scale),
there is instead a significant decrease (P <0.001). Thus, there is
some evidence for our hypothesis regarding increased legitimacy
for relatively harsh CRBs, but only amongst individuals who iden-
tify as Democrats or liberals, or who have negative feelings toward
the police.

However, the bottom panel of Fig. 2 shows the opposite relation-
ship for CRBs that disagree and determine that misconduct did not
occur. Liberals and moderates exhibit reduced perceptions of CRB le-
gitimacy, but strong conservatives view contrarian CRBs more favor-
ably when they find that misconduct did not occur (P < 0.001), likely
driven by greater favorability toward the police (r=0.47). On bal-
ance, then, we find overall reduced perceptions of CRB legitimacy
when thereis conflict between the determinations of CRBs and po-
lice chiefs, but there is also heterogeneity such that strong
Democrats/liberals are more favorable toward CRBs that inde-
pendently find misconduct and strong Republicans/conservatives
are more favorable toward CRBs that independently validate police
actions. This perhaps suggests preferences driven more by out-
comes than institutions.

Misconduct determinations impact perceived
legitimacy

As shown in Table 2, we find some evidence that determinations
that misconduct occurred boost perceived legitimacy. Chief deter-
minations that misconduct occurred significantly increase per-
ceptions of police legitimacy by an average of 0.42 points on the
Likert scale (0.37 SD, P <0.001). As shown in columns 2 and 3 of
Table 2, this is mostly driven by very large increases amongst
Democrats, while there are no significant or substantive changes
in Republican perceptions of police legitimacy. For CRBs, determi-
nations that misconduct occurred also slightly increase average
perceptions of CRB legitimacy (0.11 points on the Likert scale, 0.12
SD, P =0.016). However, this small average effect masks significant
relatively equal and opposing effects amongst Democrats and
Republicans, shown in columns 5 and 6. For Democrats, CRB deter-
minations that misconduct occurred significantly improve percep-
tions of CRB legitimacy (0.45 points on the Likert scale, 0.46 SD,
P <0.001), but for Republicans, such CRB determinations reduce
perceptions of CRB legitimacy to a similar degree (—0.42 points on
the Likert scale, —0.44 SD, P < 0.001).

Preferences for outcomes trump preferences
for institutions

As for perceptions regarding the legitimacy of the outcomes, we
find very high baseline agreement with the chief (92% for
Democrats and 82% for Republicans) in cases where the chief
alone makes a determination that misconduct occurred.
Agreement is lower for Democrats (61%) and higher for
Republicans (86%) when the chief alone determines that miscon-
duct did not occur. When the chief and CRB concur, agreement
with their determination is very high (95% for Democrats and
84% for Republicans) when they find that misconduct occurred.
When they concur that misconduct did not occur, agreement is
still quite high amongst both Democrats (72%) and Republicans
(88%). Table S1 presents these findings.

GzZ0z Jaquiaydas {0 uo 1sanb Aq 0668£28//29ziebd/e/y/o1o1ue/snxauseud/woo dno-olwapede//:sdiy woly papeojumoq


http://academic.oup.com/pnasnexus/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/pnasnexus/pgaf267#supplementary-data

Schiffetal. | 5

CRB Disagrees and Finds Misconduct

0.5+

0.0 1

-0.54

Treatment Effect (Likert)

—-1.01

—-1.54

Ideology

4 6

CRB Disagrees and Finds No Misconduct

Treatment Effect (Likert)

-1.04

—-1.54

4 6

Ideology

Fig. 2. Ideology and perceptions of CRB legitimacy when CRBs disagree with chiefs. The results displayed in the figure are based on comparing pairs of
treatment groups. Top panel: CRB finds misconduct and Chief determines no misconduct (nonmatch) vs. CRB and Chief both find no misconduct (match).
Bottom panel: CRB finds no misconduct and Chief determines misconduct (nonmatch) vs. CRB and Chief both find misconduct (match).

When the chief and CRB disagree, Democrats side with the ac-
tor who found that misconduct occurred, while Republicans side
with the actor who found that misconduct did not occur. That
is, when the CRB finds misconduct but the chief does not, 69% of
Democrats agree with the CRB, but 61% of Republicans agree
with the chief. When the chief finds misconduct but the CRB
does not, 70% of Democrats agree with the chief, but 66% of
Republicans agree with the CRB. This again suggests preferences
for outcomes over institutions.

Discussion and conclusion

This study reports the results of a preregistered survey experi-
ment based on data from a nationally representative sample.
We assess whether the inclusion of civilian oversight buttresses
public perceptions of procedural legitimacy, police legitimacy,
and CRB legitimacy. Our findings are sensitive to standard cri-
tiques of survey experiments, such as simplification inherent in
informational vignettes and cross-sectional research, potential

self-reporting bias, and stronger internal as compared to external
validity. Nevertheless, the findings allow us to weigh in on a ques-
tion of significant public and policy importance.

Overall, our findings present some cause for concern for those
interested in promoting civilian oversight in the form of CRBs to
boost the perceived legitimacy of police institutions. Generally,
CRBs may not elevate aggregate attitudes toward procedural legit-
imacy. Indeed, only respondents with the coldest baseline atti-
tudes toward the police or the few that are aware of a CRB in
their own community are reassured by the presence of a CRB,
whereas a much larger share of individuals with more neutral or
positive baseline views of police or with no knowledge or aware-
ness of CRBs experience little to no boosts to their perceptions in
procedural legitimacy.

These patterns reflect the strategic landscape that police exec-
utives confront when weighing the adoption or endorsement of
CRBs. We initially anticipated that chiefs would reap legitimacy
gains when their decisions aligned with those of a CRB, but that
conflict between these actors would erode trust. Yet our findings
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Table 2. Impact of misconduct determination on perceived legitimacy

Police legitimacy CRB legitimacy
All Dem Repub All Dem Repub
Chief finds misconduct 0.4234 0.7309 —0.075
(0.039) (0.053) (0.067)
CRB finds misconduct 0.114° 0.4524 —0.42449
(0.047) (0.061) (0.083)
Num.Obs. 2,499 1,388 824 1,659 915 555
R? 0.261 0.297 0.150 0.055 0.123 0.080

3P <0.1, °P < 0.05, °P < 0.01, 9P < 0.001.

The variable “Chief Finds Misconduct” indicates receipt of one of the three vignettes in which the Chief finds misconduct, compared to the pooled group that received
one of the three vignettes in which the Chief finds no misconduct. The variable “CRB finds misconduct” indicates receipt of one of the two vignettes in which the CRB
finds misconduct, compared to the pooled group that received one of the two vignettes in which the CRB finds no misconduct. The sample size for the “CRB finds
misconduct” results are reduced because only about four out of six of respondents received vignettes including a CRB.

Table 3. Design of experiment

Condition Type of event Chief decision CRB decision
1 control-no misconduct Misconduct: language, taser, shooting Misconduct did not occur N/A
2 control-misconduct Misconduct: language, taser, shooting Misconduct did occur N/A

3 match-no misconduct

4 nonmatch-no misconduct
5 match-misconduct

6 nonmatch-misconduct

Misconduct: language, taser, shooting
Misconduct: language, taser, shooting
Misconduct: language, taser, shooting
Misconduct: language, taser, shooting

Misconduct did not occur
Misconduct did not occur
Misconduct did occur
Misconduct did occur

Misconduct did not occur (Match)
Misconduct did occur (Nonmatch)
Misconduct did occur (Match)
Misconduct did not occur (Nonmatch)

show no upside from consensus and a significant legitimacy pen-
alty from disagreement. This asymmetry is particularly problem-
atic when CRBs question lenient judgments, since chiefs face
built-in incentives to clear officers of alleged misconduct (11). In
other words, the introduction of a CRB does not promise clear ben-
efits in terms of enhancing police legitimacy, and may bring real
costs when its conclusions do not harmonize with the chief’s own.

External civilian review emerges as a polarizing rather than
unifying force. Like other political arenas, the public often judges
institutional arrangements more by the results they deliver than
by the fairness of their underlying procedures (30, 33 ). In our
data, Democrats and those with initially low regard for the police
view CRBs as more legitimate when they render tougher decisions,
whereas Republicans and individuals who hold more positive
views of law enforcement respond negatively to the same moves.
The opposite pattern emerges when CRBs behave leniently: what
enhances legitimacy among conservatives reduces it among those
on the left. Rather than generating broad-based gains in perceived
legitimacy, CRBs thus reinforce existing divides, reflecting broader
national trends in political polarization driving public opinion to-
wards political institutions. For CRBs, this suggests that their legit-
imacy rests heavily on outcome alignment rather than procedural
idealism, and reflects deeper assumptions about guilt, innocence,
and the fundamental nature of police misconduct.

Our findings remain relevant even if the typical respondent lacks
detailed knowledge about civilian review boards. In reality, most
citizens know relatively little about many criminal justice institu-
tions, yet public judgments of policy interventions often emerge
from limited, context-specific information (34, 35). While our study
holds the form and function of CRBs constant—assuming they pos-
sess the capacity for independent investigations—the interpret-
ation of “independence” likely varies significantly across contexts
and CRB compositions. Moreover, our study holds fixed the (in)exis-
tence of a CRB in the respondent’s mind. Future research should
collect observational data on CRB existence and examine factors as-
sociated with both CRB adoption and public opinion toward CRBs.

Relatedly, future work should investigate how variations in
CRBpresence, authority, and investigatory powerinfluence pub-
licperceptions of legitimacy. Itis reasonable to hypothesize that
CRB authority levels and perceived legitimacy are intercon-
nected, with different configurations of CRB power producing
specific effects. By presenting concrete scenarios illustrating
CRB decision-making, we effectively approximate the condi-
tions under which ordinary individuals would confront these in-
stitutions in practice. The resulting patterns—such as the
absence of universal legitimacy boosts and the polarized re-
sponses across ideological groups—underscore that even mo-
dest cues suffice to influence opinions. Rather than requiring
intricate understanding of CRB authority, the public reacts to
the prospect of independent oversight in ways consistent with
their baseline attitudes toward policing and their inclination to
trust or doubt governmental checks. This suggests that our con-
clusions are robust to the reality of low-information publics and
reflect how these reforms would likely play out in politically di-
verse environments where most citizens never become deep ex-
perts in policy detail.

These results highlight the risks of distributing disciplinary
authority across multiple actors, especially from the perspec-
tive of police executives. Conflict between CRBs and chiefs
does more than fail to enhance legitimacy; it actively under-
minesit, with the greatest damage occurring when one party ap-
pears unduly lenient. In contrast, consensus yields at best
modest and often polarized gains. To the extent that a primary
objective of expanding civilian oversight is to strengthen police
legitimacy, our findings indicate that CRBs are a net liability ra-
ther than an asset. This asymmetry helps explain why police
leaders, wary of these downside risks, often resist fully embra-
cing civilian oversight (5, 12). Yet, we emphasize that CRBs
may elevate perceived legitimacy for citizens with lower baseline
trust in the police—often precisely the intended audience of reform
efforts—and may serve functions and move key outcomes beyond
public opinion.
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Materials and methods

The survey experiment for this study was reviewed and deemed ex-
empt by the IRBs for Purdue University (Protocol IRB-2024-700),
New York University (Protocol IRB-FY2024-9178), the University
of Utah (Protocol IRB-00179081), and the University of South
Carolina (Protocol Pro00137443). Informed consent was obtained
from all participants. The authors additionally preregistered a pre-
analysis plan for their study with the open science framework (OSF)
before fielding the experiment.

Before fielding the study, we conducted simulations to estimate
the power of the experimental design for a component of hypoth-
esis H1 across a range of sample sizes. In particular, we conducted
simulations assuming a standardized treatment effect of 0.125 for
the pooled matching conditions compared to the pooled control
groups with no CRB. In order to be powered to detect positive sig-
nificant effects (such as boosts to perceived legitimacy) when
comparing the matching conditions to the control conditions,
we estimated that we would need a sample size of 3,000. This in-
formed our anticipated sample size of 3,000. As a result of in-
creased payments needed for participants due to survey
durations longer than expected, we were only able to obtain
2,500 participants with the given budget.

Table 3 provides additional information about the six treat-
ment groups in our experimental design. Participants were ran-
domly assigned with equal probability to one of six possible
vignettes. The conditions are labeled as well as numbered, with
the labels distinguishing between control, matching, and non-
matching vignettes, as well as the direction of the chief’s decision
(either “no” or “yes” to whether misconduct occurred).

The wording of the vignette shown to participants is as follows:

“An investigation was recently undertaken into conduct by Officer
Jones, a 12-year veteran of the police department.

In a recent incident, Officer Jones [used profanity directed toward
a subject —used his taser against a subject — discharged his fire-
arm against a subject] while on duty. At the time of the event,
Officer Jones was attempting to serve an arrest warrant.

A department-led investigation sought to evaluate whether
Jones’s use of [profanity —his taser— his firearm| complied
with departmental policy. Department policy allows [profanity
— taser use — firearm use] under some conditions.

Following the investigation, Police Chief Smith announced the re-
sults, which found Officer Jones’s actions to be [appropriate/
inappropriate].

[If applicable:] In addition to the Chief’s findings, the local Civilian
Review Board (CRB) conducted their own investigation and [also/
instead] found Officer Jones's actions to be [appropriate/
inappropriate].”

The full survey instrument (complete wording and order of all
questions asked in our survey) is available in the Supporting
Information.

To provide further detail on our analysis strategy, we explain in
depth how we assessed our first hypothesis, H1. We use a similar
approach to analyze results for our other hypotheses, but the de-
tailed regression specifications can be found in our preanalysis
plan with OSF for those who are interested.

To address H1, the CRBs Boost Procedural Legitimacy
Hypothesis, we pool the four treatment conditions in which a

CRB is present and makes a determination and compare them to
the pooled conditions without a CRB (two control conditions).
We use the following regression specification:

Procedural legitimacy =, + f;CRB + X + ¢,

where Procedural legitimacy references the procedural legitimacy
outcome, CRB is an indicator for receiving a vignette with a CRB
determination, X refers to the vector of the covariates, and e refers
to the error. The reference group is composed of those who re-
ceived vignette treatments without a CRB determination. As per
H1, we expect B, to be positive (e.g. greater procedural legitimacy
with CRBs as an independent investigatory authority).

In our analysis, we control for the following demographic cova-
riates: gender, race, age, education, household income, partisan-
ship, ideology, feelings toward the police (police thermometer),
perceptions of crime, and prior experience (for self and friends/
family) with police use of force.

Notes

@Thirty-three respondents completed our survey in September or
early October due to difficulty filling quotas for the representative
sample. All respondents completed the survey by 2024 October 2.

PWe included attention checks in our survey, but we did not boot re-
spondents who failed the attention checks, or exclude them from
the main analysis, as is best practice (32). 84% of respondents in
our sample answered two instructional manipulation check ques-
tions correctly, and the Supporting Information presents results—
which are consistent with the main results—for this attentive sub-
set as Table S3, Fig. S4, Fig. S5, and Table S4.

“We measured all outcomes—except the outcome legitimacy meas-
ure—using a five-point Likert scale from Strongly disagree to
Strongly agree.

dNote that the statement about CRBs was only shown to participants
who received a vignette mentioning a CRB.

“Note that the first quartile police feeling score is 35 on the 100 point
scale, and the median is 65.

fSpecifically, 12% of respondents (290/2,503) report awareness of a
CRB in their own community; though we cannot verify from our
data if these reports are accurate. While this boost to legitimacy as-
sociated with self-reported awareness of a local CRB could be driven
by other factors, note that awareness of a CRB in one’s own commu-
nity is not strongly correlated with either Democratic identification
(r=-0.04) or feelings toward the police (r =0.08).

Supplementary Material

Supplementary material is available at PNAS Nexus online.
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