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Abstract

Democracy requires constraining the police. We identify a risk of imposing con-
straints on police power: that police supervisors will sabotage the new rules
by substituting one form of abuse for another. Police in Venezuela responded
to new restrictions on arrests by using more extra-judicial force, and police in
Chicago responded to new restrictions on pedestrian stops by making tra�c
stops instead. But in Colombia, where supervisors supported new restrictions
on arrests, o�cers accepted them without substitution toward other types of
abuse. This comparative evidence informs longstanding debates about the ori-
gins of and remedies for police abuse of power.
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1 Introduction

Policing the police is a fundamental problem for democracies. The police must be
powerful enough to enforce the law but constrained enough not to abuse their power
(North, Wallis, and Weingast, 2009, p. 110). The abuse of police power has become
a central concern in U.S. and Latin American politics, as countries across the region
reckon with o�cers’ use of violence.1

Governments and courts have sought to curb the abuse of police power through
legislation, injunctions, and regulation. But as Mummolo (2017) points out, external
constraints are only e↵ective when police supervisors can get their o�cers to comply.
Foundational work on policing was skeptical that supervisors can induce o�cers’
compliance; agency problems in policing are thought to be especially intractable
(e.g. Brehm and Gates, 1999, p. 171; see discussion in Section 2). Recent scholarship,
however, is more optimistic about the influence of police supervisors, showing that
they can ensure their subordinates’ immediate compliance with new rules (Mummolo,
2017; Ba and Rivera, 2019).

We find that supervisors’ influence has a dark side: just as they can induce o�cers to
comply with new external constraints, they can likewise induce o�cers to sabotage
the new rules by substituting one form of abuse of power for another. We document
this substitution in two very di↵erent contexts. In Venezuela and in Chicago, ex-
ternal constraints induced sharp declines in specific types of police abuse of power
(arbitrary arrests and pedestrian stops, respectively; see Figure 1)—only to generate
simultaneous increases in other forms of abuse (extrajudicial force in Venezuela, traf-
fic stops in Chicago; Sections 3 and 4). In both cases, external constraints produced
the intended e↵ects as well as harmful unintended consequences.

This substitution is not inevitable: the qualitative record indicates that it occurred
in Venezuela and Chicago because managers within the police opposed the new con-
straints. In a third case—the imposition of new constraints on police in Colombia—
we find that the new rules led to a dramatic reduction in arbitrary arrests (Figure 1)
without any accompanying increase in other forms of police abuse of power (Section
5). The new constraints were similar to those in Venezuela and Chicago, but the
results were radically di↵erent.

1We discuss the literature in Section 2. Recent references on the United States include Soss
and Weaver (2017); Knox, Lowe, and Mummolo (2019); Je↵erson, Neuner, and Pasek (2017); Ba
and Annan-Phan (2019); on Latin America, see Brinks (2008); Denyer-Willis (2015); Cano (2010);
Cano and Osse (2017); Magaloni and Rodŕıguez (2019); Magaloni, Vivanco, and Melo (2019).
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Figure 1: Sharp declines in arbitrary arrests and pedestrian stops
These figures show that the reforms we study, marked as red vertical lines, caused sharp drops in
arrests in Venezuela (a), pedestrian stops in Chicago (b), and arrests in Colombia (c).

(a) Venezuela

0

200

400

600

800

1000

Ar
re

st
s 

pe
r 1

00
K 

pe
r y

ea
r, 

Ve
ne

zu
el

a

1975 1983 1991 1999 2007

Arrests per 100,000
(b) Chicago

0

1000

2000

3000

Pe
de

st
ria

n 
st

op
s 

pe
r 1

00
K 

pe
r m

on
th

, C
hi

ca
go

2014 2015 2016

CPD
(c) Colombia

0

200

400

600

800

1000

Ar
re

st
s 

pe
r 1

00
K 

pe
r y

ea
r, 

Co
lo

m
bi

a

-20 months -5 0 5 20 months

Overall

Sources: Venezuela, Anuarios Estad́ısticos de Venezuela and CICPC; Chicago, University of Chicago Crime Lab
(2016); Colombia, Revistas Criminalidad.

We argue that directives from police supervisors account for the variance in outcomes.
In Venezuela and in Chicago, qualitative evidence reveals that police supervisors
encouraged o�cers to obey the letter but undermine the spirit of the new rules,
rewarding o�cers who substituted a di↵erent form of abuse for the newly prohibited
one. In Colombia, in contrast, police supervisors aligned o�cers’ internal incentives
with the new external rules. We show that supervisors’ priorities determine not
only whether o�cers comply with new constraints (Mummolo, 2017; Ba and Rivera,
2019), but also whether o�cers sabotage reform e↵orts by substituting one form of
abuse of power for another.

2 Literature: Police supervisors and reform

Our findings contribute to a debate on the causes of police brutality and abuse of
power. Some scholars focus on selection: people with particular characteristics select
into police forces and then abuse their power (e.g. Kane and White, 2009; Greene
et al., 2004; Waugh, Ede, and Alley, 1998). Others focus on incentives: police
abuse of power arises when police departments reward it, and/or when the criminal
justice system fails to punish it (Skolnick and Fyfe, 1993; Sherman, 1978; Mummolo,
2017; Mollen Commission, 1994; Brinks, 2008). Our results support the latter view,
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showing not only that supervisors can curtail o�cer abuse of power, but also that
they can sharply increase it.

Among scholars who focus on incentives, there is disagreement about the extent to
which police supervisors can mitigate agency problems. In all three of our cases,
we find that police supervisors were able to create e↵ective incentives for o�cers: in
Venezuela and Chicago, to substitute one form of coercion for another; in Colombia,
to reduce coercion. Our findings therefore contrast with those of Brehm and Gates
(1999), who conclude that internal police department policies have no e↵ect on the
brutality of line-level police (p. 168) and who therefore argue that “the first link in
the chain of command, the immediate supervisor, is weak” (p. 171).

More generally, in Brehm and Gates’s view, line-level bureaucrats typically engage in
two major forms of resistance: shirking and sabotage (p. 27–28). Our findings recall
their notion of sabotage, but with a key di↵erence: Brehm and Gates understand
sabotage as actions taken by o�cers against the will of their supervisors, whereas we
document the substitution of one form of abuse of power for another as the result of
policy made by supervisors themselves, to sabotage external constraints imposed by
the court or the legislature.

Our results are more in line with those of Mummolo (2017) and Ba and Rivera
(2019). Mummolo finds that a change in reporting requirements within the New
York Police Department dramatically reduced the number of weapons stops; his
interviews show that the procedural change worked not because the new reporting
requirements were so onerous in and of themselves, but because o�cers interpreted
the new requirements as a signal of their supervisors’ priorities. Ba and Rivera (2019)
find that renewed emphasis on citizen complaints in the Chicago Police Department
dramatically changed o�cers’ behavior, leading to a large drop in the number of
citizen complaints.

Our finding that supervisors are able to impose their priorities on line-level o�cers is
also consistent with the apparently limited e↵ect of introducing police body cameras
(e.g., Braga et al. 2018; Ariel et al. 2016; Yokum et al. 2019, but see Ariel et al. 2015;
Jennings et al. 2015). In addition, to the extent that police supervisors are sensitive
to municipal budget concerns, our findings are consistent with the view that police
forces respond to municipal fiscal incentives (Harvey and Mungan, 2019; Makowsky,
Stratmann, and Tabarrok, 2018).

We also contribute to the literature on harmful consequences of well-meaning police
reform. Scholars have documented many varieties of police resistance to change. For
example, Fogelson (1979, p. 67) describes a campaign of intimidation by Tammany
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Hall to attempt to stop a first wave of police reform in New York City at the end
of the nineteenth century; Skogan (2008) distinguishes between types of resistance
from police supervisors and rank-and-file o�cers; and in a finding especially close
to ours, Skolnick and Fyfe (1993) devote a chapter to police vigilantism, describing
situations in which police use excessive force in order to control those “underpun-
ished by established law” (p. 24). To this list of the possible forms of resistance to
reform, we add the substitution of one form of abuse for another. This substitution,
although related to Chevigny’s notion of “o�cial vigilantism” (1995), is distinct.
In Venezuela, o�cers substituted extra-judicial violence for arrests, and in Chicago,
o�cers substituted tra�c stops for pedestrian stops.

Our findings also underscore the importance of anticipating how strategic actors re-
optimize in response to reform. The preservation of abuse of power in policing echoes
the “seesaw e↵ect” in economic policy (Acemoglu et al., 2003, p. 54): “if the elites
are prevented from using one particular instrument, as long as institutional weak-
nesses remain, a likely outcome is that they will pursue their objectives using other
instruments” (see also Acemoglu, 2010). The danger of these strategic responses is
especially grave when reform targets the behavior of armed agents of the state, as
Acemoglu et al. (2016) show in the case of the Colombian military.

Finally, and most broadly, our results contribute to literature on the durability of co-
ercive institutions. Scholars have, for example, documented continuity in the use of
coercive state power against African-Americans in the U.S. South from slavery to seg-
regation to contemporary criminal justice policy (Alexander, 2010; Blackmon, 2008;
Siegel, 1997). Others have documented the long-lasting e↵ects of slavery and extrac-
tive institutions (Nunn, 2008; Dell, 2010). Our results from Chicago and Venezuela
show how agents of the state might preserve such institutions: police o�cers acted
swiftly to preserve their power by substituting one form of abuse for another.

3 Venezuela

In Venezuela, external constraints on the police arrived as part of a new code of
criminal procedure in 1999. The new code restricted police arrest powers, which
dramatically reduced arrest rates. We find that it also led to a lethal backlash:
the substitution of one form of coercion for another. Angered by the reform and
encouraged by their bosses, a small number of police o�cers began to use lethal
force against suspects whom they could no longer arrest and detain.

5



3.1 A sharp decline in arrests

The drafters of Venezuela’s new code of criminal procedure sought to increase protec-
tions for suspects and defendants. Prominent legal scholars wrote that the old crimi-
nal procedure code “remained a blemish on [Venezuela’s] image of liberal democracy”
and “crushed poor and uneducated suspects in its Kafaesque gears” (Algúındigue and
Pérez-Perdomo, 2008, 2013).

After years of revisions and debate, the Venezuelan legislature approved the new code
of criminal procedure in 1998, under President Rafael Caldera. The code entered into
force nationwide the following year, on July 1, 1999.2

The new code marked a paradigm shift (Birkbeck, 2003, p. 2), replacing a written,
inquisitorial criminal procedure with an oral, accusatorial one (Langer, 2007; Birk-
beck, 2003; Algúındigue and Pérez-Perdomo, 2013, p. 124). Where previously judges
participated in investigation and prosecution (Langer, 2007, p. 629), the new system
limited the judge’s role to adjudication, placing public prosecutors in charge of gath-
ering evidence (IADB, 2002, p. 6). This was part of a wave of similar reforms across
Latin America: between 1990 and 2016, fifteen Latin American countries switched
from inquisitorial to accusatorial criminal procedure codes.

The new code of criminal procedure curtailed the power of the police. The old code
explicitly permitted arrests and detention not only of suspects charged with crimes
but of anyone whose arrest and detention could advance a criminal investigation
(CEC, 1962, Article 75-H; COPP, 1998, Articles 259–264; Vásquez González, 2017;
IADB, 2002, p. 6–7).

The new code, in contrast, limited those arrest powers and also aimed to make pre-
trial detention the exception rather than the rule: suspects could be detained pre-trial
only under judicial order, and only under more restrictive guidelines (Birkbeck, 2003,
p. 9–10). Moreover, those detained without a warrant could be held for less time
before being indicted or released (Birkbeck, 2003; USAID, 2015, p. 10).

As a result, the arrest rate fell nearly 90%, from 512 per 100,000 in 1998—the
year before the new code came into e↵ect—to 53 per 100,000 in 1999 (Figure 1a).
Interviews conducted for this project suggest that these figures reflect an actual
change in police behavior, as opposed to (e.g.) a change in the way that arrests were

2Three articles entered into force immediately, in 1998: mechanisms for alternative dispute
resolution (Articles 34–36), procedures for plea bargaining (Articles 376, 504, and 505), and access
to exhibits for the defendant and her counsel (Article 313).
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recorded (Antillano, 2015).

3.2 Substitution toward extra-judicial force in Venezuela

Legal scholars, sociologists, and prosecutors hypothesized that police o�cers re-
sponded to the new code by substituting the use of lethal force for unchecked arrest
powers.3 For sociologist Andrés Antillano (2010, p. 340–341), the new code and
related reforms

implied the reduction of the legal powers of the police (such as arrests
without warrants . . .). This resulted in a decline in excessive use of
legal power, such as arbitrary arrests and the use of torture to obtain
confessions. But at the same time, there seems to have been an increase
in activity related to the use of informal (and extra-legal) power by the
police, such as executions.

Monsalve Briceño (2006), relying on interviews with police o�cers in Caracas, con-
cluded that the new code restricted arrest powers “that the police had used as e↵ec-
tive substitutes for judicial punishment” and that o�cers might therefore consider
it legitimate to punish via physical force (p. 14). If an o�cer were to doubt that a
detainee would be punished within the judicial system, the o�cer “might decide not
to inform the public prosecutor and instead punish directly” (p. 14).

Similarly, Algúındigue and Pérez-Perdomo (2008, p. 109–110) wrote:

The police felt that the legal reforms deprived them of the enormous
power they previously enjoyed. The police could no longer imprison
known criminals . . . But even in cases where people were caught in fla-
grante delicto, the judges could set the criminals free on technicalities . . .
The police responded by killing suspected criminals rather than taking
the risk that judges would free them later on procedural grounds.

Prosecutors also accused the police of a violent response to the new code. For
example, in a letter to the daily newspaper El Nacional, one prosecutor wrote that
“some police o�cials, instead of respecting the civilizing limits imposed by the new
code of criminal procedure (which apparently threatens their protagonism), prefer
to take justice into their own hands” (Moreno Pineda, 1999).

3Similarly, Hanson (2017) finds that a 2009 e↵ort to rein in use of force in Venezuela’s National
Bolivarian Police backfired, increasing o�cers’ sense of vulnerability and possibly fueling violence.
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We provide the first quantitative test of the hypothesis that Venezuelan police sub-
stituted lethal force for arrests.

Lacking a direct and comprehensive measure of deaths at the hands of police, we
instead consider lethal violence overall—for which there is a high-quality, high-
frequency measure (González Mej́ıas and Kronick, 2017)—and then use additional
data to interpret the results.

Figure 2a shows that lethal violence jumped in the weeks following July 1, 1999,
when the new code of criminal procedure came into force. The lines show linear fits
to log daily violent death rates; the points mark weekly means.4 The data derive
from vital statistics, maintained by the Ministry of Health (see González Mej́ıas
and Kronick, 2017, for details). The high-frequency data is critical both because
1999 saw many other changes—among them, Hugo Chávez took o�ce as president
in January—and because the violent death rate began increasing in the late 1980s
(Kronick, Forthcoming).5

Figure 2b reveals the same pattern using a second data source, comparing the
monthly violent death count observed in the vital statistics data (that is, the data
used for Figure 2a) with homicide cases observed in the police data (these data are
not available by day or by week). The police records confirm the trend observed in
vital statistics: a sharp increase following the new code.

To estimate the size of the jump in the violent death rate in Venezuela after July
1, 1999—that is, to estimate ✓ = E(Y |July 1, 1999)� E(Y |June 30, 1999), where Y
denotes the violent death rate—we first estimate

Yt = ↵1 + ↵2Postt + �1t+ �2(Postt ⇥ t) + "t (1)

where t is a day counter taking a value of one on July 1, 1999 (and 2 on July 2, and
0 on June 30, etc.) and Postt is an indicator for all dates on or after July 1. We then
estimate ✓̂ = ↵̂2 + (�̂1 + �̂2)⇥ 1.6 This approach yields ✓̂ = 8.31 (s.e. 3.52), leading
us to reject the null that H0 : ✓ = 0.7

4Daily violent death rates were scaled by ⇥365, so that the y-axis is on the annual scale.
5This does not appear to be a seasonal pattern (i.e., a July e↵ect; see Figure B.3a), nor do

registered deaths from other causes jump around July 1, 1999 (which would otherwise suggest a
change in the vital statistics system; see Figure B.3b).

6For estimates using local linear regression, see Table A.1 and accompanying discussion.
7Estimating the same equation with ln(Yt) as the dependent variable yields an estimate of a

26% increase, standard error 8.7.
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Figure 2: The preservation of coercion in Venezuela
In Figure (a), the lines show predictions (from linear regression) of the log violent death rate in
Venezuela, fit to daily data before and after the implementation of the new criminal procedure
code; the points mark weekly means. Figure (b) plots the monthly violent death rate before and
after the implementation of the code, from two di↵erent data sources.
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The daily, weekly, and monhtly violent death rates are scaled to facilitate comparison with annual rates (that is,
they are multiplied by 365, 52, and 12, respectively).

Relative to the prereform violent death rate of 30 per 100,000, this was a significant
increase (27%). At the same time, the number of “additional” violent deaths is small
relative to the drop in the arrest rate: the arrest rate fell 459 per 100,000 while the
violent death rate rose 8.31 per 100,000, suggesting that, if frustrated arrests did end
in extrajudicial killings, they did so in (at most) 1.8% of cases. This makes sense,
given that lethal violence is an extreme outcome.

The analysis thus far says only that lethal violence increased just after July 1, 1999;
we do not observe how many of these additional victims were killed by the police.
The only direct measure is incomplete: since 1989, the Venezuelan human rights
organization PROVEA has compiled press accounts of extrajudicial killings by state
security forces. As PROVEA acknowledges, the data are far from comprehensive;
however, under the (perhaps strong) assumptions of stability in the proportion of
violations appearing in the press, and in the proportion of press reports picked up
by PROVEA, these data provide a meaningful measure of the trend in extra-judicial
killings by police.

Appendix Figure B.5a shows that PROVEA’s count of victims of extra-judicial
killings was largely flat in the two years prior to July 1999 and then began ris-
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ing after that date, though there is no jump immediately after the new code came
into e↵ect. The same is true of the police count of cases of “resistance to authority,”
a crime imputed to many victims of extra-judicial police killings (González Mej́ıas
and Kronick, 2017), as shown in Appendix Figure B.5b. These trends are consistent
with the notion that the new criminal procedure code increased police use of lethal
force. In its own annual report for 2001, PROVEA mentioned the adverse police re-
action to implementation of the new code, which police o�cials had publicly blamed
for “putting thousands of ‘antisocials’ on the streets” (p. 37).

If indeed extra-judicial killings by police account for the jump in lethal violence in
Figure 2a, we might expect victim characteristics to change. In particular, we might
expect a higher proportion of adolescent victims. Prior to the reform, approximately
40% of lethal violence victims were between the ages of 15 and 25; if all of the addi-
tional victims post-reform had been between the ages of 15 and 25, that proportion
would have increased to 53%. In fact, as Appendix Figure B.4b suggests, the pro-
portion of victims aged 15–25 increased to 44%—about one-third of the maximum
possible increase.8

We interpret these findings as evidence that police reacted to the new code of criminal
procedure by using lethal violence.

One obvious alternative explanation is that the sharp drop in arrest rates—and
consequent drop in the cost of committing crimes—led non-police civilians to commit
more murders (Becker, 1968). If this were the case, however, the same incentives
would drive people to commit other crimes; as we show in Appendix Figures B.1c and
B.1d, there is no jump in reported property crime after the new criminal procedure
code came into e↵ect.9

Another possibility is that newly released prisoners were responsible for the addi-
tional violence: the new code’s restrictions on pre-trial detention led to a 40% decline
in the incarceration rate. But the release of prisoners occurred gradually, not all at
once on July 1, 1999—making it di�cult to argue that the release was responsible
for the violence after that date. Moreover, the release was primarily restricted to
non-violent criminals. It is not clear why the gradual release of prisoners accused of

8We might also expect that the proportion of male victims would increase, but the baseline
proportion is too high and the data too high-variance to test this (Figure B.4a): if all of the
additional victims had been male, the proportion of male victims would have increased from 91%
(pre-reform) to 93%.

9This raises the question of why the drop in arrest rates would not increase robberies or thefts;
in our view, the most plausible explanation is that, as many critics charged, arrests before the new
code were extremely arbitrary.
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non-violent crimes would produce a sharp jump in lethal violence but no increase in
property crime (Appendix Figures B.1c and B.1d).

A second alternative explanation, more di�cult to rule out, is that the new code
increased the perception of impunity, which in turn increased (non-police) lynchings
of suspected criminals. Indeed, the press reported several such lynchings; in one case,
the police told a robbery victim “that her report could not be processed because the
new criminal procedure code had come into e↵ect and there was no public prosecutor
in the o�ce to open the investigation” (El Universal, 1999). One state governor was
criticized for appearing to encourage lynchings; he said that he “would not use the
police to protect thieves, rapists, or murders” (El Mundo, August 24, 1999). In our
view, however, the immediacy of the jump in lethal violence is more consistent with
an organized response than with atomistic non-police civilian reactions.

Taken together, these results support the hypothesis posed by qualitative scholars:
that some police o�cers responded to the new constraints on arrests by turning
toward a di↵erent form of abuse of power.

3.3 Rules and incentives in Venezuela

Based on the qualitative record, we argue that police behavior in Venezuela reflected
the goals of police supervisors rather than their failure to control line-level o�cers.

Police supervisors publicly complained about their loss of power under the new code
of criminal procedure. “They’ve taken away the authority we had,” a Caracas police
inspector told the Associated Press in August, 1999, one month after the new code
came into e↵ect (Jones, 1999). And the chief of operations of the national inves-
tigative police went further, telling a journalist that he was “putting out a call for
o�cers to be more proactive in our responsibilities . . . we simply want to take the
reins.” The daily newspaper El Nacional published this interview under the headline,
“The investigative police shapes the new code to its liking, making changes under
the table” (El Nacional, 1999).

One Venezuelan human rights group wrote that the police “waged war on the new
system” by trying to convince the public that the new code had increased crime
(COFAVIC, 2005, p. 20).

In the state of Portuguesa, in center-west Venezuela, one police-linked death squad
explicitly blamed the new code of criminal procedure for “leading them to act”; the
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group promised “that they would not stop until [the new code] was repealed” (U.S.
Department of State, 2002).

These public announcements of intent to sabotage the new constraints would be
strange if high-ranking police o�cials punished such behavior. In that case, we
might expect more subterfuge.

Interviews with o�cers suggest that some supervisors even created formal incentives
for the shift from arbitrary arrests to extra-judicial use of force: “‘Before the [new
code of criminal procedure] there were prizes for o�cer of the month. The prizes
were given primarily for number of arrests, which meant that there was excessive
competition for making arrests; you assumed everyone was guilty. But then the [new
code] came, and it was not appropriate for the Venezuelan reality, it was imported
from Germany, and it caused a lot of trouble. We could no longer make arrests, so
the prizes for o�cer of the month were given for other activities like confrontations’”
(Hanson and Kronick, n.d.).

Police resistance to the new rules was undoubtedly exacerbated by weak investment
in training and education, which in turn was exacerbated by an unexpected political
transition. The new criminal procedure code was signed into law in 1998, before the
election of Hugo Chávez, but only entered into force in 1999—after Chávez was sworn
in as president of Venezuela. Chávez blamed his predecessors for the lack of training
and preparation for the new code (Chávez Fŕıas, 1999), while his predecessors blamed
Chávez (Algúındigue and Pérez-Perdomo, 2013, p. 125; Rosell Senhenn, 2014, p. 161;
Rosell, 2017).

Likely both administrations were responsible, and lack of training almost certainly
contributed to police supervisors’ opposition to the new constraints. Asked whether
the police participated in discussions about the new code of criminal procedure, one
high-ranking police o�cial said in an interview that “we did not participate in dis-
cussions about the reform. We were invited to take part in the so-called simulations
[of how to behave under the new rules] . . . but we were invited only to attend, not
to opine” (Ramirez Pinto, 2016).

In sum, when police supervisors and line-level o�cers in Venezuela found themselves
subject to new and undesirable constraints, they reacted by substituting one form of
abuse of power for another.
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4 Chicago

Like their counterparts in Venezuela, Chicago police responded to new external con-
straints by substituting one form of abuse of power for another. In this section, we
show that a set of reforms led Chicago police to reduce pedestrian stops by more
than 80% in late 2015 and early 2016—and at the same time, to triple the number of
tra�c stops. We show that these trends were related by examining the composition
of tra�c stops: as numbers of tra�c stops spiked, the likelihood that a stopped
driver was black spiked as well, and the chance that a stop produced a citation fell
by about half. We also o↵er qualitative evidence that police supervisors encouraged
the substitution of tra�c stops for pedestrian stops. Forced to restrict one form of
abuse of power, Chicago police embraced another.

4.1 A sharp decline in pedestrian stops in Chicago

In October 2015, Chicago police made more than 60,000 pedestrian stops; in January
2016, the same police force made fewer than 10,000 such stops (University of Chicago
Crime Lab 2016; Ba and Rivera 2019). This drop persisted: whereas in 2014 and the
first ten months of 2015, monthly pedestrian stops had never fallen below 50,000,
throughout 2016 the monthly average hovered around 10,000 (Figure 1b).

The dramatic decrease in pedestrian stops followed the imposition of new constraints.
On January 1, 2016, an agreement between the ACLU and the Chicago Police De-
partment took e↵ect. While the agreement took e↵ect soon after two other events
that might have a↵ected police behavior—the release of the video of Chicago police
shooting Laquan McDonald, and the announcement of a related investigation by the
Department of Justice—the qualitative evidence suggests that the new documenta-
tion requirements were the principal cause of the decline in stops.

In particular, the agreement between the ACLU and the Chicago Police Department
required new documentation for pedestrian stops. O�cers were made to fill out a
two-page form called the Investigatory Stop Report (“ISR”). That form replaced a
previous 3” by 5” card known as a contact card. The new forms included 70 fields for
o�cers to fill out, as well as a second narrative to be supplied if a pat-down occurred
(Rogers 2016).

Police avoided the new form by making fewer stops. A widely read police blog,
Second City Cop, described the decline in stops, posting images of the contact card
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and the new ISR form. Describing the new form, the o�cer-blogger wrote “Holy crap
- 9” by 11” huge, easily double the amount of information wanted and . . . what’s
that? Oh, that’s only side one?” (SSC 2016). He also complained that “[t]his whole
system is being rolled out with ZERO training aside from a video,” and suggested
that the entries on the form would be subject to scrutiny from management and
“ACLU lawyers.” He concluded: “Little wonder that activity has dropped o↵ by
extraordinary amounts.”

The more than two hundred comments following this post express similar views.
One wrote: “I will do everything to avoid this ISR even if it means the city goes to
shit.” Another: “If isn’t repeated enough, this is complete BULLSHIT!” Another:
“I don’t mind the new system. I’m never going to stop another shit-head again.”
And another: “I used to see a suspicious person. Now I don’t, not with some ACLU
jackal lawyer waiting to pick at my corpse.”

4.2 Substitution toward tra�c stops in Chicago

Police responded by adopting another form of abuse of power. As the number of
pedestrian stops fell from 60,000 to 10,000, the number of tra�c stops tripled, from
5,000 to 15,000 per month. The number of stops had remained relatively constant
from 2013 to 2015, but the spike in January 2016 marked the beginning of a secular
upward trend. The number of stops continued to climb from 2016 to 2018. Figure
3a shows monthly tra�c stops in Chicago from 2013 through 2018.

Was the drop in pedestrian stops related to the increase in tra�c stops? Observers
speculated that it was (ACLU, 2019; Cassell and Fowles, 2018), and the simultaneous
drop and spike are suggestive. But the timing might have been coincidental.

To evaluate whether the increase in tra�c stops beginning in 2016 was related to
the decline in pedestrian stops, we examine the composition of tra�c stops over
time in Chicago and the rest of Illinois. First, as the composition of tra�c stops
remained constant in Illinois overall, it changed dramatically in Chicago, with o�cers
suddenly beginning to target Black drivers more often than before. Figure 3b shows,
over time, the proportion of stopped drivers who were black in Chicago compared
to the rest of Illinois. From 2013 through the first half of 2015, about 45% of
stopped drivers in Chicago were black; in late 2015, that percentage began to climb,
reaching 60% at the beginning of 2016 and hovering around that percentage for
the next three years. Over the same period, there was little change in the rest of
Illinois. This large and persistent compositional change suggests that Chicago police
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Figure 3: The substitution of tra�c stops for pedestrian stops in Chicago
Figure (a) shows that the number of tra�c stops jumped in Jan. 2016 in Chicago but not in the
rest of Illinois; Figure (b) shows that the new stops targeted Black drivers; Figure (c) shows that
the new stops produced fewer citations; and Figure (d) shows that, again in Chicago but not in the
rest of Illinois, searches were less likely to produce weapons or other contraband after Jan. 2016.
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were indeed substituting tra�c stops for pedestrian stops, which disproportionately
targeted black residents.

Other compositional changes tell a similar story. Figure 3c shows citation rates—the
proportion of all tra�c stops resulting in a citation—over the same period, again
comparing Chicago to the rest of Illinois. Here, the change is more dramatic still. As
the citation rate in most of Illinois remained relatively constant, it fell dramatically

15



in Chicago in the second half of 2015, from around 70% to around 40%, and then
continued to fall over the next two years, as the number of tra�c stops continued to
rise. By 2018, the citation rate was consistently under 20%—a 60% decline from the
pre-reform period. This suggests that police began making tra�c stops for reasons
other than issuing citations.

One last measure of the composition of tra�c stops reveals a similar pattern: the hit
rate, or how frequently, among searches, police found some type of contraband. The
hit rate o↵ers a rough indicator of how well justified police searches are (Mummolo
2017). Since searches are rare events, this rate fluctuates, but the hit rate in Chicago
declined in early 2016, at the same time as the hit rate across Illinois was steadily
rising (Figure 3d).

In sum, as Chicago pedestrian stops plummeted in late 2015 and early 2016, tra�c
stops rose. The additional tra�c stops were of a di↵erent type: police became much
more likely to pull over Black drivers and less likely to issue citations or to find
contraband. In other words, as in Venezuela, police substituted one form of abuse of
power for another.

4.3 Rules and incentives in Chicago

The qualitative evidence suggests that the impetus for this preservation of abuse of
power in Chicago came from police management.

O�cers’ accounts establish that the new ISR form caused them to shift attention
from pedestrian stops to tra�c stops. In January, 2019, the ACLU released a report
showing that Chicago tra�c stops increased in January 2016 and January 2017 and
suggesting that substitution from pedestrian stops to tra�c stops might be one of
the causes. The Chicago Tribune covered the story and explained the causes of the
substitution:

Multiple Chicago police o�cers who talked to the Tribune on the con-
dition of anonymity because they were not authorized to speak publicly
said they believe many o�cers now prefer to pull drivers over rather than
stop pedestrians. The documentation they must fill out for tra�c stops is
much simpler than the lengthy, detailed reports required for pedestrian
stops as a result of the department’s agreement with the ACLU, they
said. Police have the authority to pull over drivers who commit tra�c
violations, but even if a ticket isn’t issued, o�cers are still required to
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document the motorist’s race and other identifiers. These so-called blue
cards, though, take far less time to fill out than the reports for pedestrian
stops, the o�cers said (Gorner 2019).

The Second City Cop blog expanded on this explanation, showing the documentation
required for pedestrian stops and explaining the less burdensome requirements for
tra�c stops. “What would you rather fill out?” the author asked. The author also
explained that police management had shifted its attention to tra�c stops: “The
Tra�c Stop Statistical Study card . . . is smaller than a 3” x 5” index card, and the
bosses love it because they can count it and apply it to CompStat bullshit.”

The comments on the blog post tell the same story: that police supervisors provided
incentives for o�cers to shift their e↵ort from pedestrian to tra�c stops. One wrote:
“I knew this would happen as soon [as] the ISRs happened. That’s when the bosses
switched to making their new stat the ‘blue cards.’ They yelled every single day
‘more blue cards’ and they still do. Just like the old contact cards the blue cards
are now the stat for bosses hoping to get promoted even higher.” Others agreed:
“That’s what the bosses and dept gets. They push these blue cards like it matters.”
“Many of us new [sic] immediately that the blue card replaced the old contact card,
once po’s stopped writing isr’s.” “The idiotic bosses pushing for more contact cards,
are pretty much the same idiots demanding blue cards. I swear no one ever learns
from the past on this job.”

The qualitative and quantitative evidence is consistent: when Chicago police faced
new constraints on their ability to stop pedestrians, they shifted their attention to
tra�c stops. Supervisors encouraged this substitution in two related ways. First, o�-
cers faced fewer documentation requirements for tra�c stops and therefore preferred
those stops. Second, and relatedly, police management used tra�c stop numbers as
a measure of performance, urging o�cers to make more of those stops. As tra�c
stops became substitutes for pedestrian stops, their composition changed: stops of
black drivers increased, and rates of citations and discovery of contraband decreased.

5 Colombia

If the cases of Venezuela and Chicago demonstrate that external rule changes without
internal support from police supervisors can lead to the substitution of one form
of abuse of power for another, Colombia’s experience shows that similarly dramatic
external constraints can be imposed without any significant substitution. Colombia’s
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new code of criminal procedure, like Venezuela’s, sharply curtailed the power of the
police to make arrests. And in Colombia, as in Venezuela, arrests plummeted. But
in Colombia, where police chiefs supported the new code, we find no evidence that
o�cers increased their reliance on other forms of coercion.

5.1 A sharp decline in arrests in Colombia

Before Colombia’s introduction of a new criminal procedure code, its justice system
was plagued with “ine�ciency, impunity, and the absence of protection of funda-
mental rights” (USAID, 2015, p. 14). The Colombian legislature approved the new
code in 2004, under Álvaro Uribe; it entered into force in four waves, on January 1
of 2005, 2006, 2007, and 2008.

The legal mechanism of the change in Colombia was di↵erent from the legal mecha-
nism in Venezuela, but the spirit was the same: under the old code, the police could
arrest and detain people in order to advance an investigation; under the new code,
they could not. The old code allowed public prosecutors to sign o↵ on detention in
cases of warrantless arrests, while the accusatorial code required a judge—specifically,
a new figure called the supervisory judge—to allow or disallow the detention of sus-
pects arrested without a warrant (Mej́ıa et al., 2016, p. 8). In an interview, one
Colombian o�cer referred to the former practice as “the ‘legalization’ of arrests”
(scare quotes in original) (Aparicio, 2019).

After the new code took e↵ect, the arrest rate dropped 41%, from 880 per 100,000 in
the six months prior to the new code to 518 per 100,000 in the six months following
the implementation of the new code (Figure 1c). (The exact magnitude of the decline
varied across waves of the rollout; see Figs. B.2a–B.2d.)

As in Venezuela, interviews suggest that this change reflected a dramatic shift in
police behavior (Aparicio, 2019; Buitrago, 2019). Moreover, a study of the response of
Colombian police to other new restrictions on arrest powers documents similar e↵ects:
Ibáñez and Rodŕıguez (2019) find that juvenile arrests dropped sharply following a
formal rule change (p. 20). And the qualitative literature on Colombia’s new code
emphasizes positive outcomes, such as the dramatic shortening of trials and general
improvement in due process guarantees (USAID, 2015; Mej́ıa et al., 2016, p. 9).
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5.2 Police compliance in Colombia

In stark contrast to the cases of Chicago and Venezuela, we find no evidence of any
substantial police backlash in Colombia. For one thing, the data reveal no jump in
lethal violence upon the implementation of the new code (Figure B.6b). For another,
this absence of any jump in violence matches qualitative accounts of the aftermath of
the new code. While Colombian news articles were not devoid of negative reactions
to the new code, most articles discussed the change in positive terms. Two of the
interviews conducted for this project exemplify the contrast with Venezuela. Asked
his opinion of the new code, a former high-ranking Venezuelan police o�cer said that
his police force “felt relegated because under the old code they had broad powers
that were restricted” (Ramirez Pinto, 2016); asked the same question, a high-ranking
Colombian o�cer said that the police “perfectly understood the importance of [the
new system] and adapted to the new protocols and procedures” (Buitrago, 2019).
Internal incentives matched the new formal rules, and police did not substitute a
new form of abuse of power for arbitrary arrests.

6 Conclusion: External Constraints and Internal

Incentives

In Venezuela and Chicago, formal rule changes produced striking changes in police
behavior: arrest/stop rates plummeted. Police resisted these new policies not by
refusing to obey them, but instead by substituting one form of abuse of power for
another. In Venezuela, police increased their use of extrajudicial violence; in Chicago,
police turned to tra�c stops.

We argue that this substitution is an under-appreciated risk of police reform e↵orts.
But we do not suggest that it is inevitable. In the case of Colombia, a reform
similar to Venezuela’s led arrests to plummet without any detectable substitution to
a di↵erent form of abuse of power. In our view, the relationship between internal
incentives and external constraints accounts for this variance. In Venezuela and
Chicago, internal incentives conflicted with the new rules; in Colombia, they were
aligned. As countries throughout the hemisphere continue to seek a balance between
police power and police restraint, our findings emphasize the importance of getting
police supervisors on board.
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Online Appendix

A Estimates using local linear regression

The estimates shown in the main text correspond to predictions from two global
linear regressions, one on each side of the cuto↵. These results are also summarized
in the third row of Table A.1. For these estimates, we use all observations for the
year 1999, estimating a polynomial of order 1 on each side of the cuto↵. Using this
method, we estimate the jump at 8.322, with a robust p-value of 0.023.

In this section, we use regression discontinuity (RD) to re-estimate the parameter
of interest. There are advantages and disadvantages of RD in this particular case.
The main advantage is that the parameter of interest is inherently local; if authori-
ties reacted to the new code immediately after it came into e↵ect, then RD should
be useful for estimating the jump at that specific date. The main disadvantage is
that there are not enough observations close to the cuto↵ to estimate the RD with
precision.

Following Calonico, Cattaneo, and Titiunik (2014), we present two estimates. The
first row in Table A.1 uses a polynomial of order 1 and an optimal bandwidth of 55.7;
this produces an estimate of 4.027 with a robust p-value of 0.691—roughly half the
magnitude of the estimate from the global polynomial model. In the second row of
Table A.1, we changes the order of the polynomial to 0, essentially estimating a non-
parametric the di↵erence in means across the cuto↵. Here, the optimal bandwidth
shrinks to 36.675, producing an estimate of 6.717 with a robust p-value of 0.315.

Table A.1: Estimating the jump using local linear regression

Bandwidth Polynomial Band- Kernel Estimate Conventional Robust Obs. Obs. Obs.
Type Order width p-value 95% CI p-value 95% CI Left Right Total

CCT 1 55.705 Triangular 4.027 0.522 [-8.315, 16.369] 0.691 [-11.741, 17.706] 55 56 111
CCT 0 36.675 Triangular 6.717 0.094 [-1.147, 14.582] 0.315 [-4.782, 14.852] 36 37 73

Full Sample 1 Uniform 8.322 0.009 [2.067, 14.577] 0.023 [1.564, 20.797] 181 182 363
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B Additional figures

Figure B.1: No jump in robbery or theft cases in Venezuela
(a) Reported robbery rate
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Figure B.2: Arrests drop with new constraints in Colombia
Figures (a)–(d) plot the arrest rate in Colombia in each of the four waves of the rollout. The
Colombian data are monthly; we multiply the monthly rates by 12 so that the scale is familiar and
comparable with the Venezuelan data.
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(c) 3rd wave
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Figure B.3: Other explanations: (a) Seasonality or (b) general increase in mortality?
The lines show predictions, from local linear regression, of (log) daily death rates; the points mark
the weekly average of these daily death rates. The local linear regressions use an Epanechnikov
kernel with the rule-of-thumb bandwidth proposed in Fan and Gijbels (1996), p. 110–113.
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Figure B.4: Changes in sex and age composition of lethal violence victims
The lines show predictions, from local linear regression, of the proportion of violent death victims
who were (a) male or (b) between the ages of 15 and 25; the points mark weekly averages. The
local linear regressions use an Epanechnikov kernel with the rule-of-thumb bandwidth proposed in
Fan and Gijbels (1996), p. 110–113.
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Figure B.5: Direct, but incomplete, measures of police use of force
In Figure (a), the lines show predictions, from local linear regression, of the number of extra-judicial
killings by police per day (as registered by the NGO PROVEA; see main text for discussion); the
points mark monthly averages of those counts. The local linear regressions use an Epanechnikov
kernel with the rule-of-thumb bandwidth proposed in Fan and Gijbels (1996), p. 110–113. Figure
(b) plots the number of cases of “resistance to authority” recorded by the police, by month.
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Figure B.6: Violent death rates before and after the new criminal procedure codes
Solid lines plot violent deaths per 100,000 per year, as measured in vital statistics data, for six
months prior to and twelve months after the implementation of the new criminal procedure codes
in Venezuela (a) and Colombia (b). Dashed lines plot the number of intentional homicides per
100,000 per year, as measured in police records.
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