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Abstract
In the wake of national protests against police violence, Massachusetts established a civilian-led certification regime to
institutionalize external oversight of law enforcement. This study evaluates the short-term behavioral effects of that
reform on officers with documented histories of misconduct. Leveraging the alphabetically phased rollout of re-
certification, we use a natural experiment and difference-in-differences design to estimate the causal impact of POST
participation. While our quantitative analysis does not reveal sweeping changes in the frequency of officer misconduct, it
uncovers suggestive evidence of behavioral recalibration: officers appear less likely to engage in misconduct at all
following exposure to external review. To contextualize these findings, we draw on semi-structured interviews with
officers, supervisors, and oversight officials. These interviews reveal how officers often reject the legitimacy of POST
while simultaneously adjusting behavior in response to reputational risk and the threat of sanction. Taken together, the
results suggest that externally adjudicated, procedurally binding reforms can induce modest, short-term behavioral
change through instrumental compliance.
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Introduction

In 2025, the Trump administration took the National Law
Enforcement Accountability Database offline, disman-
tling one of the few national tools for tracking misconduct
among federal law enforcement officers (Kaste 2025). As
efforts to erode federal accountability mechanisms con-
tinue, the recent expansion of state-level officer certifi-
cation represents a primary means of surveilling patterns
of police violence in state and local jurisdictions. Yet
despite their expansion, we know little about how these
interventions shape officer behavior in practice.

This question has demanded renewed attention since the
2020 murder of George Floyd, which catalyzed the largest
protest movement inU.S. history and revived long-standing
demands for police reform dating back to the killing of
Henry Truman, an unarmed Black man murdered by police
in 1870 (Blow 2023). Despite this momentum, patterns of
coercive state violence persist. More people were killed by
police in 2024 than in any other year over the past decade
(Mapping Police Violence)1 with people of color bearing the
brunt of violence at the hands of police (Ward et al., 2024).

The persistence of police violence raises fundamental
questions about institutional capacity to constrain abuse,
especially in contexts where internal accountability is weak
and organizational cultures resist reform.

As of 2021, thirty-seven states have adopted or
strengthened centralized certification regimes, reflecting a
broader institutional shift towards the use of professional
licensing mechanisms to impose state-administered
oversight on decentralized frontline actors (NCSL;
Subramanian and Arzy 2021). But whether such mech-
anisms can meaningfully recalibrate behavior within
coercive bureaucracies remains unresolved.
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This study turns to a recent recertification reform in
Massachusetts to examine how state-level certification af-
fects agent-level behavior in coercive bureaucracies. While
research has examined the broader package of public safety
reforms implemented in Massachusetts and their effects on
police behavior (Cassino and Demir 2024), we investigate
whether civilian-led licensing authorities matter for officer
compliance with reform mandates, and how formal over-
sight mechanisms influence the underlying logics of dis-
cretion and risk that govern officer decision-making.

Massachusetts offers a unique opportunity to study this
question. The 2020 creation of the Peace Officer Stan-
dards and Training (POST) Commission marked the first
independent, statewide oversight body in Massachusetts
tasked with evaluating officer fitness through mandatory,
legally binding, periodic recertification. The reform aimed
not only to standardize accountability but also to insti-
tutionalize civilian oversight by linking continued em-
ployment to documented professional conduct. It provides
a rare opportunity to assess whether officers perceive
certification by an external, civilian-dominated body with
sanctioning power as a credible constraint, and whether
that perception is sufficient to prompt behavioral change.

To evaluate the effects of POST reform, we begin by
leveraging a publicly available police misconduct dataset
and exploiting the statewide, alphabetically phased rollout
of the recertification process as a natural experiment. By
comparing officers recertified in the first wave to those
who have not yet participated in recertification, we esti-
mate the short-term effects of participation in re-
certification on observed misconduct. From there, we
conducted semi-structured interviews with members of
law enforcement, as well as state and city oversight of-
ficials in Spring of 2025. These interviews provide insight
into how the certification process is understood and
navigated in practice. They shed light on how officers
perceive its legitimacy and risks, how administrators
implement it, and how both frontline and supervisory
actors interpret external oversight in relation to estab-
lished norms of discretion and accountability.

Together, these methods allow us to examine the be-
havioral consequences of certification at the officer level.
Our findings suggest that external and centralized state-
level certification regimes constrain officer misconduct to
a limited degree, but do not transform policing norms.
They prompt short-term shifts in the degree to which
officers modify behavior in response to increases in
scrutiny and sanctions.

Quantitatively, we identify a subtle but important
distinction: while recertification does not significantly
reduce the number of monthly misconduct incidents
among offending officers, it does lower the likelihood that
officers engage in any misconduct at all. This reduction is
concentrated at the extensive rather than intensive margin.

These effects are modest but robust across model speci-
fications and appear slightly more pronounced among
officers with more extensive prior misconduct records.
Interviews help explain these patterns. While many of-
ficers perceive POST as a politicized or redundant reform,
they nonetheless adjust their behavior in response to the
perceived threat of decertification and reputational ex-
posure. Officers who underwent recertification reported
greater caution and risk aversion, especially in ambiguous
situations. At the same time, interviews with officers
across ranks and roles suggest these behavioral shifts are
driven by fear of sanction rather than normative accep-
tance of external oversight and its aims.

Our study contributes to broader debates on the gov-
ernance of coercive bureaucracies, offering new empirical
evidence on whether formal oversight mechanisms can
change behavior in insular institutions, and more broadly,
on the possibilities and limits of democratic constraint
over state violence.

Literature Review

Centralized accountability mechanisms are increasingly
used to constrain abusive policing, yet their effects on
officer behavior remain uneven and contested. Previous
research offers varying explanations for what makes bu-
reaucratic accountability effective (Eriksen 2021). Some
scholars emphasize the role of formal authority and the
visibility of oversight mechanisms (Bovens 2007, 2010;
Grimmelikhuijsen et al., 2017), while others highlight of-
ficers’ instrumental risk calculations and their normative
perceptions of legitimacy (Engel and Worden 2003; Flom
2024; González 2023; Mummolo 2018; Sheffer and
Loewen 2019). Still other work focuses on how reforms
are mediated by organizational dynamics—through su-
pervisory enforcement, institutional resistance, or symbolic
compliance (Brehm and Gates 1994; Brehm and Scott
1997; Clark 2024; González 2019; Lipsky 1980). Yet
due to the insular nature of policing and the lack of data
critical questions persist about how oversight is internal-
ized, by whom, and with what behavioral effects.

Scholars of public administration have long recognized
that street-level bureaucrats pose enduring challenges to
public accountability and constituent constraint (Flom
2020, 2024; Lipsky 1980). In policing, this challenge is
especially acute. Officers operate with high autonomy and
low visibility, their behavior shaped as much by political
dynamics, informal norms, individual biases, and peer
expectations as by formal rules (Clark 2024; Flom 2020,
2024; Mastrofski 2004; Prottas 1978; Terrill and
Mastrofski 2002). As principal-agent theorists argue,
agents do not automatically comply with institutional
mandates but respond strategically to the credibility of
sanctions and the alignment between oversight and
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professional identity (Brehm and Gates 1994; Brehm and
Scott 1997; Carpenter 1996). In high-impunity institu-
tions like the police, where agency goals diverge from
democratic ones, compliance cannot be assumed.

Attempts to constrain officer discretion range from
internal affairs units and civilian review boards, to civil
litigation, to accreditation programs and certification re-
gimes (Bird and Shannon 2024; Ferdik, Rojek, & Alpert
2013; Filstad and Gottschalk 2011; Johnson 2015; Perez
2000). Yet many of these mechanisms have proven limited
in scope or effect (Lawson 2019). Voluntary accreditation
often reflects self-selection into reform rather than
meaningful change (Johnson 2015; Teodoro and Hughes
2012). Civilian oversight bodies, widely adopted in U.S.
cities, tend to lack formal power and are frequently co-
opted by police departments themselves (Ali and Pirog
2019; Alpert et al., 2015; Clark 2024; Ferdik, Rojek, &
Alpert 2013; Lewis and Prenzler 2017; Prenzler 2000;
Rocha Beardall 2022), but can improve the efficiency of
arrests and positively affect citizen associations with
procedural justice dependent upon their degree of scope
and authority (Ali and Nicholson-Crotty 2020; Holliday
and Wagstaff 2022; Idrobo, Kronick, & Slough 2024). At
the same time, research finds that even when reforms
increase scrutiny and sanctioning power more broadly,
their behavioral impact is often filtered through the in-
formal institutional structures and collective bargaining
protections that govern everyday policing (Biesta 2010;
Rad, Kirk, & Jones 2023; Thomas and Tufts 2020), and
speaks to the hurdles civilians and elected officials face in
constraining the public sector (Fung 2015).

Recent studies highlight the importance of institutional
design in shaping the behavioral impact of accountability
mechanisms. Interventions that are external, binding, and
recurring are more likely to influence officer conduct than
those that are internal, advisory, or reactive (Ali and
Nicholson-Crotty 2020; Rozema and Schanzenbach
2020). Yet as González (2019, 2023) shows, external
oversight reforms are politically contested because they
shift disciplinary power away from the profession. Officers
and supervisors often resist externally imposed mandates
that conflict with occupational norms or appear politically
motivated.” The result is often symbolic compliance or
selective enforcement, mediated by supervisors who in-
terpret and implement reforms on their own terms (Brehm
and Gates 1994; Engel and Worden 2003).

Empirical evidence on behavioral outcomes remains
mixed. Some studies find that credible oversight reduces
misconduct and improves compliance when mechanisms
alter risk calculations (Mummolo 2018; Rivera and Ba
2019). Others highlight uneven and racially stratified ef-
fects. Bird and Shannon (2024), for instance, show that
federal lawsuits against police agencies in North Carolina
lead to significant reductions in discretionary traffic stops,

but only for white drivers. Their findings suggest that legal
accountability alters officer behavior in selective and often
blunt ways, and that discretion is not evenly constrained; it
is recalibrated across discriminatory lines, revealing the
durability of racialized enforcement even under external
pressure (Epp, Maynard-Moody, & Haider-Markel 2014).

These findings raise broader questions about the be-
havioral reach of accountability. While some officers may
adjust conduct in response to credible oversight, others
remain shielded by institutional norms, weak enforcement,
or organizational complicity. Misconduct is known to be
concentrated among a subset of repeat offenders, often
sustained by peer protection and lack of formal sanction
(Ingram, Terrill, & Paoline 2018; Ouellet et al., 2019)
Individual-level predictors—such as tenure, self-control, or
social dominance orientation—further shape responsive-
ness to reform (Davis, Baluran, & Hassan 2024; Donner
2019; Donner and Jennings 2014). The persistence of
abuse, despite recurring reform efforts, reflects not just gaps
in policy but institutional insulation from and resistance to
democratic constraint (González 2019, 2023).

Taken together, the literature underscores both the
promise and the limitations of current accountability in-
terventions. While research has advanced important
theoretical insights into how officers interpret and respond
to oversight, few studies systematically examine how
centralized, recurring, and externally imposed mecha-
nisms, such as state-mandated certification, affect officer
behavior across different organizational and individual
contexts. The behavioral consequences of these reforms
remain poorly understood, particularly in coercive bu-
reaucracies where professional norms and institutional
protections blunt the force of formal sanction. Moreover,
little is known about how officers internalize such re-
forms, or whether these mechanisms are capable of
shifting the informal logics of risk, discretion, and peer
solidarity that govern frontline decision-making. Moti-
vated by these gaps, this study leverages the unique
opportunity offered by the implementation of POST to
gain traction on how participation in a recertification
process affects officer behavior and perception. Under-
standing these dynamics sheds light on why democratic
governments continue to struggle with institutionalizing
control over police behavior—and why misconduct per-
sists despite repeated waves of reform.

Background of the POST Commission
and Massachusetts Policing Reform Bill

Although often seen as exempt from national debates on
police violence, Massachusetts reflects many of the same
institutional challenges. As of 2023, over 10 percent of
Massachusetts officers had sustained allegations of
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serious misconduct, including excessive force, discrimi-
nation, and incidents related to serious injury or death
(Becker and Jarmanning 2023).

In 2020, responding to national and local calls for
accountability, Massachusetts passed An Act Relative to
Justice, Equity and Accountability in Law Enforcement
in the Commonwealth, creating the Peace Officer
Standards and Training (POST) Commission—the
state’s first independent body with authority to certify,
suspend, and decertify officers. POST marks a signifi-
cant departure from earlier oversight mechanisms, which
largely relied on internal disciplinary procedures or
external civilian boards limited to nonbinding recom-
mendations. POST holds investigative and sanctioning
power, including subpoena authority and the ability to
impose binding disciplinary outcomes. Its civilian-
majority composition includes members appointed by
the governor and attorney general with expertise in
criminal law, civil rights, social work, and crisis response
(Post Commission Leadership). The Commission is also
legally obligated to maintain a public database of officer
certification status and disciplinary records, aiding na-
tional efforts to prevent “wandering officers” from
moving between agencies without accountability (Du
2025; Subramanian and Arzy 2021).

This reform introduces a certification regime to enforce
professional standards, expand civilian authority, and
institutionalize external oversight. POST certification is
now a condition of continued employment and shifts
disciplinary power away from internal command struc-
tures. This transfer of authority was met with strong re-
sistance from police unions and police leadership across
the state, who held public protests in uniform and raised
legal challenges to changes to certification, as well as the
broader package of public safety reforms (Young 2020).
All active-duty officers entered a phased recertification
schedule in 2021, based on the alphabetical order of their
last names, and officers must renew their certification
every 3 years. The process comprises two key phases: an
internal departmental review and an external review by
the POST Commission. POST can revoke, suspend, or
condition certification for a range of violations—
including misconduct, training deficiencies, and crimi-
nal convictions, and must do so under certain conditions
(MA POST Commission).2 Officers facing decertification
receive a public hearing, and final decisions are sent to
agency heads and published in a public database listing all
officers’ certification status and disciplinary records (MA
POST Commission, Officer Disciplinary Records).

Decertified officers are terminated, barred from law
enforcement statewide (General Law, n.d.) and listed on
the National Decertification Index (Kaste 2025). Termi-
nations related to POST decertification are not subject to
collective bargaining protections or arbitration, which

previously reversed terminations, even cases of egregious
misconduct (Katcher 2024).

This institutional architecture introduces a legally
binding, recurring review process that compels officers to
defend their professional fitness under conditions of
formal scrutiny and public visibility. As such, it offers an
ideal case for empirically assessing whether centralized
certification can have a short-term effect on officer be-
havior within a coercive bureaucracy historically resistant
to external control. This study focuses specifically on how
POST recertification shapes officer behavior after par-
ticipation, offering insight into the behavioral conse-
quences of institutional design and the role of
transparency and public accountability in shaping bu-
reaucratic conduct.

Anticipated Behavioral Effects of
POST Recertification

We argue that procedurally intensive, externally enforced
accountability mechanisms, such as POST recertification,
induce short-term behavioral recalibration among front-
line officers. Rather than fostering normative change, we
theorize that these interventions prompt instrumental
shifts as officers reassess the reputational risks of mis-
conduct. When participation is mandatory, outcomes are
public, and oversight is external to the organization,
participation in mechanisms of scrutiny constrains dis-
cretionary behavior, at least temporarily.

We conceptualize participation in POST re-
certification as an externally imposed accountability
mechanism that influences officer behavior by en-
hancing the credibility of scrutiny and sanctions. As a
binding, individualized oversight process administered
by a civilian-majority commission, it places officers in a
formal forum where they must justify past conduct
under conditions of transparency. Recertification marks
a rare instance in which the state and the public gain
meaningful leverage over officers. The departmental
opacity, union protections, and informal networks that
have historically diluted reform are weakened, as each
officer is now subject to external review, by both a
civilian body with subpoena and enforcement authority
and by journalists, civil rights organizations, and
community members. Because POST decisions are not
subject to managerial override or collective bargaining,
certification becomes contingent on adherence to ex-
ternal standards. We anticipate that, taken together,
these features reshape how officers perceive the repu-
tational risks associated with misconduct, prompting
short-term behavioral recalibration.

Although POSTevaluates past conduct, our focus is on
how its effects unfold prospectively. Research in
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behavioral public administration underscores that retro-
spective review can reshape forward-looking perceptions
of accountability, especially when the process is rule-
bound and public. As Bovens (2007: 453) argues, “norms
are (re)produced, internalised and, where necessary, ad-
justed through accountability.” Participation in POST
recertification activates this logic by placing officers in a
formal forum where their conduct is evaluated, recorded,
and made visible to external actors. We anticipate that this
moment of exposure heightens perceived scrutiny and
generates short-term behavioral restraint.

However, we do not expect these effects to be durable.
Officers adjust behavior in response to a credible threat of
sanction, but once that threat recedes, so too does the
incentive to maintain restraint. While POST’s subpoena
and enforcement powers may initially loom large in of-
ficers’ risk assessments, if formal consequences such as
decertification remain rare, the process may come to be
seen as symbolic.

We therefore conceptualize POST as a bounded ac-
countability mechanism, capable of producing short-term
reductions in misconduct, but unlikely to induce durable
behavioral change in the absence of continuous en-
forcement and sustained reputational threat. This leads to
our directional expectation:

H1: Participation in POST recertification will lead to a
short-term reduction in documented officer
misconduct.

The scope of our argument is delimited in three re-
spects. First, it applies to coercive bureaucracies in
consolidated democracies, such as police departments,
where frontline agents possess wide discretion and are
often shielded from external scrutiny. Second, it pertains
to accountability regimes that are binding, individualized,
and externally adjudicated, rather than advisory or in-
ternal. Third, it assumes that certification outcomes are
publicly accessible, thereby introducing reputational
consequences that extend beyond formal sanction.

Research Methodology

This study employs a mixed-methods design that captures
both behavioral outcomes and perceptual shifts. By
combining a natural experiment with semi-structured
interviews, the research design enables both the identi-
fication of systematic patterns in officer misconduct and a
deeper understanding of how individual actors perceive
and respond to new accountability mechanisms.

Our quantitative analysis draws exclusively on data
from officers with sustained allegations of misconduct, as
identified by the Massachusetts POST Commission. This
focus allows us to test our hypothesis—that participation

in POST recertification reduces officer misconduct—on a
particularly challenging and policy-relevant subset of the
officer population. Officers with documented misconduct
histories are widely seen as least responsive to account-
ability measures, yet they are precisely the individuals
whom such reforms are designed to reach, and who pose
the greatest risk to public safety. In this way, the natural
experiment offers a conservative test of the intervention’s
effectiveness by centering those officers most in need of
reform and least likely to adjust their behavior in response
to novel accountability regimes.

To contextualize these findings, the qualitative com-
ponent draws on interviews with a hard-to-reach sample
of officers across a broader spectrum of disciplinary
histories. Our interview sample ranges from officers with
no sustained complaints to officers at risk of decertifi-
cation. This variation allows us to explore how officers
with different exposure to the possibility of formal
sanction interpret and respond to the POST process. While
the quantitative data capture aggregate patterns of be-
havior change, the interviews offer insight into how re-
certification participation may influence day-to-day
decision-making, perceptions of risk, and interpreta-
tions of legitimacy. By spanning both ends of the disci-
plinary spectrum, the qualitative data helps to
contextualize behavioral trends and assess whether ob-
served reductions in misconduct reflect broader shifts in
how officers navigate discretionary authority under
conditions of external oversight.

Statewide Police Recertification: A
Natural Experiment

Data. We construct our panel dataset using publicly
available officer misconduct data reported monthly by the
POST Commission. The public dataset reported by POST
is continuously updated and encompasses the period from
January 1989 through the present and comprises
6,340 substantiated incidents of police misconduct. The
dataset does not include officers with no disciplinary
record, unfounded or unsubstantiated complaints, but only
those against whom there are sustained allegations of
misconduct.3 As a result, we work with a universe of
officers who have at least one sustained allegation in their
record. For each sustained allegation, the dataset codes the
date, type and description of the misconduct, the disci-
pline imposed, the officer’s agency, and certification status
(Officer Disciplinary Records—MA POST Commission).

While the POST Commission establishes uniform
certification standards and definitions of misconduct,
implementation varies across agencies in rigor and
transparency. As agencies adjust to new reporting norms,
data completeness may improve over time, particularly
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after recertification. This likely increase in reporting
makes any observed treatment effects more compelling, as
it would bias against finding reductions in misconduct.
Moreover, POST data include only sustained allegations
of serious misconduct, excluding minor infractions and
unsustained complaints. While this limits the behavioral
scope of our analysis, it also strengthens its relevance: our
sample consists entirely of officers with a demonstrated
record of serious misconduct, and thus most directly
targeted by—and potentially resistant to—oversight
reforms.

Using this dataset, we construct an officer-level
monthly panel dataset spanning January 1, 2019 to
June 30, 2024. To create a balanced panel, we convert the
incident-level data into an officer-month format: each
officer who committed any misconduct after January 1,
2019 appears in every month of the study period. For
each officer-month, we record the number of misconduct
incidents and code as zero if no misconduct occurred.
This structure allows us to rigorously track changes in
misconduct behavior before and after the reform’s
implementation.

The final dataset comprises 58,608 officer-month ob-
servations, each representing an officer’s record in a given
month, including variables such as misconduct count,
certification status, and department. We also construct a
control variable—baseline misconduct—which captures
the number of sustained misconduct incidents each officer
committed prior to 2019.

Experimental Design. We leverage the plausibly exoge-
nous, alphabetically phased rollout of officer re-
certification by the Massachusetts POST Commission to
leverage a natural experiment and employ a difference-in-
differences (DiD) framework to evaluate the impact of the
certification review on officer misconduct. Officers across
the state were assigned to recertification cohorts based
solely on the first letter of their last name—an adminis-
trative decision unrelated to individual or departmental
characteristics. Specifically, officers with last names be-
ginning A–H were recertified between July 1, 2021, and
July 1, 2022; those with last names I–P between July 1,
2022, and July 1, 2023; and those with last names Q–Z
between July 1, 2023, and July 1, 2024.

Alphabetical assignment is a bureaucratic sorting
mechanism previously used in quasi-experimental de-
signs, particularly when the ordering variable is uncor-
related with the outcome of interest (Ho and Imai 2008;
Meredith and Salant 2013). In this context, last name
functions as a non-manipulable variable orthogonal to
officer performance, tenure, or disciplinary profile.
Consequently, assignment by last name can be viewed as a
plausibly exogenous shock. This allows us to form
credible counterfactual comparisons and isolate the short-

term behavioral effects of recertification from other in-
stitutional or temporal confounders.

Although the full rollout involved three distinct cohorts
assigned 1 year apart between 2021 and 2024, we adopt a
two-group, two-period DiD design. We designate the first
cohort (A–H) as the treatment group and the last cohort
(Q–Z) as the control group. This decision is motivated by
two methodological considerations. First, we exclude the
intermediate I–P cohort to ensure a clean separation be-
tween treated and untreated officers, as our data specify
only the annual review period and not the exact re-
certification dates. Second, we truncate the dataset before
the Q–Z cohort begins its own recertification (ending the
sample on June 30, 2024), ensuring that the control group
remains untreated and thus suitable for comparison. Still,
interactions among officers, particularly within tight-knit
departments, may diffuse elements of the treatment
through informal conversations and peer influence, po-
tentially contaminating the control group. Nonetheless,
the analysis seeks to isolate the direct effects of partici-
pation in recertification and focuses only on officers who
participated in the recertification process. Additionally, a
small number of officers (n = 48) graduated from the
academy in 2022 and were certified with their cohort
rather than alphabetically. Their inclusion could introduce
bias, but the available data does not allow us to
identify them.

We conceptualize our treatment as participation in the
first round of the recertification process. Importantly, this
treatment involves participation in both internal review
and external oversight by POST, which serves as the final
arbiter of an officer’s fitness to serve.4

We expect participation in POST recertification to
function as a credible signal of the heightened scrutiny
and threat of professional sanction imposed by the state.

A key limitation, however, is that we do not know the
exact recertification date for individual officers. For in-
stance, although officers with last names A–H were re-
viewed between July 1, 2021 and July 1, 2022, we cannot
pinpoint precisely when any given officer completed their
recertification. We therefore use July 1, 2022 as our
treatment date as we know that by that date, every officer
in the A–H cohort had been exposed to the recertification
process and its attendant scrutiny.5

We employ two samples for both theoretical and
methodological reasons. In the main specification, we
retain all officers, including those who were eventually
decertified. Theoretically, decertification may itself be a
mechanism through which the policy reduces misconduct.
However, because officers who exit the force subse-
quently register zero misconduct incidents, their contin-
ued inclusion could artificially deflate post-treatment
averages.6 To address this concern, we also estimate
models in which we drop decertified or separated officers

Lanigan and Kalin 115



after their exit, while retaining their pre-exit observations.
This approach preserves baseline misconduct data while
restricting post-treatment analysis to officers who remain
at risk of offending.

Results. Our DiD analysis compares trends in misconduct
before and after July 1, 2022, between the early (treat-
ment) (A–H) and late (control) (Q–Z) recertification co-
horts. The identification strategy relies on the standard
parallel trends assumption—that, in the absence of
treatment, misconduct would have evolved similarly
across both groups. To test this, we ran an event study
specification using a “RelativeMonth” variable, which
measures each observation’s distance (in months) from
July 1, 2022. We then interacted these RelativeMonth

dummies with the treatment indicator to estimate separate
time trends for treated and control officers during the pre-
treatment window. The interaction coefficients for pre-
treatment months were not statistically distinguishable
from zero, supporting the validity of the parallel trends
assumption. Full event study results are reported in the
appendix.

The treatment group (last names A–H) comprises
595 officers observed over 66 months (39,270 officer-month
observations), while the control group (Q–Z) comprises
293 officers over the same period (19,338 observations).
This imbalance reflects the natural distribution of surnames
in the population; however, it does not threaten the validity
of our difference-in-differences (DiD) estimates so long as
treatment assignment is exogenous and pre-treatment trends
are parallel. To address potential heteroscedasticity resulting
from group size differences, we cluster standard errors at the
officer level in our analyses.

To test our hypothesis, our baseline specification first
uses OLS to regress the monthly misconduct count on the
interaction between cohort (treated vs. control) and the
post-treatment period, while controlling for each officer’s
baseline misconduct, and including cohort and year-
month fixed effects. This DiD setup compares how
misconduct trends evolve for treated versus control of-
ficers before and after recertification, effectively differ-
encing out both time-invariant cohort differences and
common temporal shocks to isolate the reform’s average
causal effect (see, Kropko and Kubinec 2020).

Our main specification is:
Here, Yit is the number of misconduct incidents for

officer i in month t. The term δTreatedi absorbs any time-
invariant difference between the treatment and control

recertification groups, while the λm year-month dummies
control for shocks common to all officers in each calendar
month. The coefficient β on the interaction (Treatedi ×
Postt) is our difference-in-differences estimate that cap-
tures how much the change in misconduct among treated
officers after certification differs from the simultaneous
change among controls. Finally, γBaselineMisconducti
adjusts for each officer’s prior misconduct history, and
standard errors are clustered by officer to account for
within-officer correlation.

Treated x Post is our DiD interaction capturing the
average impact of the recertification review. Table 1
reports the OLS difference-in-differences estimates for
monthly misconduct counts. In Model 1.1, the coeffi-
cient on the DiD term is�0.008 (SE = 0.007, p = 0.268),
indicating that, on average, the recertification review
does not have a statistically significant effect on the
number of misconduct incidents per month. The estimate

Table 1. Difference-In-Differences (DiD) Results, OLS Regression.

Dependent Variable: Count of Misconduct

(1) (2)

DiD �0.008 (0.007) �0.008 (0.007)
Baseline misconduct 0.002* (0.001) 0.002* (0.001)
Group (fixed effect) 3 3

Year-month (fixed effect) 3 3

Clustered standard errors (Officer) 3 3

Log-likelihood 0.001 0.001
BIC 0.352 0.343
Observation 58,608 57,024

*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.

Yit ¼ αþ δTreatedi þ
X

m

λmD
YearMonth
t¼m þ βðTreatedi ×PosttÞ þ γBaselineMisconducti þ εit
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is close to zero, suggesting no meaningful difference
between treated and control officers after accounting for
group and year-month fixed effects. With an adjusted R2

near zero, the model explains virtually none of the
variation in misconduct counts, reinforcing that we do
not detect a clear treatment effect in this specification.
Model 1.2 reports the results after excluding post-
treatment observations for treated officers who are no
longer in force (i.e., decertified, on leave, or suspended).
This second specification yields a similarly small and
insignificant DiD coefficient of �0.008 (SE = 0.007, p =
0.256).

These results suggest that the recertification review
does not have a detectable effect on monthly misconduct
counts. Although the coefficient remains negative in both
models, it is not statistically distinguishable from zero,
implying that we cannot reject the possibility that the
treatment has no effect on misconduct incidents. Baseline
misconduct, however, is positively associated with future
misconduct, though the result is marginally significant
(p = 0.094 in Model 1.1). This suggests that each addi-
tional incident of past misconduct is associated with a
small increase in the number of future misconduct
incidents.

While the OLS results do not support a clear effect on
the intensive margin (the number of incidents), re-
certification could still affect the likelihood that an officer
commits any misconduct at all.

To examine this extensive margin (any misconduct
versus none), we next estimate a logit model using a
binary indicator for whether an officer had at least one
incident in a given month. Building on the same two-way
fixed-effects specification above, the logistic model uses a
logit link and interprets β as the difference-in-differences
effect on the log-odds of misconduct due to recertification.

In Table 2, the logit coefficients on the DiD term are
negative and statistically significant, indicating that
treated officers have lower odds of committing

misconduct than their untreated counterparts. Specifically,
Model 2.1 suggests a 25.4 percent (exp (�0.293) ≈ 0.746)
reduction in the odds (p = 0.046), while Model 2.2, which
excludes officers who are no longer active due to de-
certification, indicates a 24.6 percent (exp (�0.282) ≈
0.754) reduction (p = 0.057). Figure 1 plots the predicted
probability of misconduct occurrence by the experiment
groups (based on Model 2.1), suggesting that the treat-
ment group on average is less likely to commit any
misconduct compared to the control group in the post-
treatment period. We also find that each additional inci-
dent of baseline misconduct slightly increases the odds of
future misconduct by around 3.5 percent across each
cohort.

These findings indicate that recertification review
primarily affects the extensive margin (whether an officer
engages in any misconduct) rather than the intensive
margin (the number of incidents committed). In our DiD
analysis of the count of monthly misconduct incidents
(OLS), the treatment coefficient is negative but not sta-
tistically significant, suggesting no detectable change in
incident counts for officers who misbehave. In contrast,
when we model a binary outcome (“any misconduct” vs.
none) using a fixed-effects logit, we observe a significant
reduction in the odds of committing at least one incident
after recertification. In other words, while participation in
recertification does not appear to lower how many inci-
dents of misconduct an offending officer commits, it does
make officers less likely to offend at all.7

To increase confidence in our findings, we conduct
several robustness checks (see Appendix). First, we re-
estimate our baseline DiD using individual-level fixed
effects (instead of cohort fixed effects) to account for any
unobserved, time-invariant officer heterogeneity (Tables
A3 and A4). Second, we shift the treatment cutoff to July
1, 2021 (the start of A–H reviews) and confirm that no
“anticipation” effect appears before actual recertification
(Tables A5 and A6). Third, we drop the top 1% of officers

Table 2. Difference-In-Differences (DiD) Results, Logistic Regression.

Dependent Variable: Misconduct Occurrence

(1) (2)

DiD �0.293** (0.147) �0.282* (0.148)
Baseline misconduct 0.036*** (0.011) 0.034*** (0.012)
Group (fixed effect) 3 3

Year-month (fixed effect) 3 3

Clustered standard errors (Officer) 3 3

Log-likelihood �5,248.1 �5,130.9
BIC 11,253.8 11,017.5
Observation 58,608 57,024

*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.
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by total misconduct (outliers) and verify that our main
coefficients remain essentially unchanged (Tables A7 and
A8). Across these checks, our main results remain robust.

Additionally, we examine the middle (I–P) cohort,
which was excluded from the main DiD model to avoid
overlapping treatment, by running a simple pre/post
comparison around their July 1, 2023 treatment date.
These preliminary results (without controlling for time-
varying factors) suggest that I–P officers experience a
post-treatment decline in both the likelihood of any
misconduct and in the average count of incidents.

We also explore whether recertification has a different
impact for officers with prior misconduct (Table A9 in the
appendix). In these interaction models, the negative coef-
ficient on DiD × BaselineMisconduct (approximately
0.006; p < 0.01) implies that each additional pre-2019
incident is associated with an extra 0.006 drop in
monthly misconduct counts after recertification. Although
this effect is small, it suggests that officers with more
documented complaints see a slightly greater reduction in
misconduct frequency. By contrast, when we re-estimate a
fixed-effects logit on the binary “anymisconduct” outcome,
the interaction term is not significant, indicating that
baseline misconduct does not meaningfully change the
odds of committing at least one incident post-treatment.

One limitation is that our analysis treats all substan-
tiated misconduct incidents as functionally equivalent,
whether they involve “unprofessional conduct” or more

serious offenses like sexual assault or excessive force. In
reality, officers may respond differently to the prospect of
sanctions for minor infractions versus major violations.
Future research should disaggregate misconduct by se-
verity or category for a more nuanced understanding (see,
e.g., Cassino and Demir 2024).

In what follows, we present findings from interviews
conducted with officers and oversight officials. These
qualitative insights help explain our mixed quantitative
results by revealing how officers perceive the credibility
of POST’s scrutiny and sanctions, as well as how those
perceptions, in turn, shape their on-the-ground behavior.

Qualitative Analysis

To better understand the dynamics of police misconduct
and recertification, we conducted a series of semi-
structured interviews in a major Massachusetts city in
Spring of 2025.8 This site was selected for its strategic
relevance along several dimensions. Professional and
academic connections facilitated access to municipal
stakeholders within the police department and city
government, which allowed for a referral-driven sam-
pling strategy.9 The city is also one of ten majority-
minority municipalities in Massachusetts (U.S. Census
Bureau 2020), offering an important demographic con-
text for studying how police reform plays out in diverse
urban environments. Finally, this jurisdiction had prior

Figure 1. Predicted probability of misconduct occurrence by treatment status.
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instances of officer decertification by the POST Com-
mission, providing a valuable setting for examining how
officers respond to the credible threat of sanction.

Participants included patrol officers, supervisors, in-
ternal affairs officials, union representatives, a POST
official, and a city solicitor. Most interviews were in
person, lasted about 60 minutes, and all officer partici-
pants had completed the first POST recertification round.
Unlike the quantitative sample, which focuses on officers
with sustained misconduct, the interviews included both
those with and without POST records, allowing com-
parison across disciplinary profiles. This design enables
us to capture a range of perspectives on the recertification
process, with specific attention to how officers with dif-
ferent disciplinary profiles interpret the POST regime.

Interview findings should be interpreted as illustrative
rather than representative. These qualitative insights are
drawn from a single urban police department and reflect a
specific institutional context. Furthermore, the inter-
viewer’s embeddedness in the local context and posi-
tionality as a white, middle-class woman from a
neighboring community likely influenced disclosure.
Additionally, there were no female officers in the sample
and many officers declined interview requests. As a result,
the perspectives of a substantial subset remain absent from
the interview data.

Interview protocols focused on officers’ experiences
with POST, perceived legitimacy of the process, behav-
ioral responses, and broader attitudes toward oversight
and reform.10 To understand the ways in which individ-
uals across institutional roles and positions perceive and
respond to recertification, we first turn to interview
findings that reflect officers’ views on the POST Com-
mission. From there we unpack how officers, oversight
officials, and city officials tasked with litigating police
misconduct perceive the scrutiny and sanctions levied by
POST. Finally we turn to the problem of enduring mis-
conduct in the wake of exposure to increased scrutiny and
sanctions.

Perceptions of POST: Distrust, Redundancy, and Political
Framing. Although POST has reported over 6,000 sus-
tained misconduct cases, officers regarded its introduction
as symbolic and unnecessary in Massachusetts, attributing
it to controversies elsewhere rather than local conditions
Respondents often described recertification as redundant,
claiming departments already had robust internal ac-
countability (AK140325TPD, PE032125TPD).

Although the POST Commission was established with
input from law enforcement and police unions (Office of
the Attorney General 2021), officers across ranks de-
scribed it as politically motivated and lacking practical
understanding of policing. One detective characterized it
as “detached from the realities of law enforcement” and

implemented “without sufficient consultation with offi-
cers on the ground” (AG140325TPD, NE210325TPD,
DM140325TPD). Civilian oversight drew particular
criticism. Officers viewed civilian-majority boards as
disconnected from the daily realities of the job
(NE210325TPD, DM140325TPD, AK140325TPD), ques-
tioning civilians’ qualifications to assess complex or am-
biguous encounters. “Police work has never been pretty,”
one officer said, asserting that civilian reviewers lack the
experience to judge officer conduct (NE210325TPD). These
views persisted despite the fact that one-third of POST
members come from law enforcement backgrounds (POST
Commission Leadership), indicating that the label “civilian”
carries symbolic weight that overshadows the Commission’s
actual composition.

The disjuncture between the POST Commission’s
formal composition and how it is perceived by officers
underscores a deeper cynicism toward external oversight
institutions. Officers described police as uniquely targeted
by external accountability regimes and unfairly judged by
the public (NE210325TPD, DM140325TPD,
AK140325TPD, PC240325NPD),11 adopting a posture of
occupational victimhood that reframes accountability
reforms not as legitimate mechanisms of oversight, but as
assaults on professional identity that stigmatize officers
and frame rights protections for the public as reducing
their own.

Yet some divergence was evident. One officer hired
after POST’s implementation expressed comfort with
recertification and external oversight, describing it simply
as a “standard bureaucratic obligation” and a welcome
way to hold police accountable (PE032125TPD).

Scrutiny and sanctions. While most officers rejected POST
as illegitimate and detached, they still saw its authority as
a credible threat to professional autonomy and status. One
described decertification as a “death sentence”
(NE210325TPD); another stated that once decertified,
officers are “done in policing” (PE210325NPD).

Confrontation with the possibility of decertification
imposed a clear behavioral constraint on many of the
officers interviewed. Officers reported heightened cau-
tion, especially around low-level enforcement, with su-
pervisors discouraging proactive stops to reduce liability.
One officer recalled new recruits being told not to ran-
domly “stop guys and search guys” due to legal risk
(PC240325NPD).12 Officers described themselves and
colleagues as more cautious, less aggressive, and “gun-
shy” (AG140325NPD), with some stating they prioritized
legal safety over personal safety (AG140325NPD;
NE210325TPD; PC240325NPD).

The visibility of disciplinary records amplified
POST’s power. One officer noted a case overturned in
arbitration still appeared on his POST record: “If it’s
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overturned, it shouldn’t appear” (PC240325NPD). His
supervisor’s hesitation to sign the attestation led him to
police more cautiously. Several expressed fear of “being
placed on a POST list,” which they said “absolutely”
influenced their decisions (PC240325NPD;
NE210325NPD).

Officers also recalibrated behavior after observing
colleagues sanctioned under POST. One recounted an
officer boarding a school bus to physically confront a
student—previously a matter for internal discipline, now
grounds for potential decertification (NE210325TPD).
This shift was compounded by a sense that institutional
protections were eroding. “The real morale killer,” one
patrolman remarked, “is that the department and city don’t
back you” (NE210325TPD). Officers noted reduced
ability to evade sanctions through internal channels, in-
tensifying perceptions of risk (NE210325NPD;
PC240325NPD).

Despite rejecting POST’s legitimacy, many officers
internalized its disciplinary authority. The credible threat
of decertification drove tangible behavioral change, not
due to normative alignment with reform, but out of self-
preservation. Notably, officers viewed internal review as a
routine “nonprocess,” comparable to internal affairs
oversight (DM140325NPD; AK140325NPD;
PE210325NPD). It was the external phase consisting of
POST’s independent review that heightened the perceived
risk of real consequences, reinforcing officers’ greater
trust in external over internal oversight.

Institutional Perspectives on POST: Insights from a City
Solicitor. An interview with a city solicitor highlighted
how POST reasserts institutional control over discipline
through binding, state-imposed oversight
(FK032425CN). Unlike internal accountability mecha-
nisms, POST decertification overrides arbitration: “If the
state decertifies an officer, that officer cannot perform the
duties of a police officer, and therefore the city cannot
keep them employed.” This removes the obligation to
retain officers with serious misconduct, closing loopholes
that let them evade sanctions. “I don’t think any arbitrator
will reinstate a decertified officer,” the solicitor empha-
sized, underscoring POST’s authority as the final arbiter of
employability (FK032425CN). Furthermore, POST’s
authority is structurally independent of collective bar-
gaining agreements. “Last chance” settlements are
structured so that POST action is “separate and apart and
distinct” from internal resolutions and union protections,
meaning that even reinstated officers can be lawfully
terminated once they are decertified by POST
(FK032425CN).

Decertification also reduces financial liability for
municipalities. Severance benefits under union contracts
are not triggered by state action, so cities need not provide

payouts to officers terminated as a result of decertification.
On claims that POST is a career-ending threat, the solicitor
was clear: “As it should be.” From their perspective,
POST empowers municipalities to lawfully dismiss of-
ficers deemed unfit for service—officers who had pre-
viously been shielded by internal politics and union
protections. While acknowledging operational tensions,
the solicitor framed POSTas a necessary state intervention
that recenters accountability on certifiability in the most
egregious cases. Yet POST sanctions remain rare. As of
April 2025, just 46 officers had been decertified, despite
over 6,300 sustained allegations involving 888 officers.
Grounds for decertification included felony convictions,
excessive use of force, and falsifying police reports,
among other violations (MA POST Commission, Officer
Disciplinary Records). Next we draw on additional officer
interviews to explore why misconduct persists in the new
regime.

Enduring Misconduct and the Limits of Reform. Despite some
officers reporting that the process constrained their day-to-
day decision-making, our large-N analysis reveals that
misconduct persists, suggesting limited responsiveness to
externally imposed evaluation and discipline. In reference to
these patterns, several officers expressed doubts about the
rehabilitative potential of POST. Several interviewees de-
scribed reoffending officers as either inherently unresponsive
to reform or as strategic actors adept at navigating oversight.
One detective remarked, “I think some guys are just... you
just know like, oh boy, here he is,” referring to officers whose
presence reliably escalated tension. He concluded that this
behavior was innate: “It’s a personal kind of attribute or like
personality” (AG140325NPD). A patrol officer offered a
similar view, comparing repeat offenders to “a bully in
school who continues to misbehave despite consequences”
(PE210325NPD).

A sergeant cited disposition as key to persistent mis-
conduct: “If you’re not a rule follower before, you’re not
going to start following the rules now because there’s a
fancy POST commission that’s going to be involved”
(DM140325NPD). He linked noncompliance to greater
risk tolerance: “They are more willing to take on the risks
of... not doing things the exact way they’re supposed to be
done.” In contrast, he characterized himself as risk-averse:
“It’s like, you’re that type of person or you’re not.” For him,
repeat misconduct reflects a fixed trait: “It’s just kind of
what they’re going to do until they get removed from the
job” (DM140325NPD).

Echoing these observations, some respondents ex-
pressed willingness to circumvent POST constraints,
despite the threat of career-ending sanctions. One officer
from a specialized unit remarked, “There is going to be a
time where you have to be nasty because you’re going to
be dealing with animals,” and, “You got to kind of check
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yourself back in and go the heck with the reform stuff or
what society wants from us. You know the bad actors. Go
approach and see what you can see” (AG140325NPD).
He explained that officers can bypass new protocols that
render chokeholds automatic grounds for decertification
by switching to other forms of force at their discretion,
stating :

“I cannot choke you to save my own life, I can beat you with
this table to death. I can hit you with a brick. I can run you
over with my car. I can beat you with this radio. Anything to
save my own life, because it’s a deadly force situation.
However, I cannot choke you.13

A city official echoed this skepticism about the re-
form’s capacity to constrain the most problematic of-
ficers and described officers engaging in misconduct so
egregious that they questioned, “What makes a person
think that they can get away with something like this?”
They saw persistent misconduct as rooted in personality
traits such as a “lack of integrity,” a “personality de-
ficiency,” or “an ego that’s just too big,” that are fun-
damentally incompatible with the responsibilities of
police work (FK032425CN).

This tension between perceived reformability and
intractability highlights a critical limitation of POST.
While the system is designed to promote account-
ability, many officers and administrators express
doubt that those who repeatedly violate norms can
ever be rehabilitated, unsurprising given the rarity of
actual decertification. Despite the visibility of POST
and the formalization of misconduct oversight, officer
removal remains an exceptional event. As a result,
recalcitrant officers interpret the system as largely
symbolic, with meaningful consequences applied
only in extreme or highly public cases. One patrolman
captured this perception, describing how repeat of-
fenders seem to “know how the system works, almost
like the criminals,” suggesting an insider’s under-
standing of disciplinary loopholes that enables them
to evade sanctions without altering their behavior
(NE210325NPD).

Ultimately, interviews reveal how recertification
may have limited capacity to shift behavior among
officers already embedded in patterns of misconduct. At
the same time, the institutional emphasis on certifica-
tion over contextual judgment and internal account-
ability has generated uncertainty even among officers
who view themselves as compliant. In both cases, the
reforms appear to recalibrate professional identity, not
through enforcement, but through contested definitions
of who qualifies as a “good cop” under a regime of
external oversight.

Discussion: Constraint
Without Transformation

While certification requirements have long existed in U.S.
policing, their impact on officer behavior is difficult to
ascertain. The introduction of POST recertification in
Massachusetts represents a structural shift in how certi-
fication is organized and enforced, offering a distinct
opportunity to examine how externally structured ac-
countability affects officer conduct.

Quantitatively, we find no significant reduction in the
frequency of misconduct among offending officers, but
we do observe a meaningful decrease in the likelihood of
misconduct occurring at all following recertification. This
may suggest that recertification deters marginal or first-
time violations, even though it does not significantly
change behavior among officers who persistently offend.
Qualitative findings indicate two mechanisms shaping
behavior: risk recalibration under external monitoring and
reputational sanctioning via public transparency.

First, POST restructures the principal-agent relation-
ship between officers, agencies, and the state. As an
external, legally autonomous body, POST bypasses in-
ternal protections and overrides local discretion. Officers
described delaying enforcement and modifying behavior
to reduce liability, rather than follow rights-enhancing
protocols. These actions reflect strategic adaptation, with
bureaucrats using institutional knowledge to shape de-
cisions in their favor rather than to signal normative
change, aligning with research on the persistence of bu-
reaucratic agency under external oversight and broader
scholarship on how political actors navigate constraints to
protect their interests (Herd et al., 2023; Potter 2019).

Second, POST’s public-facing database transforms in-
ternal discipline into public signals. Officers stated that
publication of certification status and disciplinary histories
affected their reputation and community standing. This in-
troduces a second axis of constraint where public trans-
parency and legibility of coercive state power amplifies the
symbolic, social, and material costs of misconduct, con-
sistent with theories of governance by visibility in which
accountabilitymechanisms gain force through their legibility
to external audiences (Bovens 2007; D. Carpenter 2001).
Together, these mechanisms suggest the saliency of ac-
countability mechanisms that have the power to usurp in-
ternal protections and engage a public forum to facilitate
reputational exposure. How these dynamics evolve as POST
recertification becomes routine remains to be seen.

Our findings reinforce a central lesson from the ac-
countability literature: institutional design alone is in-
sufficient, and the legitimacy of procedural mechanisms
must be actively sustained (Bovens 2007). In this case, the
rarity of decertification renders sanctions theoretically
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credible but practically constrained, allowing problematic
officers to remain in service and reoffend.

Conclusion

While POST recertification represents a novel attempt to
constrain a historically insulated institutional field, our
findings highlight the limits of externally imposed ac-
countability. Ongoing data from POST and longer-term
studies are essential to assess whether these patterns
persist and interagency comparative research can help
identify under what conditions centralized oversight
produces durable accountability. Further, our qualitative
findings highlight the role of racial hierarchies in policing.
Future research might examine these dynamics, through
analyses of disciplinary outcomes by race or cross-agency
comparison of how racial hierarchies shape responses to
oversight.

From a public administration perspective, POST ex-
emplifies constrained state intervention via recalibration
of discretion through professional sanction, rather than
structural change. Its impact is shaped by legal finality and
visibility, not deep institutional integration. Absent ma-
terial consequences, shifts in behavior are unlikely to
endure. Decertification remains rare. Officers with
documented misconduct remain on the force, and their
peers characterized them as beyond reform. Re-
certification may influence rule-abiding officers but has
limited impact on those who view it as a bureaucratic
formality. As one sergeant noted, “It’s just kind of what
they’re going to do until they get removed from the job”
(DM140325NPD). Recertification thus appears more
procedural than transformative, a constraint that shifts risk
margins without disrupting entrenched patterns of
impunity.

This raises concerns about oversight regimes that
tolerate repeated misconduct. Framing this as a “bad
apples” problem obscures the systemic failure to remove
them. The issue is not just individual misconduct but a
“rotten barrel” dynamic that undermines reform from
within (Bains 2018; Chalfin and Kaplan 2021). For
oversight to function, scrutiny must be paired with con-
sistently enforced sanctions. Furthermore, as Cassino and
Demir (2024) suggest, system-wide changes are more
effective than standalone accountability measures. Cer-
tification is symbolically and procedurally significant but
cannot succeed in isolation. It requires integration into an
infrastructure of reform. Even then, serious misconduct
persists (MA POST Commission, Officer Disciplinary
Records).

The Massachusetts case illustrates a deeper account-
ability challenge: the gap between public legitimacy and
internal acceptance. POST is a public-facing effort to
restore community trust in law enforcement, but its

operational effectiveness is contingent on officer invest-
ment in the systemic changes it aims to trigger. As long as
this remains partial, its effects will be limited. This
analysis highlights the consequences that arise when
external oversight bodies refrain from fully exercising
their authority. Yet, accountability mechanisms that ap-
pear limited or symbolic in one institutional context may
prove more effective under different organizational or
political conditions (Sheffer and Loewen, 2019). Future
research should explore how analogous certification re-
gimes operate across other democratic security forces, or
within distinct bureaucratic domains, to better understand
the conditions under which they induce behavioral
change.
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Notes
1. According to Mapping Police Violence, police killed

1376 people in 2024.
2. See Appendix for a more detailed review of the re-

certification process, and conditions for decertification.
3. As of August 2025, officers with sustained allegations

represent roughly 13 percent of all active officers in Mas-
sachusetts, based on figures reported on the POST website.

4. Please see appendix for detailed information about the
POST recertification process.

5. We acknowledge this cutoff is imperfect. Since we lack
individual certification dates, any chosen date is somewhat
arbitrary. However, selecting July 1, 2022 guarantees that all
A–H officers have “received” the treatment according to our
theoretical expectation. As a robustness check, we also
re-run our analyses using July 1, 2021 (the start of A–H
reviews) as the cutoff; those results appear in Tables A5 and
A6. In line with expectation, the DiD coefficients become
insignificant when using the earlier cutoff, indicating no
anticipation effect prior to actual recertification.

6. The number of officers who exit or are suspended due to
decertification or non-certification are quite limited. Please
see Table A2 in the appendix for statistics on this.

7. It would be reasonable to expect that agency heads might
reassign officers to less public-facing roles in the wake of
recertification, thus removing them from the sample of
officers “available” to commit misconduct. For a note on
how these administrative gymnastics might impact our
results, please the appendix.

8. In accordance with informed consent and anonymization
protocols established during the interview process, and to

protect participant privacy, we do not name the law en-
forcement agency under study. Instead, interviewees are
identified using codes that preserve anonymity with general
references indicating their general institutional role.

9. The interviews were conducted by one of the authors.
10. Interview guides can be found in the appendix.
11. Teachers and social workers in Massachusetts are also

subject to state-level certification.
12. It should be noted that in Massachusetts police must have a

reasonable suspicion that someone actually violated the law
in order to conduct a valid stop.

13. While this officer (AG140325NPD) may be seen as an
outlier, he is one of the primary officers in charge of use-of-
force and firearms training for the agency under study.
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