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Abstract:

Police misconduct is a prevalent problem in the United States, and many 
have called for more punishment to address it. This idea aligns with 
longstanding sociological theory suggesting that punishment functions as 
a widespread deterrent by making clear the costs of certain behaviors. 
However, we argue that this logic only holds when the threat of 
punishment is clear and predictable, and many settings lack this clarity. 
In this paper, we investigate the Chicago Police Department (CPD), 
whose historical reluctance to consistently punish misconduct places its 
police officers in a moral gray zone: certain behaviors are technically 
prohibited but are, in practice, implicitly tolerated. We theorize that in 
such contexts, punishment will be seen as unjust and ultimately backfire, 
producing more misconduct. We test our theory with longitudinal data on 
all misconduct and punishments within the CPD between 1980 – 2017. 
Our findings show that after the CPD punishes an offending officer for 
misconduct, misconduct increases among their peers, and more severe 
punishment amplifies subsequent misconduct. This study offers new 
insights into research on misconduct in moral gray zones, examines the 
broader consequences of punishment in organizations, and highlights a 
major challenge in addressing police misconduct.
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INTRODUCTION

Police misconduct in the United States is one of the country’s most persistent and 

consequential social problems. Every year, more than one million people report excessive use of 

force, resulting in roughly 1,000 deaths and 75,000 major injuries that require hospital treatment 

(Center for Disease Control, 2024). As a result, public trust in the police has declined to its 

lowest point in years (Pew Research Center, 2022). Among the many solutions likely required to 

address this complex problem, scholars, practitioners, and even the U.S. Department of Justice 

have called for more stringent punishment of the officers who engage in misconduct as a way to 

deter others in the organization from engaging in similar behaviors in the future (Rozema & 

Schanzenbach, 2023; Stephens, 2011; U.S. Department of Justice, 2017).

At first glance, this seems like a reasonable suggestion that builds on longstanding 

sociological theories of social deviance. For example, scholars have long argued that it is the 

punishment of rules, in addition to the rules themselves, that help people understand and 

internalize what is accepted or tolerated (Durkheim, 1895; Becker, 1968). Indeed, punishing a 

behavior reestablishes clear expectations as to where the line is between right and wrong as well 

as clarifies the costs actors will incur if they cross that line. Empirical work on misconduct and 

punishment largely supports this deterrence effect. Criminal justice scholars, for example, have 

demonstrated that punishing offenders reduces crimes committed by others in the community 

(Zimring, Hawkins, & Vorenberg, 1973; Schnake, 1986; Lee, 2017) and organizational theorists 

have shown that punishment deters others from engaging in similar behaviors (Palmer & 

Yenkey, 2015; Yiu, Xu, & Wan, 2014).

Upon closer examination, however, this work has focused almost entirely on settings 

where punishment is already a clear and predictable threat. For example, Yiu and colleagues 
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(2014) examined Chinese firms operating within a regulatory environment where punishment for 

financial fraud was expected, consistently enforced, and clearly communicated. Similarly, 

Palmer and Yenkey (2015) studied professional cycling during a period of systemic anti-doping 

reform, which established clear and consistent enforcement of penalties with severe 

consequences. In these studies, the threat of punishment not only helped clarify the line between 

right and wrong but also created straightforward costs for would-be offenders if they crossed that 

line. Under these conditions, it makes sense that punishment functions as an effective deterrent 

(Stafford & Warr, 1993; Bandura, 1977), and that more severe punishment would only amplify 

this effect (Nagin, 1998; Tittle, 1980). Yet not all settings have such a clear and predictable 

threat of punishment.

In fact, many settings are moral gray zones (Anteby, 2008), contexts where “the existence 

of guidelines but absence of enforcement” means that while certain behaviors are technically 

prohibited, they are tacitly permitted in practice (Zhang et al., 2023:229). Moral gray zones are 

prevalent in society. Indeed, politicians frequently violate formal policies without the expectation 

of being punished (Graffin, Bundy, Porac, Wade, & Quinn, 2013) and physicians consistently 

overprescribe dangerous drugs without fear of punishment (Zhang, Mohliver, & King, 2023). We 

suggest that police organizations similarly operate in a moral gray zone. Although police officers 

are rigorously trained and have knowledge of the formal rules surrounding appropriate officer 

conduct, informal norms or expectations to subvert those rules are regularly passed down to 

subordinate officers (Frake & Harmon, 2024), with formal punishment for engaging in 

misconduct being notoriously rare (Invisible Institute, 2018). In this study, we propose that 

punishment, if used in a moral gray zone such as this one, may have a different outcome than 

expected based upon traditional sociological work, and that new theory may be needed. 
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To build our argument, we integrate a growing body of work on misconduct in moral 

gray zones (Anteby, 2008; Zhang et al., 2023) with research on justice (Colquitt & Zipay, 2015; 

Conlon, Meyer, & Nowakowski, 2005) to theorize that punishing misconduct in these settings 

not only will fail to deter others, but will in fact produce even more misconduct. Specifically, we 

argue that because punishment in moral gray zones is historically absent or inconsistently 

applied, when punishment is used, it will be seen as arbitrary and unjust rather than a credible 

commitment to enforce the rules (Sheppard, Lewicki, & Minton, 1992). Building on work 

showing that perceptions of injustice can lead to resentment and moral outrage (Bies, 1987), 

prompting self-regulation failures (Mawritz, Greenbaum, Butts, & Graham, 2017) and even 

behavioral retaliation (Skarlicki & Folger, 1997), we argue that peers of the punished officer will 

engage in more (not less) misconduct after the punishment is levied, and that more severe 

punishments will further amplify this backlash effect. Taken together, this argument suggests 

that when punishment is used so inconsistently as to not be considered a serious threat, it may be 

difficult for organizations to start employing it as an effective deterrent.

We test our hypotheses using longitudinal data from the Chicago Police Department 

(CPD) between 1980 and 2017, which includes all misconduct complaints filed against police 

officers as well as any corresponding punishments imposed by the CPD. To identify the effects 

of punishment on the punished officer’s peers, we exploit a lottery used by the CPD that assigns 

incoming officers to police academy cohorts. We leverage this quasi-random assignment to 

identify the peers of our focal officers who are later punished (Chappell & Lanza-Kaduce, 2010). 

Our findings reveal that when the CPD punishes a focal officer for misconduct, there is a 

subsequent increase in misconduct among their training cohort peers. The effects are amplified 

when the CPD imposes a more severe punishment. Supplementary analyses also reveal that the 
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types of misconduct peers engage in vary, from minor insubordination to excessive use of force, 

suggesting a more generalized reaction to injustice (Barclay, Skarlicki, & Pugh, 2005; Bies & 

Tripp, 2002). 

PUNISHING MISCONDUCT IN MORAL GRAY ZONES

Punishment in Organizations

Classic sociological work views punishment as a key mechanism that enforces behavioral 

norms and rules for the broader population (Durkheim, 1895; Becker, 1963; Merton, 1938). 

Indeed, punishment operates as an effective deterrent against misconduct because it helps 

delineate which behaviors are acceptable (Weber, 1978; Meier & Johnson, 1977) and 

communicates to observers the expected costs should they violate established rules (Foucault, 

1975; Goffman, 1961; Matsueda, Kreager, & Huizinga, 2006). Underlying the idea that 

punishment operates as an effective deterrent is thus a rational choice framework where 

individuals weigh the expected utility of a given behavior against the certainty and severity of its 

costs (Becker, 1968; Paternoster, 1987). As a result, when punishment is visible, it increases the 

perceived costs of rule-breaking and reduces the likelihood that others will engage in similar 

behaviors in the future (Bandura, 1977; Andenaes, 1974).

A large body of empirical work in criminal justice supports this argument and 

demonstrates that punishment generally operates as a deterrence mechanism for observers 

(Zimring et al., 1973; Stafford & Warr, 1993). Indeed, witnessing punishment has been shown to 

help peers learn what the appropriate rules are (Lee, 2017; Schnake, 1986) as well as decrease 

the likelihood that they violate those rules in the future (Klepper & Nagin, 1989; Simpson, 

2002). Moreover, because the severity of punishment increases the costs of engaging in 

misconduct (Blumstein, Cohen, & Nagin, 1978; Pratt & Cullen, 2005), scholars have also found 
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that more severe punishment operates as a greater deterrent (Ross, 1984). Taken together, this 

research suggests that punishment increases the expected costs of misconduct and, thus, 

effectively deters others from engaging in similar behaviors (Nagin, 1998; Wilson & Herrnstein, 

1998).

Although organization theorists have given comparatively less attention to punishment 

and its consequences, as recently noted by Greve and Teh (2016), the several studies that have 

examined this topic find support for this deterrence effect as well. Palmer and Yenkey (2015), 

for example, studied cyclists and their likelihood of engaging in illegal doping. They found that 

when a cyclist was punished for doping, their peers were significantly less likely to engage in 

illegal doping too. Similarly, Yiu and colleagues (2014) studied financial fraud in China and 

showed that firms were more deterred from engaging in fraud after observing their industry peers 

being punished, especially when they shared similar characteristics to the punished firm. 

It is notable, however, that this work has largely investigated settings where punishment 

has historically been a clear and predictable threat, with consistent enforcement and a credible 

expectation that misconduct will be punished. When this is the case, we agree that it makes sense 

that punishment operates as a deterrent by establishing a real cost in observers’ calculus of 

whether to engage in similar behaviors. However, a growing body of scholarship has started to 

show that not all settings embody such clear expectations around punishment and, instead, 

operate as moral gray zones.

Moral Gray Zones

Moral gray zones are settings where there is a disconnect between formal rules and 

consequences should those rules be violated. While formal regulations can exist and may even be 

widely known in moral gray zones, those who violate these regulations are rarely punished 
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(Zhang et al., 2023). This creates an environment in which certain behaviors, despite being 

technically forbidden, are tacitly permitted in practice and thus tend to persist because no real 

consequences tend to follow (Palmer, 2012; Ashforth & Anand, 2003; Vaughan, 1999; Anteby, 

2008).

A growing body of work has started to empirically investigate moral gray zones and how 

misconduct tends to spread within them. For example, Earle, Spicer, and Peter (2010) studied the 

diffusion of the technically illegal practice of delaying wages to employees, arguing that its 

spread was driven in part by the fact that no one was ever punished. Pozner, Stimmler, and 

Hirsch (2010) similarly explored the spread of predatory lending during the 2008 financial crisis. 

They demonstrate that even though banks had formal policies prohibiting these practices, they 

nevertheless became normalized because regulatory penalties were rare and inconsequential. 

More recently, Zhang and colleagues (2023) showed that similar patterns emerge in healthcare 

settings, where physicians routinely overprescribe dangerous benzodiazepines because doctors 

have little to no fear of being punished for engaging in these technically prohibited behaviors. 

Similar to these settings, we argue that police organizations also operate in a moral gray 

zone. Indeed, with low rates of punishment over the past several decades, the so-called “blue 

wall of silence” has encouraged officers to protect each other from reports of misconduct and 

prevent punishment (Benoit & Parry, 2021; Kalven, 2016; Rosenfield, Howey, & Mitchell, 

2024). As a result, the majority of officers do not face punishment if they engage in misconduct 

(Torres & Curiel, 2023), even if it is documented on video or through multiple witness accounts 

(Greenhouse, 2020). Because of this, scholars have documented that police officers develop 

shared understandings around certain behaviors that, while technically prohibited, are acceptable 

Page 7 of 39

http://mc.manuscriptcentral.com/asq

Administrative Science Quarterly

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60



For Peer Review

7

in practice (Crank, 2014; Sierra-Arévalo, 2019), and that these shared understandings have 

persisted over decades (Frake & Harmon, 2024).

Given the persistence of police misconduct, the societally relevant—and increasingly 

urgent—question has been how to mitigate it. Among the many proposed solutions, scholars 

(Rozema & Schanzenbach, 2023), practitioners (Stephens, 2011), and the Department of Justice 

(U.S. Department of Justice, 2017) alike have consistently called for more stringent punishment 

of offending officers. This recommendation seems logical and stems from traditional 

sociological theories on social deviance. As the argument goes, punishing police officers more 

should help reestablish and clarify the line between right and wrong as well as make clearer the 

costs of engaging in misconduct, thereby deterring other officers from engaging in those 

behaviors in the future. However, we argue that this logic falls apart in moral gray zones and that 

new theory may be needed. 

Punishment in Moral Gray Zones

Our primary argument is that in the context of the moral gray zone of police 

organizations, punishment is more likely to be seen as arbitrary and unjust by peer officers, 

thereby prompting them to engage in more (not less) misconduct. Our theory also implies that 

more severe punishment, rather than increasing the costs of engaging in misconduct and 

deterring peer officers more, should instead amplify this sense of injustice and increase in 

subsequent peer misconduct. 

To develop this argument, we turn to theories of justice (Colquitt & Zipay, 2015; Conlon 

et al., 2005) to explain why punishment in police organizations might be viewed by peers as 

unjust, prompting anger and even moral outrage. When police misconduct is widespread but its 

punishment has historically been inconsistent, the sudden use of punishment can appear 
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selective, arbitrary, and inconsistent (Emerson, 1981). Indeed, peer officers are likely to observe 

that the punished behavior is one that they and others have engaged in too, perhaps repeatedly 

and without consequence (Soltes, 2016; Dyck, Morse, & Zingales, 2021). This perceived 

arbitrariness can challenge the legitimacy of the police organization’s authority (Sheppard et al., 

1992), leading peer officers to focus less on the behaviors being punished and more on the 

injustice of this selective punishment (Greenberg, 1990; Folger, Folger, & Cropanzano, 1998). 

Thus, rather than clarifying and reestablishing norms, punishment in moral gray zones can 

actually give rise to the belief that punishment is arbitrary and that formal rules are meaningless 

(Kane & White, 2009; MacCoun, 1993). This sense of injustice among peers is likely to give rise 

to severe negative emotions, such as anger, moral outrage, and resentment (Cropanzano, Bowen, 

& Gilliland, 2007; Mitchell, Vogel, & Folger, 2015; Skarlicki & Kulik, 2005). 

We argue that peers’ sense of injustice and rise of negative emotions, in turn, will 

increase the likelihood that it will produce negative downstream consequences in their own 

behavior. In particular, scholars have shown that negative emotions can hinder one’s ability to 

self-regulate and engage in socially appropriate behaviors (de Ridder, Lensvelt-Mulders, 

Finkenauer, Stok, & Baumeister, 2012; Mawritz et al., 2017), especially in professions where 

one’s everyday job responsibilities require substantial self-control and restraint (e.g., police 

officers, service jobs, etc.) (Elfenbein, 2007). Moreover, the moral outrage and anger stemming 

from a sense of injustice can also lead peers to retaliate against the organization or those around 

them, intentionally “punishing the punisher” through harmful behaviors to exact revenge 

(Brebels, De Cremer, & Sedikides, 2008; Mitchell et al., 2015). Indeed, when individuals 

perceive that their organization has unfairly treated one of their peers, they are more likely to 
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engage in rule-breaking behavior (Skarlicki & Folger, 1997), even when such behaviors carry 

personal risk (O’Gorman, Wilson, & Miller, 2005). 

This leads to our first prediction: punishing an officer for engaging in misconduct will not 

deter their peers from engaging in similar behaviors, but instead, will lead to a subsequent 

increase in their misconduct.

Hypothesis 1 (H1): Punishing a police officer for misconduct will lead to a subsequent 
increase in misconduct among the punished officer’s peers. 

It follows from our theory that more severe punishment levied by police organizations 

should only exacerbate this outcome. In particular, if peers view the focal officer’s punishment 

as unjust, then we should expect more severe punishment to be seen as even more unjust, further 

amplifying their subsequent engagement in misconduct. This prediction diverges from existing 

work that shows that increasing the severity of punishment increases a punishment’s deterrence 

effect (Palmer & Yenkey, 2015; Yiu et al., 2014). Indeed, this work has argued that more severe 

punishments increase the salience and perceived costs of engaging in such behaviors, thereby 

deterring them even more (Nagin, 1998; Tittle, 1980). However, we suggest that in moral gray 

zones, more severe punishment will only further violate the principle of proportionality, 

exacerbating feelings of injustice (Adams, 1965; Thibaut & Walker, 1975), and thus amplify 

(rather than reduce) misconduct among peer officers (Bies & Tripp, 2002). This leads to our 

second prediction.

Hypothesis 2 (H2): The positive relationship between officer punishment and subsequent 
peer misconduct will get stronger as the severity of the punishment increases.
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EMPIRICAL SETTING AND DATA

We test our hypotheses in the Chicago Police Department (CPD), the second-largest 

police department in the US (Police Accountability Task Force, 2016). This is a setting where 

misconduct is an acute problem that can result in injury and even death for members of the 

broader public. Moreover, misconduct is financially and reputationally costly (Thomson-

DeVeaux, Bronner, & Sharma, 2021), making the prevention or reduction of misconduct 

especially important. Police departments like the CPD employ a variety of approaches to reduce 

misconduct, including training programs, increased monitoring (e.g., body-worn cameras), and, 

in theory, punishment. However, punishment is rare. Of the quarter million complaints filed 

against CPD officers from 1988 – 2023, only eight percent resulted in punishment of any kind, 

and less than one percent resulted in a suspension or termination from 2000 – 2016 (Invisible 

Institute, 2018). Finally, this setting is particularly useful for studying the consequences of 

punishment because it offers access to detailed data on all misconduct complaints filed against 

all officers and any subsequent punishment levied. This level of granular detail allows us to 

capture increases in peer misconduct following an imposed punishment.

Punishing Misconduct

Following prior work (Frake & Harmon, 2024; Stroube, 2021), we first define 

misconduct using complaints filed by residents of Chicago that allege that a police officer’s 

behaviors “transgress[ed] a line separating right from wrong” (Greve, Palmer, & Pozner, 2010: 

56). Complaints encompass a wide array of misconduct behaviors, from minor insubordination to 

excessive use of force. The CPD is made aware of an officer’s misconduct when a complaint is 

filed, which can occur by phone, mail, in person, or online. All misconduct complaints must be 

accompanied by a sworn affidavit from the complainant that the accusation is indeed factual.
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To define and measure the punishment of misconduct, we rely on the detailed and well-

documented process the CPD goes through upon receipt of a complaint. When a misconduct 

complaint is filed, a civilian agency within the CPD notifies the accused officer(s) and begins an 

investigatory process.1 Investigators are responsible for collecting evidence, conducting 

interviews, and assessing preliminary guilt. If investigators find sufficient evidence to justify 

disciplinary action, they will designate the misconduct complaint as “sustained” and provide the 

CPD Superintendent a disciplinary recommendation. The Superintendent is not bound to follow 

the recommendation and has final authority to issue a punishment that is more or less severe than 

the independent recommendation. There are four disciplinary actions the Superintendent can 

impose: 1) violation noted (no disciplinary action), 2) reprimand (written and/or verbal), 3) 

suspension, and 4) termination. In this study, we operationalize punishment as any disciplinary 

action imposed by the Superintendent that results in at least a one-day suspension (which 

includes termination), as these punishments are readily observable to other officers. 

Peers: The Police Academy

To evaluate the effect of punishing a police officer on their peers’ subsequent 

misconduct, we must identify the punished officer’s peer group. There are several approaches to 

defining a peer group, such as examining officers of the same rank or officers in the same unit. 

However, these peer-group definitions present serious threats to identifying a causal effect of 

punishment due to endogenous peer group formation. For example, if misconduct-prone officers 

select into a unit with others that are also prone to misconduct, then any observed correlation 

between an officer’s punishment and a peer’s subsequent misconduct may be driven by selection. 

1 The name of this agency has changed over the years. Prior to 2007, it was the Office of Professional Standards 
(OPS); from 2007 – 2017, it was the Independent Police Review Authority (IPRA); and ever since it has been the 
Civilian Office of Police Accountability (COPA). 
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Moreover, if peers are subject to the same environment (e.g., rank or unit), then unobserved 

factors (e.g., policies of the unit commander, unit culture, or local crime rate) may 

simultaneously affect the probability of an officer being punished and their peer receiving a 

misconduct complaint.

To address the selection problems that stem from endogenous peer-group formation, we 

follow prior studies (Holz, Rivera, & Ba, 2019; Frake & Harmon, 2024) that define an officer’s 

peers as those who were assigned, based on a random lottery, to the same police academy cohort 

upon first entering the CPD. This process begins with the CPD making a call for applicants. If 

applicants pass an entrance exam and meet the minimum age and education requirements, they 

are assigned a random lottery number. As vacancies within the police force become available, 

the CPD invites qualified applicants—in order of their randomly assigned lottery number—to 

join a police academy training cohort. Because these training cohort members are assigned based 

on a random lottery number, academy-cohort peer assignments are as good as randomly 

assigned.2 Figure 1 plots the size of each cohort between 1980 and 2017.

[Insert Figure 1 here]

In addition to this identification strategy diminishing selection concerns, the police 

academy is where recruits develop longstanding relationships with their peers. The academy 

consists of roughly six months of classroom training followed by six to twelve months of field 

assignment. During this period, recruits develop strong bonds with each other due to the 

extraordinary amount of time together, not only during academy hours, but outside of the 

academy as well, and instructors often reinforce tie formation by suggesting to academy 

2 Exceptions to this random assignment is that children of those who have died in active service and military 
veterans and are given priority.
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members to break away from former ties and embrace work-peers as friends (Chappell & Lanza-

Kaduce, 2010). These ties encourage an “intense sense of loyalty” (Doreian & Conti, 2017: 84) 

and are formative and long-lasting, with cohort-mates typically remaining close throughout the 

tenure of their career on the force (Van Maanen, 1973).

Data and Sample

Our data are sourced from the Invisible Institute.3 The data include organizational unit 

assignment, police academy start date, misconduct complaints, as well as demographic, rank, and 

salary data on nearly all sworn members of the Chicago Police Department.4 Our sample consists 

of officers who entered the police department between 1980 and 2017, as CPD does not have 

complete records of misconduct complaints before 1980. Following Holz and colleagues (2019), 

our unit of analysis is the officer-week, which is a small enough window to allow us to detect 

short-term behavioral reactions to punishment. This is consistent with prior work showing that 

reactions to injustice tend to manifest quickly or impulsively, whether intentional or not (Barclay 

et al., 2005; Baumeister, Vohs, & Tice, 2007; Bies & Tripp, 2002; Heatherton & Wagner, 2011). 

Our final sample consists of about 7.9 million officer-week observations of 10,976 officers who 

were members of 230 distinct police academy cohorts. In our sample, roughly 30% of officers 

receive a misconduct complaint. See Table 1 for summary statistics.5

[Insert Table 1 here]

Empirical Approach

Main Effect of Punishment on Peer Misconduct. We define the punished officers’ peers 

as their police academy cohort members. To avoid simultaneity, spillover effects, and omitted 

3 See https://invisible.institute/police-data. 
4 Details for undercover officers and misconduct complaints involving minors are redacted.
5 Our data can be found at https://github.com/invinst/chicago-police-data/tree/master/data.
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variable bias that results from officers and peers being exposed to the same environment 

(Manski, 1993; Angrist, 2014), we exclude (1) observations while officers are still in the police 

academy and (2) officers who work in the same geographic unit as the punished officer. Using 

this definition of peers, our empirical approach thus compares officer i in unit j, whose peer from 

the police academy just received a punishment, with officers in the same unit (j) and week (t), 

but who did not have a peer from their police academy receive a punishment. Formally, we test 

Hypothesis 1 by estimating the effect of an officer’s punishment on their peer’s misconduct 

using the following regression equation: 

PeerMisconductitjk = 0 + 1 Punishmentik,-j + i + jt + itjk (1)

where PeerMisconductitjk is the number of misconduct complaints peer i received in week t. A 

concern with using complaints to measure misconduct is some police misconduct may go 

unreported, while other complaints might not be viewed by others, including the CPD, as 

misconduct (Stroube, 2021; Walker & Bumphus, 1992). We acknowledge measurement error on 

the dependent variable, but we see little reason for concern that this error will significantly bias 

our results, since it is unlikely to be correlated with the timing of the officer’s punishment, 

conditional on individual and unit-week fixed effects. 

The term i represents officer fixed effects, which account for time-invariant differences 

in officers’ propensity to engage in or receive a misconduct complaint, such as prior experience, 

personality, and demographic characteristics. The term jt represents unit-week fixed effects, 

which accounts for unit-week level shocks that may influence the propensity for officers to 

engage in misconduct or for the public to report misconduct. 

The treatment, Punishmentik,-j, is an indicator equal to one if a member of peer i’s 

academy cohort, k, received a punishment (suspension or termination) in the previous week, but 
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is not working in the same unit as the punished officer (denoted by -j). We only include the first 

time an officer was punished to avoid using the same observation to estimate both pre-treatment 

and post-treatment effects. Thus, the coefficient 1 estimates the effect of being a peer of a 

punished officer relative to other officers in the same unit and week who were not peers of a 

punished officer. The terms 0 and itjk represent the intercept and a zero-mean error term, 

respectively. In our primary estimates, we use OLS regression with standard errors clustered at 

the cohort level because that is the level at which treatment (i.e., being a peer of the punished 

officer) is assigned (Abadie, Athey, Imbens, & Wooldridge, 2017; Bertrand, Duflo, & 

Mullainathan, 2004). Figure 4 demonstrates that our main results are robust to alternative 

specifications.

The key identifying (parallel trends) assumption for Equation 1 is that changes in the 

average misconduct complaints of officers in the same unit and week are equal to those that 

treated officers (peers of a punished officer) would have experienced in the absence of treatment. 

There are several plausible threats to this assumption. First, this assumption will be violated if 

there is treatment leakage, or if control units are also affected by the punishments of the focal 

officer. To minimize this violation, we exclude all observations in which the punished officer 

and their peers are in the same unit. Despite this, it is possible that information about a non-

cohort member being punished in a different unit affects officers in the control group (i.e., unit 

members who were not in the academy cohort with the punished officer). Under the assumption 

that the effect of punishment on non-academy-cohort members is weaker and in the same 

direction as on academy cohort peers, our results will be biased towards zero. Second, there 

could also be anticipation effects, whereby treated officers (i.e., peers) receive and react to 

information about a punishment before the punishment is issued. Assuming the anticipatory 
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effects are in the same direction as the effect of a punishment, our estimates will again be biased 

towards zero. Thus, we interpret our estimates as a lower bound.

Moreover, we empirically investigate the likelihood of anticipation effects and the 

plausibility of the parallel trends assumption by estimating the effect of punishment in the 

periods preceding that punishment. The results in Figure 2 demonstrate that the pre-treatment 

estimates are small and not significantly different from zero. Additionally, there is no visible 

trend in the pre-treatment estimates, suggesting that the parallel trends assumption is reasonable. 

This alleviates concerns that the peers of officers who were punished in a given week differ from 

those who were not peers of punished officers that week.

[Insert Figure 2 here]

Heterogeneous Effects by Punishment Severity. To test Hypothesis 2, which predicts 

that the effects of punishment are amplified for more severe punishments, we must measure the 

severity of punishment. One approach would be to use the number of days the officer was 

suspended. However, this measurement depends on the nature of the underlying misconduct. For 

example, a five-day suspension for a minor uniform infraction (e.g., failure to tuck a shirt into 

pants) may be perceived as severe, while the same punishment for a major infraction (e.g., 

excessive use of force that resulted in a citizen’s death) may be perceived as lenient. Thus, it is 

important that the measure captures the severity of the punishment relative to the severity of the 

act being punished. To do this, we replace the dichotomous independent variable, Punishmentik-j,, 

in Equation 1 with a continuous measure of the punishment’s severity using the following 

equation:

PunishmentSeverityik,-j = (𝐸𝑛𝑎𝑐𝑡𝑒𝑑𝑆𝑢𝑠𝑝𝑒𝑛𝑠𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑖𝑘, ―𝑗―𝑅𝑒𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑑𝑆𝑢𝑠𝑝𝑒𝑛𝑠𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑖𝑘,―𝑗)
𝑅𝑒𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑑𝑆𝑢𝑠𝑝𝑒𝑛𝑠𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑖𝑘,―𝑗

        

(2)
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where EnactedSuspensionik,-j represents the number of days the officer in cohort k was suspended 

by the CPD Superintendent. RecommendedSuspensionik,-j is equal to the number of days of 

suspension recommended by the independent investigatory agency. This measure assumes that 

conditional on the agency recommending a given suspension period, longer suspensions will be 

perceived by officers as more severe, while shorter suspensions will be perceived as less severe. 

By dividing by RecommendedSuspensionik,-j, we assume that one extra day of Enacted 

Suspension will be perceived as more severe if the Recommended Suspension were shorter. 

One challenge with the measure of punishment severity presented in Equation 2 is that 

the suspension length for terminations is undefined. A second challenge is that the 

operationalization in Equation 2 may be driven by outliers as it enforces a linear relationship 

when, in fact, the relationship may be non-linear. To address these, we also develop categorical 

measures of punishment severity as follows:

LenientPunishment𝑘,―𝑗  = 1, if EnactedPunishmentk,-j=RecommendedPunishmentk,-j 
0, otherwise   (3)

NeutralPunishment𝑘,―𝑗  = 1, if EnactedPunishmentk,-j=RecommendedPunishmentk,-j 
0, otherwise  (4)

SeverePunishment𝑘,―𝑗  = 1, if EnactedPunishmentk,-j=RecommendedPunishmentk,-j 
0, otherwise (5)

Thus, severe (lenient) punishments are defined as those where the enacted punishment 

was more (less) severe than what was recommended by the investigators. Punishments are 
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considered neutral if the Superintendent enacted the punishment recommended by the 

investigators. We classify all terminations as severe punishment.

RESULTS

Main Effects

To test the effect of an officer’s punishment on their peers’ subsequent misconduct, we 

estimate Equation 1 in Table 2. Model 1 includes officer and year-week fixed effects. Model 2 

introduces unit fixed effects. Model 3 includes unit-week (interacted) fixed effects. The estimates 

across all models are similar in effect size and significance. The results from Model 3 suggest 

that an officer’s punishment increases the likelihood of peer misconduct in the following week 

by about 35% relative to the baseline risk of receiving a complaint. Thus, we find strong support 

for Hypothesis 1.6

[Insert Table 2 here]

Next, we explore how long this main effect on peer misconduct persists. Behavioral 

reactions to injustice tend to be relatively short-lived (Barclay et al., 2005; Baumeister et al., 

2007; Bies & Tripp, 2002; Heatherton & Wagner, 2011). As such, our theory would predict that 

this effect should dissipate relatively quickly. To explore this, we re-estimate Equation 1, but 

replace punishment with a series of leads and lags five weeks before and after punishment. The 

results, plotted in Figure 2, demonstrate that the effects of punishment on peer misconduct is 

6 Recent work has shown that the two-way fixed effects approach to estimating difference-in-differences and event 
studies with staggered treatments and dynamic effects may result in biased estimates due to the implicit comparisons 
between later-treated and earlier-treated units (Callaway & Sant’Anna, 2021; Sun & Abraham, 2021; de 
Chaisemartin & D’Haultfoeuille, 2022; Borusyak, Jaravel, & Spiess, 2022). Though we do not expect these issues to 
significantly affect our estimates due to the expected short-term duration of the effects, we nevertheless replicate our 
results using the imputation methods developed by Borusyak et al. (2022) in Models 4 – 6. The results are similar to 
those in Models 1 through 3 with similar point estimates and levels of significance. Thus, we conclude that the two-
way fixed effects estimates are unlikely to be significantly biased. We do not use Borusyak et al. (2022) estimator to 
test the results of Hypothesis 2 because it does not allow for continuous treatments or interactions.
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indeed relatively short-lived. The effect diminishes to insignificance just two weeks after the 

punishment was imposed and remains small and insignificant thereafter. 

Heterogeneous Effects

We now turn to Hypothesis 2, which predicted that the effects of punishment on peer 

misconduct become stronger for more severe punishments. To test this hypothesis, we re-

estimate Equation 1 but replace Punishment with a continuous variable, Punishment Severity, 

equal to the severity of the punishment relative to the punishment recommended by investigators 

(see Equation 2). The results from Models 1-3 provide support for the notion that more severe 

punishments increase peers’ subsequent misconduct more than less severe punishments.

[Insert Table 3 here]

We also tested Hypothesis 2 using the three categorical variables, which represent 

punishments that are lenient, neutral, and severe (see Equations 3–5), thus allowing us to explore 

asymmetric effects that cannot be captured by the prior continuous measure. The results in 

Models 4–6 suggest that relative to non-peers in the same unit and cohort, peers of officers who 

received a lenient punishment did not receive misconduct complaints at significantly different 

rates. However, peers of officers who received a neutral or severe punishment had significantly 

increased rates of misconduct complaints in the following week. The marginal effects are plotted 

in Figure 3. We note that the difference in effects of lenient and severe punishments are 

statistically different from one another, but that the estimated effect of a neutral punishment is 

not statistically different from either a lenient punishment or severe punishment. Taken together, 

these results support Hypothesis 2.

[Insert Figure 3 here]
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Exploring Types of Peer Misconduct

To better understand the nature of this effect, we next explore the types of misconduct 

peers are engaging in after the punishment of their coworker has been imposed. One way to 

disaggregate misconduct types is to identify the target of the behaviors. To do so, we use the 

categorization by the Invisible Institute, which classifies misconduct complaints as either internal 

or external. Internal complaints relate to misconduct that is targeted toward the CPD, such as 

being absent or late to duty or insubordination. External complaints are those directed toward the 

public and include excessive use of force, illegal search and seizure, false arrest, and so on. 

When rerunning Models 1 and 2 of Table 4, we find that punishment increases both internal and 

external peer misconduct. 

[Insert Table 4 here]

We then further disaggregate complaints into their specific categories to explore whether 

the increase in peer misconduct post-punishment occurs mostly in specific categories or 

represents a more generalized increase in misconduct. Models 3-6 disaggregate misconduct 

complaints into the four most prevalent categories. All show large increases in peer misconduct 

following a punishment. Taken together, these results suggest a generalized response to 

punishment among peers, which is in line with prior work showing that reactions to injustice are 

often generalized in nature as well as direction (Barclay et al., 2005; Bies & Tripp, 2002).

Alternative Explanation

A possible alternative explanation for our results could be that peers who learn of a 

punishment perceive it as relatively minor, leading them to engage in more misconduct because 

they view the costs as insignificant. While possible, two pieces of evidence are inconsistent with 

this interpretation. First, the duration of the main effect is quite short. If the effect was driven by 
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peers updating their perceived costs of misconduct, we would expect the effect to remain 

constant over time. Second, punishment severity amplified the main effect. If this effect reflected 

peers’ information updating, we would have expected more severe punishments to reduce future 

misconduct, not amplify it. Taken together, our findings are more consistent with the theory that 

peers are reacting with a sense of injustice rather than performing a cost-benefit analysis of such 

behaviors. 

Robustness

Finally, we test the robustness of our main results using a variety of alternative 

specifications, including OLS (with a count-measure of misconduct), linear probability models 

(LPM) using a dichotomous measure of misconduct, Poisson regression, and staggered DD 

imputation methods (Borusyak, Jaravel, & Spiess, 2022). We also test robustness with a variety 

of fixed effects and standard error estimators. Figure 4 plots the coefficients and 95% confidence 

intervals from each regression. The results demonstrate that all alternative estimations are 

positive and significant. Estimates that lack year-week fixed effects are significantly larger than 

our preferred estimate, while Poisson estimates are generally smaller. Our preferred specification 

falls around the middle of the distribution.

[Insert Figure 4 here]

DISCUSSION

This study examines what happens when organizations attempt to use punishment in 

moral gray zones. Deterrence theory holds that punishment reduces misconduct by clearly 

signaling behavioral boundaries and by making violations costly (Durkheim, 1938; Zimring et 

al., 1973). This logic, however, rests on an important assumption: that punishment is predictable 

and consistently enforced. In many organizations, this is not the case. Rules may be explicit on 
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paper, yet enforcement is inconsistent or absent in practice (Anteby, 2008), and this creates a 

moral gray zone in which technically prohibited behaviors become informally tolerated. Even so, 

organizations sometimes turn to punishment in an effort to reassert control. Yet we know little 

about the consequences of wielding punishment in such contexts. By theorizing how punishment 

operates under these conditions, this study advances emerging research on misconduct in moral 

gray zones, answers recent calls to examine the broader organizational consequences of 

punishment, and speaks to an urgent challenge in addressing the persistent social problem of 

police misconduct.

Punishing Misconduct in Moral Gray Zones

While misconduct itself has been widely studied, the organizational consequences of 

punishing misconduct have received far less attention. As Greve and Teh (2016) note, 

punishment is generally assumed to follow misconduct—and to be effective in reducing it—so 

its consequences have often been taken for granted in organizational research. Our study deepens 

this conversation in several important ways.

First, we demonstrate when punishment can backfire, increasing the very behaviors it is 

meant to prevent. Classic deterrence theory asserts that punishment works by clearly signaling 

organizational norms and by making violations costly (Becker, 1968; Merton, 1938). However, 

the limited organizational research examining punishment operates in settings characterized by 

stable norms and consistent rule enforcement (e.g., Palmer & Yenkey, 2015; Yiu et al., 2014). 

Many organizations, however, lack these conditions. We probe punishment in a moral gray zone, 

where rules are formally clear but enforcement has long been inconsistent. Contrary to 

deterrence predictions, we find that when an officer is punished for misconduct, misconduct 

among the punished officer’s peers increases. This finding challenges the presumed universality 
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of deterrence theory and shows that in ambiguous normative environments, punishment can 

catalyze the behaviors it aims to suppress.

Second, we theorize why punishment backfires in moral gray zones by integrating 

insights from organizational justice research. Existing work largely assumes that observers weigh 

the prospective costs of punishment against the benefits of misconduct (Stafford & Warr, 1993; 

Bandura, 1977; Paternoster, 1987). We argue instead that when punishment is introduced into a 

moral gray zone, it is experienced as unjust because the punished behaviors, while technically 

prohibited, have been historically tolerated by the organization. Under these conditions, 

punishment is interpreted not as norm enforcement but as arbitrary and illegitimate (Sheppard et 

al., 1992), provoking negative emotional reactions that increase misconduct rather than deter it. 

Consistent with this account, we find a short-term rise in peer misconduct following punishment, 

and more severe punishment amplifies this effect. This extends deterrence theory by showing 

that when normative clarity is weak, affective responses to perceived injustice—rather than 

rational risk assessments—become primary drivers of behavioral reactions.

Third, our findings also refine research on third-party reactions to punishment. Prior work 

has shown that observing unfair punishment can lead to disengagement, such as reduced job 

satisfaction or withdrawal (Aryee & Chay, 2001; Brockner, 2002; Dailey & Kirk, 1992). These 

consequences still align with a broader deterrence logic because they do not directly increase 

misconduct. Our findings reveal a more volatile dynamic: peers respond by escalating 

misconduct. This suggests that perceived injustice can produce generalized behavioral retaliation 

that extends beyond counterproductive work behaviors (i.e., Skarlicki & Folger, 1997; Skarlicki, 

Van Jaarsveld, & Walker, 2008; Jones, 2009) to misconduct itself. We also note that policing 

involves high emotional and physical demands (Ashforth & Humphrey, 1993; Grandey & 
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Gabriel, 2015), which may intensify negative affect and make emotional regulation more 

difficult (Wharton, 2009). Future research might directly examine these emotional processes by 

tracing how perceptions of illegitimacy give rise to anger, resentment, or defiance, and how such 

affective states evolve into misconduct. Doing so would clarify the mechanisms through which 

punishment backfires and identify when emotional escalation is most likely to occur.

Finally, this study highlights the broader challenge organizations face when attempting to 

reassert control in long-standing moral gray zones. Prior research has shown how weak or absent 

enforcement enables misconduct to spread (e.g., Earle et al., 2010; Zhang et al., 2023). We 

instead show what happens when organizations belatedly attempt to impose discipline. Rather 

than signaling renewed commitment to rule enforcement, punishment may confirm the belief that 

the system is arbitrary. Our findings suggest that once moral gray zones are established, they 

become self-reinforcing moral orders in which punishment no longer restores norms but instead 

threatens the shared understandings that have sustained everyday work. Under these conditions, 

efforts to curb misconduct may paradoxically intensify it.

Taken together, our study thus reframes deterrence as a context-dependent process that 

relies on a particular moral infrastructure—one in which rules are not only explicit but also 

consistently enacted and socially legitimate. In the absence of that infrastructure, punishment can 

lose its normative meaning and provoke the very actions it is intended to prevent. This 

reorientation positions moral gray zones not simply as environments of weak enforcement, but as 

distinct organizational moral systems that shape how control efforts are interpreted and enacted. 

Recognizing this distinction is essential for understanding why misconduct persists—and why 

attempts to eliminate it often fail—in many contemporary organizations.
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Practical Implications

Despite these challenges, our findings point to several possible strategies for managing 

misconduct in general and for reform efforts within police organizations in particular. First, 

given how difficult it is to (re)establish control over misconduct in moral gray zones, leaders 

must be strategic in reintroducing punishment. One approach may involve beginning with more 

lenient forms of discipline. In our data, such punishments did not provoke the same increase in 

peer misconduct as more severe sanctions. Whether leniency alone is sufficient to deter future 

violations remains an open question, however. Another important consideration is avoiding ad 

hoc or performative punishments that may be perceived as symbolic rather than substantive. 

Inconsistently applied discipline—especially when it appears to target specific individuals—

undermines the legitimacy of enforcement efforts and deepens perceptions of injustice (Sheppard 

et al., 1992; Kane & White, 2009). Instead, organizations should aim to apply punishment 

systematically and transparently, allowing members to recognize it as part of a credible and fair 

accountability regime.

Second, timing and messaging may play a critical role in shaping how punishment is 

received. For organizations attempting to transition out of a moral gray zone, openly 

acknowledging past inconsistencies in enforcement and clearly articulating new expectations 

may help reduce the backlash that punishment can provoke. Transparency around why a 

punishment is being imposed—and how it fits within broader reform efforts—can decrease the 

likelihood that it is interpreted as arbitrary or politically motivated (Brockner, 2002; Briscoe & 

Murphy, 2012). Prior research shows that officers who view punishment procedures as fair are 

less likely to engage in future misconduct (Wolfe & Piquero, 2011). Our findings are consistent 

with the idea that enhancing the perceived legitimacy of punishment—through fair procedures, 
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consistent application, and clear communication—can temper negative emotional responses and 

limit the spread of misconduct.

Third, our findings raise broader system-wide concerns about how the efficacy of 

punishment is typically evaluated. Punishment is often assessed based on its effect on the 

individual who receives it, yet our study shows that its consequences can ripple outward to peers 

and potentially to the wider organization. We measured peer relationships using shared police 

academy cohorts—a quasi-random grouping that allowed us to isolate the effect of punishment 

on close observers. These relationships are meaningful and long-lasting (Doreian & Conti, 2017; 

Van Maanen, 1973). However, similar dynamics may arise among peers who share stronger 

bonds of identification, such as unit mates or beat partners. If so, our estimates likely understate 

the broader organizational effects of punishment. Existing research suggests that peers who share 

background, identity, or role-based solidarity can react strongly to perceived injustice (Tajfel, 

1982; Brockner & Greenberg, 2015; Mollica, 1999; Spencer & Rupp, 2009). Understanding 

which organizational members are most sensitive to perceived injustice—and under what 

conditions—is therefore a critical area for future research.

Finally, these dynamics complicate how organizations assess the effectiveness of 

punishment. Even if punishment successfully deters the focal individual, it may unintentionally 

increase misconduct among peers. In our context, for the punishment of a single officer to 

produce a net reduction in misconduct, it would need to prevent that officer from engaging in 

any misconduct for roughly 16 weeks just to counteract the short-term increase among their 

peers. Yet prior work suggests that even the direct deterrent effects of punishment are not 

reliably consistent (Harris & Worden, 2014). Evaluating the organizational impact of 

punishment, then, requires tracking not only the behavior of the punished individual but also the 
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networked spillover effects that punishment can generate. Doing so will require richer data, 

finer-grained measurements of interpersonal identification, and greater attention to how 

perceived justice travels through organizational relationships.

Conclusion

This study challenges a foundational assumption about how punishment maintains social 

order. Across both scholarly research and public discourse, punishment is often treated as the 

primary lever for curbing misconduct—an especially prominent view in current debates over 

police reform. The underlying logic is long-standing and intuitive: rules matter because 

violations are met with consequences, and those consequences deter future misconduct and 

reaffirm collective norms (Durkheim, 1893; Weber, 1922; Foucault, 1975). Our findings reveal a 

consequential boundary condition to this logic. In moral gray zones—contexts where formal 

rules exist but have long gone unenforced—punishment is not interpreted as legitimate rule 

enforcement. Instead, it is filtered through a sense of injustice, provoking backlash that increases 

misconduct among peers. This dynamic is not unique to policing. Many institutions, from 

regulatory agencies to healthcare systems, operate in similar environments where informal 

practices have become entrenched and enforcement is inconsistent. In such settings, importing 

deterrence-based punishment strategies from high-enforcement environments is unlikely to 

generate the desired effects. Efforts to reduce misconduct must instead begin by restoring the 

legitimacy and consistency of enforcement practices themselves. Only once punishment is 

perceived as fair and credible can it serve its intended role in reinforcing behavioral boundaries. 

Until then, punishment may not simply fail to deter misconduct—it may deepen it. The broader 

implication is clear: punishment can stabilize organizations only when the moral infrastructure 

that gives it meaning is intact.
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Figure 1. Chicago Police Academy Cohort Size (1980-2017)
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Figure 2. Time Trend of Punishment on Peer Misconduct 

Figure 3. Heterogeneous Effects of Punishment on Peer Misconduct, by Punishment Severity
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Figure 4. Robustness Specification Curve
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Table 1. Summary Statistics

Table 2. Effect of Punishment on Peer Misconduct 
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Table 3. Heterogeneous Effects of Punishment on Peer Misconduct, by Punishment Severity

Table 4. Results by Complaint Category
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