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ECONOMICS OF CRIME AND INCARCERATION ‡

Disparities in Police Award Nominations: Evidence from Chicago†

By Nayoung Rim, Bocar Ba, and Roman Rivera*

Recent studies on the racial disparities in 
policing have largely focused on  police-civilian 
interactions and have uncovered evidence of bias 
in enforcement (Coviello and Persico 2015; Nix 
et al. 2017; Fryer 2019; Goncalves and Mello 
2018; West 2018; Knox, Lowe, and Mummolo 
forthcoming). However, little work has been 
done to study the internal dynamics within 
police departments, where minority represen-
tation is often promoted as a solution to biased 
policing and is accomplished through diver-
sity initiatives. Given the hierarchical nature 
of police departments and the decentralized 
nature of promotions, minority and female rep-
resentation may be hindered by internal biases. 
This study provides evidence of racial and gen-
der disparities by focusing on a key metric of 
internal recognition among Chicago Police 
Department (CPD) officers: departmental award 
nominations.

This paper bridges the vast literature 
on labor market discrimination with stud-
ies on law enforcement and policing. In this 
paper, we refocus questions of racial disparities 
onto the internal workings of the department 
itself. Specifically, we examine supervisor nom-
inations for departmental awards to test whether 

police officers are biased against their minority 
colleagues. We use award nominations, which 
are measures of performance recognition, rather 
than promotions because promotions are rare 
within police departments. Only 3 percent of 
police officers in the CPD were promoted to ser-
geant between 2007 and 2015.

Analyses of police departments’ internal 
dynamics have hitherto been hindered by a lack 
of  microdata. We construct a novel dataset on 
policing activity, supervisor assignments, and 
award nominations by merging multiple pub-
licly available datasets using identifying officer 
characteristics. Using this novel dataset on the 
CPD, we study patterns of award nominations 
and are able to control for traditional mea-
sures of policing activity, such as arrests, uses 
of force, and complaints. We find a sizable and 
persistent nominations gap between black and 
white officers as well as between female and 
male officers.

I. Data and Empirical Strategy

We combine multiple datasets to construct a 
personnel database of CPD officers: demograph-
ics, rank, tenure, district assignment, awards, 
arrests, uses of force measured by Tactical 
Response Reports filings, and complaints.1 We 
focus on the period between 2007 to 2015 to 
maximize the overlap in years across datasets.

In determining the existence of a racial or gen-
der nominations gap, it is important to control 
for confounding factors that may differentially 
impact officer outcomes that are also correlated 
with race or gender. For example, black officers 
tend to be older than white and Hispanic officers 
in our data, and older officers, who tend to be 

1 For a complete description of the database construction, 
please see Rim, Ba, and Rivera (2019b).
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more experienced, are more likely to be nomi-
nated. If we do not control for age, then we will 
mistakenly attribute a  black-white performance 
disparity to race. A more relevant concern is the 
assignment of officers to differing neighbor-
hoods in terms of crime. Chicago is a highly 
segregated city in terms of race and income, and 
thus crime rates are higher in black and Hispanic 
neighborhoods. As such, black officers, who are 
differentially more likely to be assigned to black 
districts, will also be assigned to districts that are 
disproportionately  high crime. This will afford 
them more opportunities to win award nomi-
nations by conducting more arrests and other 
 crime-minimizing activities relative to their col-
leagues assigned to  lower-crime districts.

We exploit the CPD’s recruitment process to 
mitigate these confounding factors. In this pro-
cess, potential recruits must first pass a written 
exam, then are randomly called to enroll in the 
police academy. Training lasts for 18 months, 
during which officers are considered probation-
ary. After the probationary period,  newly minted 
police officers are assigned to districts based on 
CPD need, avoiding  self-selection issues; only a 
small select number of officers can choose their 
district (Police Accountability Task Force 2016). 
We define all officers who start in the same dis-
trict in the same quarter to be part of the same 
“cohort.” Because  start date and initial district 
assignment are essentially randomly and inde-
pendently determined, we are able to compare 
minority officers (black or female) to majority 
officers (white or male) within the same cohort 
and attribute any nomination gaps to differential 
treatment by the supervisor.

We test the assumption that cohorts are ran-
domly constructed by comparing baseline char-
acteristics of all new officers. Table 1 presents 

the average characteristics of all new officers 
in our analysis sample measured during their 
probationary period. In our analysis sample, the 
average new police officer is about 27 years old 
and began training in June 2011. The average 
probationary period is 18.4 months, and during 
this period, the average new officer accrued 0.45 
civilian complaints, filed 0.66 Tactical Response 
Reports, and made a total of 23.45 arrests.

There is some heterogeneity in officer metrics 
by race and gender. Black (female) probation-
ary officers are slightly older than their white 
(male) counterparts. This difference is not very 
large—about three years and one year on aver-
age for black and female officers, respectively. 
Blacks and females also use less force than their 
white and male counterparts: 0.56 versus 0.72 
and 0.32 versus 0.74, respectively. There are 
similar differences in arrests, with female offi-
cers making four fewer arrests than males and 
black officers making three fewer arrests than 
whites. These differences, though significant, 
are economically small: 4 fewer arrests over the 
entire probationary period equates to 0.22 fewer 
arrests per month. Further, the lack of signifi-
cant differences in civilian complaints ensures 
that minority officers are not being drawn 
from different risk profiles compared to their 
majority colleagues. In summary, while officer 
demographics, start month, and training length 
suggest that cohorts are randomly constructed, 
gender and racial differences in arrests and uses 
of force highlight the importance of including 
policing activity measures as controls in our 
analysis of racial and gender disparities in award 
nominations.

Using the sample of new officers, we estimate 
racial and sex gaps in annual award nominations 
among officers in the same cohort. The  regression 

Table 1— Baseline Characteristics of New Police Officers

Sample: Everyone White Black Male Female

Birth year 1981.51 1982.40 1979.54 1981.74 1980.60
Start month Jun 2011 Jul 2011 Feb 2011 Jul 2011 May 2011
Training (months) 18.38 18.18 18.81 18.38 18.38
Complaints 0.45 0.44 0.54 0.47 0.37
Uses of force 0.66 0.72 0.56 0.74 0.32
Arrests 23.45 24.80 21.16 24.30 20.07
Observations 1,715 840 282 1,369 346

Note: This table lists summary statistics for 1,715 probationary police officers’ measures while they were in the academy. 
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model to estimate the  minority-majority 
( black-white,  female-male) gaps is

(1)   y it   =  β 0   +  β 1   Blac k i   +  β 2   Femal e i  

 +  β 3   Hispani c i   +  β 4   Asia n i  

 +  β 5   NatA m i   +  X it   δ +  u it   ,

where   y it    is the number of award nomina-
tions officer  i  received in year  t . The terms 
 Black ,  Female ,  Hispanic ,  Asian , and  NatAm  are 
binary indicator variables equal to 1 if the offi-
cer is black, female, Hispanic, Asian, or Native 
American, respectively. The reference group is 
white male officers.

The variable   X it    is a vector of controls includ-
ing cohort fixed effects, year fixed effects, birth 
year fixed effects, tenure, complaints, arrests, 
and uses of force. To minimize endogeneity 
bias, we lag complaints, arrests, and uses of 
force by one year. To capture  nonlinear rela-
tionships between the control variables and our 
outcome variable, we include  second-order and 
 third-order terms for tenure, complaints, arrests, 
and uses of force. Standard errors are clustered 
at the cohort level. As district assignment deter-
mines the environment in which officers work, 
we assume that conditional on cohort and officer 
policing activity, unobservable characteristics 
that influence awards will now be uncorrelated 
with race and gender.

II. Results

We present our estimates for    β ˆ   1    and    β ˆ   2    in 
Table 2, with each column including additional 
controls. Column 1 indicates that compared 
to a white officer in the same cohort, the aver-
age black officer will receive 7.5 fewer award 
nominations a year. Column 2 compares female 
and male officers and finds that female officers 
have on average 5.6 fewer nominations per year 
compared to a male officer in the same cohort. 
Relative to the average nomination rates for 
whites and males, these estimates indicate that 
black officers receive about 70 percent fewer 
nominations than white officers, and female 
 officers receive about 55 percent fewer nomina-
tions than male officers.

Controlling for all officer demographics as 
well as policing activity significantly reduces 
the magnitude of these results (column 3). 

The  black-white gap declines by about 45 per-
cent to a nominations gap of −4.1, while the 
female-male gap declines by about 60 per-
cent to a gap of −2.3 nominations. Despite the 
decline in magnitude, both of these coefficients 
remain statistically significant at the 1 percent 
level. These estimates correspond to 34 percent 
fewer awards for black officers and 20 percent 
fewer awards for female officers relative to their 
 majority-group colleagues. Put another way, a 
black officer who started in the same district in 
the same quarter as a white officer and with the 
same number of arrests, uses of force, and com-
plaints receives 34 percent fewer nominations 
than his white colleague.

An important consideration is how race and 
gender interact. In column 4, we add a new 
variable of interest by interacting black and 
female. The coefficients for both white and 
female increase slightly in magnitude to −5.1 
and −3.1, respectively, with a coefficient on 
the interaction of 3.1. These estimates remain 
 statistically significant at the 1 percent level. 
The results indicate that gender does not sig-
nificantly impact the treatment of black officers; 
that is, black officers—both male and female—
receive 43 percent (−5.1) fewer nominations 
than  non-black male officers. However, gender 
is important among  non-black officers, with 
 non-black females receiving 26 percent (−3.1) 
fewer nominations than  non-black male officers.

Table 2—Racial and Sex Disparities in Annual 
Nominations

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Black officer −7.546 −4.067 −5.109
(1.496) (1.145) (1.415)

Female officer −5.570 −2.279 −3.119
(0.539) (0.454) (0.489)

Black  ×  female 3.149
(1.193)

Observations 4,057 4,057 4,057 4,057

Reference group mean 10.80 10.20 11.73 11.73

Controls for
 Cohort Yes Yes Yes Yes
 Year Yes Yes Yes Yes
 Demographics Yes Yes
 Policing activity Yes Yes

Notes: This table reports the minority gap in annual nomina-
tions between officers who graduated from the police acad-
emy in the same quarter and started in the same unit. The 
reference group is white officers for column 1, male officers 
for column 2, and white male officers for columns 3 and 4.
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Next, we explore a potential mechanism for 
the disparate treatment of minority officers. 
Given that black and female officers make fewer 
arrests on average, our results may be a reflection 
of statistical discrimination, wherein supervisors 
only observe an imprecise signal of officer qual-
ity (e.g., number of arrests) and are less likely to 
nominate minority officers because their signal 
or policing activity is lower on average. One way 
to test this assumption is to examine the minority 
nominations gap as the signal gets stronger. If 
statistical discrimination can explain the nomi-
nations gap, we would expect the gap to decrease 
higher in the annual nominations distribution.

To explore this potential mechanism, we 
perform a quantile regression on every quan-
tile between the fifth and ninety-fifth percen-
tile of annual award nominations. Specifically, 
we estimate equation (1) for every nomination 
quantile between the fifth and ninety-fifth per-
centiles. The estimates for    β ˆ   1    and    β ˆ   2    are graphed 
in Figure 1.

Contrary to the statistical discrimination 
story, we see that as the quantiles increase, the 
gap between minority and majority nominations 
becomes wider. In other words, the distribution 
of nominations for minority officers becomes 
increasingly distinct from that of majority offi-
cers. At the fifth percentile of nominations, the 
 black-white gap is −0.53 and the  female-male 
gap is −0.61. At the median number of nom-
inations, the  black-white gap is −2 and the 
 female-male gap is −1.78. At the ninetieth per-
centile of award nominations, the  black-white 
gap is −4.76 and the  female-male gap is −3. 
All of these estimates are statistically significant 
at the 5 percent level. Further, a Wald test finds 
that the twenty-fifth percentile and seventy-fifth 
percentile estimates for both the  black-white and 
 female-male gaps are statistically significantly 
different from each other.

III. Conclusion

While the results presented in this paper are 
descriptive, they provide suggestive evidence that 
supervisors may be biased against their minority 
officers. Black (female) officers are  significantly 
less likely to be nominated for awards compared 
to their white (male) colleagues, even after con-
trolling for cohort, age, experience, and key 
policing activity metrics such as arrests, uses of 
force, and complaints. Furthermore, we find that 

the discrepancy is likely not a result of statistical 
discrimination on the part of nominators, as the 
minority nominations gap grows among higher 
award percentiles. This is consistent with a the-
ory of implicit preferences rather than a theory 
of statistical discrimination.

Our findings have important policy impli-
cations. While recent research on policing has 
focused on  police-civilian interactions, studies 
on interactions within police departments are 
becoming an important avenue in the exploration 
of crime and community safety. For example, 
Miller and Segal (2019) finds that a demograph-
ically diverse police force may improve policing 
quality. Further, disparate treatment of minority 
officers within police departments may per-
petuate racial and sex disparities in promotion 
and advancement, thereby counterbalancing 
any efforts to increase diversity representation 
among officers. The resulting lack of diversity in 
 higher-ranking officers may portend worse out-
comes for minority communities (Rim, Ba, and 
Rivera 2019a).
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