
www.ssoar.info

The Impact of Law Enforcement Centralisation
and Professionalisation on Public Opinion of the
Mexican Police
Esparza, Diego; Ugues, Antonio

Veröffentlichungsversion / Published Version
Zeitschriftenartikel / journal article

Empfohlene Zitierung / Suggested Citation:
Esparza, D., & Ugues, A. (2020). The Impact of Law Enforcement Centralisation and Professionalisation
on Public Opinion of the Mexican Police. Journal of Politics in Latin America, 12(1), 104-120. https://
doi.org/10.1177/1866802X20919550

Nutzungsbedingungen:
Dieser Text wird unter einer CC BY-NC-ND Lizenz
(Namensnennung-Nicht-kommerziell-Keine Bearbeitung) zur
Verfügung gestellt. Nähere Auskünfte zu den CC-Lizenzen finden
Sie hier:
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/deed.de

Terms of use:
This document is made available under a CC BY-NC-ND Licence
(Attribution-Non Comercial-NoDerivatives). For more Information
see:
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0

http://www.ssoar.info
https://doi.org/10.1177/1866802X20919550
https://doi.org/10.1177/1866802X20919550
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/deed.de
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0


‍
Journal of Politics in
Latin America ‍

Creative Commons Non Commercial No Derivs CC BY-NC-ND: This article is distributed under 
the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 4.0 License (https://​
creativecommons.​org/​licenses/​by-​nc-​nd/​4.​0/) which permits non-commercial use, reproduction and 

distribution of the work as published without adaptation or alteration, without further permission provided the original 
work is attributed as specified on the SAGE and Open Access pages (https://​us.​sagepub.​com/​en-​us/​nam/​open-​access-​at-​
sage).

The Impact of Law 
Enforcement 
Centralisation and 
Professionalisation on 
Public Opinion of the Mexican Police

Diego Esparza1 and Antonio Ugues Jr2

Abstract
Pandemic violence and criminality are anathema to a democratic society. And yet, in 
Latin America, both operate side by side. Illicit activity has propagated precisely because 
the democratic states of the region have been ineffective at establishing and maintaining 
the rule of law via public security mechanisms like the police. This ineffectiveness has 
significant consequences for public support of police forces. Hence, an important ques-
tion for students of state-building and democratisation is: What factors explain public 
perceptions of the police? We argue that police forces that are local and unprofessional 
will be less trusted and viewed as less effective than their more centralised and profes-
sional counterparts of state and federal police. In short, we find that centralisation and 
professionalisation mitigate the impact of crime victimisation and police corruption on 
the public opinion of the police in Mexico. These findings are drawn from an analysis 
of the National Survey of Victimisation and Perceptions of Public Security (ENVIPE) in 
Mexico for 2012 and 2018.
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Introduction
Violence and criminality, coupled with police malfeasance, prove a volatile mix that 
undermines trust in the state, the rule of law, and democratic legitimacy. This is particu-
larly true in Mexico, which experienced over 200,000 drug-related deaths from 2006 to 
2017 (Agren, 2017). At the core of these social ills is a broken police system that lacks 
professionalisation and is riddled with corruption. In this context of democratic develop-
ment and rampant crime, we ask two questions. First, how do crime victimisation and 
experience with corruption change how police are viewed? How do the institutional 
differences between municipal, state, and local police factor into public opinion of the 
police? In this research note, we argue that the level of centralisation and professionali-
sation play an essential role in shaping the relationship between corruption, crime victi-
misation, and public support for the police. Using data from the National Survey of 
Victimization and Perception of Public Security (ENVIPE) (2018) (ENVIPE) in Mexico 
for 2012 and 2018, we find that perceptions of corruption and crime victimisation are 
important predictors of public perceptions of Mexican police but this varies based on the 
level of policing involved.

The rest of this research note is organised as follows. The second section introduces 
the conceptual and theoretical framework of the study. The third section presents our 
research design and statistical findings. The fourth section discusses the implications of 
our findings and provides concluding remarks.

Conceptual and Theoretical Framework

Effective Policing in Comparative Perspective
Only a few scholars have studied how the structure of law enforcement influences police 
behaviour and public opinion (Eitle et al., 2014; Mastrofski, 2004: 103). One essential 
structural characteristic rests on how police are organised at the local, sub-national, or 
national level. Some scholars have argued that heavily localised police outperformed 
more centralised ones (Ostrom et al., 1973). These scholars have emphasised “decentral-
isation over centralised authority and locally tailored rather than globally rationalised 
solutions” (Sklansky, 2013). More recent scholarship has found that a decentralised 
police system is positively associated with higher levels of citizen trust in the police 
(Lowatcharin and Stallmann, 2017). These scholars have also been critical of centralised 
policing, as they blame national police models for making oversight more difficult, 
reducing community trust, and increasing malfeasance (Skogan, 2006).

Conversely, Cardona (2008) argues that decentralisation incentivises local patrimo-
nialism. Further, sub-national “executive appointment of police chiefs […] has led to 
patronage appointments, poor policies, and a lack of continuity in reform efforts” (Sabet, 
2012: 266). Instead, some researchers argue that police unification may be beneficial for 
policing because they can ensure consistent training in penal codes, due process, and 
human rights, and may be able to better coordinate anti-crime activity, but also have 
more resources to deal with asymmetric threats and improve professionalisation 
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(Lutterbeck, 2004; Naritomi et al., 2007; Pion-Berlin and Trinkunas, 2011; Esparza and 
Bruneau, 2019). For instance, Diego Esparza notes that the historical process of police 
centralisation from 1800 to the present in both Chile and Colombia has strengthened the 
efficacy of the police force over time, while the continued fragmentation of the Mexican 
decentralised police system engenders politicisation of the police as well as permeability 
to corruption (Esparza, 2015).

Another critical structural variable is police professionalism. Professionalism is 
defined by how a particular labour field structures its remuneration, training, and over-
sight. While countries with substantial compensation, adequate training, and robust and 
redundant monitoring tend to feature more professional police systems, those that do not 
pay police a living wage, provide minimal training, and do not have oversight mecha-
nisms tend to be less professional and more malfeasant (Botello et al., 2000; Celador, 
2005; Garner, 2005; Goldsmith, 1999; Mas, 2006; Mastrofski, 2004).

In addition to these important structural factors, we also consider key individual char-
acteristics and experiences that the literature suggests are important factors in explaining 
the support of police forces. Studies have shown that efforts to reduce police corruption 
are positively correlated with public confidence in the police (Bradford et  al., 2009; 
Tankebe, 2010). Indeed, if citizens observe officers acting unethically, they tend to lose 
faith in the police (Sunshine and Tyler, 2003). This factor is particularly worrisome in 
contemporary Mexico, which features pervasive corruption (Morris, 2013). Sabet 
(2012): 23) analysis of police in Mexico shows that direct experience with both police 
corruption and crime victimisation are negatively correlated with trust in these forces.

Scholars have found that increased levels of crime victimisation affect several areas 
of political life such as voter participation (Shirk and Wallman, 2015; Trelles and 
Carreras, 2012) and public perceptions of political institutions (Ceobanu et al., 2011). 
Furthermore, Bateson, 2012 has shown how victims of crime have lower levels of con-
fidence in the judicial system and law enforcement compared to non-victims. As a result, 
we expect crime victimisation to play an essential role in explaining perceptions of the 
police, as well as an operationalised way to measure how public opinion changes depend-
ing on which level of policing is being assessed.

Policing in Mexico
Mexico is a crucial case in the Americas, as it provides unique opportunities to study 
policing. For one, Mexico is one of only a handful of Latin American countries with 
federal systems. While Argentina, Brazil, and Venezuela are federal systems, it is just in 
Mexico that we see preventative, uniformed police officers at the federal, state, and 
municipal levels. This feature presents an ideal opportunity to conduct a within-case 
analysis between local, state, and national police institutions while controlling for other 
important contextual factors. In effect, Mexico is one of the few cases other than the 
United States that can provide a real test of the impact of full-fledged decentralisation of 
policing and its impact on police service.

The Mexican case is also compelling because of the complex nature of policing in the 
country. Mexican police are divided into policías preventivas and policías judiciales. 
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The former includes uniformed law enforcement officers charged with deterring crime 
and stopping crime in flagrante, while the latter are non-uniformed officers charged with 
investigations related to prosecutorial matters. Concerning total personnel numbers, 
there are roughly 430,000 police officers in total in Mexico, with about 40,000 personnel 
at the federal level, 227,000 at the state level, and 164,000 staff at the municipal level 
(Torres, 2009). The current study focuses on preventative police forces (policías preven-
tivas), which include roughly 2,000 police organisations at the municipal level, 32 agen-
cies at the state level, and one federal police organisation.

While local preventative police forces are most common in Mexico, most are from 
poor cities and small departments with very few officers. For instance, 1,100 municipal-
ities (52.4 percent) feature less than 20 police personnel, 530 towns had between 21 and 
50 police officers, and 210 municipalities count on 51–100 police officers. Only 250 
cities have more than 100 police (Moloeznik and Garay, 2012). Moreover, 400 cities 
have gone 10 years without a police force (CNN, 2010). Overall, the realities of decen-
tralisation and smaller police departments often result in lower levels of professionalisa-
tion and greater susceptibility to corruption. In addition to the sparse number of police 
forces and officers, the municipal police force in Mexico also features poor pay and 
educational achievement. For instance, 85 percent of the municipal police officers earn 
less than USD 500 per month (Encuesta Nacional sobre Inseguridad (ENSI), 2010). 
Further, while 64 percent of all municipal police have secondary education or less ( 0 to 
9 years), only 30 percent have a high school diploma, and only 3 percent have a college 
or advanced degree (CNGMD, 2013).

Historically, Mexican states have had judicial police in charge of helping state prose-
cutors in investigating crimes and state highway patrol in charge of maintaining stranded 
motorist and policing traffic offences. However, until recently, states have not had police 
with traditional police roles of patrolling and crime prevention at a state-level jurisdic-
tion. All Mexican states have started to build these types of police forces to bolster weak 
police at the municipal level except for Nayarit, Queretaro, Sinaloa, and Zacatecas. 
These police forces tend to be more professional than their municipal counterparts due 
to better pay and retirement provisions. In 2011, the average pay for state police officers 
was USD 711 per month (ENVIPE, 2011). Most states offer retirement after the agents 
turn fifty-five to sixty years old with twenty-five to thirty years of service (INFOMEX-
Mexican Federal Police, 2014 2014). Upon meeting these requirements, the agents 
receive a monthly pension equal to 100 percent of their last monthly salary.

At the federal level, the primary police force is called the Policia Federal Preventiva. 
The federal police’s jurisdiction encapsulates all the national territory, and it is tasked 
with enforcing federal law. Its primary mission is to prevent crimes and administrative 
offences against federal legislation, including anti-drug trafficking laws. One of the fed-
eral police’s central goals is to participate in aid of national, state, and local authorities 
in the investigation and prosecution of crimes and the arrest of individuals. They can also 
collaborate, when requested, with local governments. Much like the state police, the size 
and the importance of the federal police has increased since 1997. For instance, the fed-
eral police had 9,036 personnel in 2000, but by 2014 this had risen to 39,711 (Delgado 
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and Barbara, 2015). Federal police forces are also characterised by higher levels of pro-
fessionalism than their state and municipal counterparts, which is due in large part to the 
higher salaries and better benefits but also better training and education. The entry ranks 
of federal police receive USD 964 as their monthly base salary (INFOMEX-Mexican 
Federal Police, 2014 2014). After thirty years of service, federal police have a right to a 
pension of 100 percent of their last salary. Candidates must also have a minimum high 
school education to enter the Federal Police force.

A final consideration worth highlighting in understanding the context of policing in 
Mexico is the ongoing war on drugs. Fighting narco-violence in Mexico has engulfed 
security institutions at all levels of government: the military, federal police, state police, 
and municipal police all engage in patrolling, arresting, and fighting cartels and criminal 
associates alike (Ugues and Esparza, 2018). Sometimes these institutions engage in joint 
operations, and in other cases, each of these agencies is operating independently but with 
the same purpose of public security: patrolling, preventing crime, seizing individuals, 
and arresting people. Given this reality, it is reasonable to think that for the many 
Mexican citizens, confusion may arise as to the relative differences between police 
forces.

Theoretical Expectations
Given the realities of policing in Mexico as well as insights of the literature on this topic, 
we offer some theoretical expectations that are critical to this debate. We argue that when 
police are controlled by national or state-level authorities there tends to be a reduction in 
police abuse and corruption and thus a general improvement in perceptions of the police 
(Cardona, 2008; Lutterbeck, 2004; Naritomi et  al., 2007; Pion-Berlin and Trinkunas, 
2011). In these contexts, politicians have more reasons to avoid controversies and the 
illicit use of police forces for politicised purposes, though it still occurs. Furthermore, 
national and state-level governments tend to have stronger coercive power and taxation 
capacity and hence have more available resources to develop high-quality police forces. 
In short, countries with a national police force or one that is more centralised around 
states or provinces are better off than those with local police forces. Second, the way a 
country structures its police labour has pronounced effects on public perception of that 
behaviour (Esparza, 2015; Sabet, 2012). When police labour is structured with strong 
welfare, development, and oversight systems, police will also be less likely to engage in 
mischief and therefore garner higher levels of trust from citizens as revealed by public 
opinion.

Specifically, we argue that citizens utilise different logics to evaluate their police 
agencies depending on the level of professionalism and type of police (local, state, and 
federal). In this way, there is an ethical and practical framework that shapes public per-
ceptions of Mexican police. Regarding the ethical framework, the empirical evidence 
suggests that professionalism is lowest amongst local and state-level police forces, 
which often results in less public support for these forces. These realities often prime 
citizens for what we call the ethical expectation. Citizens expect a higher ethical and 
moral compass in more professional police bodies. Local and state police have 
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developed less trust in society than their federal counterparts because they are less pro-
fessional. As such, perceptions of corruption will do the most damage to the level of 
police with the highest expectation of moral behaviour: the federal police. The observ-
able implication of this is that citizens will already have established opinions about the 
professionalism of each force. In essence, police corruption is more likely to be expected 
behaviour from local and state police than the federal police, and this normalisation 
appears to be the source of the differential impact amongst the three levels of policing. 
Formally, we expect the following:

Hypothesis 1: Corruption generally harms support for the police, but the effect varies 
depending on the level of policing; federal police are likely to be most affected, followed by 
state police, and finally municipal police.

Regarding the practical framework, we argue that citizens place blame for transgres-
sions on the people who they rightfully view as more responsible. In this respect, local 
police are perceived to be part of the crime problem, due to the lack of professionalism, 
their susceptibility to corruption, and the frequency with which they have been known to 
work with local drug cartels. In contrast, due to their more centralised structure and 
higher levels of professionalism, federal and state police are perceived as less corruptible 
and therefore less likely to engage in criminal activity. As such, federal and state police 
are thought of as the solution, given their much better training capacity than local police. 
From a practical framework, we have reason to believe that crime victims are likely to 
blame all police for their plight; however, these citizens are more likely to blame their 
local police force as they realise that local police ineptitude facilitates crime victimisa-
tion, whereas state and federal police are thought of as more likely to be doing something 
about the criminal activity in their society. Hence, we expect the following:

Hypothesis 2: Crime victimisation hurts support for police, but the effect varies depending 
on the level of policing; municipal police are likely to be most affected, followed by state 
police, and finally federal police forces.

The following section presents the data and methods used to analyse these theoretical 
expectations, as well as our key findings.

Research Design and Findings

Data and Methods
This study employs data from a variety of sources, including the Encuesta Nacional de 
Victimización y Percepción sobre Seguridad Pública (ENVIPE), , and the Censo 
Nacional de Gobiernos Municipales y Delegacionales. We also utilise freedom of infor-
mation request Mexican Federal Police, 2014 2014 (INFOMEX) to gather information 
about police training, salaries, pension, oversight, and recruitment standards at the state 
and federal levels. We use each of these data sources to provide accuracy and precision 
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in our analyses; however, to test our hypotheses, we utilise data from the ENVIPE study 
for 2012 and 2018. ENVIPE is a national survey used to collect public opinion data on 
crime victimisation, including the types and frequency of crime, as well as perceptions 
of public security in Mexico and the institutions responsible for public safety and 
justice.

To evaluate our hypotheses regarding corruption and crime victimisation on public 
support of Mexico’s police forces, we explore two key dependent variables: (1) trust in 
the police and (2) perceptions of effective police performance. Trust in the police is 
based on the following survey items: How much trust do the municipal/state/federal 
police inspire in you – a lot (1), some (2), a little (3), or not at all (4)? Each item was 
recoded in reverse order for ease of interpretation. We model trust in the police as a 
function of crime victimisation and perceptions of police corruption. Crime victimisa-
tion is a variable that measures whether respondents reported being a victim of crime in 
the previous year (1) or not (0). Corruption in the police (federal, state, and municipal) 
is a variable that measures whether respondents believe that the police forces are corrupt 
(1) or not (0).

To control for individual-level characteristics we include the following variables: 
male (1 for male respondents and 0 for female respondents); age (ranging from 18 to 97 
years); education (ranging from 0 for no schooling to 10 for postgraduate training); 
urban (equal to 1 for those who live in an urban/mixed area and 0 if they live in a rural 
area); perceptions of neighbourhood security (equal to 1 if respondents believe that their 
neighbourhood is safe or 0 if not safe), information I (equal to 0 for those who never 
watch or listen to the news, 1 if they do so once a month, 2 for once a week, 3 for three 
times a week, and 4 for those who watch or listen to the news daily); and information II 
(equal to 0 for respondents who never read the news in newspapers or on the Internet, 1 
for those who do so once a month, 2 for once a week, 3 for three times a week, and 4 for 
those who read the news in newspapers or on the Internet daily). The information vari-
ables are not included for the 2018 analyses since these items were not included in the 
survey. Ordered logit regression is used in each model estimation.

In addition, we model perceptions of the effective performance of the police as a 
function of crime victimisation and perceptions of police corruption. In this set of mod-
els, the dependent variable performance of the police is taken from the following survey 
items: How effective do you believe the performance of the municipal/state/federal 
police is – very effective (1), somewhat effective (2), slightly effective (3), or not effec-
tive (4)? As with the first three models, each item was recoded in reverse order for ease 
of interpretation. These models use the same predictors and covariates of the previous 
model estimations. Ordered logit regression is used in each model estimation.

Empirical Findings
Amongst police forces, the more centralised and professional federal police are trusted 
at higher levels and are viewed as more effective than state and municipal police. For 
instance, approximately 21 percent of respondents trusted federal police a lot, while 
nearly 12 percent trusted state police a lot and only 8 percent trusted local police at the 
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same level (Tables  1 and 2). Concerning effectiveness, we see the same trend. 
Approximately 17 percent of respondents viewed the federal police as very effective, 
while 9 percent viewed state police as very effective, and almost 6 percent viewed 
municipal police as effective. These trends lend support to our understanding of police 
structure and professionalisation: the more centralised and professional police services 
are trusted at a higher level than more local and less professionalised counterparts. The 
structural and professional differences amongst local, state, and federal police seem to 
correlate with the differences in public opinion.

While these descriptive analyses provide insight into our theoretical predictions, mul-
tivariate analyses are needed in order to evaluate our hypotheses. Table 3 presents the 
results of multivariate analyses of trust in municipal, state, and federal police. The results 
provide strong support for our expectations regarding corruption and trust in the police; 
the findings indicate that perceptions of corruption are significant predictors of trust in 
all three police forces for both years analysed. The negative and significant coefficients 
for municipal, state, and federal forces in 2012 and 2018, respectively, suggest that cor-
ruption significantly undermines public trust in all of Mexico’s police forces. Predicted 
probabilities indicate that respondents who believe that Mexico’s municipal police are 

Table 1.  Trust in Mexico’s Police Forces (2012).

Not at all A little Some A lot Total

Municipal police 44,441 103,706 56,861 17,802 222,810

(19.95%) (46.54%) (25.52%) (7.99%) (100%)

State police 35,759 90,900 65,075 24,568 213,302

(15.36%) (42.62%) (30.51%) (11.52%) (100%)

Federal police 25,399 72,475 71,734 44,435 214,043

(11.88%) (33.86%) (33.51%) (20.76%) (100%)

Source: ENVIPE 2012.

Table 2.  Perceptions of Effective Performance in Mexico’s Police Forces (2012).

Not effective Slightly effective Somewhat 
effective

Very effective Total

Municipal police 33,041 102,566 72,654 12,764 221,025

14.95% 46.40% 32.87% 5.77% 100%

State police 23,825 89,238 79,605 19,125 211,793

11.25% 42.13% 37.59% 9.03% 100%

Federal police 18,142 70,655 87,706 36,661 213,164

8.51% 33.15% 41.14% 17.20% 100%

Source: ENVIPE 2012.
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corrupt have only a 4 percent chance of expressing “a lot” of trust in municipal police in 
2012 and only about 3 percent chance in 2018. These probabilities increase for state and 
federal police, but not by much. For instance, respondents who believe that Mexico’s 

Table 3.  Trust in Mexican Police Forces.

Municipal police
(Model 1)

State police
(Model 2)

Federal police
(Model 3)

2012 2018 2012 2018 2,012 2,018

Crime victimisation −.251*** −.163*** −.150*** −.139*** 0.0116 −.0620***

(previous year) (0.0152) (0.0209) (0.0148) (0.0203) (0.0146) (0.0206)

Police corruption −1.781*** −2.049*** −1.836*** −2.065*** −1.887*** −2.074***

(0.0128) (0.0220) (0.0124) (0.0214) (0.0115) (0.0208)

Male −.00403 −.00519 −.000336 0.00721 0.0297*** 0.0604***

(0.0102) (0.0163) (0.0103) (0.0162) (0.0101) (0.0166)

Age 0.000223 0.0000782 −.00293*** −.00214*** −.00329*** −.00159***

(0.000329) (0.000518) (0.000338) (0.000512) (0.000332) (0.000526)

Education −.00628*** −.00143 −.0130*** −.00819* −.00719*** −.00631+

(0.00230) (0.00364) (0.00230) (0.00359) (0.00225) (0.00367)

Urban resident 0.0682*** −.102*** −.104*** −.216*** −.0225* −.140***

(0.0111) (0.0172) (0.0116) (0.0173) (0.0114) (0.0178)

Neighbourhood 
security

0.463*** 0.436*** 0.398*** 0.332*** 0.327*** 0.268***

(0.0108) (0.0166) (0.0109) (0.0164) (0.0106) (0.0168)

Information I 0.0266*** -- 0.0216*** -- 0.0640*** --

(0.00517) (0.00549) (0.00537)

Information II 0.00760* -- 0.0186*** -- 0.0447*** --

(0.00348) (0.00349) (0.00343)

Cut 1

Constant −2.482*** −2.851*** −3.077*** −3.275*** −3.053*** −3.488***

(0.0284) (0.0396) (0.0296) (0.0393) (0.0288) (0.0402)

Cut 2

Constant −.190*** −1.415*** −.840*** −1.893*** −1.047*** −2.203***

(0.0278) (0.0385) (0.0287) (0.0380) (0.0279) (0.0387)

Cut 3

Constant 1.795*** 1.671*** 1.139*** 1.178*** 0.760*** 0.662***

(0.0285) (0.0385) (0.0288) (0.0369) (0.0277) (0.0367)

Observations 137,879 53,898 132,845 54,833 134,746 52,198

Pseudo R2 0.0720 0.0906 0.0808 0.0940 0.0888 0.0995

Log likelihood −157532.9 −60842.8 −154899.0 −61477.2 −161975.2 −58093.3

Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
+p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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state police are corrupt have about a 5 percent chance of expressing “a lot” of trust in the 
state police in 2012 and about a 4 percent chance in 2018. These same trends for the 
federal police stand at about 9 percent in 2012 and 6 percent in 2018. In contrast, when 
the police are perceived as not corrupt, respondents express much greater confidence in 
them. For instance, respondents have about a 20 percent chance of expressing high levels 
of trust in local forces in 2012 and about an 18 percent chance in 2018 when local forces 
are believed to be not corrupt. For state police, these trends were 26 percent in 2012 and 
22 percent in 2018. Finally, respondents have about a 40 percent chance of expressing “a 
lot” of trust in federal police in 2012 and about a 34 percent chance in 2018 when this 
police force is viewed as not corrupt. Given the significant negative relationship between 
perceptions of corruption and public trust in Mexico’s police forces, the findings lend 
strong support to Hypothesis 1. The impact of corruption is more significant on the more 
professional forces at the state and federal police levels than on the municipal police 
(Figure 1).

The results also show that, except for federal police in 2012, crime victimisation is an 
essential predictor of trust; however, the impact of crime victimisation varies depending on 
the level of policing. For instance, the coefficients for crime victimisation is negative and 
significant for municipal police and state police in both 2012 and 2018, suggesting that 
crime victimisation undermines public trust in municipal and state forces. The findings are 
mixed with federal police. In 2012, the coefficient failed to reach statistical significance and 
was positive, which runs counter to expectations. In 2018, the negative and significant coef-
ficient was consistent with our expectations, suggesting that crime victims are less likely to 
express trust in the police. Overall, the findings lend support to Hypothesis 2. The opinion 

Figure 1.   Corruption and Trust in Mexican Police Forces.



Journal of Politics in Latin America 12(1)114

of municipal and state police seems to be undermined by reports of crime victimisation, but 
the impact of crime victimisation seems to attenuate as we move up the ladder of policing, 
from municipal to federal forces.

Table 4.  Effectiveness of Mexican Police.

Municipal police
(Model 4)

State police
(Model 5)

Federal police
(Model 6)

2012 2018 2012 2018 2012 2018

Crime victimisation −.177*** −.129*** −.0969*** −.140*** 0.0524*** −.0198

(previous year) (0.0155) (0.0211) (0.0151) (0.0204) (0.0148) (0.0207)

Police corruption −1.922*** −1.973*** −1.965*** −2.033*** −2.056*** −2.068***

(0.0134) (0.0213) (0.0130) (0.0209) (0.0122) (0.0206)

Male 0.00586 −.0279+ 0.00436 −.0113 0.0217* 0.0358*

(0.0104) (0.0164) (0.0105) (0.0163) (0.0103) (0.0166)

Age −.000949*** −.000277 −.00349*** −.00258*** −.00330*** −.00175***

(0.000335) (0.000523) (0.000345) (0.000514) (0.000338) (0.000525)

Education −.0127*** 0.000922 −.0129*** −.00544 −.00479* −.00410

(0.00235) (0.00368) (0.00235) (0.00361) (0.00229) (0.00368)

Urban resident 0.116*** 0.0512*** −.0829*** −.144*** 0.0255* −.0442*

(0.0113) (0.0173) (0.0118) (0.0174) (0.0116) (0.0178)

Neighbourhood 
security

0.453*** 0.457*** 0.383*** 0.389*** 0.351*** 0.305***

(0.0110) (0.0168) (0.0111) (0.0165) (0.0108) (0.0168)

Information I 0.00456 -- 0.0216*** -- 0.0534*** --

(0.00525) (0.00556) (0.00546)

Information II 0.00817* -- 0.0243*** -- 0.0509*** --

(0.00354) (0.00355) (0.00348)

Cut 1

Constant −3.085*** −3.076*** −3.554*** −3.597*** −3.552*** −3.807***

(0.0294) (0.0397) (0.0305) (0.0397) (0.0298) (0.0408)

Cut 2

Constant −.663*** −1.026*** −1.144*** −1.659*** −1.324*** −2.008***

(0.0285) (0.0381) (0.0293) (0.0378) (0.0285) (0.0385)

Cut 3

Constant 2.000*** 1.917*** 1.401*** 1.283*** 1.012*** 0.765***

(0.0295) (0.0393) (0.0294) (0.0371) (0.0282) (0.0368)

Observations 137,476 53,815 132,611 54,830 134,820 52,240

Pseudo R2 0.0809 0.0886 0.0900 0.0954 0.103 0.101

Log likelihood −148458.0 −59179.5 −145139.3 −60319.2 −151492.3 −57464.0

Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
+p < .10, *p < .05,;**p < .01; ***p < .001.
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Table 4 presents the results of the analysis of perceptions of effective performance for 
municipal, state, and federal police. As with our analysis of trust, the results provide 
support for our expectations. First, the results indicate that corruption is an important 
predictor of public perception of police effectiveness. The negative and significant coef-
ficients for municipal, state, and federal police suggest that corruption significantly 
undermines perceptions of effectiveness in Mexico’s police forces in 2012 and 2018. 
Substantively, respondents who believe that municipal police are corrupt have only 
about a 3 percent chance of believing that the municipal police are very effective. 
Perceptions of corruption in state police result in a 4 percent chance in 2012 and a 3 
percent chance in 2018 in believing that state police are very effective. These same 
trends for the federal police stand at about 7 percent in 2012 and 6 percent in 2018. On 
the other hand, when the municipal police are viewed as not corrupt, respondents have a 
15 percent chance of believing that the municipal police are very effective in 2012 and a 
16 percent chance in 2018. When state police are perceived to be not corrupt, respon-
dents have a 22 percent chance of believing they are very effective in 2012 and a 21 
percent chance in 2018. Finally, respondents have about a 35 percent chance of believing 
that federal police are very effective in 2012 and about a 33 percent chance in 2018 when 
this police force is viewed as not corrupt. Overall, these findings provide strong support 
for Hypothesis 1 (Figure 2).

Second, the results also indicate that crime victimisation is negatively associated with 
perceptions of effective performance for municipal and state police in 2012 and 2018, 

Figure 2.   Corruption and Effectiveness in Mexican Police Forces.
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which suggests that crime victims are less likely to believe that these police forces per-
form effectively. However, this relationship varies for federal police from positive and 
significant in 2012 to negative (but not significant) in 2018. Overall, the findings lend 
mixed support for Hypothesis 2.

Discussion and Concluding Remarks
What are the practical implications of these findings? First, while crime victimisation 
has a negative relationship with the public perception of the police, perceptions of cor-
ruption seem to be much more critical. As such, any police reform initiative in Mexico 
should prioritise reducing corruption. One of the critical deficiencies of the Mexican 
police system concerning controlling corruption at all levels is the absence of oversight 
mechanisms. The critical internal oversight mechanism within the police is the internal 
one established through the hierarchical rank structure. At the local level, this is prob-
lematic because the line officers (enlisted ranks) and command-line officers (the equiva-
lent of commissioned officers) are often blurred. Each new election of a local candidate 
will give rise to the rank shake-up, whereby commanders from the previous administra-
tion not loyal to the newly elected candidate are demoted, while those enlisted loyal 
officers are moved up in rank. This politicisation and constant rotation completely under-
mine the core disciplinary structure of the police. The lack of discipline often translates 
to a lack of accountability and, in turn, corrupt policing. Further, the lack of oversight, 
significant power, plus the low salaries of police produce the conditions that are ripe for 
corruption.

Unfortunately, external oversight bodies are rare in Mexico (Guzmán-Sánchez and 
Espriu-Guerra, 2014). These bodies are critical for the reduction of corruption as their 
independent investigative power can both remove corrupt police officers from service 
and dissuade other fraudulent activities. It is fundamentally important that there be more 
than one oversight body, increasing redundancies, and so that each oversight body can 
hold each other accountable. Although more civilian oversight bodies and independent 
monitoring bodies are being created in some major cities like Tijuana, Nogales, and 
Ciudad Juarez, most of the smaller 2,000 municipalities in Mexico will continue to oper-
ate without such institutions. This remains important, albeit sparingly funded, a policy 
that would reduce corruption and increase trust in all police forces.

Second, attempts to centralise the Mexican police are likely to be effective in attenu-
ating the impact of crime victimisation. These policy reforms have been called Mando 
Unico, and it was based on the idea that a more centralised police system would facilitate 
better use of resources to improve training, recruitment, oversight, and the salary of 
officers as required in a modern police force. Although this policy initiative was born 
during the presidency of Felipe Calderon (2006–2012) and was at one point a campaign 
promise from Enrique Peña Nieto (2012–2018), it never fully materialised. The new 
president of Mexico, Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador has already started to implement a 
new type of national police, called the Guardia Nacional. The new force unified elements 
from the federal police and armed forces and coupled with constitutional changes that 
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empower this force to enforce the law. This new force was created on an ad hoc basis, 
with little foresight as to training, development, or oversight.

The area of Mando Unico in Mexico is ripe for future study, but at the present moment, 
any potential study is bound to be complicated by the instability and shifting terrain in 
terms of policing in Mexico. One problem is related to the incompleteness of Mando 
Unico. Some states that have implemented this policy and others have not, and yet others 
have only partially centralised in allowing major municipalities to keep their police 
forces. Where centralisation has taken place, it is likely superficial in nature: local 
municipal police and their commanders were simply absorbed, without additional train-
ing, into the state police framework. Their uniforms did change and the decals on their 
vehicles, but not much else. In the long run, incorporating these police into a single 
structure will allow state trained police to percolate throughout the system and will have 
the intended effects. At present, it is too soon to study how ongoing police consolidation 
in Mexico impacts police behaviour or public perceptions of the police.

Would centralisation and professionalisation help the federal police regarding public 
opinion? As we discussed earlier, the reason for this is likely rooted in increased expec-
tations that citizens placed on these more professional forces. The capacity for disap-
pointment, once corrupt practices surface in the more professionalised bodies, can do 
real damage to public trust in the institutions. In short, the stakes of corruption are much 
higher as we move up the ladder of centralisation. This implies two things. First, as dis-
cussed above, there must be a more concerted effort to establish internal and external 
oversight mechanisms to reduce corruption in the aggregate. Second, this implies the 
importance of investing in public and media relations teams for the more professional 
bodies. Our findings for the 2012 analysis indicate that increased media consumption 
increases positive public perceptions of each institution and is statistically significant, 
while beyond the scope of this study, we suggest that effective police centralisation and 
professionalisation should be accompanied by a substantial investment in effective pub-
lic relations and media campaigns. In short, if the media and public relations campaigns 
begin to portray the police in a better light at the same time that processes of police 
professionalisation occur, we assert that the police will be more effective in candidate 
recruitment and thus improve the general profile of the institution over time.

Looking forward, it is important to consider how to understand better public percep-
tions of policing. Future cross-national studies on policing should differentiate between 
federal and unitary police systems in their analyses as this would provide for a richer 
understanding of how the structural organisation of police forces changes both police 
behaviour and shifts in public opinion. Second, future research should also focus on 
understanding the historical evolution of policing, and how the process of centralisation 
and professionalisation tracks with changes in police behaviour, public opinion, and 
efficacy. Third, we suggest the need to explore the impact of police abuse and human 
rights abuses on perceptions of the police. Given that interview experiences with other 
projects on policing Mexico have highlighted the pervasiveness of physical abuse by 
police (Human Rights Watch, 2019), we are interested in the ways in which structural 
and institutional variables mitigate the likelihood of experiences of abuse. Lastly, given 
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that some scholars have noted that police protection of criminals undermines trust in 
governments (Solar, 2015), we believe that future research should focus on parsing out 
how different experiences of corruption and different types of police victimisation might 
change perceptions of the police.
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