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Abstract 
 

What is the relationship between political competition and violence at the local level?  Many 
countries that have undergone democratic transitions in the last three decades have also 
experienced increases in crime.  We unpack the effects of political competition on the most 
severe form of violence, homicides, as a way to explain the puzzling empirical relationship 
between democratization and rising levels of crime.  We argue that political competition 
drives responsiveness of local governments to combat crime, but only under conditions of 
electoral legitimacy and availability of resources.  Using government-reported data on 
homicides, mayoral electoral results, and socioeconomic indicators from all Mexican 
municipalities from 1995-2010, we find evidence that municipalities with greater political 
competition experience fewer homicides.  However, this effect is reversed in municipalities 
with higher percentages of null votes – a proxy for the legitimacy of electoral institutions – 
and in poor municipalities where resources are limited.  This paper reconciles some of the 
divergent results concerning the effect of political competition on crime, and suggests that 
the positive implications of political competition for reducing crime occur only where 
electoral institutions are legitimate and municipal governments have resources. 



	 	 Huebert	&	Zarychta	

	 2	

1  Introduction 

Latin America today shows stronger and more integrated economies, less poverty and 

inequality, more human development and economic growth than ever before (United Nations 

Development Program 2013).  Since 2000, the percentage of the population living in poverty in 

the region has decreased from 43.8% to 28.8% (Casas-Zamora 2013); gender equality has 

improved by 12% and human development has improved by 16% (UNDP 2015).  Average GDP 

per capita has increased from $3400 to $7800, a 77% increase.  Additionally, all 18 Latin 

American countries have transitioned to democracies and have seen deepening in the quality of 

democracy, as measured by Polity IV.  However, the weak link in the region is crime and 

insecurity.  Throughout the last decade, the region has suffered an epidemic of violence, 

accompanied by the growth and dissemination of crime, as well as an increase in fear among 

citizens.  Between 2000 and 2010, the homicide rate in the region grew by 11%, whereas it fell 

or stabilized in most other regions in the world.  The current homicide rate in Latin America is 

the highest in the world at 23.5 per 100,000 population.  These rates are significantly higher than 

the global average of just eight.  

  What explains this variation in homicide rates?  Understanding factors that contribute to 

homicide have important implications.  Crime, and in particular homicide, are obvious and 

significant threats to citizen security.  Security is a fundamental right; if citizens run the risk of 

being killed, robbed, sexually assaulted or kidnapped, they cannot enjoy other basic freedoms to 

their fullest like education or cultural life.  Fear of violence alone can diminish one’s quality of 

life.  According to Latin America public opinion polls, many citizens have stopped attending 

community events and even walking to school out of fear of crime.  This, in turn, has many 

negative micro and macro effects on socioeconomic progress.  When citizens must stay home 
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from work or school due to fear, productivity decreases, businesses lose revenue, and local 

economies suffer. 

States are the main guarantor of citizen security.  Arguably, the provision of security is 

the most important role of the State.  We, therefore, conceptualize security as a public service 

over which governments have both agency and discretion.  Security should be viewed as a public 

good just like education, roads, health, or clean air.  Elected officials can [attempt to] implement 

anti-crime policies, reform security institutions, and ultimately choose how much effort and 

resources to expend in creating safe communities for their citizens.  By viewing security in terms 

of public service provision, we seek to explain variation in homicide rates as a function of local 

political factors, which situates security firmly in scholarly debates about local responsiveness to 

citizens’ demands and existing literatures concerning democracy and political competition. 

Returning to the Latin America puzzle identified above, several scholars have examined 

the relationship between advancements in democracy and the deteriorating security situation 

across Latin America.  Latin American countries represent the third wave of democratization in 

the 1980s and 1990s (Huntington 1990, Hagopian and Mainwaring 2005) and homicide rates 

began to increase shortly thereafter.  A crucial attribute of democratization that has received 

particular attention is an increase in political competition; that is, competitive multiparty 

elections at all levels of government.  Political competition is widely believed to promote good 

governance, responsive government, and greater service provision.  However, when it comes to 

the provision of security, political competition alone may not be sufficient to warrant 

responsiveness and may even have detrimental effects on security provision under some 

conditions. 
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The more specific question this paper addresses, therefore, is under what conditions can 

political competition affect local homicide rates?  The argument we present in this paper takes 

electoral theories of accountability as its starting point.  In the arena of citizen security, we 

suggest that it is reasonable to assume that the majority of the municipal population will prefer 

lower numbers of homicides to higher numbers of homicides.  Where political competition is 

high, government officials must perform well to stay in office, and so they provide more and 

better security, which lowers homicide rates.  However, political competition can be damaging or 

insufficient under three conditions.  First, when the electoral process [or political competition] is 

seen as illegitimate, citizens become disengaged from electoral participation, which removes the 

necessity for elected officials to be responsive.  When it comes to the provision of security, there 

are unique obstacles that local officials face that constrain their effectiveness and erode citizen 

perceptions of electoral legitimacy as a result.  But why does increasing competition make this 

effect worse?  Second, political competition alone may be insufficient to engender 

responsiveness on the part of municipal politicians; without resources and high political turnover, 

it becomes difficult for elected governments to make a consistent and coordinated security 

response, which creates uncertainty among the citizenry regarding punishment and an 

environment susceptible to more homicides.  But how is this unique to security?  Third, we show 

that political competition can have a damaging affect on homicides associated with organized 

criminal groups but a beneficial affect on homicides associated with regular “street criminals.”  

This is largely due to the different dynamics between the State and organized criminal groups 

and those between the State and regular “street criminals.”  Organized criminal groups have the 

resources to coerce and effectively fight against the State, while street criminals are more 

vulnerable to control of the State. 
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To test our hypotheses, we conduct a subnational analysis in Mexico – a country 

undergoing uneven transitions to democracy at the municipal level – to begin to understand the 

conditions of political competition that lead to homicide.  We choose Mexico as the site of our 

study because it is a country that recently experienced a democratic transition and it has a 

substantial number of subnational units exhibiting variation in local elections. Political 

competition is a relatively new phenomenon in Mexico as the country operated under a single-

party regime from 1929 to 2000.  In July 2000, Mexico experienced its first transfer of 

presidential power in over 70 years.  Vicente Fox of the National Action Party (Partido Accion 

Nacional, PAN) became Mexico’s first candidate to win competitive elections over the 

Institutional Revolutionary Party (Partido Revolucionario Institucional, PRI) – the party that 

ruled during the single-party authoritarian regime.  Then again in 2006, Felipe Calderon of the 

PAN won a close election over the upcoming leftist party, the Party of the Democratic 

Revolution (Partido de la Revolucion Democratica, PRD), and the PRI came in a distant third.  

Following the 2000 transition, these three parties have firmly established themselves as 

frontrunners in presidential elections, thereby consolidating competition at the executive level.  

 At the local level in Mexico, the transfer of power has been both far less stable and 

uneven.  Some municipalities experienced competitive elections slightly before 2000, while 

others remain dominated by the PRI to this day.  Still in others, the PAN or the PRD have taken 

over as the dominant party, effectively wiping out competition in the process.  Figure 1 shows 

the trend in political competition at the municipal level from 1990 to 2011.  Political competition 

ranges from 0 to 1, with higher values representing more electoral competition at the mayoral 

race.  As the figure illustrates, political competition increased steadily from 1990 to a peak in 

2001 and remained high until 2006, when a steady decrease in political competition ensued. 
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Figure 1:  Average Degree of Political Competition in Municipalities in Mexico, 1990-2011 

 Crime rates at the municipal level also vary substantially.  While a majority of 

municipalities experience under 10 homicides a year, there are eight municipalities with over 

1,000 a year – the greatest, Ciudad Juarez, experience an average of 3,766 homicides a year.  The 

trend in annual homicides is illustrated in Figure 2.  Starting in 1995, annual homicides steadily 

decreased to a low point in 2004, but then they reversed and started increasing rapidly over the 

last six years. 
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Figure 2:  Average Number of Homicides at the Municipal Level in Mexico, Absolute and 
Normalized to Population, 1995-2010 

 The descriptive statistics in these two figures suggest an inverse relationship between 

political competition and homicides.  Is this relationship spurious or does political competition 

drive, in part, the trend in homicides?  We test our three conditional hypotheses using a number 

of empirical tests and find broad support for each of our hypotheses. 

 The remainder of the paper proceeds as follows: in section 2 we detail our theory linking 

political competition to homicide rates and elaborate our three conditional hypotheses.  In section 

3, we describe the data used in our quantitative analysis and in section 4 we both present our 

results and consider limitations of our analysis.  In section 5 we conclude by summarizing our 

major arguments and discussing the implications of our findings.  

2  Political Competition and Violence 

 What is the relationship between political competition and violence?  Electoral theories 

of democracy suggest that greater political competition produces accountability.  In short, 
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because elected officials are motivated to stay in office, they have incentives to respond to voters’ 

demands (Sen 1981).  If voters are unsatisfied with the incumbent for any reason, they can 

“throw the bastard out” (Schumpeter 1942).  Politicians who are motivated by re-election should, 

therefore, implement policies that satisfy their electorate.   

 There is some empirical evidence of this accountability to responsiveness mechanism at 

work as it relates to the provision of public goods.  In cross-national studies, it has been found 

that democracies generally outspend autocracies (Brown and Hunter 1999), especially in the 

realm of education (Brown and Hunter 2004).  The explanation for this empirical relationship is 

that democracies are under more electoral pressure than autocracies, so government officials 

spend more on public goods to reach a wider constituency.  In other words, democracies are 

constrained in seeking private rents and, instead, must provide public goods at the social 

optimum (Lake and Baum 2001).  A consistent relationship holds at the sub-national level in 

Mexico, as more politically competitive states distributed more resources to primary education 

than less politically competitive states (Hecock 2006).  Since primary education is arguably a 

good desired by a larger set of the population than secondary education, it follows that higher 

spending levels are evidence of elected officials being responsive to their median voters in an 

effort to remain in office. 

 Applying this political competition framework to citizen security and interpersonal 

violence, therefore, we should expect more political competition to be correlated with less crime 

and violence.  Security is a public good that all citizens value and which most citizens expect the 

State to provide.  Politicians in more competitive districts are, therefore, under greater pressure 

to be accountable to the public in this regard.  While providing security is an extremely difficult 

task for local governments, there are a number of measures mayors could take in an effort to 
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reduce crime and violence in their municipalities.  Such actions might include requesting more 

resources from the federal government and facilitate cooperation with state or federal police 

forces, reforming local courts and training municipal police, increasing the quality and quantity 

of investigations, and/or implementing outreach and education programs about preventing 

criminal behavior.  Arguably, all elected officials might like to provide security for their citizens, 

but absent electoral pressures, they are less likely to be motivated to take on the difficult task of 

fighting crime.   

 Based on these classical accounts of electoral theory, our baseline hypothesis is: 

Hypothesis 1:  Municipalities with higher levels of political competition 
will experience fewer homicides than municipalities with lower levels of 
political competition. 
 

Still, despite these strong theoretical priors, the provision of security presents a number of 

barriers that limit the effectiveness of political competition as expected.  These barriers are 

unique to security that differentiates it from other public goods.  Below, we present three 

hypotheses that suggest under certain conditions political competition can lead to greater crime. 

Condition 1 – Electoral Legitimacy  

 In order for elected officials to have the pressures to be responsive, it requires an active 

citizenry in politics.  If citizens do not vote, there is no accountability mechanism, which frees 

politicians from implementing responsive/effective policies.  Therefore, it is critical that citizens 

participate in the electoral process as a way of holding politicians accountable.  Empirical 

evidence from Mexico suggests that elected officials are indeed more likely to provide public 

goods where participation is higher (Cleary 2007).  When citizens view the electoral institutions 

as legitimate, they are more likely to vote rather than engage in less conventional forms of 

participation like protest (Boulding 2014).  This rationale highlights the importance of 
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institutional legitimacy.  Legitimacy is a psychological feature of an institution in which those 

associated with it believe it to be “appropriate, proper, and just” (Tyler 2006: 376).  While the 

concept of legitimacy is multifaceted (Booth and Seligson 2010), most scholars agree that 

legitimacy is important for the functioning of political institutions. 

 Therefore, if citizens don’t view electoral institutions as legitimate, political competition 

should not create the expected accountability-responsiveness mechanism.  There are a number of 

reasons unique to the provision of security that influence ways in which citizens may not view 

the electoral process or the political competition itself as legitimate.  First, elected officials and 

competitors must be able to credibly commit to security reforms (Keefer and Khemani 2005).  If 

citizens don’t believe that politicians can actually improve the security situation – regardless of 

intent – they may see the electoral process as an illegitimate means of receiving better security 

and abstain from voting.  Evidence from the United States strongly supports the claim that 

people are more likely to vote when they feel their vote matters, especially when it comes to 

receiving policy outcomes that they care about (Balch 1974; Craig and Maggiotto 1982; Craig 

1979; Lane 1959).  Therefore, it is crucial that politicians are able to make credible commitments 

to security reform in order to incentivize citizens to vote.   

In the realm of security, however, it is particularly difficult for politicians to make 

credible commitments due to historic institutional corruption in the police and judiciary.  

Security improvement entails reforming two separate yet interrelated government institutions 

that have a history of persistent corruption: the police and the judiciary.  Across Latin America, 

the police and the judiciary are consistently viewed as the least-trusted government institutions 

(UNDP 2013).  According to recent LAPOP surveys, the majority of citizens in Latin America 

believe the police are involved in criminal activity and only a small portion of women report 
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crimes against them to the police.  Further evidence of a lack of confidence in the police is the 

steady increase in hiring of private security guards (Ungar 2007).  Exacerbating this problem is 

the judiciary’s inability or unwillingness to convict police officers.  Impunity for police is very 

high across Latin America (Zepeda-Lacuna 2010).  The real and perceived corruption in these 

two institutions undermines citizen confidence in the ability of the police to combat crime and 

the judiciary to provide justice (Davis 2006, Call 2003).  The corruption is believed to be so 

embedded within these institutions that even well-intentioned politicians can do little to change it.  

Ultimately, when a large part of the citizenry lacks confidence in the local security institutions, it 

is hard for politicians to credibly commit to reform, thereby delegitimizing the electoral process. 

When the electoral institutions are viewed as weak, increasing political competition 

actually contributes to more crime.  Where fragmentation is high and political institutions are 

weak, there can be little consistency in policy platforms between elections (Mainwaring and 

Scully 1995).  High levels of fragmentation with obsessive partisan competition prevent elected 

officials from making a permanent reform to the security apparatus (Davis 2006), which 

undermines the State’s ability to enforce the rule of law and monopolize force (Goldstone et. al. 

2010, Fox and Hoelscher 2013).  Furthermore, a fragmented bureaucracy prevents elites 

operating at different levels of government and that have different objectives to coordinate 

security efforts (Rios 2014).  Therefore, increasing political competition in environments where 

the State has yet to obtain a monopoly on the use of force further delegitimizes the electoral 

process as a means for achieving greater security. 

  In this type of political environment, the result is an increase in crime.  Citizens do not 

know what to expect or have expectations that outpace what the institutions are capable of doing 

(Huntington 1968).  Where citizens perceive that the State is unable to reform security 
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institutions, crime increases as citizens begin to feel that punishment is unlikely.  Furthermore, 

the obligation that citizens have to obey the law and oblige with the system disappears when they 

don’t perceive the system as legitimate (LaFree 1998, Tyler 1990).  In some cases, this can lead 

to the creation of vigilante justice where citizens feel compelled to take justice into their own 

hands out of frustration with the ineffectiveness of local governments.   

Hypothesis 2:  As political competition increases, homicides will 
increase in municipalities with low levels of electoral legitimacy and 
decrease in municipalities with high levels of electoral legitimacy. 
 

Condition 2 – Resource Availability  

A second condition that constrains the government’s ability in providing a consistent 

security response is the availability of resources.  Municipalities with more resources can provide 

more for their citizenry.  Governments can only be responsive if they, in fact, have resources to 

meet the demands of their constituency.  And, in parallel fashion, citizens are less likely to 

reward an incumbent who is unable to provide expected goods (Nooruddin and Chhibber 2008).  

Therefore, in settings where resources are limited, incumbents may find it difficult to consolidate 

their support, as they are unable to consistently provide for their citizenry (Boulding and Brown 

2014).  The result is a higher likelihood of party turnover from election to election. 

Therefore, under conditions of low resource availability, more political competition can, 

again, have a detrimental affect on crime.  The argument here is similar to the one described in 

our second hypothesis.  When incoming officials lack necessary resources to make effective 

change to security, increasing political competition and subsequent turnover prevents officials 

from making any kind of consistent security platform or permanent institutional change.  This 

inconsistency creates uncertainty among the citizenry regarding how the State will respond and a 

feeling like punishment is unlikely.  This dynamic can manifest itself even with electoral 
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legitimacy.  It is possible that in some areas, citizens do not perceive the police and/or judiciary 

to be corrupt and believe their elected officials can credibly commit to security reform.  However, 

in this case, the politicians are simply constrained by limited resources and the resulting 

ineffectiveness to implement change creates an atmosphere of inconsistency, uncertainty, and, as 

a result, more crime. 

It may also be the case that low resources creates a situation where citizens lack the 

ability to distinguish whether the service is not being provided because of lack of resources or 

incompetency by the elected official (Keefer and Khemani 2005).  This ancillary dynamic may 

also feed into a perception of illegitimacy in the local political institutions, and the related 

negative effects on citizen security discussed under the second hypothesis.  In the end, low levels 

of resources constrain the government from being responsive and/or prevent citizens from being 

able to identify and attribute responsibility, thereby muting the positive effect of political 

competition on lower violence.  Therefore, our third hypothesis is: 

Hypothesis 3:  As political competition increases, homicides will remain 
unaffected or increase slightly in municipalities with low levels of 
resources, and decrease in municipalities with high levels of resources. 

 
Condition 3 – Type of Crime 

 Finally, political competition can have different effects on homicide rates depending on 

the source of crime.  We categorize homicides into two categories: organized crime and street 

crime.  Organized crime can be defined as violence that is committed by or against structured 

groups of individuals who exist to profit from illegal activity (Baker 2012).  Across Latin 

America, the common example of organized crime is drug cartels.  Organized crime is typically 

measured by assessing the manner of the homicide and identifying the type of weapon(s) used.  

For example, beheadings, mass execution-style shootings, and bodies displayed in public settings 



	 	 Huebert	&	Zarychta	

	 14	

are associated with organized crime and when large and expensive guns or grenades are used.  

Street crime, on the other hand, is unorganized violence that has no clear political or economic 

motive and is committed by or against individuals at the family (among family or close friends) 

or community (among acquaintances or strangers) level (WHO ___). 

The majority of past studies have focused on the effect of political competition on 

organized crime.  Media attention to this type of crime has heightened perceptions of its 

prevalence, and the vast majority of crime literature in Latin America – particularly in Mexico – 

focuses on drug-cartels.  We believe organized crime to be only part of the problem in Latin 

America, however, suggesting that organized crime accounts for only a small fraction of all 

crime across Latin America.  Mexico and Panama are the only countries in Latin America where 

organized crime accounts for more than 40% of all crime and still only barely reaches the 50% 

mark.  Therefore, we believe there is a lot left to explain outside the realm of organized criminal 

violence, so we differentiate type of crime in our third condition.  The argument here is not to 

critique existing theories between political competition and organized crime; rather, the 

argument is to suggest that political competition has different effects on organized crime than it 

does on street crime. 

One of the common arguments in existing literature contends that increasing political 

competition erodes “pacts” between organized criminal groups and the party that has historically 

been in power (Osorio 2014).  For example, under the PRI in Mexico, it is believed that drug 

cartels had agreements with the government that basically stated “if you leave us alone, we will 

leave you alone.”  With the introduction of multiparty competition, cartels must corrupt multiple 

parties and do so more often, as electoral turnover occurs.  This creates tension between cartels 
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and the State but also fragments the cartels themselves, who now find themselves in turf war.  

Ultimately, this leads to more violence with the State and among the cartels (Dell 2014).   

There is one argument that does link more political competition with increased crime as it 

relates to street crime.  In this situation, a patron of the single-party was present in each 

municipality to effectively maintain order and security (Villarreal 2002).  This patron was 

normally a close associate of the party elites and received ample compensation for his loyalty to 

the party.  As other political parties entered the scene, the patron lost his position of authority, 

which resulted in a loss of social control and, hence, increased crime and violence, as citizens 

felt they were in a position to challenge the authority of the state. 

While the erosion of pacts is a plausible story as it relates to organized crime, it does not 

arguably have the same affect on street crime.  It is unlikely that regular would-be criminals have 

pacts or agreements with elected officials.  Street criminals simply lack the resources to coerce 

the State and legitimately threaten the State in the same way that organized criminal groups can.  

In the case of the patron of the party who maintains informal social control and, thus, deters 

crime, we should expect that effect to go away with time.  As citizens adjust to the new political 

institutions, they should come to see the electoral process as a means for them to obtain their 

policy preferences.  Therefore, more political competition should have a positive effect on 

reducing street crime – at least over time – as the accountability mechanism should be more 

effective.  This, of course, works as long as our first two conditions are met – electoral 

legitimacy and adequate resource availability. 

 One other way that political competition is believed to increase crime is through the 

government’s response to fighting crime.  There is some evidence that citizens across Latin 

America are forming preferences for “iron fist” policies in response to increasing organized 
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crime.  In other words, citizens prefer that the State be hard in its approach to fighting and 

deterring crime.  More political competition, therefore, forces politicians to be responsive to their 

electorate in order to stay in power (or keep their party in power), which means they implement 

“hard on crime” policies.  A common manifestation of such a policy involves utilizing the 

military to combat local violence and crime.  This confrontation, however, may actually escalate 

violence between competing criminal groups and the government (Osorio 2014).  Following this 

logic, greater political competition leads to more homicides, as citizens’ policy preferences lead 

government officials to implement potentially counterproductive security policies.   

Again, we argue that this preference for iron-fist policies is more likely where organized 

crime is prevalent.  A strong State response is seen as necessary when fighting organized 

criminal groups with vast resources and coercive power.  However, without the threat of 

organized crime, it does not follow that citizens would necessarily prefer iron-fist policies over 

due process.  Furthermore, we argue that if local governments were to implement a policy that 

unintentionally leads to more violence, the same political competition initially prompting such a 

policy would also drive politicians to reform it over time.  Citizens are able to adjust their 

preferences and evaluate harmful policy choices, which should incentivize government officials 

to also adjust their policies accordingly.  Recent survey evidence from Mexico suggests that 

citizens have, in fact, changed their preference for military intervention after witnessing the 

failure of iron-fist policies. 

This discussion leads to our fourth hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 4:  Political competition will have a positive effect on 
homicides associated with organized crime but a negative effect on 
homicides associated with street crime. 
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3  Data & Analysis 

We compiled data from two major sources to assess our three hypotheses concerning the 

relationship between political competition and violence at the municipal level in Mexico:  the 

National Institute of Statistics and Geography (INEGI) and the Federal Electoral Institute (IFE).1  

The National Institute of Statistics and Geography collects and consolidates socio-demographic 

data for all of Mexico’s approximately 2,400 municipalities, while the Federal Electoral Institute 

is the main clearinghouse for all election returns in the country.  Together, these two sources 

provide the raw data for operationalizing our key concepts and implementing negative binomial 

regression analysis to understanding variation in the number of homicides across municipalities 

in Mexico. 

 In addition to these two major institutes, we drew on three additional sources in 

compiling data on homicides and relevant covariates at the municipal level from about 1995 to 

2010.  First, we use data on deaths by homicide (per municipality per year) from INEGI as 

compiled by the Justice in Mexico project.2  Second, our measure of political competition is 

based on electoral data for municipalities compiled by the Center for Development Research 

(CIDAC) in Mexico City.3  And third, we collected data on the socio-demographic 

characteristics of municipalities using the State and Municipality Database System (SIMBAD) of 

INEGI that integrates data from administrative registries and national censuses.4  We include the 

following control variables in all of our full regression models:  GDP per capita (log), total 

population (log), urban area (square kilometers), proportion of the total population that is males 

aged 15-29, and literacy as the proportion of the total population over the age of six that can read.  

																																																								
1	See	http://www.inegi.org.mx/	and	http://www.ife.org.mx/		
2	See	http://justiceinmexico.org/data-portal/homicides/		
3	See	http://www.cidac.org/esp/Datos_Electorales.php		
4	See	http://sc.inegi.org.mx/sistemas/cobdem/index.jsp?recargar=false		
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Consistent with sociological explanations for crime, we expect that municipalities with larger 

populations and higher proportions of young males will have higher counts of homicides, while 

the other control variables should be negatively associated with homicides.      

 The full panel dataset we utilize for the analyses presented here consists of observations 

for all municipalities between 1995 and 2010, or approximately 39,000 municipality-years.  

Table 1 below presents descriptive statistics for all variables utilized in the baseline and full 

regression models presented in section four.  As we are relying on data collected by government 

agencies for an expansive developing country, we will necessarily encounter missing values and 

have reasonable concerns about the overall quality of the information.  That said, we have made 

every effort to collect the best and most complete data available in order to assess the 

relationship between political competition and violence.5  In the following sections we 

implement a large-N subnational analysis of homicide counts in Mexico using negative binomial 

regression, which allows us to minimize problems of non-comparability and some issues of 

confoundedness that are common in cross-national research (Faguet 2014). 

Table 1:  Descriptive Statistics for All Variables Used in Regression Models 
Variable Obs. Mean Std. Dev. Min Max 
Homicides 39,792 5.226 32.253 0 3766 
Political Competition 30,213 0.790 0.218 0 1 
Null Votes 30,138 0.037 0.065 0 0.710 
GDP Per Capita (log) 39,049 8.569 0.742 4.338 10.853 
Total Population (log) 39,006 9.345 1.520 4.533 14.415 
Urban Area (km2) 36,240 5.550 17.158 0 282.330 
Male Population Age 15-29 (proportion) 39,002 0.066 0.015 .006 0.151 
Literacy (pop. over age 6, proportion) 39,002 0.857 0.030 0.173 0.975 
      

3.1  Measuring Violence, Competition, Legitimacy, and Resources 

 We operationalize our dependent variable, violence, and our key independent variable, 

political competition, using observational data compiled by the Mexican government.  The 
																																																								
5	We	use	piecewise	constant	interpolation	to	complete	the	political	competition	data	between	election	years,	
and	linear	interpolation	in	all	other	cases	to	complete	data	for	time	periods	between	reported	values.	
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outcome of interest for our study is the number of homicides that occurred in a municipality in a 

given year.  These counts are drawn from municipal registries of general deaths coded following 

the International Classification of Diseases (ICD) coding scheme.  Specifically, all general 

deaths that list a code indicating homicide as a cause under ICD-9 or ICD-10 are included in the 

count dependent variable for this study.  We focus on general homicides as an indicator of 

prevailing levels of violence at the municipal level in Mexico, and do not restrict our study only 

to drug-related homicides as many other researchers have chosen to do.  While drug-related 

violence is prominent in Mexico, our goal here is to understand more general patterns of violence.     

 For operationalizing political competition, we utilize data on electoral returns in mayoral 

elections at the municipal level compiled by CIDAC.  For each municipality in each election 

year, we calculate the proportion of the vote share for the three major parties – the Institutional 

Revolutionary Party (PRI), National Action Party (PAN), and the Party of the Democratic 

Revolution (PRD) – and all other vote-gaining parties combined.6  Margin of victory is then 

defined in percentage point terms as the difference between the vote share of the winning party 

and the vote share for the runner-up.  Higher margins of victory correspond to less political 

competition at the municipal level.  For ease of interpretation, we calculate political competition 

as the margin of victory subtracted from one so that higher values correspond to greater 

competition.   

 Lastly, we include two key moderating variables in our analysis:  electoral legitimacy and 

resources. We take the proportion of null votes as an indicator of the legitimacy of local electoral 

institutions.  Null votes are those ballots that are intentionally or technically omitted (Alfaro 

																																																								
6	Timing	of	local	elections	in	Mexico	is	not	coordinated	with	national	elections	and	varies	considerably	across	
the	country.		Additionally,	large	numbers	of	independent	and	coalition	parties	operate	at	the	local	level.		
Given	these	circumstances,	we	choose	to	focus	on	the	three	major	parties	in	Mexico	and	to	aggregate	all	
others	into	a	single	total	in	order	to	make	the	operationalization	of	political	competition	both	tractable	and	
comparable.		
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Vasquez 2012).  As such, these votes can be interpreted as protest votes or as errors and thus 

make for a noisy and imperfect measure of the legitimacy of a particular election.  Given our 

data constraints, however, null votes are the best available indicator of electoral legitimacy.  

Higher proportions of null votes suggest municipal elections with lower legitimacy.  We 

operationalize municipal resources using GDP per capita, again an imperfect indicator, but the 

best available given our data constraints.  Governments of municipalities with higher GDP per 

capita are presumed to have greater resources at their disposal.  As shown in figures 1 and 2 and 

discussed in the introduction, descriptive statistics suggest there is a negative relationship 

between homicides and political competition over time.  The results of our analysis, presented in 

the next section, allow us to explore this correlation and two key moderating relationships in 

greater detail.   

      

4  Results 

 Municipal homicides is an overdispersed count variable and thus we use negative 

binomial regression analysis to examine the variation in those counts and evaluate our three main 

hypotheses.  Additionally, we implement municipality and year fixed effects in all our models to 

address the unit-level and temporal dependence in our panel data structure.7  The results of our 

four main regression models – a baseline model and one full model for each of our three 

hypotheses – are presented in table 2 below.  

Table 2:  Explaining Municipal Homicides in Mexico from 1995-2010, Negative Binomial 
Regression with Municipality and Year Fixed Effects 
 Baseline Competition Legitimacy Resources 

																																																								
7	A	Hausman	test	suggests	that	fixed	effects	should	be	preferred	to	random	effects	in	this	case.		Additionally,	
our	results	are	robust	to	the	inclusion	of	a	linear	time	trend,	a	parabolic	time	trend,	and	unit-specific	time	
trends,	as	well	as	additional	and	different	combinations	of	control	variables.		Finally,	our	results	are	also	
robust	to	the	use	of	poisson	regression	rather	than	negative	binomial	regression.		In	short,	our	results	are	not	
especially	sensitive	to	different	modeling	strategies	and	specifications.		
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 Homicides Homicides Homicides Homicides 
Key Independent Variables     
     

Political Competition -0.0923*** -0.0689* -0.145*** 1.963*** 
 (0.027) (0.028) (0.038) (0.304) 
Political Competition * Null Votes   2.456***  
   (0.715)  
Political Competition * GDP Per Capita    -0.231*** 
    (0.034) 

Control Variables     
     
Null Votes (proportion)   -2.499***  
   (0.668)  
GDP Per Capita (log)  -0.210*** -0.214*** -0.0247 

  (0.035) (0.035) (0.044) 
Total Population (log) 0.280*** 0.551*** 0.552*** 0.549*** 
 (0.013) (0.020) (0.020) (0.020) 
Urban Area (km2)  -0.00974*** -0.00966*** -0.00956*** 
  (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 
Male Population Age 15-29 (proportion)  -6.608*** -6.874*** -6.655*** 
  (0.941) (0.942) (0.942) 
Literacy (pop. over age 6, proportion)  -4.040*** -4.006*** -3.876*** 

  (0.410) (0.410) (0.407) 
Constant -1.306*** 1.837*** 1.928*** 0.105 

 (0.149) (0.464) (0.465) (0.528) 
N 28,908 26,785 26,714 26,785 
BIC 91292 85993 85624 85957 
Standard errors in parentheses, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; all fixed effects are suppressed from the table 
 
  

 The results in table 2 support our three hypotheses.  Political competition is negatively 

and significantly associated with homicides in all four models; municipalities with higher levels 

of political competition experience fewer homicides than those with lower levels of political 

competition.  Substantively, this association is not dramatic as seen in figure 3 below, but 

political competition does make a difference in homicides even when controlling for socio-

demographic characteristics, fixed attributes of municipalities, and fixed attributes of years.  

Over the range of political competition, homicide counts decrease by about 5 percent.  This 

generally suggests that responsiveness to violence and human security issues may in fact be 

engendered through competitive local elections.    
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Figure 3:  The Negative Relationship between Political Competition and Homicides at the 
Municipal Level in Mexico, 1995-2010 

  

 This analysis also provides support for our second hypothesis concerning the moderating 

role of legitimacy on the negative relationship between political competition and homicides.  

Specifically, political competition can only produce responsiveness if local elections are seen as 

legitimate.  Figure 4 below presents the substantive effects of this moderating relationship based 

on the legitimacy model in table 2. 
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Figure 4:  The Moderating Role of Legitimacy on the Relationship between Political 
Competition and Homicides 

  

 As seen in figure 4, the negative relationship between political competition and the 

number of homicides only holds for municipalities with high legitimacy elections (e.g., those 

with low proportions of null votes).  When local elections are not seen as legitimate, and there 

are high proportions of null votes, then political competition exhibits a positive relationship with 

homicides; greater competition in low legitimacy settings is associated with higher numbers of 

homicides.  This is true for low to substantial levels of political competition, with the moderating 

role of legitimacy disappearing in very high competitive settings.  Overall, figure 4 suggests that 

legitimacy is a necessary condition for political competition to produce responses to violence and 

security issues at the local level. 
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 Finally, the analysis presented in table 2 also supports our hypothesis about resources 

moderating the relationship between political competition and homicides.  Where resources are 

high, responsiveness is possible, and those resources amplify the negative relationship between 

political competition and homicides.  Figure 5 below presents the substantive effects of this 

moderating relationship based on the resources model in table 2.    

 
 

Figure 5:  The Moderating Role of Resources on the Relationship between Political Competition 
and Homicides 

  

 As with our second hypothesis, the main negative relationship between political 

competition and homicides only holds under one of two conditions.  Here, that relationship is 

true for rich municipalities, those with high levels of resources as indicated by GDP per capita.  

At low levels of political competition, rich and poor municipalities exhibit very similar numbers 

of homicides.  As political competition increases, however, rich municipalities experience a 
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decreasing number of homicides while the opposite happens in poor municipalities where 

homicides actually increase.  This suggests that resources are also a necessary condition for local 

politicians who are motivated to respond to security concerns through elections to actually be 

able to respond.  In the absence of resources, political competition may actually engender the 

type of uncertainty and conflict that leads to greater levels of violence.  

 Overall, the analysis presented here provides preliminary support for our three 

hypotheses:  political competition appears to be related to homicides at the municipal level in 

Mexico, and that relationship is conditional on both electoral legitimacy and municipal resources.  

This evidence is broadly in line with electoral theories of democracy that hinge on competition 

prompting politicians to respond to the needs of the electorate.  In the realm of human security 

where we can safely assume the majority of the municipal electorate prefer fewer homicides to 

more, political competition does result in a decrease in violence, but only in settings where 

elections are seen as legitimate and municipalities have resources.  Absent those conditions, 

higher levels of competition are more likely to be destabilizing and may actually be associated 

with greater violence.     

4.1  Limitations and Next Steps 

 While we have compiled the most complete and best available subnational data for 

Mexico to examine the relationship between political competition and numbers of homicides, our 

analysis has two important limitations.  First, different amounts of missingness across variables 

lead to a significant, though not substantial, loss of observations through listwise deletion in our 

full models.  In a subsequent version of this paper we plan to implement multiple imputation as 

one possible solution for this problem, both analyzing whether our missingness is systematic and 

evaluating the robustness of our results to imputing values for these missing observations.  
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Second, the preliminary analysis we present here is associational; in the next version of the paper 

we plan to dichotomize political competition at several thresholds and implement a matching 

procedure to better examine the causal effects of political competition on homicides.    

5  Conclusions 

 Political competition is a necessary component of any democracy and higher political 

competition improves the quality of democracy.  Yet there is mixed evidence on whether 

political competition may lead to increased crime.  The preliminary analysis presented in this 

paper suggests that increasing political competition is associated with decreasing homicides.  In 

the case of Mexico, municipalities with greater levels of political competition had fewer 

homicides than those municipalities with lower levels of competition.  This lends support for the 

electoral theory of accountability – politicians who wish to stay in office are motivated to 

respond to their constituents, and that responsiveness extends to providing  public security.  

 However, we also show that under certain conditions, political competition can be 

damaging to homicide rates.  In situations where citizens fail to perceive electoral institutions as 

legitimate, political competition can contribute to an increase in crime.  Our findings suggest that 

in municipalities with high percentages of null votes – a measure we argue is a proxy for 

electoral legitimacy – political competition actually had a positive effect on increasing homicides.  

We, therefore conclude that when political competition is not accompanied by legitimacy it can 

be more hurtful in the short run, as the uncertainty of responses by the state and delegation of 

authority can reduce citizens’ incentives for compliance.  This suggests that newly democratic 

states should take care to develop consistent, fair, and transparent institutions in fairly short order 

to avoid creating uncertainty and a loss in social control.   
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 Third, we also highlight the importance of resources.  Despite governments’ best 

intentions, without proper resources it is extremely difficult for them to be responsive to the 

needs of the community.  Our findings show that the negative effect of political competition on 

homicides was only present in rich municipalities, and that poor municipalities experience an 

increase in homicides associated with greater political competition.  One interpretation of this 

finding is that the governments in richer municipalities were more equipped with necessary 

crime-fighting resources and that political competition drove politicians to use those resources 

effectively.  This finding suggests that we should exercise caution when interpreting the effects 

of political competition.  When greater political competition is associated with poor outcomes, it 

may be inappropriate to assume political competition has no effect on accountability, but rather 

that governments are simply constrained. 

 Finally, the theory and analysis presented here reconcile some of the conflicting findings 

on the relationship between political competition and violence.  While the accountability-

responsiveness mechanism generally holds up, we have identified two key conditions that 

moderate this relationship.  While there is preliminary evidence for our theory in Mexico, these 

findings would be enhanced by including additional  sub-national comparisons in transitioning 

countries.  Political competition may work very differently in countries transitioning from more 

brutal or repressive regimes than Mexico’s single-party regime, or that have experienced 

different types of internal shocks.  Additionally, we use a single indicator of electoral legitimacy 

in this paper.  To better understand the unintended consequences of increasing political 

competition in newly democratic societies, better indicators of legitimacy should be sought.  

Future research efforts can also explore additional political mechanisms of the democratization 
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process that may be contributing to increases in crime, such as the strength and legitimacy of law 

enforcement institutions, neoliberal policy reforms, and globalization. 
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