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Abstract. What is the political impact of police corruption and abuse? From the lit-
erature, we know that police misconduct destroys people’s confidence in police
forces and hampers public collaboration with the criminal-justice system; but, what
about the political regime, especially in countries striving for democratic governance?
Does police wrongdoing affect the legitimacy of the overall regime? Focusing on
Central America, this article provides empirical evidence showing that corruption
and abuse perpetrated by police officers erode public support for the political order.
Results indicate that, under some circumstances, police transgressions can have a
greater impact on the legitimacy of the political system than crime or insecurity.
They also show that police misconduct not only affects democratising regimes, such
as El Salvador and Guatemala, but also consolidated democracies, such as Costa Rica.
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corruption

Introduction

In March , Guatemalan authorities arrested the national police chief and
the head of the anti-narcotics unit on charges of drug trafficking, abuse of
authority and obstruction of justice. These detentions came only six months
after another police chief had also been linked to drug cartels operating
inside the institution. Two years later, in March , a third police chief,

* Acknowledgements: I am grateful to Astrid Arrarás, Susan Greenblatt, Mercedes Hinton,
Beatrice Jauregui, Charles Wood, and the anonymous reviewers for their comments on pre-
vious versions of this article. It was possible, in part, thanks to a grant from the Latin
American Drugs, Security and Democracy Fellowship Program administered by the Social
Science Research Council and funded by the Open Society Foundations.

 Elisabeth Malkin, ‘ Top Guatemalan Police Officials are Arrested on Drug Charges’, The
New York Times,  March , p. A-.

Director of Research, the Latin American and Caribbean Center, and visiting assistant pro-
fessor at the Department of Politics and International Relations, Florida International
University. Email: jomcruz@fiu.edu.

J. Lat. Amer. Stud. , – © Cambridge University Press  
doi:./SX

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022216X15000085 Published online by Cambridge University Press

mailto:jomcruz@fiu.edu
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1017/S0022216X15000085&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1017/S0022216X15000085&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1017/S0022216X15000085&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1017/S0022216X15000085&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1017/S0022216X15000085&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1017/S0022216X15000085&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1017/S0022216X15000085&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1017/S0022216X15000085&domain=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1017/S0022216X15000085&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022216X15000085


the first woman to lead a Guatemalan law enforcement institution, was also
arrested for her involvement in a number of extra-judicial killings in .

These events exemplify the extent of corruption within Guatemala’s national
police. Yet this egregious case is not an exception. Corruption among police
ranks pervades law enforcement institutions in Latin America. In most of
Central America, however, police deviance persists in a context ridden with
rising violence and the burden of constructing democratic institutions for
the first time in its history.
The police play a fundamental role in any political regime. Whether an

authoritarian regime or a liberal democracy, police actions are intertwined
with regime performance as they showcase the state’s response to day-to-day
issues. The police, not legislators or even locally elected officials, are typically
the first public officials whom people encounter or turn to when safety con-
cerns surface.Citizens’ perceptions of the police, therefore, can be an essential
component of regime legitimacy, sometimes contributing as much or more
than other political institutions. In the last decades, processes of political
liberalisation boosted the discussion about police and political regimes. As
dictatorships crumbled, the police became pivotal in the efforts to build demo-
cratic criminal-justice systems and the rule of law. Most scholarship on law
enforcement institutions focused either on the contribution of police
reform to democratic transformations or on how police officers’ activities
help shape support for their own specific institution, and how that backing
is instrumental in keeping social order. However, except for recent studies
by the Latin American Public Opinion Project (LAPOP), little evidence has
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Joseph Tulchin and Heather Golding (eds.), Crime and Violence in Latin America.
Citizen Security, Democracy, and the State (Washington, DC: Johns Hopkins University
Press, ), pp. –; Mercedes Hinton, The State on the Streets: Police and Politics in
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de Janeiro and São Paulo, Brazil’, in Otwin Marenin (ed.), Changing Police, Policing Change.
International Perspectives, pp. –; Tom R. Tyler, ‘Enhancing Police Legitimacy’, The
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been gathered about the actual impact of police actions on overall democratic
political culture.

In this article, I test the effects of police behaviour on support for a regime.
To gauge the political importance of police activities, particularly when officers
do not abide by the law, I examine whether police misconduct reduces the
legitimacy of the government and also that of the overall regime. This explora-
tion starts with two assumptions. The first follows Lipset’s idea that people’s
political attitudes are essential for the maintenance of the regime. Hence,
when police wrongdoings occur regularly, it not only affects people’s trust
towards the criminal-justice system, but ultimately affects the quality of the
regime. The second assumption is that in post-authoritarian regimes, where
reforms of the security apparatus were central to political transformations,
such as in Central America, citizens may be more sensitive to the performance
of institutions employed to suppress dissent in the past. Depending on
people’s expectations created during transitions, offences perpetrated by
policemen may have a significant impact on the regime’s legitimacy.
To explore the political impact of police misconduct, I use the

AmericasBarometer  Democracy Survey conducted by LAPOP in the
Spanish-speaking countries of Central America. Unfortunately, I could not
use recent editions of the AmericasBarometer because they did not ask all
the questions about police misconduct relevant to this study. Central
America offers an interesting setting for the study of police in post-transition
regimes. First, it includes countries that underwent political transitions invol-
ving diverse police reform processes. Second, the isthmus provides the oppor-
tunity to compare a well-established democracy (Costa Rica), with flawed
democracies (El Salvador and Guatemala), and with what the Economist
Intelligence Unit calls ‘hybrid regimes’ (Nicaragua and Honduras). In
addition, it is possible to compare sub-regions in Central America based not
only on their political systems, but also on the performance of their crim-
inal-justice systems. Countries in the northern part of the region
(Guatemala, El Salvador and Honduras) have far more crime and more pro-
blems with their law enforcement institutions than the southern part

 See, for instance: José Miguel Cruz, ‘Police Misconduct and Democracy in Latin America’,
AmericasBarometer Insights,  (), pp. –; Diana Orces, ‘Corruption Victimization by
the Police’, AmericasBarometer Insights,  (), pp. –.

 Seymour Martin Lipset, ‘Some Social Requisites of Democracy: Economic Development and
Political Legitimacy’, The American Political Science Review, :  (), pp. –.

 There are many classifications of political regimes in the literature. Despite its more journal-
istic focus, I chose The Economist’s Democracy Index because it highlights nuances among
the Central American regimes that are frequently overlooked by other classifications. See The
Economist Intelligence Unit, Democracy Index . Democracy in Retreat (London: The
Economist, ), pp. –.
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(Nicaragua and Costa Rica). Finally, police bodies in Central America are
comparable because all are nationwide institutions, not local or municipal
organisations, such as in Mexico or Venezuela.

The Importance of Political Support

SeymourMartin Lipset maintained that a regime has a greater likelihood of sur-
vival when the most significant groups in society view the existing political
system as the most appropriate. This conviction is not created overnight. In
democratic regimes, public support is in part the product of government per-
formance, especially in the economic area. David Easton characterised those
short-term attitudes towards the government as specific support, namely,
public backing for the perceived actions and decisions of the incumbent auth-
orities. However, such support can also extend to the principles, processes,
and formal institutions that transcend particular governments. In this case,
we are dealing with diffuse support for the regime; this is, a ‘reservoir of favour-
able attitudes that helps members to accept or tolerate inputs to which they are
opposed’. This article focuses on both levels of support: specific and diffuse.
Traditionally, the economy and the performance of incumbents have domi-

nated the literature on political support. However, research on the impact of
crime and insecurity has made significant inroads in recent years. Moreover,
citizens’ expectations, direct experiences with government organisations and
demographic variables, such as education and social status, have been proven
to shape the legitimacy of regimes. As Diamond has pointed out, legitimacy
‘derives partly from the performance over time of the democratic regime, but it
 Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el Desarrollo (PNUD), Informe sobre Desarrollo
Humano para América Central – (San José: PNUD, ).

 Seymour Martin Lipset, Political Man: The Social Bases of Politics (Baltimore, MD: Johns
Hopkins University Press, ).

 David Easton, ‘A Re-Assessment of the Concept of Political Support’, British Journal of
Political Science, :  (), pp. –.

 Hans-Dieter Klingemann, ‘Mapping Political Support in the s: A Global Analysis’, in
Pippa Norris (ed.), Critical Citizens. Global Support for Democratic Governance (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, ), pp. –.

 Easton, ‘A Re-Assessment of the Concept of Political Support’, p. .
 Russell J. Dalton, Democratic Challenges, Democratic Choices: The Erosion of Political Support

in Advanced Industrial Democracies (New York: Oxford University Press, ).
 Miguel Carreras, ‘The Impact of Criminal Violence on Regime Legitimacy’, Latin American

Research Review,  (), pp. –. Alin M. Ceobanu, Charles H. Wood and Ludmila
Ribeiro, ‘Crime Victimization and Public Support for Democracy: Evidence from Latin
America’, International Journal of Public Opinion Research, :  (), pp. –;
Orlando J. Pérez, ‘Democratic Legitimacy and Public Insecurity: Crime and Democracy
in El Salvador and Guatemala’, Political Science Quarterly, :  (), pp. –.

 John A. Booth and Mitchell A. Seligson, The Legitimacy Puzzle in Latin America. Democracy
and Political Support in Eight Nations (New York: Cambridge University Press, );
Arthur Miller and Ola Listhaug, ‘Political Performance and Institutional Trust’, in Pippa
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is also influenced (especially in the early life of a regime) by how specific demo-
cratic institutions articulate with traditionally legitimate forms of authority’.

The Political Importance of the Police

Diamond’s argument has important implications for the study of police
impact on legitimacy in Central America. In societies with a long authoritarian
tradition, police are critical to assessments of regime performance, because they
are the ones called to guarantee order and public security. At the same time,
they have the potential to abuse their claim to the legitimate use of force
and resort to the authoritarian practices of the past. Police performance is
vital in consolidated democracies, but even more so in post-transition
countries where public support for the regime is not yet firmly established.

In many Latin American countries, as Mark Ungar and others have pointed
out, law enforcement institutions had to be reformed not only to improve
the capacity of the emerging democratic states but, more importantly, to
prevent a return to the oppressive practices of the authoritarian past.

Police institutions have a distinct two-fold quality within the state appar-
atus. In one sense, by contributing to public safety, they provide a service
and they join the ranks of organisations whose performance has immediate
consequences on the everyday well-being of the population: they perform an
administrative function of the state. In another sense, police institutions
also control the essential tools of state force, and they determine how that
power is exerted. Societal stability and day-to-day citizen cooperation with
street authorities depend on the widespread belief that law enforcement insti-
tutions and their operatives are legitimate. The police’s behaviour is crucial,
because it instils a sense among the population that their decisions are proper
and must be obeyed, reducing the amount of force used by officers to achieve

Norris (ed.), Critical Citizens: Global Support for Democratic Governance (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, ), pp. –.

 Larry Diamond, ‘Introduction: Political Culture and Democracy’, in Larry Diamond (ed.),
Political Culture and Democracy in Developing Countries (London: Lynne Rienner Publishers,
), p. .

 John Bailey and Lucía Dammert (eds.), Public Security and Police Reform in the Americas
(Pittsburgh, PA: Pittsburgh University Press, ); Michelle D. Bonner, ‘State
Discourses, Police Violence and Democratisation in Argentina’, Bulletin of Latin
American Research, :  (), pp. –; Paul Chevigny, Edge of the Knife: Police
Violence in the Americas (New York: The New Press, ), pp. xi–xiv.

 Mark Ungar, Policing Democracy: Overcoming Obstacles to Citizen Security in Latin America
(Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, ).

 David J. Smith, ‘The Foundations of Legitimacy’, in Tom R. Tyler (ed.), Legitimacy and
Criminal Justice (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, ), pp. –.
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people’s compliance. Such behaviour is also critical because the less the police
employ public use of force, the less likely it is that the government will find
itself justifying some abuses. Hence, gross police misconduct may have a
direct influence on political stability not only because it affects public safety
and order, but because it showcases the regime’s willingness to abuse its
power. As David Bayley says: ‘what the police do affects the character of
government’.

However, scholarship on the impact of police on legitimacy has only focused
on the immediate criminal-justice institutions and has overlooked the general
political sphere because the prevailing scholarship emphasises the administra-
tive role of maintaining order, but neglects the function of regime’s power
agents. Since most studies have been conducted in Western consolidated
democracies, authors seem to assume that police actions are important to
the extent that they lead to citizens’ acceptance of direct police authority,
when in fact police actions may also contribute to the maintenance of political
order by creating a sense of loyalty to the fundamental institutions of the
regime.
Nonetheless, the literature on attitudes towards the police has contributed

to an understanding of the importance of procedural factors in the creation of
legitimacy for the police. In contrast to studies of political legitimacy, which
tend to underscore the importance of outcomes (i.e. how effective the
regime is in riding out economic crises, generating well-being and fighting
crime), the predominant research on police legitimacy highlights the signifi-
cance of procedures in the creation of people’s support for the police. Tyler
and Sunshine have insisted that the most decisive factor in producing police
legitimacy is whether citizens perceive the exercise of authority as being
fair. This occurs regardless of the effectiveness of police performance.
More important than the outcome of police work, is the way in which
police forces interact with the population.
However, in an interesting study in Ghana, Tankebe concluded that Tyler’s

argument had little validity in the African context. There, he argues, people
cooperate with the police not because they perceive fair-mindedness in
police treatment but because they believe in the police’s capability to deliver
results in the fight against crime, even in the face of blatant abuse and corrup-
tion. For Tankebe, effectiveness is more important than procedures in gener-
ating police legitimacy in Ghana. But back in Latin America, in an empirical
 Tom R. Tyler,Why People Obey the Law? (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, ).
 David Bayley, Changing the Guard, p. .
 Jason Sunshine and Tom R. Tyler, ‘The Role of Procedural Justice and Legitimacy in

Shaping Public Support for Policing’, Law & Society Review, :  (), pp. –;
Tyler, Why People Obey the Law?

 Justice Tankebe, ‘Public Cooperation with the Police in Ghana: Does Procedural Fairness
Matter?’, Criminology, :  (), pp. –.
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study of police forces in Mexico, Daniel Sabet claimed some validation of
the Tylerian thesis. He found that police corruption is the strongest single
predictor of lack of police legitimacy over crime victimisation or temporal
evaluations of security. In other words, for many Mexicans, police procedures
regarding transparency are more important than police outcomes.

This discussion is useful in advancing my argument because it suggests that
police misconduct might be more decisive in influencing political legitimacy
than levels of crime and insecurity. In other words, I am hypothesising here
that since direct police abuse shatters any sense of fairness, outrage at police
misconduct – whether perceived or experienced – may be more significant
in reducing citizens’ loyalty towards the overall regime than failures in tackling
crime.

Police Misconduct

Maurice Punch identifies three broad categories of police deviance: namely,
corruption, misconduct and crime. While the term police misconduct
usually refers to violations of institutional regulations, police corruption is fre-
quently employed to distinguish police actions that illegally seek economic
gains. The category of police crime is less used and refers to events in which
police officers not only infringe rules, but do so for criminal purposes.

Depending upon analytical objectives, these categories can be expanded to
differentiate the many forms in which police officers violate laws. Here, to sim-
plify my analysis on police deviance in Central America, I will adopt police
misconduct as the term that includes all types of illegal police behaviour: it
suggests the violation of rules that ultimately are abuses of police authority.
However, there is another conceptual matter to consider before examining

the issue of police misconduct in Central America. That is, the extent of irre-
gular behaviour within police institutions. Punch argues that, in contrast to the
predominant view in the literature of corruption, which focuses on ‘low-level’
deviance, police corruption is in many cases the result of ‘either gross failure in
the system to perform adequately or systemic rule-bending to achieve formal or
informal institutional ends’. In several Latin American countries with
authoritarian pasts, such as in northern Central America, cases of police mis-
conduct do not appear to be isolated cases of individual deviance, but systema-
tic forms of abuse perpetrated by entire units and organisations acting under
 Daniel M. Sabet, ‘Corruption or Insecurity? Understanding Dissatisfaction with Mexico’s

Police’, Latin American Politics and Society (), pp. –.
 Maurice Punch, ‘Police Corruption and its Prevention’, European Journal on Criminal Policy

and Research, :  (), pp. –.
 Punch, ‘Police Corruption and its Prevention’, p. .
 Maurice Punch, ‘Rotten Orchards: “Pestilence”, Police Misconduct and System Failure’,

Policing and Society, :  (), pp. –.
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the justification of tackling violent crime. Moreover, recurrent police miscon-
duct is not only related to organisational variables, as is frequently argued, but
mainly to structural factors. As Costa explains when analysing the case of the
authoritarian Brazilian regime, ‘the ability of the police to act freely and abuse
their authority was a necessary condition of the prevailing structure of domi-
nation, which explains the historical weakness of the institutional mechanisms
to control police activity’. In some countries, the onset of democratic rule
did little to transform these relations of domination in the streets, and the per-
vasiveness of police corruption under the era of authoritarian regimes contin-
ued during post-transition regimes. The question is, then: does that continuity
in police practices have some effect on the legitimacy of the relatively new pol-
itical regimes?

Police Misconduct in Central America

Police misconduct is a critical problem in Central America. In Honduras, the
situation is so dire that all the officers from the national investigative police
unit were suspended in  over charges of corruption and criminal involve-
ment, as repeated attempts of police reform failed. Reports by monitoring
organisations have denounced the participation of police forces in cleansing
squads and extra-judicial killings of youth in Guatemala, and Honduras.

The problem of police brutality became apparent in Honduras during the
events surrounding the  coup d’état, and human rights organisations
have been raising the alarm about an increase of police abuse since the
coup. In Guatemala and Nicaragua, top chiefs have been charged with
links to organised crime groups.

Yet as part of the political transitions, all police institutions in Central
America were either reformed or created from scratch in the last  years.
In El Salvador and Guatemala, entire public security apparatuses, which had
been in the hands of the military, were dismantled in order to create new

 Arthur Trindade Maranhão Costa, ‘Police Brutality in Brazil: Authoritarian Legacy or
Institutional Weakness?’, Latin American Perspectives, :  (), pp. –.

 Marguerite Cawley, , ‘, Honduras Police Suspended for Links to Organized
Crime’, In Sight Crime,  June , available at www.insightcrime.org/news-briefs/-
honduras-police-suspended-for-links-to-organized-crime.

 United Nations Human Rights Council, ‘Report of the Special Rapporteur on Extrajudicial,
Summary or Arbitrary Executions. Philip Alston: Addendum: Follow-up to Country
Recommendations-Guatemala’, in Human Rights Council (ed.), (New York: UNHRC,
); Amnesty International, ‘Honduras: Zero Tolerance for … Impunity. Extrajudicial
Executions of Children and Youths since ’ (London: Amnesty International, ).

 Human Rights Watch, ‘Honduras: Probe Charges of Police Brutality’ ().
 Javier Meléndez and Roberto Orozco, ‘Las dimensiones del narcotráfico en Nicaragua’,

Confidencial,  April .
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civilian-ruled institutions. In Honduras, the s transition was completed
only after the military were removed from the police and the internal security
agencies. In Nicaragua, the transition to electoral democracy came about
with the  elections, which separated the Sandinistas from power and
pushed them to boost reforms in the police and the intelligence apparatuses.

Only in Costa Rica, police reform emerged as an autonomous process from
political transformation, and it focused on the integration of a human-
rights-based doctrine. There, reforms came as a result of mounting demands
from the population for improvement in the conditions of public security.

The seemingly wide variation in the levels of police misconduct in the
region and their impact on citizens’ attitudes towards the political regime
(whether a democracy or not) can help us to unravel the importance of
police in post-transitional societies, and shed light on the difficulties that
some of these countries have in building their democratic regimes.

Data, Hypotheses and Variables

In this article, I use a selection of variables from the  AmericasBarometer
Democracy Surveys that tap perceptions and events regarding police behav-
iour, and test their impact on attitudes related to the political regime. I empiri-
cally test if diverse forms of police transgressions affect what Easton called
specific and diffuse support for the regime. The AmericasBarometer
Democracy Survey is unique in its scope, nature and commitment to the scien-
tific method, and operates with the assumption that people’s attitudes and
experiences are valuable inputs for political analysis. The surveys from
which these data are drawn were carried out during the first half of .
In each country, stratified probabilistic national samples were designed to pre-
cisely represent the population. Approximately , adult citizens over the
age of  were interviewed per country, in a total of , interviews.
The main argument of this article is that police behaviour affects political

support at two levels: the government’s legitimacy and the overall regime’s

 Jack Spence, War and Peace in Central America, Comparing Transitions Toward Democracy
and Social Equity in Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua (Brookline, MA: Hemisphere
Initiatives, ).

 However, the recent political developments positioned the Honduran military yet again as
informal overseers of law enforcement activities.

 Spence, War and Peace in Central America.
 Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el Desarrollo (PNUD), Informe nacional de desarrollo

humano . Venciendo el temor: (in)seguridad ciudadana y desarrollo humano en Costa Rica
(San José: PNUD, ).

 Easton, ‘A Re-Assessment of the Concept of Political Support’.
 Full information regarding the AmericasBarometer and the Latin American Public Opinion

Project can be found at http://sitemason.vanderbilt.edu/lapop/about_us.
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legitimacy. Since police behaviour is a broad concept, I have limited the scope
of the study and focused on police misconduct for two reasons: one conceptual
and one methodological. Conceptually, police abuse represents the opposite of
the fair treatment that police forces are supposed to bestow under democratic
regimes. This facilitates the measurement of police misconduct’s impact on
political legitimacy as even in countries with a long history of authoritarianism,
the population would recognise abuse as a repudiation of fairness.

In operational terms, I hypothesise that police misconduct reduces people’s
support for the specific and diffuse institutions of a regime. To tap specific
support, I constructed a single indicator averaging the results of five separate
questions that collect opinions about government performance. Two questions
picked up opinions about the work of the government in fighting poverty and
unemployment; one question referred to the role of the administration in
granting public security, another to the role of the government in fighting
corruption, while the last one addressed the protection of democratic pro-
cedures. Each of those questions offered a scale of responses ranging from
one to seven that was later converted into a  to  continuous scale.
Scores close to  represent positive attitudes towards the government,
while scores approaching  mean negative opinions. The reliability indicator
for these questions turned out to be high, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .
for the whole sample.
To tap diffuse support for the regime, I employed an indicator drawn from

the scholarship on political culture in Central America. This indicator was
developed by Mitchell Seligson when he analysed sources of stability in the
isthmus during the s. It incorporates an index of five questions that
have been extensively used in the AmericasBarometer. In the questionnaire,
these questions offered a scale of seven response choices that reflect the
opinion of the interviewee on the basic institutions in the political system.
In order to facilitate the analysis, the scale was also transformed into scores
averaging from  to , in which an average close to  represents a high
level of support for the system. The items collected opinions about trust in

 In addition, except for the  surveys in El Salvador and Panama, LAPOP has not included
questions regarding interactions between police officers and respondents in recent rounds.

 The items read as follows: ‘To what extent would you say the current government fights
poverty?’; ‘To what extent would you say the current government fights unemployment?’

 ‘To what extent would you say the current government improves the security of citizens?’
 ‘To what extent would you say the current government fights government corruption?’, and

‘To what extent would you say the current government promotes and protects democratic
principles?’

 Mitchell A. Seligson, ‘Toward a Model of Democratic Stability: Political Culture in Central
America’, Estudios Interdisciplinarios de América Latina y el Caribe, :  (), pp. –;
see also Mitchell A. Seligson, ‘The Impact of Corruption on Regime Legitimacy: A
Comparative Study of Four Latin American Countries’, The Journal of Politics, : 
(), pp. –.
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the justice system, respect for political institutions, pride in living under the
country’s political system, the belief that the political system protects the
basic rights of citizens, and the belief that the political system should be sup-
ported. A Cronbach’s alpha test showed a satisfactory level of consistency
among these items (.).
Police misconduct can take different forms. In this article, I operationalise

three types of police misbehaviour: police corruption, police abuse and police par-
ticipation in criminal activities. Often, these forms of police misconduct are
related. An officer involved in criminal activities may also be a corrupt official
prone to abuse and to extorting the public. Corruption is the most common
form of police misconduct in many countries and it was measured by asking citi-
zens about bribe victimisation: ‘Has a police officer asked you for a bribe during
the past year?’ Police abuse was measured using the following item included in
the  survey: ‘In the past  months, has any police officer abused you verb-
ally or physically or assaulted you?’ Finally, people’s perceptions of police invol-
vement in criminal activities are a good way to measure police misconduct, as this
not only picks up perceptions of offences perpetrated by police officers, but can
also indirectly reflect the degree of corruption and abuse that people face from
their local police. Hence, the survey included the following question, which
directly tapped into perceptions of police involvement in crime: ‘Some people
say that the police in this neighbourhood protect people from criminals, while
others say that it is the police that are involved in crime. What do you
think?’ ‘The police protect people or the police are involved in crime?’ The
three indicators of police misconduct were combined into a single cumulative
index of police misconduct which represented the number of types of miscon-
duct reported by the respondent, hence the index ranged from zero to three.
A score of zero represented people who did not suffer or witness any form of
police misconduct, whereas three reflected those who faced all types of events.
In addition to the composite variable for police misconduct, I included

other explanatory variables in the analyses. Following the literature about
the impact that perceptions of the economy has on support for the basic insti-
tutions of the regime, I added a variable constructed from four items that
collect opinions about the economic situation. Two of the items tap

 Questions read as follows: ‘To what extent do you think the courts in [country] guarantee a
fair trial? (Read: If you think the courts do not ensure justice at all, choose number ; if you
think the courts ensure justice a lot, choose number  or choose a point in between the
two.)’; ‘To what extent do you respect the political institutions of [country]?’; ‘To what
extent do you feel proud of living under the political system of [country]?’; ‘To what
extent do you think that citizens’ basic rights are well protected by the political system of
[country]?’; and ‘To what extent do you think that one should support the political
system of [country]?’

 Chevigny, ‘The Control of Police Misconduct in the Americas’.
 Dalton, Democratic Challenges, Democratic Choices.
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individual economic situations whereas the other two refer to the country’s
economy. Rotated factor loadings for these four items formed a single
factor with a Cronbach’s alpha of .. Positive responses to all questions
would yield higher scores, whereas negative responses would produce low
marks in the variable, coded on a scale from  to . Based on the theory,
I expect that people who have favourable opinions about the economy will
have more supportive attitudes towards the political regime.
Previous studies conducted in Latin America have found that perceptions of

insecurity and direct crime victimisation affect political support. Crime and
insecurity were measured using a pair of items. One item picks up events of
crime victimisation that the respondent experienced in the preceding 
months. The second question addresses perceptions of insecurity and
whether a person feels safe or unsafe in his or her own neighbourhood.

Since crime and common violence represent a direct threat to the well-
being of citizens, I anticipate that people who have been victims of crime,
or who have strong feelings of insecurity, will tend to express less support
for the regime in both specific and diffuse dimensions.

People’s political ideology can play an important role in enhancing or redu-
cing support for public institutions. I measure ideology based on a ten-point

 On national economy, respondents were asked: ‘How would you describe the country’s
economic situation? Would you say that it is very good, good, neither good nor bad, bad,
or very bad?’, and ‘Do you think that the country’s current economic situation is better
than, the same as, or worse than it was  months ago?’ On personal economy the questions
were: ‘How would you describe your overall economic situation? Would you say that it is
very good, good, neither good nor bad, bad, or very bad?’, and ‘Do you think that your econ-
omic situation is better than, the same as, or worse than it was  months ago?’

 Carreras, ‘The Impact of Criminal Violence on Regime Legitimacy’; Ceobanu, Wood, and
Ribeiro, ‘Crime Victimization and Public Support for Democracy’; José Miguel Cruz, ‘The
Impact of Volent Crime on the Political Culture of Latin America: The Special Case of
Central America’, in Mitchell A. Seligson (ed.), Challenges to Democracy in Latin America
and the Caribbean. Evidence from the Americas Barometer – (Nashville, TN:
), pp. –; Kenneth E. Fernandez and Michele Kuenzi, ‘Crime and Support for
Democracy in Africa and Latin America’, Political Studies, :  (), pp. –;
Pérez, ‘Democratic Legitimacy and Public Insecurity’.

 The item on crime victimisation read: ‘Now changing the subject, have you been a victim of
any type of crime in the past months?’; whereas the item on perceptions of insecurity said:
‘Speaking of the neighbourhood where you live and thinking of the possibility of being
assaulted or robbed, do you feel very safe, somewhat safe, somewhat unsafe, or very unsafe?’

 The Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) and Tolerance statistics were calculated to detect poten-
tial problems of multicollinearity in the explanatory variables. In general, the results indicated
no significant problems of multicollinearity among the variables used as predictors in the
model (VIFs < .; Tolerance > .). However, some correlation was detected only in
Honduras and merely between the variables of level of wealth and education, but they did
not greatly affect the coefficients. In this case, the VIFs were never higher than ..

 See, for instance Christopher J. Anderson and Matthew M. Singer, ‘The Sensitive Left and
the Impervious Right: Multilevel Models and the Politics of Inequality, Ideology, and
Legitimacy in Europe’, Comparative Political Studies, : – (), pp. –.
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self-placement scale. People who placed themselves at one to three identify
with the left, those who scored from four to seven see themselves at the
centre of the ideological spectrum, and people who identified as leaning to
the right positioned themselves between eight and ten. For the analysis, I
created dummy variables for each ideological orientation – left, centre and
right – and employed the dummy for the centre as the reference category.
Additionally, studies have shown that members and electoral supporters of
the incumbent party tend to display higher political legitimacy than the rest
of the population. Hence, I created a variable that denotes whether people
have voted or not for the sitting president. For instance, in the case of
Guatemala, I identified respondents who said they voted for Álvaro
Colom’s coalition and I expect that they will consistently score higher for
measurements of political legitimacy than people who did not vote for him
in the  elections. I anticipate the same type of association for every
country in the sample.
To test my proposition that police misconduct erodes specific and diffuse

political support, I conducted a series of multivariate analyses using ordinary
least square (OLS) procedures, taking into account the survey sampling
design, with all the variables and indicators depicted above. In addition, I
included demographic variables, such as gender, age, education, level of
wealth, and exposure to news outlets, as controls. I contend that police behav-
iour is so important to the provision of public endorsement of the regime that
its effects can be detected even after controlling for relevant demographic and
intervening variables (see Appendix Table for descriptive statistics of the vari-
ables used in the analyses).

Police Misconduct and Regime Support in Central America

The initial results paint an interesting picture of police misconduct in Central
America. In regard to perceptions about police involvement in crime, the data
show a considerably high percentage in three out of the five countries of the
isthmus (see Table ). In Guatemala, El Salvador and Honduras, more than
 per cent of the interviewed populations thought that their local police

 The specific question was formulated as follows: ‘On this card there is a – scale that goes
from left to right, where  means left and  means right. Nowadays, when we speak of pol-
itical leanings, we talk of those who sympathise more with the left and those who sympathise
more with the right. According to the meaning that the terms ‘left’ and ‘right’ have for you,
and thinking of your own political leanings, where would you place yourself on this scale?
Indicate the box that comes closest to your own position’.

 Seligson and Booth, The Legitimacy Puzzle in Latin America.
 Álvaro Colom was president of Guatemala from  to .
 I ran the statistical analyses in Stata .
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were involved in criminal activities. The data are especially disturbing for
Guatemala, where two-thirds of the surveyed population viewed their local
police as corrupted by crime in . Only Nicaragua and Costa Rica have
negative views of the police below  per cent. These results concur with
reports that show more troubling police institutions in northern Central
America. Police abuse – that is, the excessive use of physical or verbal force –
presented a different image. Data do not seem to convey the image of a perva-
sively abusive police. In the regional average, only  per cent of Central
Americans reported having been victims of police abuse in the last 
months before the survey; however, the results show a relatively high level
of police abuse in El Salvador (. per cent) in comparison with the rest,
especially Honduras (. per cent). Finally, police corruption, measured as
street-bribe victimisation, affected nearly  per cent of Central America’s citi-
zens. Little variation occurs between Honduras, Nicaragua and Costa Rica; in
Guatemala, however, corruption victimisation by police officers reached more
than  per cent. Table  also displays the Latin American average for each
indicator of police misconduct, drawing from LAPOP data. The comparison
between the Central American and Latin American averages suggests that
levels of police misconduct in this region fall near the continental averages.

A quick look at the results for legitimacy also provides a sense of where
Central American countries stood in terms of political support in .
Not surprisingly, given its history of democratic stability, Costa Rica showed
the highest levels of both kinds of legitimacy: support for the actions and

Table . Police Misconduct in Central America,  (in %)

Country

Opinion that police are
involved in criminal
activities

People abused by
police in the last 
months

People victimised by police
corruption in the last 
months

Guatemala . . .
El Salvador . . .
Honduras . . .
Nicaragua . . .
Costa Rica . . .
Regional
average

. . .

Latin
American
average

. . .

Source: AmericasBarometer by LAPOP.

 It is interesting to see that, except for police involvement in crime, results from Costa Rica do
not differ much from the rest, despite its distinctive political trajectory. Unfortunately, with
the available data I am unable to offer an explanation in this article.

 I also tested the correlations between indicators of police misconduct and crime victimization
and insecurity. The coefficients returned negligible relationships, no higher than ..
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policies of the current government, as well as support for the regime in general.
In the other countries, levels of diffuse political support are quite similar but
remain below  points (on a scale of  to ), signalling a rather low public
endorsement of the Central American systems. In terms of specific support,
country averages show more variation among nations. In Honduras and
Nicaragua, opinions about the government are the least positive. The case of
Honduras is particularly interesting, because when the AmericasBarometer
survey was conducted, the crisis that would culminate in the coup d’état had
already begun, and symptoms of instability in the political culture could
already be detected. The relatively favourable level of specific support in
Guatemala, in comparison with other countries, is probably the result of the
then-new government administration, which brought a centre-left coalition
to power for the first time after the end of the armed conflict.
Do these views and events relating the police to abuse, corruption, and

crime have an impact on legitimacy? I first examine the results about
specific support for the government and then move to the more general impli-
cations regarding the overall regime.

Figure . Support for Political Regimes in Central America,  (Averages –)

Source: AmericasBarometer by LAPOP.

 For an interesting discussion about this, see Mitchell A. Seligson and John A. Booth,
‘Predicting Coups? Democratic Vulnerabilities, the Americas Barometer and the 
Honduran Crisis’, AmericasBarometer Insights, (), pp. –.
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Specific Political Support

Table  shows theOLS regression coefficients and linearised standard errors using
the three-item based indicator of police misconduct (police corruption, police
abuse, and perception of police involvement in crime) as a predictor, and the
five-item scale of government assessment as the dependent variable. I have
fitted models for every country in the sample with the variables depicted in
the previous section. I introduced controls for standard demographic and
socio-economic variables because support for the political regime canbe a function
of those variables. Furthermore, as explained above, I included variables that can
affect public opinion about the government while interacting with measures of
police behaviour. Variables such as exposure to news outlets, crime victimisation
and political ideology not only can impact on support for the regime, but can
also influence the way in which police actions are perceived. For instance, given
the history of repression by police forces against leftist movements in Central
America, people self-identified with left-leaning ideology may exhibit less
support for government institutions than people identified with the right.
In general, the results of the first model supportmy hypothesis that police trans-

gressions erode support for governments in Central America. As expected, police
misconduct is related to lowered levels of specific support in every country.
However the only country in which the relationship is not statistically significant
is Honduras. In the rest of the region, corrupted behaviour by the police is statisti-
cally associated with significant decreases in the index of support for the govern-
ment, especially in Guatemala and Nicaragua. For example, perceiving that
police are involved in crime and having been a victim of the two forms of police
misconduct in Guatemala is associated with a -point decline on the scale for
support of the government (Coefficient =−.). In El Salvador, the model
accounts for the highest explained variance (R = .) and shows that despite
the strong association with economic perceptions and political allegiance, police
wrongdoing has a negative effect on public support for the government. The
results also indicate that even in Costa Rica, with the lower substantive effect
among the statistically significant coefficients, the decline of specific support associ-
ated with police misconduct is nearly  points, ceteris paribus, suggesting that the
image of the government is appreciably affected by police misbehaviour. These
results are in linewithother studies showing thatpolice abuse corrodespublic confi-
dence in immediate criminal-justice institutions and the government.

 I opted to run individual country models instead of a general regional model because I
wanted to test whether police misconduct has the same importance in every Central
American nation.

 Dae-Hoon Kwak, Claudia E. San Miguel and Diana L. Carreon, ‘Political Legitimacy and
Public Confidence in Police: An Analysis of Attitudes toward Mexican Police’, Policing:
An International Journal of Police Strategies & Management, :  (), pp. –;
Tyler, Why People Obey the Law?

 José Miguel Cruz
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Table . The Impact of Police Misconduct on Support for Government in Central America, 
Variable Guatemala El Salvador Honduras Nicaragua Costa Rica

Coeff. Coeff. Coeff. Coeff. Coeff.
(Lin. SE) (Lin. SE) (Lin. SE) (Lin. SE) (Lin. SE)

Police misconduct −.** −.** −. −.** −.*
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Female . −. . −. −.
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Age −. −. . −.* .*
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Years of education −. −.* . −. −.
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Level of wealth −. −.* . −. −.
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Positive perceptions of the economy .** .** .* .** .**
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Exposure to news .** . . .* .
outlets (.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Crime victimisation −. −. . −. −.
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Perceptions of insecurity −.* −. . −. −.
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Left ideology .* −.** −.** .** −.
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Right ideology .* .** . . .**
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Voted for incumbent .** .** .* .** .*
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)
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Table . (Cont)
Variable Guatemala El Salvador Honduras Nicaragua Costa Rica

Coeff. Coeff. Coeff. Coeff. Coeff.
(Lin. SE) (Lin. SE) (Lin. SE) (Lin. SE) (Lin. SE)

Constant .** .** .** .** .**
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

R . . . . .

N , , , , ,

*p ≤ .
**p≤ .
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However, police misconduct is not the only variable associated with changes
in support for the government. According to the results, perceptions of econ-
omic performance have a positive and strong association in every country.
These findings hardly come as a surprise, as the economy has repeatedly
been singled out as a crucial factor for the survival of any regime. Political
ideology is also strongly associated with specific support for the institutions
of all countries in the sample. In Guatemala, El Salvador and Costa Rica,
people who identified themselves with the right consistently showed more
support for their respective government administrations in contrast to
people identified with the centre. In fact, right-leaning respondents exhibited
higher levels of specific support than individuals identified as centrist in the
five countries – although the relationship was not statistically significant in
Honduras and Nicaragua. In contrast, left-leaning people displayed less
support for the administration than centrists in El Salvador, Honduras and
Costa Rica. In Nicaragua and Guatemala, respondents self-identified with
the left showed substantive and significantly more support for the incumbent
government. Both countries were governed by left-leaning or centre-left forces
in , and that may explain the favourable attitudes from that side of the
political spectrum. In Guatemala, it is noteworthy that a left-leaning govern-
ment coalition attracted specific support from both ideological poles. In
sum, these findings attest to the particular relevance of ideology in people’s
attitudes towards the political leaderships in the Central American countries.
They hint at the legacies of the ideological conflicts of the past. In the same
way, having voted for the incumbent in the last election is a strong predictor
of support for the government across the region.
Exposure to news outlets is associated with increased support for the govern-

ment in all countries, although the relation is statistically significant in
Guatemala and Nicaragua only. In these countries, frequent exposure to
news outlets (newspapers, news radio and television) translates into public
endorsements for the government. The effect of news outlets on government
legitimacy is even stronger than perceptions about performance of the
economy in Guatemala. Perceptions of insecurity appear related to govern-
ment legitimacy only in Guatemala, whereas crime victimisation has no signifi-
cant effect in any country at all. It is puzzling that in the two countries with the
highest homicide rates in the world (Honduras and El Salvador) the effects of
crime victimisation are the most negligible. These findings suggest that in
Central America, gross police misbehaviour might be more important than
insecurity in reducing government’s legitimacy. Demographic variables, such
as gender, age, years of education, and level of wealth, exhibited no consistent
impact on specific political legitimacy. Young people, for instance, are more
supportive of government institutions than the rest of the population in
Nicaragua, but in Costa Rica youths are seemingly less supportive.
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Education was substantively and significantly related to our dependent variable
only in El Salvador.
All things considered, despite the empirical influence of variables such as

perceptions of the economy, ideology, and political allegiance, police miscon-
duct still has substantive effects on specific support for most Central American
regimes, to an even larger degree than perceptions of insecurity and experiences
of crime victimisation. In general, where police are perceived to be involved in
crime, accept bribes and abuse the population repeatedly, prospects for a popu-
lation supportive of the government are lower than in places where the police
do not regularly abuse the citizenry. This association is especially relevant in
Guatemala, El Salvador and Nicaragua, countries that underwent transitions
from civil conflicts in the last two decades. However, we should not underes-
timate its importance for Costa Rica either. The historical low levels of abuse
in this country should be understood as part of a virtuous cycle, in which gov-
ernments have enjoyed higher levels of support precisely because of their insti-
tutional strength. However, the results show that, even in Costa Rica, the
police can further the erosion of public allegiance to government institutions
if people perceive officers blatantly breaking the rules.

Diffuse Political Support

But if police wrongdoing affects views on government performance, what about
the more diffuse and enduring political institutions of the regime? Do police
actions have any relationship to the degree to which people embrace the overall
political regime? Table  offers a view of the association between police miscon-
duct and legitimacy of political regimes inCentral America. The findings validate
my hypothesis that police deviance is negatively and statistically associated with
system-level legitimacy in all Central American countries. In this case, the associ-
ation is stronger in Costa Rica (Coefficient =−.) than in any country in the
region. There, a victim of police abuse and corruption, and who also believes that
local police have colluded with crime, has a score of political support  points
lower than somebody who has not faced any police wrongdoing. Even in El
Salvador, where the effect is rather modest but still statistically significant
(Coefficient =−.), victims of all forms of police misconduct can be expected
to score, on average,  points less on the diffuse legitimacy scale than people who
have not faced any police offences, ceteris paribus.
The effects of police misconduct on the legitimacy of the overall regime

might be deemed negligible if we compare them with the effects of the vari-
ables of political ideology; however, even as I included those factors and
kept them constant into the model, police misbehaviour remained a significant
 Note also that having voted for the incumbent party is less important for diffuse support than

for specific support. Nevertheless, the effects of ideology remain very strong.

 José Miguel Cruz
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Table . The Impact of Police Misconduct on Diffuse Support for Political Regimes in Central America
Variable Guatemala El Salvador Honduras Nicaragua Costa Rica

Coeff. Coeff. Coeff. Coeff. Coeff.
(Lin. SE) (Lin. SE) (Lin. SE) (Lin. SE) (Lin. SE)

Police misconduct −.** −.** −.** −.** −.**
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Female −. −. −. −. .*
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Age −. −. . −.* .**
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Years of education −. −.* −. . −.
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Level of wealth −. −.* .* −.* −.
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Positive perceptions of the economy .** .** . .** .**
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Exposure to news .** −. −.* −. .*
outlets (.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Crime victimisation −. −. . −.* .
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Perceptions of insecurity −.** −.* −. −. −.**
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Left ideology . −.** −.** . −.
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Right ideology .** .** .** .* .**
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Voted for incumbent . .* . .* .*
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)
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Table . (Cont)
Variable Guatemala El Salvador Honduras Nicaragua Costa Rica

Coeff. Coeff. Coeff. Coeff. Coeff.
(Lin. SE) (Lin. SE) (Lin. SE) (Lin. SE) (Lin. SE)

Constant .** .** .** .** .**
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

R . . . . .

N , , , , ,

*p ≤ .
**p≤ .
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variable in the equation for diffuse support. In other words, police matter for
the political system, and they count not only because they can erode immediate
support for the government, but also because they reduce long-term attitudinal
reserves of legitimacy for the whole system.
We can find further evidence that illegal police actions can be an issue for

the stability of the regime by looking at the results of the model in Honduras.
In this country, police misconduct had a significant effect on diffuse support
for the regime, while assessments of the economy did not. This is noteworthy
considering that police deviance did not have a statistically significant relation
with specific government’s legitimacy. It suggests that police wrongdoings may
not affect the support for the sitting president, but they reduce the loyalty
towards the whole system. Honduras’s findings are also striking because by
the time the survey data were collected, Honduras was moving towards politi-
cal collapse. The coup resulted in the reinstatement of a transitory regime that
would conspicuously tolerate police abuse.

Despite the already soaring crime rates in Honduras in , the variables
that tap into crime victimisation and insecurity failed to show any statistically
significant association with broad legitimacy. This finding questions the
assumption that high levels of violence would always erode support for the
regime. Instead, it seems that widespread police deviance was more important
in plunging Hondurans into alienation from the political regime than any of
the crime-related factors. Nevertheless, in Guatemala, El Salvador, and Costa
Rica, perceptions of insecurity were significant factors undermining people’s
support for the overall regimes. In Nicaragua, direct crime victimisation has
a greater effect on diffuse legitimacy of the regime than the public’s sense of
insecurity, but police deviance still remains an important and significant factor.
In sum, it is necessary to add police transgressions to the list of variables that

debilitate people’s support for the political regime. All these findings confirm
that police violence is a problem for the legitimacy of immediate government
institutions. But more importantly, they also indicate that police wrongdoing
can be an obstacle to prospects for regime stability. They go directly to the
core of the Weberian state function: namely, the monopoly on the use of legit-
imate force. Abuse of police force questions the legitimate dimension of
 In this country, one of the poorest in the Americas, more than  per cent of households

lived below the poverty line in . See Jake Johnston and Stephan Lefebvre, Honduras
Since the Coup: Economic and Social Outcomes (Washington, DC: Center for Economic
and Policy Research, ), p. .

 In fact, the model picks up some evidence about the increasing political polarisation of
Honduran society. Political ideology is strongly associated with diffuse political support,
but its effects depend upon the ideological orientation of the respondents: right-leaning
people supported the regime, whereas left-leaning Hondurans distrusted it. For an account
of police misbehaviour during this period, see: Human Rights Watch, ‘Honduras: Probe
Charges of Police Brutality’ (), available at http://www.hrw.org/news////
honduras-probe-charges-police-brutality.
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police activity and impairs the development of a political culture capable of
sustaining the fundamental institutions of the regime.

Potential Limitations of the Data

As with any survey that collects public opinion, there may be some potential
limitations of the data affecting the findings. First, respondents may not under-
stand police abuse in the same fashion across the region. The way people view
police misconduct might be different in democratically stable Costa Rica than
in Guatemala, where police have been notoriously corrupt and repressive.
Second, it can be argued that my measure of police misconduct might be pro-
blematic for two reasons. First, because it may not be reflecting the levels of
abuse by Central American law enforcement institutions, but only picking
up the public image of criminal-justice and government organisations. Thus,
when people report that police officers are involved in criminal activities,
they might be iterating a common discourse about government authorities
in general, and not only about actual police behaviour. Second and most
importantly, because my indicator of police misconduct is conflating percep-
tions of police criminal involvement and actual experiences of police abuse,
it is jumbling up two different dimensions in one single measure.
In spite of these potential issueswith the data, there is evidence that they donot

greatly affect the empirical validity of the findings. For instance, despite the poss-
ible differences between country and country, the questions used to gauge police
deviance were very specific. They collected actual events of victimisation during a
defined time period. Questionnaire items gathered people’s experiences in their
dealingswith local law enforcement officers, and those items formed an important
part of the police misconduct variable. The only question that actually collected
perceptions referred to the involvement of neighbourhood police in criminal
enterprises. But even in this case, the question pointed to police officers
working in the community where the respondent lived, not to the police in
general. Thus, my indicator of police misconduct ultimately picks up activities
that affect the relationships citizens are having with their law enforcement
agents. Moreover, the results for the overall misconduct indicator correspond
to views of independent organisations about corruption among Central
American police forces. Reports by the UNDP, the Washington Office for
Latin America and others indicate that by , police in Guatemala and
Honduras were significantly more affected by problems than in El Salvador
and in this country more than Nicaragua and Costa Rica.

 Adriana Beltrán, Protect and Serve? The Status of Police Reform in Central America
(Washington, DC: WOLA, ); Programa de las Naciones Unidas para el Desarrollo,
Informe sobre Desarrollo Humano para América Central –.
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Still, one concern about collecting perceptions about police abuse is that
they may belong to a broader system of attitudes regarding political support.
Therefore, when analysing the relationship between police misconduct and
political support, we might be correlating two manifestations of political
support and not the impact of actual police misconduct on legitimacy of
the regime. Most seriously, by combining perceptions and direct experiences
in a single indicator, my measurement of police misconduct might be overstat-
ing the importance of perceptions of police deviance on the political sphere.
To address those issues, I reran the OLS regressions breaking down the

variable of police misconduct into its three constitutive items: direct abuse,
corruption victimisation, and perception of police involvement in crime.
First, I regressed specific political support on the separated indicators of
abuse, corruption and police crime. Results indicate that in all countries,
the three expressions of police misconduct (experienced and perceived) are
negatively associated with government legitimacy. However, statistical signifi-
cance in the associations varied per country and type of misconduct.
Perceptions of police crime were statistically significant in Guatemala, El
Salvador, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica; whereas victimisation of police corrup-
tion appeared significant in Nicaragua only. Police physical abuse turned out
significantly associated with specific legitimacy in Honduras and Nicaragua.
Although at least one type of police misconduct was statistically related with

reduced legitimacy for the government, these results underline differences
between perceptions and experiences, and also variations from country to
country when it comes to the development of political support. As studies have
pointed out, in some cases, perceptions of police behaviours are more relevant
in shaping attitudes towards the police than direct experiences with police brutal-
ity and corruption. In this case, results show that inGuatemala, El Salvador, and
Costa Rica, perceptions are more important in sculpting government legitimacy
than direct negative contacts with police officers.
However, evidence of the effects of direct police victimisation appears more

clearly regarding diffuse support for the regimes (see Table ). In Guatemala
and Costa Rica, experiences of police abuse significantly reduce diffuse legiti-
macy, whereas in Nicaragua and Honduras, it is direct police corruption
that emerges as the significant variable driving down public support for the

 Due to space constraints, the estimates are not presented here, but the full models are avail-
able from the author upon request.

 Ben Brown, and William Reed Benedict, ‘Perceptions of the Police: Past Findings,
Methodological Issues, Conceptual Issues and Policy Implications’, Policing: An
International Journal of Police Strategies & Management,  (), pp. –; Dennis P.
Rosenbaum, Amie M. Schuck, Sandra K. Costello, Darnell F. Hawkins, and Marianne K.
Ring, ‘Attitudes toward the Police: The Effects of Direct and Vicarious Experience’,
Police Quarterly,  (), pp. –; Justice Tankebe, ‘Public Confidence in the Police’,
British Journal of Criminology, :  (), pp. –.
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Table . The Impact of Different Forms of Police Misconduct on Support for Political Regimes in Central America, 
Variable Guatemala El Salvador Honduras Nicaragua Costa Rica

Coeff. Coeff. Coeff. Coeff Coeff.
(Lin. SE) (Lin. SE) (Lin. SE) (Lin. SE) (Lin. SE)

Police misconduct
Perceptions that police are
involved in crime

−.** −.** −.* −.* −.**
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Police abuse −.* −. −. −. −.*
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Police corruption −. −. −.* −.* −.
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Female −. −. −. −. .*
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Age −. −. . −.* .**
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Years of education . −.* −. . −.
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Level of wealth −. −.* .* −.* −.
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Positive perceptions of the economy .** .** . .** .**
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Exposure to news .** −. −.* −. .*
outlets (.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Crime victimisation −. −. . −.* .
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Perceptions of insecurity −.** −.* −. −. −.**
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)
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Left ideology −. −.** −.** . −.
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Right ideology .** .** .** .* .**
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Voted for incumbent .* . . .* .
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

Constant .** .** .** .** .**
(.) (.) (.) (.) (.)

R . . . . .

N , , , , ,

*p ≤ .
**p≤ .
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regime. Furthermore, actual experiences of victimisation by the police are more
important than perceptions when reducing support for the overall regime in
Guatemala and Costa Rica. In the latter, individuals who were abused by law
enforcement scored on average nearly nine points lower on support for the
regime in contrast to those who were not mistreated. These results accompany
data showing that perceptions of police involvement in crime reduce, as expected,
political legitimacy in all countries of the region. Thefindings, indicating that per-
ceptions of policemisconduct have a wider effect than direct experiences, echo the
conclusions of Rosenbaum et al., who argue that in several communities vicarious
experiences with policemen are more important than direct experiences. Still, as
some country models show, under some contexts direct police victimisation
can inflict more damage on political attitudes than perceptions.

Expectations, Outcomes and Police Behaviour

The examination of different forms of misconduct allows us to understand the
consequences of police actions on support for the regime. Even with many con-
trols and robust intervening variables, at least two indicators of police misconduct
remained as significant factors in relation to diffuse legitimacy in most countries.
In this study, I am providing evidence that, with the right indicators, it is possible
to measure the political implications of police actions, whether perceived or
directly experienced. The consequences extend beyond public trust in police insti-
tutions themselves: they spill over onto people’s allegiance to the political order.
Yet differences in the findings from country to country yield new questions

and open interesting discussions. Why is police abuse significant only in
Guatemala and Costa Rica, but not in the rest of Central America? Why is
police corruption especially important in Nicaragua and Honduras? More gen-
erally, why do violence and insecurity variables not make a dent in political
support in crime-ridden Honduras, but do affect legitimacy in relatively peace-
ful Costa Rica and Nicaragua?
These findings show important nuances in the way political legitimacy –

whether specific or diffuse – is adjudicated from country to country.
Although perceptions of police misconduct are critical in almost every
Central American context, the effects of direct police brutality and bribery
seem to be more dependent on the context in which they occur. Therefore,
we need to revisit the arguments that underline the importance of context
in the formation and preservation of political legitimacy. From the literature
of legitimacy, we know that contexts shape expectations towards institutional
behaviour. Legitimacy, after all, emerges from the interaction between

 Brown, and Benedict, ‘Perceptions of the Police’; Miller and Listhaug, ‘Political
Performance and Institutional Trust’.
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expectations and perceived and actual experiences so when people perceive and
endure police behaviour, they are also assessing the political system against the
backdrop of their existing views on the police.
Furthermore, according to Steven Van de Walle and Geert Bouckaert, the

traditional paradigm that better-performing public services will always lead to
more legitimacy needs to be qualified. Yet again, we need to take into con-
sideration expectations towards the police and government agencies because
not all expectations about institutional behaviour revolve around outcomes
but also around procedures and treatment. In this study, I have controlled
several intervening factors (demographics, perceptions of the economy, ideol-
ogy, etc.) when testing the effects of police misconduct, but I have not
measured citizens’ expectations when it comes to police performance.
Varying expectations about institutional performance and interaction with
the community may be at the root of the differential impact of the types of
police misconduct and security issues. For instance, relentlessly high levels of
crime and increasing political turmoil in Honduras may have rendered the
public more cynical and more accustomed to tolerating insecurity and crimi-
nality as features of their daily social life than in Costa Rica, where its low levels
of violence and its political stability may have made citizens more sensitive to
institutional disruption.

The recent literature on crime and legitimacy in Latin America has led us to
believe that extremely high levels of crime and insecurity will automatically
shatter political support for regime institutions, as if all that mattered was
how effective the regime is at keeping crime and insecurity at low levels.
This assumption is problematic for it taps into remnants of the authoritarian
era and ignores the importance of new democratic rules for the creation of citi-
zen’s expectations. Authoritarian regimes built their legitimacy around public
security on the notion that they were better at controlling crime because they
were extremely severe with criminals. Some of that rhetoric survives nowadays
in criticism of universal regard for human rights. However, democracy brought
new forms of understanding, generating, and maintaining legitimacy. People
with memories of prior abusive institutions may as well appreciate a fairly-
behaved police. In this post-transition era, legitimacy may be preserved
insofar as police agents do not blatantly abuse the people they are supposed
to protect.

 Steven Van de Walle and Geert Bouckaert, ‘Public Service Performance and Trust in
Government. The Problem of Causality’, International Journal of Public Administration,
:  (), pp. –.

 See Tyler, Why People Obey the Law?
 UNDP found that Costa Ricans tend to feel as or more insecure than other Central

Americans facing higher levels of crime. See PNUD, Informe nacional de desarrollo
humano .
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Collective political history transforms the context under which people
create their expectations about the role of police. In some Central American
countries, the arrival of electoral democracy created hopes that authorities
would be able to keep social order without resorting to brutality and illegality.
These expectations determined which behaviours would become more salient
than others in shaping political legitimacy. The way police behave matters,
even if they are not always successful in reducing crime and insecurity.
Here, I have focused on the dark side of police conduct because it underlines
the importance of observing the rule of law, but elsewhere I have shown that in
El Salvador and Panama, police engagement with residents in non-confronta-
tional ways can boost political legitimacy to a larger degree than residents’
experiences of victimisation and their perceptions of insecurity.

All in all, whether democracy is consolidated (as in Costa Rica) or not (as in
the rest of Central America), police misbehaviour and persistent perceptions of
police collusion with organised crime are having devastating yet inconspicuous
effects on all levels of political legitimacy. Police wrongdoings can effectively
subvert the prospects of democratic governance and affect the cultural reserves
of political stability. To be sure, a law-abiding police force is not a sufficient
condition for political stability or for democratic governance, but a corrupt
police force may be a significant deterrent to democratic consolidation.
Unfortunately, considering that the problem of police misconduct is widely
systemic in several countries, we can expect that support for the political
regimes will continue to falter in some Central American societies.
In this chapter, we have dealt with a phenomenon long underestimated by

the academic literature. Political scientists have been concerned about the pol-
itical effects of the economy, and just recently they have turned to crime and
insecurity. But by focusing on the economy or on levels of crime as proxies of
institutional performance, they have overlooked another fundamental issue:
whether by searching legitimacy exclusively through results, government
officials have turned the state into another perpetrator. The findings of this
chapter suggest that legally-bound police behaviour is important for the pres-
ervation of a set of attitudes conducive to democratic governance. By tolerating
systematic abuse and corruption, police authorities contribute to demolishing
the foundations of democratic order; they open the door to informal security
responses and delegitimise the role of government and the state. Hence, the
issue of widespread police abuse and corruption is ultimately a political
problem as it touches on the foundations of governance and stability.

 José Miguel Cruz, ‘The Political Impact of the Police: The Dark and Bright Sides of Police
Behavior in Central America’, Paper presented at the conference Crime, Violence, and
Insecurity in Central America. Woodrow Wilson Center, Washington, DC,  February
.

 José Miguel Cruz
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Conclusions

In contemporary Latin America, with ongoing waves of criminal violence and
democratic rollback, one of the most important questions in terms of policy
implications is whether contemporary police forces can contribute to consoli-
dating democracy. The results of this research highlight that police misconduct
– understood as corruption, abuse and perceptions of criminal behaviour – not
only undermine direct police legitimacy and public trust in criminal-justice
institutions as many studies have brought to light. It also affects the political
regime. Depending on the country context, perceptions of police deviance
or direct encounters with police mistreatment may have a greater impact on
political legitimacy than crime victimisation.
Hence, the implications of these findings seem to be clear. First, we need to

bring scholarship about the police to the realm of political institutions, to their
relationship with governance and political stability. This is particularly critical
for the study of regimes in the global South and democratising societies. Some
of these efforts have already been conducted with the contributions of
Frühling, Hinton, Ungar, and others, but we need to continue expanding
them empirically. The present article is just one effort to that end, but one
that has to be completed using more variables, case studies, and also qualitative
techniques. We need to understand more clearly why, in some countries,
certain types of misconduct have a greater impact on political support than
other police wrongs. The second and most important implication is that
police behaviours are central to democratic consolidation. Therefore, police
reform that focuses on accountability emerges as a fundamental project for
democratic development, particularly in those countries with a protracted
legacy of authoritarianism and human rights abuses. This is very difficult in
post-transition societies, which usually face political uncertainty and unsea-
soned institutions. It can also be challenging in stable regimes that confront
surges of public insecurity, e.g. Costa Rica.
In fact, the urgent need to tackle rising levels of crime and to placate public

outcry over insecurity have not helped to strengthen police institutions in
Central America. Arrests of high-level police officers who have been involved
in organised crime rings while leading the all-out war against gangs are a case in
point. They show that the scope of police reforms has been constrained by the
very efforts expended in draconian wars against gang-led crime. Often, such
dragnets have been endorsed by the belief that an increase of police activity
and assertiveness in the fight against crime, regardless of observance of rule
of law, will ultimately restore political legitimacy. On the contrary, these
findings are in line with recent scholarship that attests to the relevance of
police procedures in the generation of confidence towards criminal-justice
institutions. Police adherence to the rule of law creates confidence towards
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the regime and enhances people’s allegiance to the democratic political order.
Ironically, tough anti-crime programmes, such as the mano dura plans, have
ended up strengthening corrupt and abusive elements within the police in
Central America, and have contributed to the re-establishment of systemic
patterns of abuse, making the prospects of democratic consolidation even
more difficult. If serious efforts are not taken to rein in police abuse in
Central America, it will be unfortunate that institutions once re-created and
reformed to sustain democracy end up contributing to its erosion.

Spanish and Portuguese abstracts

Spanish abstract. ¿Cuál es el impacto político de la corrupción y el abuso policial? A
partir de diversos textos, sabemos que conductas inapropiadas de la policía destruyen la
confianza de la gente en las fuerzas policiacas y dificultan la colaboración pública con el
sistema de justicia. Sin embargo ¿en qué queda el régimen político, especialmente en
países que se esfuerzan por alcanzar un gobierno democrático? ¿Las faltas policiacas
afectan la legitimidad del régimen en su totalidad? Centrándose en América Central
este artículo provee datos empíricos que muestran que la corrupción y los abusos come-
tidos por oficiales policiacos socavan el apoyo público hacia el orden político. Los resul-
tados indican que, bajo ciertas circunstancias, las transgresiones policiacas pueden tener
un impacto mayor en la legitimidad del sistema político que el crimen o la inseguridad.
También muestran que los abusos policiales no sólo afectan a regímenes en vías de
democratización, como El Salvador o Guatemala, sino también a democracias conso-
lidadas como Costa Rica.
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Portuguese abstract. Qual é o impacto político do abuso e da corrupção policial? A lit-
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policiais e dificulta a colaboração do público com o sistema de justiça criminal; porém,
o que pode-se dizer do regime político, especialmente em países que lutam por uma
governança democrática? A má conduta policial afeta a legitimidade geral do regime
político? Focando na América Central, este artigo apresenta evidências empíricas
que demonstram que a corrupção e abusos cometidos por policiais corroem o apoio
popular à ordem política. O resultados indicam que, sob certas circunstâncias, as
transgressões policiais podem ter impacto maior na legitimidade do sistema político
que a criminalidade ou a insegurança. Os dados também mostram que a má
conduta policial não afeta apenas os regimes em vias de democratização como El
Salvador e Guatemala, mas também democracias consolidadas como a Costa Rica.
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 José Miguel Cruz

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022216X15000085 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022216X15000085


Appendix

Appendix Table. Descriptive Statistics for the Variables used in the Analyses
(Country Averages) 

Variables
Country

Guatemala
El
Salvador Honduras Nicaragua

Costa
Rica

Support for the government
(–)

. . . . .

Support for the regime (–) . . . . .
Police misconduct (–) . . . . .
Perceptions that police are
involved in crime (yes = ;
no = )

.% .% .% .% .%

Police abuse (yes = ; no = ) .% .% .% .% .%
Police corruption (yes = ;
no = )

.% .% .% .% .%

Female (=) .% .% .% .% .%
Age (–) . . . . .
Years of education (–) . . . . .
Level of wealth (–) . . . . .
Positive perceptions of the
economy (–)

. . . . .

Exposure to news outlets
(–)

. . . . .

Crime victimisation
(yes = ; no = )

. . . . .

Perceptions of insecurity
(–)

. . . . .

Left ideology (=) .% .% .% .% .%
Right ideology (=) .% .% .% ..% .%
Voted for incumbent (=) .% .% .% .% .%
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