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1 INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Militarizing public security—using soldiers to carry out police work on domestic soil, such 

as fighting organized crime and enforcing public-health regulations—is widespread across the 

Americas, Asia, Africa and Central and Eastern Europe (Chandran 2020; Bonga and Mahuku 2022; 

Grzebalska and Madarová 2021; Passos and Acácio 2021; Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2021; Pion-

Berlin and Carreras 2017). While a common policy before the Covid-19 pandemic, executives’ use 

of the strategy has increased significantly since the onset of the pandemic (Human Rights Watch 

2022). For several decades, the issue has been heavily debated, and it has appeared on every 

legislative agenda in Latin America (Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2021).  

Paradoxically, research from Political Science shows that using the military on domestic 

soil has negative effects: On a macro level, it is associated with democratic backsliding, as it 

removes the control of the military out of the hands of civilians, and it may politicize the role of 

the military (Hartley and Russett 1992; Page and Shapiro 1983; Agüero 1998; Diamond 1999). On 

a meso level, it has been shown to lead to less security overall: organized crime-related violence 

increases through direct and indirect channels (Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2021). On a micro level, 

human rights violations and violence rise significantly, human rights oversight and reporting 

decrease, and civil society and social justice organizations are precluded from carrying out their 

mandates (Bailey, Parás, and Vargas 2013; Flores-Macías 2014; Atuesta 2018; Pion-Berlin and 

Carreras 2017; Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2024). From a policy effectiveness perspective, it is 

difficult to argue that militarizing public security has had positive effects where it has been 

implemented.  

Yet, despite the policy’s negative consequences, involving the military in public security is 

popular with citizens in recent times. In Mexico, for example, survey data from 2018 reflected that 
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76 percent of citizens believed the armed forces should fight organized crime and drug 

trafficking—up from 69 percent in 2013 (ENVIPE 2018; CESOP 2013). Likewise, in 2013, data 

showed that 82 percent of Mexicans thought the military should aid the police in patrolling the 

streets and highways; and 74 percent of citizens would agree with a law granting a legal framework 

for the armed forces to carry out organized crime-fighting tasks that belong to police forces 

(CESOP 2013). 

Part of the reason militarizing public security carries such high levels of public support is 

that citizens tend to hold the military in high regard; over the years in Latin America, the military 

has consistently been the second-most-trusted institution after the Catholic Church in a majority 

of countries in the region (Goldfrank and Rowell 2012). In contrast, publics in Latin America 

display low levels of trust in the police consistently over time (LAPOP 2004-2023). Scholars argue 

that this low level of trust in the police originates in a collective rejection of police legitimacy 

(Sunshine and Tyler 2003), based on how poorly citizens perceive that the police treat citizens, 

along with police departments’ willingness to be infiltrated by organized criminal interests, police 

officers’ involvement in illicit activities, and the police’s overall lack of competence in providing 

public order (Bailey, Parás, and Vargas 2013; Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2021). In previous studies, 

there is some evidence a relationship exists between trust in the military and trust in the police 

(e.g., Bailey, Parás, and Vargas 2013). In this work, the logic linking trust in both institutions is 

that, in insecure contexts, since citizens do not trust the police to fulfill their mandate, they turn to 

the military as a last resort to providing security (Bailey, Parás, and Vargas 2013; Pion-Berlin and 

Carreras 2017).  

Given countries’ recent turns to militarization, what explains the continued high level of 

trust in the military in the region, and the consistently low level of trust in the police? Scholarship 
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that addresses this question suggests that individual characteristics that often undergird citizen 

support for public policy, such as personal characteristics and political leanings, do not entirely 

explain why we see such high levels of support for the military in the context of the challenges 

caused by militarization (Pion-Berlin and Carreras 2017). Further, there remains a lack of 

understanding about why in highly militarized contexts, the police seem to bear the brunt of 

negative waves in public opinion toward security institutions, while militaries appear to retain 

public trust over the long term. 

This dissertation examines the drivers of public trust in law enforcement in the Americas, 

particularly in contexts where leaders use the national military for domestic tasks. In three 

empirical chapters, I identify how citizens’ characteristics and experiences could predict their level 

of trust in law enforcement. In the remainder of this introductory chapter, I establish the importance 

of studying trust in the military and trust in the police and provide preliminary statistics about 

where trust in law enforcement currently stands in the region. Finally, I provide a brief synopsis of 

the empirical chapters that follow.  

 

The Current State of Trust in Law Enforcement 

 

Trust in the Military 

 

Trust in the military is high across countries in the Americas, in line with the long-standing 

regional trend of citizens displaying a high level of trust in the military. In 2023, the country with 

the highest level of trust in the military is El Salvador, where 76 percent of respondents 
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communicate that they trust the military.1 The lowest country is Trinidad and Tobago, where only 

37 percent of respondents report trusting the military. Mexico is the country with the second-

highest level of trust in the military in the region in 2023, at 66 percent of respondents indicating 

that they trust Mexico’s military. This is of note particularly for the third and fourth chapters of 

this project, where I adopt a subnational focus on Mexico. 

 

Figure 1.1. Trust in the Military in the Americas in 2023 

 
The “trust in the military” question is asked on a 1-7 scale, where 1 is not at all, and 7 is a lot. The wording is, “To 
what extent do you trust the armed forces?” For this figure, I recoded the responses so that 1 is that the respondent 
expresses having trust in the military, and 0 is no trust in the military. From the original scale, responses of 1-4 are 
labeled 0, and responses of 5-7 are labeled 1. The 19 countries represented in this figure are El Salvador, Mexico, 
Ecuador, Belize, Chile, Guatemala, Brazil, Honduras, Colombia, Dominican Republic, Paraguay, Peru, Argentina, 

Uruguay, Jamaica, Suriname, Bolivia, Nicaragua, and Trinidad and Tobago. 
 
 

 

 

 
1 The wording of the trust in the military question is, “To what extent do you trust the armed forces?”  
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Trust in the Police 

 

Trust in the police across the region is much lower than trust in the military, on average. 

The country with the highest trust in the police in 2023 is El Salvador, where 69 percent of people 

report trusting the police.2 The country where trust in police is lowest is Bolivia at 19 percent. 

Mexico is in the bottom half of countries surveyed on levels of trust in the police, at 31 percent. 

Several countries in the region display similar disparities between institutional trust in the military 

and the police. Historically in Latin America, trust in military is the second-highest registered in 

terms of institutional trust, after trust in the Catholic Church (Goldfrank and Rowell 2012). The 

diagrams on the following pages visualize these levels of trust. The first figure depicts trust in the 

military in 2023 across the region, while the second figure shows trust in the police for the same 

year. Importantly, several countries display similar disparities between institutional trust in the 

military and the police.  

 
 

 
2 Like trust in the military, trust in the police is asked on a scale of 1-7, where 1 signifies the respondent does not 
trust the police at all, and 7 signifies the respondent trusts the police a lot.  



6 
 

Figure 1.2. Trust in the Police in the Americas in 2023 

 
The “trust in the police” question is asked on a 1-7 scale, where 1 is not at all, and 7 is a lot. The wording is, “To 

what extent do you trust the national police of (country)?” To create this figure, I recoded the responses so that 1 is 
that the respondent expresses having trust in the police, and 0 is no trust in the police. From the original scale, 

responses of 1-4 are labeled 0, and responses of 5-7 are labeled 1. The 24 countries represented in this figure are El 
Salvador, Chile, Haiti, Paraguay, Uruguay, Costa Rica, Brazil, Grenada, Belize, Colombia, Suriname, Ecuador, 

Honduras, Argentina, Guatemala, the Bahamas, Nicaragua, Mexico, Peru, Paraguay, Trinidad and Tobago, Jamaica, 
Dominican Republic, and Bolivia. 

 
 
 
 
Scope Conditions 

 

Latin America is a context marked by high levels of violent crime; organized crime 

syndicates control large swaths of territory (Farah and Babineau 2019).  Several governments in 

the region have responded to crime and insecurity by deploying the military to support the work 

of police. An important scope condition of this project is that the theoretical framework applies to 

contexts 1) affected by organized crime, in which high levels of common crime are also common 

–put differently, contexts where organized and common crime-related insecurity are high; and 2) 

where governments have taken military action to quell high levels of violence, also termed 
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“militarized contexts”. It is possible that we could see similar attitudinal trends in places that do 

not fulfill all three scope conditions; however, I focus on Mexico, a country that meets all three 

conditions, to test my theoretical expectations in Chapter 3 and Chapter 4. For parsimony, 

hereafter, I refer to countries affected by all three dynamics, as the full project’s title suggests, as 

“militarized contexts”.  

 

Context of Analyses 

 

In Chapter 2, I examine drivers of trust in the military and trust in the police with data from 

the Americas. In Chapter 3 and Chapter 4, I adopt a subnational focus on Mexico, to examine these 

research questions within a single national context that is highly militarized.  

Mexico has one of the most militarized public security sectors in the world. Since the 

1970s, Mexico’s military has been used in public security tasks, and since 2000, soldiers have 

regularly been deployed alongside police to fight organized crime (Chavez et al. 2023). In 2006, 

former President Felipe Calderón ordered a large-scale crackdown on criminal organizations that 

culminated in the dissolution of the Federal Police force and the creation of a new institution—the 

National Guard—to continue blending the work of the army with police forces. In line with the 

above literature, a local lawyer in Mexico was quoted as saying about the presence of soldiers 

adding to citizens’ perceptions of security without effectively improving it: “The National Guard 

are the most expensive mannequins in Mexico” (Felbab-Brown 2022).3  

Public opinion data from Mexico reflect higher levels of trust in the military than the 

regional average and lower levels of trust in the police than the regional average. 

 
3 https://www.brookings.edu/articles/crime-and-anti-crime-policies-in-mexico-in-2022-a-bleak-outlook/. 

https://www.brookings.edu/articles/crime-and-anti-crime-policies-in-mexico-in-2022-a-bleak-outlook/
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AmericasBarometer data from 2004 to 2023 show that trust in the military in Mexico hovers 

around 70 percent over time, compared to the upper 50s in the rest of the region. At the same time, 

the data show that Mexico’s citizens trust the police less than the regional average: from 2004 to 

2023, LAPOP data indicate a level of public trust in the police of about 30 percent. Of note, trust 

in the police in Mexico is less stable/more variable from year to year than in the rest of the region. 

While trust in the police hovered at around 30 percent in the late 2000s (2008 to 2012), it dropped 

to a century-low of 20 percent in 2016/2017. Since then, trust in the police in Mexico has increased 

to 31 percent. 

 

Roadmap 

 

In the first empirical chapter, Chapter 2, I synthesize the literatures on trust in the military 

and trust in the police and test the correlates of trust in law enforcement presented in the extant 

literature using survey data from LAPOP Lab from the Americas in 2023. I find support for the 

arguments made in the existing literature: People’s long-term characteristics (which I consider 

psychologically distant attitudinal factors) and experiences (which I consider psychosocially 

proximate attitudinal factors) predict individuals’ trust in both the military and the police; however, 

while distant attitudinal factors appear to be the most predictive of trust in the military, proximate 

attitudinal factors may better predict trust in the police. These findings suggest that people may 

associate distant attitudes with national symbols, like the military, and proximate attitudes with 

local service providers, such as the police. This implies that things that happen to citizens matter 

in their formulation of trust judgments in law enforcement, such that exposure to law enforcement 

might be an important factor in developing institutional trust.  
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In the second empirical chapter, Chapter 3, I take a step back and examine militarization 

from a wider perspective. States do not solely militarize their public security sectors. In fact, in 

recent years, there is a growing trend where states involve the military in delivering public goods 

and services, including disaster relief and construction work (e.g., Chavez et al. 2023). Building 

on empirical evidence that states militarize several societal sectors to varying degrees, I develop a 

two-dimensional framework that connects how exposure to domestic military interventions may 

predict people’s trust judgments in the military and the police. I categorize types of military 

interventions into assistive and coercive, based on the service they set out to deliver. Assistive 

interventions disseminate public goods and services, while coercive interventions provide 

protection and security through the use of force. In the second part of Chapter 3, I test the first 

dimension of this framework: the idea that the type of tasks the military sets out to do on home soil 

may predict citizen trust in law enforcement. I carry out these empirical tests using data from 

LAPOP Lab and two freedom of information requests sent to Mexico’s army. I find weak evidence 

that assistive and coercive actions negatively predict citizen trust in the military but do not predict 

trust in the police. Although my analyses find a weak and small association, they suggest that 

citizens’ trust in security institutions may be malleable, depending on the tasks that law 

enforcement is deployed to carry out.  

Finally, in the third empirical chapter, Chapter 4, I further develop the second dimension 

of the theoretical framework I presented in Chapter 3. I posit that citizens’ trust judgments in the 

military and the police in the context of domestic military interventions can be predicted by the 

degree of exposure and directness of contact that citizens have to domestic military interventions. 

I test these notions using original survey data from an online survey conducted in Mexico in 2021. 

The analyses diverge from the findings of Chapter 3 and reflect that degree of exposure to military 
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personnel, writ large, positively predicts citizen trust in the military. I do not find evidence that 

degree of exposure matters: in other words, I find no evidence that having direct contact with 

military personnel, as opposed to indirect contact in the form of seeing soldiers from afar or solely 

via media, predicts people’s trust in the military or trust in the police.  

Taken together, the analyses in the three empirical chapters yield three cautious 

observations that I wish to engage in future work. First, individuals’ experiences appear to play a 

consequential role in the formation of their trust judgments in the police, but less so in their trust 

judgments in the military. Second, the analyses raise questions about the ability on the part of 

citizens to differentiate between types of military interventions. Third, these analyses provide very 

little evidence that the behavior of members of the military predicts trust in the police. This could 

insinuate that not many people have enough coercive exposure to military personnel to render 

exposure an important factor in developing trust in the military, given that most citizens across 

national geography still do not have exposure to the military. Yet, it could also be that a future 

focus on specific outcomes (e.g., their successes and/or negative externalities) of individual 

military interventions at a finer-grained level of analysis—such as the municipal level—could shed 

better light on how and whether military interventions predict trust in security institutions or other 

political attitudes. 
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2 Comparing Drivers of Trust in Law Enforcement  
in Contexts Affected by Militarization 

 

2.1 Introduction 
 

Since the 1980s, Latin American countries have experienced an epidemic of violent crime, 

stemming from organized criminal group activity and overall insecurity (PAHO 1998; Vilalta 

2020). Leaders in the region have been pressured to simultaneously fight crime, maintain public 

order, and improve citizen security (Muggah 2007; Barnes 2022; Muggah and Aguirre Tobón 

2017). Generally, this has resulted in states having to choose between providing security and 

respecting citizens’ civil liberties. Most states have chosen to pursue security, a decision that has 

led to more violence across the region (Blair and Weintraub 2023; Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2021; 

Pion-Berlin and Carreras 2017; Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2024).  

To fight organized crime and insecurity, several states have employed militarized, mano 

dura (iron-fist) security policies where the military trains or participates alongside, or in place of, 

the police in providing security to the population (e.g., Bailey, Parás, and Vargas 2013; Flores-

Macías 2014; Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2021; Atuesta 2018; Pion-Berlin and Carreras 2017; Celis 

and Pérez Lujan 2017). In countries with militarized public security sectors, soldiers often train 

police forces and provide military equipment to police departments (Flores-Macías and Zarkin 

2021), and members of the armed forces often perform joint security operations alongside the 

police or perform targeted operations in a limited capacity subnationally. In the most militarized 

cases, the armed forces often usurp the police in carrying out security duties altogether (Bailey, 

Parás, and Vargas 2013; Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2021 for a comprehensive review). This 

includes deploying the national military domestically to combat organized and common crime 

(Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2021).  
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To this end, states militarize their public security sectors to differing degrees across Latin 

America:4 While nine Latin American states use their militaries to provide support to the police or 

equip their police forces with military equipment and training, nine others have fully 

“constabularized” their militaries, whereby militaries patrol the streets and are visible to the public 

in carrying out these roles (Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2021).5 6 In several countries with militarized 

public security sectors, the armed forces and the police have come to share an overlapping mandate 

of providing internal (within-country) security, resulting in a widespread increase in the 

subnational participation of the armed forces across the region (Cruz 2016; Flores-Macías and 

Zarkin 2021).7  

Despite this shared mandate, which often sees the military and the police fill identical roles, 

there is a marked disparity between citizens’ trust in the military and their trust in the police across 

the region (Bailey, Parás, and Vargas 2013; Pion-Berlin and Carreras 2017; Sung, Capellan, and 

Barthuly 2024). Evidence indicates that, while the military boasts high levels of public support 

across the region over time—on average about 60 percent in most countries—the police have a 

 
4 Flores-Macías and Zarkin (2021) identify 18 countries in their study on militarization as being part of Latin America: 
Colombia, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Venezuela, 
Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Costa Rica (with no military but a militarized civilian police force), Panama, 
Paraguay, Peru, and Uruguay. 
5 According to Flores-Macías and Zarkin (2021), “constabularized” countries—in other words, countries that use their 
armed forces alongside police in sustained law enforcement tasks across their territories—include Colombia, 
Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, and Venezuela. The less 
militarized countries include Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Costa Rica, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, and Uruguay. 
Although Costa Rica does not have a military, it provides its police forces with military training, which Flores-Macías 
and Zarkin (2021) refer to as “militarized civilian police”.  
6 Despite the fact that soldiers are visible while carrying out these tasks, survey data indicate that there is a low 
collective level of awareness of the tasks the military is carrying out, and the effects and implications of those duties, 
particularly in Mexico (Zizumbo-Colunga and Frost, working paper).  
7 It is important to note that militarization does not solely comprise coercive tasks. In Mexico, for example, more than 
30 duties formerly under the purview of civil authorities now fall under the mandate of the armed forces. These duties 
include building public works and infrastructure projects, administering vaccines, building hospitals and schools, and 
guarding oil pipelines. https://www.infobae.com/america/mexico/2021/01/04/la-inquietante-militarizacion-de-
mexico-amlo-le-ha-dado-poder-al-ejercito-en-30-tareas/. 

https://www.infobae.com/america/mexico/2021/01/04/la-inquietante-militarizacion-de-mexico-amlo-le-ha-dado-poder-al-ejercito-en-30-tareas/
https://www.infobae.com/america/mexico/2021/01/04/la-inquietante-militarizacion-de-mexico-amlo-le-ha-dado-poder-al-ejercito-en-30-tareas/
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lower level of trust, of around 40 percent,8 and this pattern has held since the start of the 21st 

century (LAPOP 2004-2023).9 From an empirical perspective, this fact is unsurprising: in several 

countries, organized criminal groups and gangs have infiltrated police departments at all levels of 

law enforcement (local and national), implicating police officers in corruption and illicit activities 

(Croci 2023; Sánchez and Cruz 2023; Lessing 2018). In the process, governments have de-funded 

police departments and used those resources to fund further militarization (Croci 2023; Ventura, 

Ley, and Cantú 2024). Although we have evidence that there is a lack of public and governmental 

backing for police forces in the region, we lack theoretical explanations of these demonstrated 

empirical patterns across the two institutions (the military and the police), as the literatures on trust 

in the military and trust in the police remain largely topically siloed.10 Do the same correlates 

explain trust in both law enforcement institutions in militarized contexts? 

This paper asks, what are the determinants of citizen support for the military and the police, 

particularly in countries with militarized public security sectors? Across scholarship that examines 

trust in the military and trust in the police, there are a number of different factors that have been 

identified as potentially important (e.g., for trust in the military, see Garb and Malesic (2016) and 

Segal and Blair (1976); for trust in the police, see Tyler (2003), Tyler (2006), and Sunshine and 

Tyler (2003)). Research suggests that trust in the military and trust in the police are driven by 

similar characteristics of individual citizens, including their long-term characteristics and political 

leanings, and more immediate personal experiences. However, little work exists that compares the 

 
8 In other words, 40 percent of citizens express that they trust the military from 5-7 on a 1-7 scale where 1 is not at all 
and 7 is a lot. 
9 These statistics come from LAPOP AmericasBarometer Country Surveys from 2004, 2006, 2008, 2010, 2012, 2014, 
2016/17, 2018/19, and 2023. Trust in the military peaks in the region in 2016/17, at 62 percent, and hits a low in 2023 
of 54 percent. Trust in the police peaks in the region in 2004, at 44 percent, and hits a low in 2008 of 36 percent. The 
largest disparity in trust between the institutions is in 2016/17 at a 22-percentage point difference.  
10 While there is a vast, cogent scholarship on trust in the police from Criminology, studies on trust in the military can 
be found in several areas of Political Science, particularly in public opinion and political psychology. 
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determinants of public trust in both institutions.11 In contexts where states are strapped for 

resources, comparing the levels of public trust in the two institutions is an especially important 

endeavor for policymaking, particularly in states where the two institutions share one mandate and 

compete for funding from national and/or local governments.   

In addition, most existing studies that explain trust in the military and trust in the police 

use data and evidence from high income countries or non-democracies.12 While this focus on 

extreme political and economic cases highlights how law enforcement actions may predict public 

attitudes, it might not explain the empirical pattern we see in Latin America13 of high military-

police coordination and high disparities in trust in institutions in the realm of security (LAPOP 

2004-2023).14 For example, in several high income countries, there are laws against deploying the 

military domestically,15 so the military does not fill the role of domestic service provider alongside 

the police. Therefore, in those places, trust in the military and trust in the police might not find 

 
11 A small group of empirical studies examines the disparity in trust between the military and police. They argue that 
this disparity in trust stems from the fact that citizens make a relative comparison between the performance of the two 
institutions. Specifically, citizens view the military as the best available—but not necessarily the ideal—option to fight 
organized and common crime, due to the perceived incompetence, corruption, and lack of willingness of police forces 
to fight these complex problems (Bailey, Parás, and Vargas 2013; Pion-Berlin and Carreras 2017; Flores-Macías and 
Zarkin 2021). These notions have been demonstrated empirically, but not much attention has been given to developing 
theoretical reasons behind these relationships, save for Bailey, Parás, and Vargas 2013; Pion-Berlin and Carreras 2017; 
and Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2021, 2024). While the goal of this chapter is to test existing theoretical explanations, 
I am interested in examining this disparity in trust in more depth in future research. 
12 Some recent studies adopt a regional focus on Latin America, but these studies do not tend to theorize in detail about 
why we see these patterns in institutional trust (e.g., Bailey, Parás, and Vargas 2013; Pion-Berlin and Carreras 2017). 
Flores-Macías and Zarkin (2023) conduct a forced-choice, image-based conjoint experiment on support for the 
military versus the police in Mexico, and they theorize that citizen perceptions of capability of law enforcement 
underlies people’s trust in both institutions. However, while their theoretical framework posits that citizens’ hardline 
attitudes underlie trust in law enforcement, their empirical analyses point to people’s preference for military and 
National Guard uniforms over police uniforms due to a capability mechanism (i.e., military uniforms and heavy 
weaponry make citizens feel more secure, so they trust the military more than they trust the police). 
13 According to data collected by LAPOP Lab (the AmericasBarometer Country Survey, in 2004, 2006, 2008, 2010, 
2012, 2014, 2016/17, 2018/19, and 2023). 
14 It is important to note that several countries in Latin America do not display this pattern in having a trust disparity 
between institutions, such as El Salvador, which has high public trust in both. Other countries display an opposite 
pattern in trust, such that the police are highly trusted by the public, but the military is not. Countries that were formerly 
military dictatorships, such as Chile and Argentina, display this latter pattern in recent history. 
15 An example of such a law is the Posse Comitatus Act in the United States, signed in 1878, which limits federal 
authority to use the armed forces domestically within the country to enforce policy. 
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origins in the same covariates; differences may not lie in relative comparisons of the two 

institutions, as they do not perform the same tasks.  

In terms of making comparisons between trust in the military and trust in the police, leaders 

in non-democracies tend to use their militaries internally more often than their democratic 

counterparts, and the deployment of the military does not depend as much on public opinion 

(Odhiambo 2014). Thus, one could expect that the relationship between trust in the military and 

trust in the police would differ by regime type. By extension, we largely lack theoretically 

grounded explanations of what attitudes, experiences, or contextual factors undergird trust in law 

enforcement in democracies in medium and lower income contexts, precisely where public 

security is most likely to be militarized. On the one hand, perhaps the determinants of trust in the 

military and trust in the police are indeed different and originate in disparate individual-level 

characteristics and experiences; on the other hand, perhaps our comparisons suffer from siloing 

different types of research across fields in the social sciences, so we lack theoretical focus and 

empirical comparison of attitudes across institutions.  

In this paper, I assess several correlates of trust in the military and trust in the police that 

are identified in the existing literature, and I examine trust in the military and trust in the police in 

comparative perspective. First, I provide a review of several extant theoretical arguments that 

underpin explanations of trust in law enforcement in existing scholarship. Second, I test these 

attitudinal drivers using individual-level, nationally representative public opinion data from the 

LAPOP Lab AmericasBarometer from the Americas in the year 2023. I find that both trust in the 

military and trust in the police are determined by similar attitudinal factors. However, the empirical 

tests I present in this chapter find that correlates that could be categorized as long-term personal 
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characteristics are associated with higher levels of trust in the military, while shorter-term 

experiential attitudes are associated with elevated levels of trust in the police.  

In setting the stage for future conversations about mediators underlying these relationships, 

the findings of this analysis suggest that pride in the political system under which an individual 

lives and feelings of (in)security could be the strongest predictors of trust in law enforcement, and 

they could mediate the relationship between characteristics, experiences, and trust.  

This project could have implications for studies of trust in law enforcement in places where 

institutions fill the dual roles of protecting populations affected by insecurity and repressing active 

challenges to state authority. In such contexts, if citizens’ long-term characteristics and 

experiences—in general and with law enforcement—influence institutional trust, more focus is 

needed on what types of interactions garner certain attitudes, especially in contexts highly affected 

by militarization of the public security sector.16 

Understanding trust in law enforcement may also highlight where, when, and what types 

of individuals are likely to 1) refuse to comply with the police but comply with the military or vice 

versa, given a lack of trust in one security-providing institution or another; or 2) defect from formal 

law enforcement altogether and opt for nonstate security providers, such as organized criminal 

groups, private security contractors, and vigilante groups (Börzel and Risse 2016; Buthe 2004; 

Krahmann 2005), given an overall disillusionment with security-providing institutions. In 

addition, these attitudes can indicate support for leadership, and this support may at least partially 

dictate where resources are placed—i.e., what security-related policy areas are prioritized, 

especially in democracies, which typically respond to public opinion when it involves the use of 

the military (Hartley and Russett 1992; Page and Shapiro 1983).  

 
16 The following chapter explores this question, using data on law enforcement interventions internally in Mexico to 
examine public trust in the military and the police. 



17 
 

2.2 Theoretical Framework 
 

 
The conventional wisdom on political trust is that it is a contract between the state and 

citizens, key to establishing and maintaining social order in society (Durkheim 1973). It is a 

domain-specific relationship between citizens and their governments (Citrin and Stoker 2018): in 

other words, citizens view an actor or institution as trustworthy and capable of providing the goods 

they are charged with providing. Political trust is generally categorized into two types: diffuse—

support for a regime’s institutions writ large, or specific—support for current authorities (Easton 

1975). Political trust underscores the degree to which citizens confer legitimacy on authorities, and 

as a result, influences the public’s willingness to follow the laws and authority created by those 

authorities (Hough et al. 2010; Citrin and Stoker 2018; Tyler and Jackson 2013). Building on this 

research, I define trust in law enforcement as the willingness of the public to confer legitimacy 

unto the law enforcement institutions that provide national and internal (subnational) security.  

 

Existing Explanations for Trust in Law Enforcement 
 
 
 The scholarly wisdom on trust in law enforcement originates in several fields of social 

science, most prevalently, Political Science and Criminology. Within Political Science, studies 

from the subfields of comparative politics and US (American) politics, and the topical areas of 

political psychology and public opinion provide explanations for public trust in the military. Within 

Criminology, there is a large group of studies that focus on policing institutions and public trust. 

The literatures on trust in the military and trust in the police have been siloed for several decades, 

given their origins in the two different fields of social science. I discuss each in turn below and 
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provide a summary of how existing research informs the test of existing literature that I conduct 

in this paper.  

 

Trust in the Military 
 
 

The literature that examines the determinants of trust in the military is vast and varied, and 

it largely lacks consensus on a single set of correlates that undergird public trust in the institution. 

Broadly, the existing scholarship suggests that there are three categories of determinants of an 

individual’s level of trust in the military: 1) long-term characteristics; 2) personal experiences; and 

3) the attitudes that mediate characteristics or personal experiences and trust judgments.17  

Prior scholarship suggests that long-term characteristics—or political leanings acquired 

over the long term—underlie trust in the military (Lotito and Joyce 2024). In most democracies, 

citizens lack exposure to military personnel and military action; thus, they must rely on their own 

informational cues to formulate opinions about the institution (Druckman 2001; Zizumbo-Colunga 

and Martínez-Velasco 2021). Consequently, individuals’ demographic characteristics may take 

precedence in influencing institutional trust.  

In terms of characteristics, a person’s long-term characteristics may predict the degree to 

which they trust the military. A wealth of research shows that age, education, political pride, party 

identity, and personality traits influence people’s level of trust in the institution (there is a robust 

literature on this topic: see Johnston Conover and Sapiro 1993; Montalvo 2009; Abouzzohour and 

Yousef 2023; Margulies and Blankshain 2022; Pop-Eleches and Tucker 2020; Kershner and 

 
17 A large body of research demonstrates that personal psychology influences people’s trust in the military. In this 
context, psychology includes the study of emotions, perceptions, and heuristics (informational shortcuts to form 
opinions). In maintaining theoretical and empirical parsimony, and in line with the existing research, I consider 
psychological factors mediating variables (as opposed to theoretical schools) in the relationship between personal 
characteristics and trust in the military, and experiences and the military. The psychological determinants of trust 
factor into my theories, but I leave it to future iterations of these projects to test these mediators. 
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Harding 2019; Garrett 2009; Huddy and Khatib 2007; Mondak et al. 2017; Robertson 2023; 

Miklikowska 2012; Sibley and Duckitt 2008; van Hiel et al. 2000; Baker and Oneal 2001). 

Although a broad category in the literature, personal characteristics can be captured via direct 

questions about group identities, such as political party, and about policy positions. They can also 

be captured indirectly, by way of demographic factors that capture innate or socialized influences 

on attitudes.  

Specifically, the extant scholarship suggests that men and older individuals, as well as 

individuals with fewer years of education, hold the military in higher regard (Montalvo 2009; 

Johnston Conover and Shapiro 1993). Scholars theorize that this is largely due to the formation of 

patriotic attitudes, where cultural context plays a large role. For example, in societies that value 

patriotism, there are patterns of higher public trust in the military (Baker and Oneal 2001; Huddy 

and Khatib 2007). In these contexts, individuals who are male, conservative, and with fewer years 

of education are more likely to be patriotic (Johnston Conover and Shapiro 1993). This is 

connected theoretically and empirically to a higher level of trust in the military—especially in the 

US context, a prominent symbol of national strength (Kim et al. 1992). This research also suggests 

that gender and socialization influence attitudes: women tend to reflect more pacifist attitudes than 

men and tend to prefer international solutions that involve cooperation over conflict (Johnston 

Conover and Shapiro 1993).  

In addition, those with punitive inclinations toward criminal punishment and who rank high 

on authoritarianism—in other words, people who communicate or display authoritarian attitudes—

tend to trust the military to a greater extent than people who do not display those attitudes 

(Bothwell and Kennison 2014). Political party identification also plays a role. Particularly in the 

US and Europe, those with more conservative ideologies who support conservative/right-wing 
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political parties indicate higher trust in the military (Albrecht et al. 2022; Burbach 2019; Krebs 

and Ralston 2021; Robinson 2019; Abouzzohour and Yousef 2023; Altemeyer 2007; García-

Rivero 2022). The reasoning behind this is also linked to patriotism: conservative individuals are 

more likely to be drawn to national symbols of strength, which patriotism exemplifies (Bothwell 

and Kennison 2014; Johnston Conover and Shapiro 1993).  

Second, scholarship demonstrates that a person’s life experiences are associated with the 

degree to which they trust the military (Margulies and Blankshain 2022; Allport 1954; Brown and 

Hewstone 2005). On a macro level, the existing scholarship indicates that people display higher 

trust in the military in countries with strong national democratic institutions. To that end, when 

people feel that they live in an accountable and transparent democratic system, they convey higher 

trust in the military (Garb 2015; Inglehart and García Pardo 1988; Holsti et al. 1992). Other daily 

life experiences predict trust in the military based on the valence the experiences carry—i.e., 

whether a person experiences them as positive or negative. For example, economic wellbeing is 

associated with high trust in institutions writ large (Montalvo 2009; Park 2017). It could be that 

favorable economic conditions add to an overall sense of security, which increases institutional 

trust.18  

Much of the existing literature suggests that, lacking meaningful exposure to military 

personnel, citizens react to messaging they receive about the military. In these low-information 

contexts, citizens know little about the performance and responsibilities of the military (Zizumbo-

Colunga and Martínez-Velasco 2021), so they must rely on heuristics—informational shortcuts—

and other emotions to formulate trust judgments. In support of this notion, several studies examine 

 
18 It is important to note here that the current theorizing and analyses do not consider the quality of experiences 
people have with the military, though it is important to consider the quality of interactions in future research as a 
third dimension that could predict trust judgments.  
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how mass media portrayals of the military can affect attitudes. The mass media can shape 

perceptions of military actions through the promotion of specific frames, which may influence 

how the public views the military’s intentions, effectiveness, and trustworthiness (Druckman 2001; 

Iyengar and Kinder 2010). 

 
 
Trust in the Police 
 
 

In contrast to the varied nature of the literature on trust in the military, there is a clearer 

consensus in Criminology literature on the determinants of trust in the police. Two theoretical 

approaches explain individuals’ levels of trust in the police: the police effectiveness model 

(outcomes-based) and the procedural justice model (process-based) (Tyler 2011; Jackson et al. 

2011). In contrast to the long-term nature of citizens’ trust judgments toward the military, both 

approaches that explain trust in the police rely on exposure to the police as a central mechanism 

that connects how police behavior affects the formation of public trust in the institution, based on 

citizens’ ability to track police procedures and performance.  

The police effectiveness model suggests that the outcomes of policing decisions are 

fundamental to how people formulate their attitudes toward the police. In other words, this school 

is focused mainly on how people judge police performance and “output” (in other words, policy 

deliverables), stemming from the consequences of police behavior (e.g., Jackson et al. 2011, Tyler 

2011; Sun et al. 2013). An implication of this theoretical approach is that people tend to register 

lower levels of trust in police when they are concerned with crime, violence, and insecurity. As 

crime rates rise—and crime rates are what some people see as an indicator of police performance—

people often feel unsafe and blame the police for doing a poor job at providing protection and 

security (Tyler 1990, 2011).  
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The competing, and most widely supported, model that explains citizens’ trust in the police 

is the procedural justice model—also called the police fairness model. This model focuses on the 

process by which police fill their mandate; specifically, how people perceive that police treat 

citizens (Tyler 1990, 2011; Tyler and Huo 2002; Hawdon 2008; Bradford et al. 2014). This 

comprises normative judgments about whether the police are perceived to treat people fairly, act 

with transparency, and follow rules and laws (Tyler 1990, 2011). In effect, individuals base their 

trust in the police by treating individual members of the police as representatives of the institution 

and judging whether the police are meeting expectations about how police are supposed to 

perform, in their personal view. In other words, if citizens perceive that they are being treated with 

respect and dignity by the police, they tend to register higher trust judgments in the police, and the 

opposite if they feel that the police violate their rights or the rights of those they care about 

(Sargeant et al. 2017). There is more evidence in the literature that supports this model than the 

police effectiveness model (Mazerolle et al. 2013; Sargeant 2017).  

This discussion suggests that people’s personal experiences and witnessing of police 

performance—in other words, their experiences that result from being exposed to the police—

should underlie their level of trust in the institution. Specifically, negative experiences should 

dampen trust in the police, while positive interactions could predict more positive shifts in 

attitudes, or not affect attitudes at all. Recent studies suggest that the effects of exposure to the 

police on trust are mixed: While some scholarship finds ample evidence that negative experiences 

with police result in negative attitudes (Reisig and Parks 2000; Dai et al. 2011), studies also suggest 

that positive experiences do not necessarily result in positive attitudinal shifts. This could be for 

two reasons. First, as Skogan (2006) suggests, perhaps there is no such thing as good contact with 

police in insecure contexts, as people have negative priors about the trustworthiness of the 
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institution that are difficult to update through brief exposure alone. Second, perhaps any exposure 

to police reminds people of bad experiences they have had, so these negative emotions translate 

into negative trust judgments. In any case, while it is still unclear in the literature as to whether 

positive experiences increase trust in the police,19 scholars argue that negative interactions breed 

negative attitudinal results (Tyler and Hou 2002).  

Some studies on trust in the police focus on personal characteristics, and there is some 

overlap with studies of attitudes toward the military in terms of the correlates of trust in the two 

institutions. Political conservatism (Benson 1982; Cao et al. 1998; Cao and Zhao 2005); age 

(Weitzer and Tuch 2005); and male gender are all positively correlated with trust in the police. 

Education differs from trust in the military, in that studies find positive and negative associations 

between levels of education on trust in the police (for a positive association, Brandl et al. 1994; 

Murty et al. 1990; for a negative association, Gabbidon and Higgins 2009; Stack and Cao 1998), 

while other studies do not find an association at all (Cao and Zhao 2005). 

Comparing mechanisms across literatures, between trust in the police and trust in the 

military, some scholarship on trust in the military suggests that citizens undergo a process of 

judging military performance that resembles their process of judging police performance, as 

exemplified by the police effectiveness model. These studies suggest that trust in the military is 

driven by individuals’ performance evaluations of military actions, including perceptions of 

military efficiency and professionalism (Burbach 2019; King and Karabell 2003; Lerner and 

Keltner 2000). Related work on this subject suggests support for the procedural justice (police 

fairness) model—that people render more trust in the military the more ethical and transparent 

 
19 For example, Karim (2020) argues that exposure to police officers can improve citizens’ trust in the police 
through repeated positive contact. 
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they perceive that the military behaves, as well as the institution’s perceived use of resources (e.g., 

Gelpi 2017).  

Most recently, and providing support for the procedural justice model, scholarship has 

focused on citizens’ perceptions of military competence as an important driver of trust in the 

military. Flores-Macías and Zarkin (2023) use the level of armament of security officials to proxy 

military competence in an image-based experiment to measure individuals’ trust in the military 

vis-a-vis the police. They find people tend to equate heavy arms with law enforcement that is more 

competent than law enforcement without heavy arms, particularly in the context of Mexico, where 

they conducted this experiment (Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2023). This discussion of the many 

correlates that are associated with trust in the military and trust in the police leads to the following 

hypotheses: 

 

H1: In militarized contexts, a person’s long-term characteristics and experiences predict 

their level of trust in the military.  

 

H2: In militarized contexts, a person’s long-term characteristics and experiences predict 

their level of trust in the police. 
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Comparing Drivers of Trust Across Institutions 
 
 

In comparing the mechanisms linking attitudinal drivers to trust in law enforcement across 

the military and the police, existing studies on trust in the police rely on more exposure-based 

explanations than studies of trust in the military. In other words, police are the public-facing arm 

of the justice system in most countries (Christiani and Shoub 2022); hence, citizens have access to 

representative members of the institution and can make judgments based on what they see or hear 

(first-hand or second-hand), without a need to rely on media narratives or heuristics, or to fall back 

on long-term characteristics that might make them likely to hold certain judgments about the 

institutions.  

This suggests that daily experiences appear to come into play when citizens formulate trust 

judgments in the police to a greater extent than the long-term characteristics that aid in formulating 

their trust judgments in the military. In explaining this process, it could be that more recent, 

relevant, and proximate interactions are less cognitively demanding for people to process, being 

fresh in mind than information that is in the past, irrelevant, or distant from a person.  

In sum, on the one hand, there are distant attitudinal factors that may matter for citizens to 

render trust judgments, such as pride, support for democracy, and views on crime policy, and 

political leanings that individuals are socialized into. These factors ought to predict trust in law 

enforcement and may be more consequential to institutions connected to symbols and policies 

associated with the national government—i.e., the military. On the other hand, there are real-life 

experiences that people have. Some of these experiences are direct experiences, which could be 

positive or negative, and some of which are indirect experiences. In terms of indirect experiences, 

individuals may give higher evaluations of incumbent institutions when they find themselves better 

off financially, such that there is reason to expect a variety of experience-relevant variables to 
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shape views of law enforcement. Yet, perhaps, people are more likely to make such attributions 

the more proximate or relevant the law enforcement institution seems to be to their personal 

situation, such that these factors might be more relevant to trust in the police.  

The extant bodies of scholarship on trust in the military and trust in the police overlap in 

how people judge institutional performance and treatment of civilians. However, in most countries, 

even in countries where the public security sector is militarized, people have comparatively less 

exposure to the military than to the police. These arguments can be summarized in the following 

hypotheses: 

 

H3: In militarized contexts, distant attitudinal factors predict an individual’s level of trust 

in the military to a greater extent than proximate attitudinal factors. 

 

H4: In militarized contexts, distant attitudinal factors predict an individual’s level of trust 

in the police to a lesser degree than proximate attitudinal factors.  

 

 

2.3 Empirical Analyses 
 
 
Data  
 

To test the above hypotheses, I use 2023 LAPOP Lab AmericasBarometer survey data that 

capture public trust in law enforcement across the Americas. LAPOP data are individual-level, 

nationally and regionally representative public opinion data within countries. The 

AmericasBarometer survey has a long history in the Americas: 2023 marked its tenth round of data 

collection and a return to conducting the survey largely in person for the first time since the start 
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of the Covid-19 pandemic.20 Broadly, questions on the survey ask respondents about their attitudes 

toward politics, economics, and social issues, with a goal of measuring democratic attitudes across 

Latin America, the Caribbean, and North America. The questions about trust in law enforcement 

have been asked since the 2004 round of the AmericasBarometer. 

 

Dependent Variables 

 

For this study, the dependent variables are trust in the military and trust in the police. I 

operationalize these variables using LAPOP Lab AmericasBarometer data from 2023. In the 

AmericasBarometer data, these variables are each measured on a seven-point scale, where 1 

signifies “do not trust at all” and 7 represents “trust a lot”. In these analyses, I choose to preserve 

the original coding of the variables, such that 1 represents a lack of trust in the institution and 7 

represents a lot of trust in the institution on the part of the survey respondent.  

I focus on the year 2023 due to how militarization increased during the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Several countries in the region used their militaries internally during Covid, to aid in delivering 

public health services and maintaining social order throughout the pandemic (Kalkman 2020; 

GIGA 2023). The latter task included imposing curfews and ensuring citizens obeyed public heath 

laws and emergency decrees. Thus, militarization across the region is at an historic high post-2021 

(Giroux and Filippakou 2021). Since I wish to capture public attitudes in the current period, as 

opposed to before or during the pandemic, I work with the AmericasBarometer data solely for the 

year 2023.  

 

 
20 Except for the Haiti and Nicaragua, which were conducted by phone, and the US and Canada, which were 
collected online.  
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Table 2.1. Summary of Hypotheses 
 
Hypothesis Expectation Role in Tests 

H1 In militarized contexts, a person’s long-term 
characteristics and experiences predict their level 
of trust in the military. 

Establish baseline relationship 
between correlates suggested in 
existing literature  

H2 In militarized contexts, a person’s long-term 
characteristics and experiences predict their level 
of trust in the police. 

Establish baseline relationship 
between correlates suggested in 
existing literature 

H3 In militarized contexts, distant attitudinal factors 
predict an individual’s level of trust in the 
military to a greater extent than proximate 
attitudinal factors. 

Compare between sets of correlates 

H4 In militarized contexts, distant attitudinal factors 
predict an individual’s level of trust in the police 
to a lesser degree than proximate attitudinal 
factors. 

Compare between sets of correlates 

 
 
 
Operationalizing Characteristics and Experiences 
 

Independent Variables 

 

 The literatures on trust in the military and trust in the police identify several characteristics 

that undergird trust in the military and trust in the police. In the empirical analyses that follow, I 

measure each of these explanatory variables with a survey question. I detail how these are 

measured below. To test whether long-term characteristics (distant attitudinal factors) and 

experiences (proximate attitudinal factors) predict trust in the military (H1) and trust in the police 

(H2), I select explanatory variables that represent respondent’s characteristics and personal 

experiences that are represented in the literature on trust in the military and trust in the police. To 

test which correlates have the greatest effect on citizens’ trust judgments in the military (H3) and 
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police (H4), I consider characteristics and experiences as two separate empirical categories: distant 

attitudinal factors and proximate attitudinal factors.  

Studies on trust in the military suggest that older individuals tend to trust the military more 

than younger individuals, and scholarship on trust in the police follows similar patterns (Dai and 

Johnson 2009; Garcia and Cao 2005). I capture age with a survey question from the 

AmericasBarometer 2023. On the survey, age is a write-in question, where the interviewer asks 

the respondent the open-ended question, “How old are you?” I recode age so that it is grouped into 

six categories (0-6): 18-25, 26-35, 36-45, 46-55, 56-65, and 66+. Although the hypotheses I 

outlined above are agnostic to the direction of the relationships, in line with previous literature, we 

would expect that respondents will display higher levels of trust in the police and military as they 

increase in the age category.                                                                                                                                                                                                        

In addition, the extant scholarship on trust in the military and trust in the police identifies 

gender as a determinant of levels of trust in those institutions. Following the conventional wisdom, 

I operationalize gender with an AmericasBarometer 2023 question that asks, “For statistical 

purposes, could you please tell me your gender?” While there are three choices in the 2023 

AmericasBarometer—man, woman, and other—only 0.13 percent of the full pooled 2023 

AmericasBarometer (in other words, 0.13 percent of respondents in Latin America and the 

Caribbean) dataset selected “did not identify in a binary gender category”. Therefore, I recoded 

gender to comprise two categories (for the purposes of these analyses), with the baseline being 

female. I expect men to demonstrate higher levels of trust in the military. Some studies note that 

women display higher levels of trust in the police (Lai and Zhao 2010). Therefore, I expect men 

to display a higher level of trust in the military than women, and women to display a higher level 

of trust in the police than men.  
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 Several studies argue that general trust in the political system explains some of the variation 

in trust in the military (Garb 2015; Inglehart and García Pardo 1988; Holsti et al. 1992), with 

people expressing higher levels of trust in the system also displaying a higher level of trust the 

police.  

In the empirical tests that follow, level of trust/pride in the political system is proxied by a 

question that asks, “To what extent do feel proud living under our political system?” It is assumed 

by context that the political system refers to the national political system of the country in which 

the survey respondent is nested. This question is measured on a 1 to 7 scale where 1 indicates that 

the respondent does not trust the political system at all, and 7 indicates that they trust the political 

system a lot.  

The conventional wisdom also maintains that citizens who convey democratic attitudes—

proxied by level of democratic support—display higher trust in law enforcement, for reasons in 

line with the argument about pride in the system (McCarthy et al. 2024). In this study, I 

operationalize this concept using a survey question. Level of democratic support is a question that 

asks, “Democracy might have its problems, but it is the best political system. To what extent do 

you agree or disagree with this statement?” Answers are measured on a 1-7 scale, where 1 signifies 

“completely disagree” and 7 is “completely agree”. Based on previous scholarship, we would 

expect support for democracy to correlate with trust in both institutions (Garb and Malešič 2016).  

I also select a series of explanatory variables that capture personal experiences. 

Specifically, I use the following as predictors: corruption victimization, crime victimization, 

insecurity, economic situation, employment status, social trust, and geography (urban vs. rural). In 

testing H1 and H2, I consider all the above personal characteristics variables in full models with 

all covariates. In the second set of tests, of H3 and H4, I categorize the covariates into two groups—



31 
 

personal characteristics, which represent distant attitudinal factors, and experiences, which 

represent proximate attitudinal factors—and compare their statistical significance and effect size. 

Here, more distant attitudinal factors are proxied by long-term characteristics or political leanings 

that people have or have been socialized into, that do not typically require individuals much 

thought on a day-to-day basis. More proximate attitudinal factors are events or experiences that 

evoke thought on a more immediate basis, such as concrete events that have happened to a person. 

Existing scholarship suggests that being victimized by agents of the state could lead to a 

dampening in citizen trust in that institution (Seligson 2006). I operationalize this victimization 

using two survey items. Corruption victimization is a two-component index that measures whether 

the survey respondent has been victimized by a police officer or a government employee in the 

last twelve months. It takes the value of 1 if the respondent answers “yes” to either component and 

0 otherwise. Again, although the sign and strength of these relationships is not being tested directly 

in this paper, one can imagine that maltreatment or victimization by an agent of the state could be 

negatively correlated with trust in the military and trust in the police.  

Studies suggest that crime victimization is associated with lower trust in the police, though 

the relationship between being the victim of a crime and trust in the military is less clear (e.g., 

Singer et al. 2019). I operationalize crime victimization with a survey question from the 

AmericasBarometer 2023 that asks, “[Now, changing the subject,] Have you been a victim of any 

type of crime in the past 12 months? That is, have you been a victim of robbery, burglary, assault, 

fraud, blackmail, extortion, violent threats or any other type of crime in the past 12 months?” It is 

a dichotomous measure; 1 for “yes” and 0 for “no”. Based on the previous literature, we would 

expect that crime victimization could lead to a dampening in trust in the police, with no effect on 

trust in the military (Singer et al. 2019).  
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Likewise, feelings of insecurity have been shown to dampen trust in the police. I 

operationalize this concept with a survey question from the 2023 AmericasBarometer. Insecurity 

captures whether the respondent feels safe in their neighborhood. It is worded, “Speaking of the 

neighborhood 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?” It is measured on a four-point 

ordinal scale, where 1 is “very safe” and 4 is “very unsafe”. In line with previous studies, 

individuals who feel unsafe will likely reflect negative views of police (Reid et al. 2020).  

Previous studies suggest that trust in institutions increases in better economic times 

(Torrente et al. 2019). I operationalize this using a survey question from the AmericasBarometer 

2023, economic situation, which captures whether the respondent feels that they are moving in the 

right direction economically over the past year; in other words, if economic times are good. It is 

worded, “Do you think that your economic situation is better than, the same as, or worse than it 

was 12 months ago?” In the survey, the question is asked on a 1-3 scale, where 1 is (comparatively) 

“better”, 2 is “the same”, and 3 is (comparatively) “worse”. I reverse the 1-3 scale and label 0 

“worse”, 0.5 “the same”, and 1 “better”. Related scholarship holds that good economic times are 

correlated with higher trust in institutions; thus, we can predict that a respondent’s comparatively 

better economic situation could increase their trust in the military and trust in the police (Salazar-

Tobar and Rengifo 2023). Along the same lines, employment status is a 1-0 indicator of whether 

the respondent is currently employed. In line with expectations about good economic times, a 

respondent’s being employed should positively correlate with their trust in both institutions (e.g., 

Wroe 2014).  

Related work maintains that social capital increases trust in the police (Sun, Hu, and Wu 

2012). I capture social capital by examining social trust; specifically, I use a survey question from 
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the AmericasBarometer 2023 survey that measures a respondent’s perceptions of whether the 

people around them are trustworthy. The question is worded, “And speaking of the people from 

around here, would you say that people in this community are very trustworthy, somewhat 

trustworthy, not very trustworthy or untrustworthy...?” It is measured on a 1-4 ordinal scale, which 

is recoded so that higher values indicate more trust. In line with previous studies, people who trust 

those around them are more likely to display higher levels of trust in institutions (Han, Sun, and 

Hu 2017). Therefore, we could expect social trust to be positively correlated with trust in the 

military and trust in the police.  

 Finally, in previous studies, geography has been shown to matter for individuals’ levels of 

trust in the police (e.g., Wang and Sun 2020; Elfversson et al. 2024). According to these studies, 

urban respondents can be expected to trust the police less than their rural counterparts. I capture 

the geography of a respondent with a measure that records whether the respondent lives in an 

urban or rural area; urban respondent is coded 1 if they live in an urban area and 0 if not. The 

table below contains summary statistics for the variables included in the models.  
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Table 2.2. Summary Statistics for Relevant Variables 

Variable  Obs.  Mean  Std. Dev.  Min  Max 
 Trust in Military 29115 4.444 1.991 1 7 
 Trust in Police 40284 3.826 1.989 1 7 
 Age 42994 3.15 3.337 1 96 
 Gender 42448 .495 .5 0 1 
 Level of Education 38727 3.606 1.588 0 6 
 Support for Democracy 41741 4.812 1.815 1 7 
 Pride in Political System 40004 3.907 2.03 1 7 
 Urban (Geography) 38823 .67 .47 0 1 
 Employed Status 42626 .515 .5 0 1 
 Economic Situation 37042 .352 .375 0 1 
 Corruption Victimization 36243 .138 .345 0 1 
 Crime Victimization 42911 .216 .412 0 1 
 Insecurity 40898 2.272 1.024 1 4 
 Social Trust 41035 2.746 .931 1 4 
 

 
 
Estimation Strategy  
 
 

In terms of case selection of the data used in the empirical analyses, there are 16 countries 

in the trust in the military models: Mexico, Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Colombia, Ecuador, 

Bolivia, Peru, Paraguay, Chile, Uruguay, Brazil, Argentina, Dominican Republic, Jamaica, 

Trinidad and Tobago, Belize, and Suriname.21 There are 22 countries in the trust in the police 

models: Mexico, Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Costa Rica, Panama, Colombia, Ecuador, 

Bolivia, Peru, Paraguay, Chile, Uruguay, Brazil, Argentina, Dominican Republic, Jamaica, 

Trinidad and Tobago, Belize, Suriname, Bahamas, and Grenada.22 One will note that there are 

significantly fewer observations in the trust in the military models than the trust in the police 

models. Two countries in the Latin American region, Costa Rica and Panama do not feature the 

 
21 In these analyses, Bahamas, Haiti, Grenada, United States, Nicaragua, and Canada are dropped from the analyses. 
Costa Rica and Panama are not included, because the survey questionnaires for those countries do not include the trust 
in the military question. Nicaragua is omitted because the unique split structure of the 2023 Nicaragua questionnaire 
makes it so that this model cannot be run for Nicaragua in 2023, as the pride in the political system and insecurity 
questions were not asked of the same sample.  
22 Haiti and Nicaragua are dropped from this model. Due to the unique split structure of the 2023 Nicaragua and Haiti 
questionnaires, not all questions were asked of all respondents.  
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trust in the military question, as those two countries do not have standing militaries.23 So fewer 

countries with observations equate to fewer observations included in the models.  

I choose to include less militarized countries in these models as well. One could further 

restrict the sample because not all countries in the Americas are militarized to the same degree. 

However, I opt to include all countries in order to keep the scope as general as possible in this 

section. In the second round of empirical analyses, I turn to contextual factors, including a 

country’s level of democracy and level of militarization.   

To test the four hypotheses, I estimate a series of Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) 

regressions. In addition, I specify a set of alternative models. Given that the results do not 

significantly differ from the results I present here, I choose to present the simplest modeling 

strategy given the survey design and the structure of the data. All other models can be found in the 

chapter’s Appendix.24  

In two models, I regress trust in the military and trust in the police (in separate models) on 

education, age, gender, hardline attitudes, level of pride in the political system, level of democratic 

support, insecurity, corruption victimization, crime victimization, economic situation, employment 

status, social trust, support for democracy, and geography. I consider that I have found support for 

H1 and H2 if at least seven of the thirteen included covariates are statistically significant at a 

significance level of 0.05 or lower (in other words, if we can reject the null hypothesis with at least 

95 percent confidence for two of the covariates in the model). I do this to confirm that multiple 

characteristics play a role in attitude formation, which is more consistent with the existing 

 
23 Panama has a small, paramilitary force but not a full military. 
24 The models featured in the text do not have country fixed effects. However, I also estimate Ordinary Least Squares 
regressions with country fixed effects, Ordinary Least Squares regressions with country-clustered standard errors, and 
mixed-effects ordered logistic regressions. The results of these models can be found in the Appendix for Chapter 2. 
The results do not differ significantly from the results of the OLS models; therefore, I present the simplest models in 
the chapter. 
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literature—and more empirically robust in this case—than arguing that one demographic 

characteristic explains much of the observed likelihood of the outcome variable.  

 
2.4 Results  

 
 

I find support for H1 and H2: long-term characteristics and experiences condition people’s 

level of trust in the military and trust in the police. I find support for H3: in militarized contexts, 

people’s long-term characteristics (distant attitudinal factors) predict trust in the military to a 

greater extent than their experiences (proximate attitudinal factors), and H4: in militarized 

contexts, people’s long-term characteristics (distant attitudinal factors) predict trust in the military 

to a lesser extent than their experiences (proximate attitudinal factors).   

In terms of trust in the military, these analyses provide evidence that male gender, 

education, support for democracy, pride in the political system, urban geography, corruption 

victimization, insecurity, social trust, and economic situation may predict trust in the military. In 

these empirical tests, male gender, support for democracy, pride in the political system, and social 

trust positively predict trust in the military. The covariates that negatively predict trust in the 

military are level of education, urban geography, corruption victimization, and insecurity. Notably, 

a respondent’s increasing level of pride in the political system is associated with a 0.31-point 

increase in level of trust in the military for each unit on a 1-7 scale, while moving from being a 

woman to being a man is associated with a 0.25-point increase in trust in the military on the same 

scale. Meanwhile, going from not falling victim to corruption to falling victim to corruption is 

associated with a 0.21-point decrease in trust in the military.  

Perhaps the most theoretically interesting result after one reads the existing literature on 

determinants of trust in the military, is that in these analyses, political pride (proxied by a 
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respondent’s expression of pride in the political system) is the covariate that is most strongly 

associated with expressing higher trust in the military. In contrast to findings in the existing 

literature, in these models, age has no discernible effect on trust in the military.  

Turning to trust in the police, Ordinary Least Squares regression provides evidence with 

these data that age, level of education, support for democracy, pride in the political system, 

employment status, corruption victimization, crime victimization, insecurity, urban geography, and 

social trust predict trust in the police. Positive correlates in these models include age, support for 

democracy, pride in the political system, and social trust, while negative correlates include level 

of education, employment status, corruption victimization, crime victimization, insecurity, and 

urban geography. Notably, similarly to how pride in the political system predicts trust in the 

military, expressing increased pride in the political system is associated with a 0.34-unit increase 

in trust in the police, for each unit on the 1-7 scale of pride in the political system. Having 

experienced corruption (victimization) is associated with a 0.68-point decrease in trust in the 

police.  

Overall, these models provide strong support for the correlates of trust in the military and 

trust in the police presented in previous literature. In these analyses, the correlates that have the 

greatest positive effect on trust in the military are pride in the political system, male gender, and 

social trust. The correlates that have the greatest negative effect on trust in the military are 

corruption victimization, urban geography, and level of education. As for trust in the police, the 

correlates with the greatest positive effect are pride in the political system, social trust, and age. 

Those with the greatest negative effect are corruption victimization, employment status, and crime 

victimization. In comparing the drivers of trust in the military and trust in the police, the models 

here suggest that correlates that I categorize as personal characteristics are most predictive of 
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respondents’ trust in the military (in these data), while these models provide support for the idea 

that experiences are more determinate of people’s trust in the police. In sum, I find support for all 

four hypotheses: that characteristics and experiences predict both trust in the military (H1) and 

trust in the police (H2). I also find support for the notion that distant attitudinal factors predict an 

individual’s level of trust in the military to a greater extent than proximate attitudinal factors (H3), 

and distant attitudinal factors predict an individual’s level of trust in the police to a lesser extent 

than proximate attitudinal factors (H4).  

 

Figure 2.3. Results of OLS analyses 
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Table 2.3. Full Results Table 
  
 

 (1) (2) 
VARIABLES Trust in Military Trust in Police 
   
Age  -0.00228 0.00717** 
 (0.00460) (0.00341) 
Gender (1=Man) 0.253*** -0.00923 
 (0.0236) (0.0205) 
Education -0.0839*** -0.0589*** 
 (0.00804) (0.00722) 
Support for Democracy 0.0733*** 0.0978*** 
 (0.00760) (0.00664) 
Pride in Political System 0.308*** 0.338*** 
 (0.00664) (0.00601) 
Urban -0.0855*** -0.0536** 
 (0.0280) (0.0256) 
Employed -0.0356 -0.157*** 
 (0.0245) (0.0209) 
Economic Situation 0.0635* 0.0373 
 (0.0324) (0.0285) 
Corruption Victimization -0.208*** -0.682*** 
 (0.0354) (0.0298) 
Crime Victimization -0.0205 -0.151*** 
 (0.0300) (0.0255) 
Insecurity -0.0365*** -0.0780*** 
 (0.0131) (0.0114) 
Social Trust 0.0849*** 0.137*** 
 (0.0138) (0.0120) 
Constant 3.111*** 2.181*** 
 (0.0775) (0.0661) 
   
Observations 25,160 30,826 
R-squared 0.141 0.203 
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2.5 Contextual Tests 

In this section, I turn attention to context and assess whether the context in which an 

individual resides predicts their views of law enforcement institutions. Specifically, I consider 

level of democracy and militarization.  

Nondemocracies often use their militaries to aid in achieving political goals and tend to 

structure their civil-military relations differently than democracies. In many nondemocracies, 

leaders engage in tactics to insulate leadership from threats from citizens and challengers, for 

example, through coup-proofing and counterbalancing (Escribà-Folch, Böhmelt, and Pilster 2020). 

To that end, nondemocracies tend to use militaries for more tasks in the domestic arena than do 

their democratic counterparts. As a result, leaders and actions normally have more negative effects 

on freedoms and rights than in democracies (Escribà-Folch, Böhmelt, and Pilster 2020). Therefore, 

it is likely that the drivers of trust differ, depending on regime type (in other words, extent to which 

a country is democratic or nondemocratic).  Relatedly, recent research suggests that countries with 

highly militarized public security sectors—even those scoring high on measures of democracy—

use their militaries for similar tasks as nondemocracies. Therefore, I test the above notions in 

countries rating high on militarization, regardless of democracy score.  

To test the notion that regime type might matter for trust judgments in law enforcement, I 

use the Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem) Project Participatory Democracy Index for the year 2023. 

These scores combine information on voting rights, electoral freedom and fairness, freedoms of 

association and expression, and the ability for citizens to engage in government, both regionally 

and locally within subnational countries. Country scores also judge the extent to which citizens 

can participate in civil society organizations and direct democracy in the country. The score ranges 

from 0 (least democratic) to 1 (most democratic). Therefore, this compound score (grade) reflects 
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regime type, from least to most democratic. Table 2.3 below provides summary statistics for this 

variable, at its original scale of 0 to 1 (least to most democratic) for the year 2023. Table 2.4 on 

the following page shows the Participatory Democracy Scores for 21 countries in the Americas in 

2023, adjusted to reflect a 0-100 score for ease of interpretation.  

To test the notion that militarization might matter for trust attitudes, I conduct the same 

empirical tests using Flores-Macías and Zarkin’s militarization scores for 2021.25 Scores range 

from 1-4 (least to most militarized). A country receives a militarization score of 1 if the country 

solely has militarized police, such as Costa Rica or Panama—two countries without standing 

militaries but where public security has been highly militarized in their police forces. A country 

receives a 2 if it has paramilitary police forces, such as Uruguay, Chile, and Argentina. A country 

receives a 3 if the national military conducts limited operations in subnational territory, such as in 

Brazil and Peru. Finally, a country is considered the most militarized and receives a score of 4 if 

the military conducts widespread operations across the subnational territory. Several states in Latin 

America receive a score of 4, including Mexico, Colombia, and El Salvador, among others. 

 

Table 2.4. Summary Statistics, Regime Type and Level of Militarization26 

Variable  Obs  Mean  Std. Dev.  Min  Max 
 Participatory Dem Score 34348 .413 .163 .09 .67 
 Level of Militarization 28019 3.113 1.044 1 4 

 

 

 

 
25 Although Flores-Macías and Zarkin published this paper in 2021, and Covid-19 led to a rapid increase and deepening 
of militarization across the region, there is reason to believe that overall militarization scores have not changed since 
2021, so I use them for 2023. 
26 For information on countries included in the contextual models, please see the Appendix for Chapter 2. 
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Table 2.5. Country Democracy and Militarization Scores 

 

Country 
 

(Ordered by 
Democracy Score) 

V-DEM 
Participatory 

Democracy Score 
2023 

Militarization Score 
(Flores-Macías and 

Zarkin)  
2021 

 
(0-100) 

 
(1-4) 

Uruguay 67 2 
Costa Rica 62 1 

Chile 60 2 
Argentina 57 2 

Brazil 55 3 
Jamaica 52 - 
Ecuador 50 4 

Colombia 48 4 
Trinidad and Tobago 48 - 

Suriname 48 - 
Peru 47 3 

Dominican Republic 45 4 
Panama 43 1 
Bolivia 40 3 
Mexico 38 4 

Paraguay 35 3 
Honduras 33 4 
Guatemala 29 4 
El Salvador 23 4 

Haiti 10 - 
Nicaragua 9 4 
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In order to test the extent to which level of democracy and level of militarization matter for 

trust in the military and trust in the police, I re-specify the ordinary least squares regression models 

utilized in the first part of the paper. I run two separate models, one with the primary independent 

variables of level of democracy and trust in law enforcement (by institution) and the other with the 

primary independent variable as level of militarization and trust in law enforcement (by 

institution). Tables 2.5 and 2.6 display the results of these analyses.  

In terms of the effects of participatory democracy, these models show divergent effects on 

trust in the military and trust in the police. Specifically, increases in level of democracy (in other 

words, as regime type becomes more democratic, closer to 1 and farther from 0), are associated 

with lower levels of trust in the military: a 1-point increase in level of democracy is associated 

with a 1-point drop in trust in the military, on average. This is counter to previous studies that 

suggest that in highly democratic countries, citizens display higher trust in the military than in their 

non-democratic counterparts. In this analysis, level of democracy is associated with an increase in 

trust in the police: a 1-point increase in level of democracy is associated with a 0.74-point increase 

in trust in the police, all else equal.  

The level of militarization has a similar effect: a 1-point increase in militarization is 

associated with a 0.17-point increase in trust in the military, whereas the same increase in 

militarization is associated with a 0.18-point decrease in trust in the police.  

In other words, these models provide preliminary evidence that, as democracy increases, trust in 

the military falls, while trust in the police increases.  
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Table 2.6. Results by Level of Participatory Democracy (V-DEM) 27 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
27 I have not run a multi-level model on these data; the standard errors in these models might be artificially low in 
these models. Future iterations of this type of analysis should test whether the results hold when using a multi-level 
modeling approach. 

 (1) (2) 
VARIABLES Trust in Military Trust in Police 
   
Regime Type  
(full democracy=1) 

-1.015*** 0.741*** 

 (0.113) (0.0979) 
Age -0.000254 0.00112 
 (0.00474) (0.00369) 
Gender (1=Man) 0.259*** -0.0192 
 (0.0242) (0.0218) 
Education -0.0820*** -0.0628*** 
 (0.00838) (0.00779) 
Support Democracy 0.0804*** 0.100*** 
 (0.00790) (0.00722) 
Pride Political System 0.307*** 0.335*** 
 (0.00687) (0.00636) 
Urban -0.0507* -0.0811*** 
 (0.0298) (0.0285) 
Employed -0.0390 -0.127*** 
 (0.0251) (0.0223) 
Economic Situation 0.0481 0.0445 
 (0.0336) (0.0307) 
Corruption Victimization -0.237*** -0.682*** 
 (0.0366) (0.0316) 
Crime Victimization 0.00554 -0.171*** 
 (0.0305) (0.0268) 
Insecurity -0.0191 -0.100*** 
 (0.0135) (0.0122) 
Social Trust 0.0870*** 0.133*** 
 (0.0143) (0.0128) 
Constant 3.453*** 1.984*** 
 (0.0881) (0.0776) 
   
Observations 23,780 26,807 
R-squared 0.146 0.209 
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Table 2.7. Results by Level of Militarization (Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2021) 28 

 

 (1) (2) 
VARIABLES Trust in Military Trust in Police 
   
Level of Militarization 0.174*** -0.175*** 
 (0.0179) (0.0112) 
Age -0.00308 -0.00224 
 (0.00522) (0.00388) 
Gender (1=Man) 0.259*** -0.0355 
 (0.0265) (0.0235) 
Education -0.0747*** -0.0581*** 
 (0.00899) (0.00824) 
Support Democracy 0.0753*** 0.0952*** 
 (0.00869) (0.00784) 
Pride Political System 0.305*** 0.325*** 
 (0.00762) (0.00694) 
Urban -0.0441 -0.0674** 
 (0.0335) (0.0311) 
Employed -0.0225 -0.0967*** 
 (0.0274) (0.0240) 
Economic Situation 0.0414 0.0672** 
 (0.0370) (0.0334) 
Corruption Victimization -0.262*** -0.708*** 
 (0.0387) (0.0332) 
Crime Victimization 0.0203 -0.165*** 
 (0.0332) (0.0285) 
Insecurity -0.0478*** -0.138*** 
 (0.0148) (0.0132) 
Social Trust 0.0646*** 0.119*** 
 (0.0156) (0.0136) 
Constant 2.599*** 3.059*** 
 (0.112) (0.0879) 
   
Observations 19,916 22,913 
R-squared 0.146 0.222 

 

 

 
28 I have not run a multi-level model on these data; the standard errors in these models might be artificially low in 
these models. Future iterations of this type of analysis should test whether the results hold when using a multi-level 
modeling approach. 
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2.6 Results, Discussion, and Conclusion 
 

A group of interesting findings and implications stem from these empirical results. First, I 

find support for my two hypotheses regarding characteristics and experiences being associated 

with changes in attitudes toward law enforcement (H1 and H2)—which supports the findings of 

previous literature. I also find support for the hypothesis that characteristics condition attitudes 

toward the military more so than experiences (H3), because a greater number of characteristics 

have a greater and more significant association with effects on trust in the military than experiences 

(in these tests). I also find evidence to support the notion that experience-related predictors have a 

more significant and substantive effect on trust in the police than characteristics (H4). Relatedly, I 

find that the strongest drivers of institutional trust across institutions are political pride and 

insecurity, which are strongly associated with displaying higher levels of trust, all else equal, in 

both institutions.  

In a broad sense, when considering both sets of determinants (characteristics alongside 

experiences) in tandem, what most predicts trust in the military and trust in the police are people’s 

perceptions about their country, including their pride in the political system, their security, and 

their ability to steer clear of corruption by agents of the state. In additional empirical tests, I find 

preliminary evidence that level of democracy and level of militarization influence trust judgments 

in law enforcement, such that, on average, increases in a country’s participatory democracy score 

and decreases in a country’s level of militarization score are associated with higher levels of trust 

in the police and lower levels of trust in the military.  

While these empirical tests provide evidence to support the extant research in terms of what 

correlates might predict trust in the military and trust in the police, there are several empirical 

concerns pertaining to this study. First, in specifying ordinary least squares regression models with 
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the chosen covariates, there are concerns regarding endogeneity: there could be several factors that 

I am not accounting for in these analyses. In other words, there is no way in this current study (the 

way I have designed it and carried it out) to account for potential missing factors that could explain 

many of the observed associational relationships. Second, with different data, there is a possibility 

that the same empirical tests could yield different results. Specifically, in these tests, I use data 

from one world region from one year of a large, multi-country survey. Although 2023 is the year I 

target because I want to measure attitudes after the Covid pandemic, with different data formats, 

collected by different groups, over different time periods could garner different results.  

To that end, these findings raise additional questions about why we see differing levels of 

trust between the police and the military across the region. One potential explanation for these 

findings could center on the level of psychological proximity of the attitudes being captured. In 

other words, the fact that members of the military are generally still kept farther away from most 

citizens,29 in comparison to police, could cause some citizens to lack the access and exposure to 

the military that they have to the police, so they may rely on informational shortcuts to update their 

opinions about the military while relying on more proximate and personally relevant experiences 

to formulate their trust judgments toward the police.  

In speculating on the mechanisms driving these results, in most states, the police are 

generally more proximate to citizens, geographically and psychologically, in terms of how 

regularly citizens see the police, think about them, and are affected by them, in comparison to the 

military. Therefore, citizens could have information readily cognitively available that could make 

 
29 Although the military is more visible in places with militarized public security sectors, most of the population still 
lacks direct contact with soldiers. For example, in Mexico, a country with highly militarized economic and security 
sectors, where soldiers carry out several police and even construction tasks, survey data from the most militarized 
municipalities suggest that each year, only about 30 percent of the population has exposure to soldiers (Zizumbo-
Colunga and Frost, working paper.) 



48 
 

them subconsciously and consistently judge police fairness, transparency, and performance. In 

contrast, since most people lack accurate information about military behavior, people may attribute 

any negative law enforcement behavior to police. An extreme implication of this dynamic may be 

that the police could bear the attitudinal consequences of bad law enforcement behavior, regardless 

of the law enforcement actor who committed the offenses.  

Future research should examine to what extent the actor carrying out the abuse—or 

provision of the services—matters to the individual affected, and how this translates to trust in 

both institutions of law enforcement. Do citizens know who is mistreating them or providing goods 

to them, and do they correctly place blame on or reward the actor carrying out the action in 

question? Research from civil conflict suggests that, in times of crisis between the state and armed 

nonstate actors, citizens tend to blame the state for bad things that happen, rather than the nonstate 

challenger (Pechenkina and Argo 2020). It would be interesting—and important for state-building 

and governance outcomes—to test if similar dynamics hold in militarized contexts, or in places 

affected by organized or common crime.  

Finally, this paper has implications for the direction of the remainder of the dissertation. 

Given that negative experiences seem quite consequential, a logical next step would be to examine 

how citizens experience law enforcement activities, and how those experiences then predict 

attitudes. In the next paper, I develop a typology of exposure to law enforcement and how the 

different dimensions of exposure predict trust in law enforcement. 
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2.7 Appendix to Chapter 2 
 
 
Table A2.1.  Data Availability for Key Variables by Country in 2023 
 

 
Country 

Trust in 
Military 

Trust in 
Police 

Democracy 
Score 

Level of 
Militarization 

Mexico     
Guatemala     
El Salvador     
Honduras     
Nicaragua     
Costa Rica ×    
Panama ×    
Colombia     
Ecuador     
Bolivia     
Peru     
Paraguay     
Chile     
Uruguay     
Brazil     
Argentina     
Dominican Republic     
Jamaica     × 
Trinidad and Tobago    × 
Belize   × × 
Suriname    × 
Bahamas ×  × × 
Haiti ×   × 
Grenada ×  × × 
United States ×  × × 
Canada ×  × × 
Total countries for which 
data are available in 2023 

19 26 21 17 

 
 = Data ARE available for this variable in this country in the year 2023. 
× =  Data are NOT available for this variable in this country in the year 2023. 
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Table A2.2.  Survey Question Wording 
 

 
 
Variable 

 
 
Concept 

Operationalization: 
Original Survey Question 

 
Translation to English 

 
 
Data Source 

q2 Age Q2. ¿Cuál es su edad en años 
cumplidos? ________ años  

Q2. How old are you? 
_____ years 

LAPOP AmericasBarometer 
2023 

gender1 Gender 
 

Q1TC. Para fines estadísticos, 
por favor, ¿me podría confirmar 
su género?    

Q1TC. For statistical purposes, could you 
please confirm your gender?   

LAPOP AmericasBarometer 
2023 

edre Education EDRE. ¿Cuál es el máximo 
nivel educativo que usted 
alcanzó? 

EDRE. What is the highest level of education 
you have reached? 

LAPOP AmericasBarometer 
2023 

demsupport Support for 
Democracy 

ING4. Puede que la democracia 
tenga problemas, pero es mejor 
que cualquier otra forma de 
gobierno. ¿Hasta qué punto está 
de acuerdo o en desacuerdo con 
esta frase? 

ING4. Democracy may have problems, but it 
is better than any other form of government. 
To what extent do you agree or disagree with 
this statement? 

LAPOP AmericasBarometer 
2023 

pride Pride in 
National 
Political 
System 

B4. ¿Hasta qué punto se siente 
usted orgulloso de vivir bajo el 
sistema político (gentilicio)? 

B4. To what extent do you feel proud of living 
under the political system of (demonym)? 

LAPOP AmericasBarometer 
2023 

urban Urban 
Geography 

UR. Urbano; rural UR. Urban; rural LAPOP AmericasBarometer 
2023 

econsituation Economic 
Situation 

IDIO2. ¿Considera usted que su 
situación económica actual es 
mejor, igual o peor que la de 
hace doce meses? 
(1) Mejor (2) Igual (3) Peor 

IDIO2. Do you think that your economic 
situation is better than, the same as, or worse 
than it was 12 months ago? 

LAPOP AmericasBarometer 
2023 

newcorvic Corruption 
Victimization 

EXC2. ¿En los últimos doce 
meses, algún soldado u oficial 
militar le ha solicitado un 

EXC2. Has a police officer asked you for a 
bribe in the last twelve months? 
AND 

LAPOP AmericasBarometer 
2023 
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soborno o mordida/coima? 
AND 
EXC6. ¿En los últimos 12 
meses, algún empleado público 
le ha solicitado una mordida (o 
soborno)? 

EXC6. In the last twelve months, did any 
soldier or military officer ask you for a bribe? 

victim Crime 
Victimization 

VIC1EXT. Ahora, cambiando el 
tema, ¿ha sido usted víctima de 
algún acto de delincuencia en 
los últimos 12 meses? Es decir, 
¿ha sido usted víctima de un 
robo, hurto, agresión, fraude, 
chantaje, extorsión, amenazas o 
algún otro tipo de acto 
delincuencial en los últimos 12 
meses? 

VIC1EXT. Now, changing the subject, have 
you been a victim of any type of crime in the 
past 12 months? That is, have you been a 
victim of robbery, burglary, assault, fraud, 
blackmail, extortion, violent threats or any 
other type of crime in the past 12 months? 

LAPOP AmericasBarometer 
2023 

insecure Insecurity AOJ11. Hablando del lugar o el 
barrio/la colonia donde usted 
vive y pensando en la 
posibilidad de ser víctima de un 
asalto o robo, ¿usted se siente 
muy seguro(a), algo seguro(a), 
algo inseguro(a) o muy 
inseguro(a)? 

AOJ11. Speaking of the neighborhood 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? 

LAPOP AmericasBarometer 
2023 

social_trust Social Trust IT1. Ahora, hablando de la 
gente de por aquí, ¿diría que la 
gente de su 
comunidad/barrio/área/vecindad 
es muy confiable, algo 
confiable, poco confiable o 
nada confiable? 

IT1. And speaking of the people from around 
here, would you say that people in this 
community/neighborhood are very 
trustworthy, somewhat trustworthy, not very 
trustworthy or untrustworthy...? 

LAPOP AmericasBarometer 
2023 
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trust_mil Trust in the 
Military 

B12. ¿Hasta qué punto tiene 
usted confianza en las (Fuerzas 
Armadas [o Ejército])? 

B12. To what extent do you trust the Armed 
Forces? 

LAPOP AmericasBarometer 
2023 

trust_pol Trust in the 
Police 

B18. ¿Hasta qué punto tiene 
confianza usted en la Policía 
Nacional? 

B18. To what extent do you trust the National 
Police? 

LAPOP AmericasBarometer 
2023 
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Alternative Model Specifications 
 
 
Table A2.3. Trust in the Military 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
VARIABLES Ordinary least 

squares 
regression 

(model from 
text) 

OLS with 
country fixed 

effects 

OLS with country-clustered 
standard errors 

Mixed effects 
ordered 
logistic 

regression 

     
     
Age -0.00228 -0.00318 -0.00318 -0.00159 
 (0.00460) (0.00386) (0.00680) (0.00426) 
Gender (1 = Man) 0.253*** 0.250*** 0.250*** 0.259*** 
 (0.0236) (0.0237) (0.0345) (0.0236) 
Education -0.0839*** -0.0834*** -0.0834*** -0.104*** 
 (0.00804) (0.00799) (0.0214) (0.00806) 
Support Democracy 0.0733*** 0.0840*** 0.0840*** 0.0921*** 
 (0.00760) (0.00682) (0.0147) (0.00710) 
Pride Political System 0.308*** 0.306*** 0.306*** 0.324*** 
 (0.00664) (0.00624) (0.0204) (0.00672) 
Urban -0.0855*** -0.0180 -0.0180 -0.0147 
 (0.0280) (0.0267) (0.0387) (0.0264) 
Employed -0.0356 -0.0238 -0.0238 -0.0211 
 (0.0245) (0.0240) (0.0285) (0.0237) 
Economic Situation 0.0635* 0.0301 0.0301 0.0294 
 (0.0324) (0.0326) (0.0782) (0.0326) 
Corruption Vict -0.208*** -0.233*** -0.233*** -0.220*** 
 (0.0354) (0.0350) (0.0394) (0.0348) 
Crime Vict -0.0205 -0.0250 -0.0250 -0.0182 
 (0.0300) (0.0286) (0.0321) (0.0285) 
Insecurity -0.0365*** -0.0459*** -0.0459** -0.0466*** 
 (0.0131) (0.0124) (0.0193) (0.0125) 
Social Trust 0.0849*** 0.0924*** 0.0924*** 0.0890*** 
 (0.0138) (0.0129) (0.0203) (0.0131) 
   (0.0313)  
Constant 3.111*** 3.036*** 3.279***  
 (0.0775) (0.0704) (0.200)  
     
Observations 25,160 25,160 25,160 25,160 
R-squared 0.141 0.132 0.165  
Number of countries  18   
Number of groups    18 
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Table A2.4. Trust in the Police 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
VARIABLES Ordinary least 

squares 
regression 

(model from 
text) 

OLS with 
country fixed 

effects 

OLS with country-clustered 
standard errors 

Mixed effects 
ordered 
logistic 

regression 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Age 0.00717** 0.00435 0.00435 0.00518 
 (0.00341) (0.00302) (0.00550) (0.00324) 
Gender (1=Man) -0.00923 -0.0260 -0.0260 -0.0320 
 (0.0205) (0.0203) (0.0301) (0.0212) 
Education -0.0589*** -0.0569*** -0.0569*** -0.0594*** 
 (0.00722) (0.00690) (0.0115) (0.00731) 
Support Democracy 0.0978*** 0.0846*** 0.0846*** 0.0943*** 
 (0.00664) (0.00588) (0.0121) (0.00644) 
Pride Political System 0.338*** 0.340*** 0.340*** 0.384*** 
 (0.00601) (0.00542) (0.0136) (0.00623) 
Urban -0.0536** -0.108*** -0.108*** -0.106*** 
 (0.0256) (0.0230) (0.0341) (0.0241) 
Employed -0.157*** -0.141*** -0.141*** -0.142*** 
 (0.0209) (0.0206) (0.0308) (0.0215) 
Economic Situation 0.0373 0.0779*** 0.0779 0.0897*** 
 (0.0285) (0.0278) (0.0613) (0.0292) 
Corruption Vict -0.682*** -0.523*** -0.523*** -0.564*** 
 (0.0298) (0.0309) (0.0267) (0.0329) 
Crime Vict -0.151*** -0.151*** -0.151*** -0.154*** 
 (0.0255) (0.0250) (0.0322) (0.0262) 
Insecurity -0.0780*** -0.0952*** -0.0952*** -0.0979*** 
 (0.0114) (0.0108) (0.0153) (0.0116) 
Social Trust 0.137*** 0.134*** 0.134*** 0.151*** 
 (0.0120) (0.0111) (0.0184) (0.0120) 
Constant 2.181*** 2.292*** 1.810***  
 (0.0661) (0.0608) (0.127)  
     
Observations 30,826 30,826 30,826 30,826 
R-squared 0.203 0.186 0.250  
Number of countries  22   
Number of groups    22 
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3 A Typology of Domestic Military Interventions and Institutional Trust 
 
 

3.1 Introduction  
 

One of the main pillars of democracy is civilian control of the military (Clausewitz 1832; 

Welch 1976). Involving the military in domestic politics has been shown to play a major role in 

democratic backsliding, and most democratic governments reserve the use of the military for 

international wars and limit its use domestically (Koonings and Kruijit 2002; Huntington 1996). 

However, despite these democratic norms, and the fact that several countries formally or 

informally ban the domestic deployment of the military for use in domestic law enforcement, there 

is a global trend toward the militarization of several societal sectors (Bayer and Hauk 2023).30 31 

To that end, globally, countries have increasingly started to engage in military buildup and 

weaponization, involvement of militaries in politics, and deploying militaries to provide public 

security in the domestic sphere (Bayer and Hauk 2023). 

That said, not all militarization is of the public security sector; several countries use their 

military in other domestic civilian sectors, such as construction and public health service delivery 

(Chavez et al. 2023). Since the mid-2010s, several countries in Latin America, Central and Eastern 

Europe, Africa, and Asia have militarized at least one sector of society—in other words, shifted at 

least one set of responsibilities formerly under the control of the civilian police to the military 

(Chandran 2020; Bonga and Mahuku 2022; Grzebalska and Madarová 2021; Passos and Acácio 

2021). Several countries increased militarization during the Covid-19 pandemic, using public 

security as the reason behind the deployment of the military domestically.  

 
30 As mentioned in the previous chapter, one such example is the Posse Comitatus Act in the United States, which 
limits the President from deploying the military internally, unless the President evokes the Insurrection Act “to 
suppress domestic uprising.” 
31 For how militarization is affecting countries in Asia, see https://www.giga-hamburg.de/en/publications/giga-
focus/remilitarisation-in-asia-trends-and-implications  

https://www.giga-hamburg.de/en/publications/giga-focus/remilitarisation-in-asia-trends-and-implications
https://www.giga-hamburg.de/en/publications/giga-focus/remilitarisation-in-asia-trends-and-implications
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Mexico is a country that has come to rely heavily on domestic military interventions to 

deliver goods and services and provide public security (Chavez et al. 2023). Since 2018, Mexico 

has reassigned 30 duties that were formerly under police jurisdiction to the military and National 

Guard (Human Rights Watch 2022).32 These new duties are far-ranging and multi-sectorial, from 

administering vaccines and enforcing pandemic-era curfews, to managing customs and border 

control and transporting oil and gasoline, to building public works projects, such as infrastructure, 

hospitals, and high schools.  

This turn to relying on the military to carry out civilian duties raises a question in studying 

citizens’ trust in law enforcement, including the military and the police: If citizens’ tendency to 

express a high level of trust in the military was artificially elevated in the past, perhaps at least 

partially based on a previous lack of exposure to military personnel, how do citizens’ attitudes 

change if and when citizens gain exposure to the armed forces when the military is deployed on 

home soil?  

The existing literature on exposure to the military focuses on two main questions: 1) how 

an individual’s personal experience or connections to family members in the military increases 

trust in the military, mostly in the US context (e.g., Malloy 2016); and 2) how civilians react to 

foreign powers during foreign interventions, counterinsurgency, and aid operations, mostly in the 

context of terrorism, insurgency, and development (Allen et al. 2020; Machain 2021; Hikotani et 

al. 2022; Horiuchi et al. 2023; Kiratli 2024; Passini and Battistelli 2014). The latter literature 

mainly focuses on civilians’ attitudes toward foreign soldiers who intervene to fight insurgent 

groups or deliver aid in their countries. Thus, we know little about how exposure to military 

interventions in a domestic (subnational) context affects citizens’ levels of trust in their own law 

 
32 https://www.infobae.com/america/mexico/2021/01/04/la-inquietante-militarizacion-de-mexico-amlo-le-ha-dado-
poder-al-ejercito-en-30-tareas/  

https://www.infobae.com/america/mexico/2021/01/04/la-inquietante-militarizacion-de-mexico-amlo-le-ha-dado-poder-al-ejercito-en-30-tareas/
https://www.infobae.com/america/mexico/2021/01/04/la-inquietante-militarizacion-de-mexico-amlo-le-ha-dado-poder-al-ejercito-en-30-tareas/
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enforcement. Further, we have little empirical evidence of how these dynamics work in contexts 

that do not involve the US or European governments.  

This paper asks, how do domestic military interventions predict trust in law enforcement? 

I specifically focus on interventions carried out within a country by that country’s military (on 

home soil), and how these interventions may predict public attitudes toward the military and the 

police. I draw on related scholarship on trust in law enforcement, exposure to foreign military 

interventions, and contact theory to develop a two-dimensional typology of interventions and trust. 

The framework posits that people form trust perceptions based on 1) the type of domestic military 

interventions that occur in their vicinity (i.e., the purpose of the interventions; whether the 

interventions they experience meet assistive or coercive ends), and 2) their degree of exposure to 

those interventions (i.e., whether they experience(d) interventions first- or second-hand, and 

whether that exposure is brief or repeated). The existing research informs this study by identifying 

the two mechanisms that may predict how citizens formulate trust judgments in law enforcement 

institutions, such that characteristics of military interventions and characteristics of citizen 

exposure could interact to predict citizen trust in law enforcement. This chapter develops the 

typology and tests the first dimension: whether the type of intervention predicts public trust in law 

enforcement.33 

Within the above framework, this paper argues that military interventions that are assistive 

in type may increase citizen trust in the military, whereas military interventions carried out for 

coercive ends may decrease citizen trust in the military. I argue that, while assistive interventions 

may provide public goods and impart goodwill toward the military, coercive interventions may 

have negative externalities for local security that dampen citizens’ trust in the military.  

 
33 The following chapter tests the second dimension, whether the degree of exposure predicts the same attitudes. 
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In addition to influencing trust in the military, there are reasons to believe that military 

interventions could predict public attitudes toward the police, particularly where the two 

institutions share one mandate (e.g., of providing security). On the one hand, domestic military 

interventions could have a positive effect on public trust in the police by increasing citizens’ 

perceptions of the skills and profile of the police, in effect convincing citizens that the police are 

more competent than they were in the past—particularly in countries with a low baseline level of 

trust in their police forces. On the other hand, the use of the military as a replacement for the police, 

in performing duties that were once under the purview of the police, could convince citizens that 

the police are ineffective, so the military must be called in to fill in the gaps.34  

In this paper, I test the hypotheses related to how the type of domestic military interventions 

predicts public attitudes by examining how increased military interventions are associated with 

people’s level of trust in the institutions. I use LAPOP AmericasBarometer data from Mexico from 

2014, 2016, and 2019 on trust in the police and military, and event data from two freedom of 

information requests to Mexico’s government (sent via the Plataforma de Transparencia 

INFOMEX-PNT)35 that detail the location of interventions that set out to assist the population 

through the delivery of goods and services—assistive interventions—and interventions meant to 

provide security and protect the population—coercive interventions—subnationally in Mexico 

from 2014-2019.  

 
34 This assumes that citizens benefit, even if only psychologically, from the presence of the military, and that this 
feeling of increased security outweighs the potential negative consequences of military interventions, such as innocent 
bystanders being injured in crossfire or having their rights abused by members of security forces. Although we lack 
systematic data of crossfire-related injuries and human rights abuses during security interventions, anecdotal 
evidence—including individual-level complaints filed with Mexico’s Human Rights Commission (CNDH)—shows 
that bystanders are often injured in crossfire during confrontational interactions between law enforcement and 
organized crime, and members of the military do often engage in human rights abuses (Human Rights Watch 2022). 
35 Plataforma Nacional de Transparencia Solicitudes de Acceso a la Información, identification numbers 
0000700069120 (DNIII); 330026422001080 (Confrontations). 
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In these empirical tests, using the data from the freedom of information requests, assistive 

interventions are proxied with data on military deployments in the aftermath of natural disasters 

in Mexico. Coercive interventions are proxied using data on confrontations between members of 

Mexico’s army and members of organized criminal groups. I test how trust in the military and trust 

in the police change as assistive and coercive military interventions increase in each of Mexico’s 

32 federal entities (31 states and one federal district). Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression 

analysis reveals that increases in assistive military interventions, counterintuitively, are associated 

with a decrease in trust in the military and police. Conversely, an increase in coercive interactions 

in these data is associated with no change in trust in the military or the police. In the final section 

of the paper, I discuss why we might see no change in trust in the wake of confrontational 

interventions in these analyses and brainstorm different research approaches to answering this 

question. 

The main contribution of this paper is primarily theoretical with potential implications for 

security policy. It is a step toward developing a framework for the study of how military 

interventions in domestic contexts affect attitudes and behaviors toward law enforcement. The 

project also aims to contribute to a larger effort by some scholars to compare citizens’ relative 

levels of trust in the military and police (comparatively to each other), with the aim of informing 

scholars and policymakers about the potential relationship between the two institutions in the eyes 

of citizens. Finally, this project has potential implications for security policy. If we find evidence 

that military interventions that aim to aid populations—in what I categorize as assistive military 

interventions—have negative effects on citizen trust in the military and police, states might be wise 

to consider adopting public-goods-disseminating policies that preserve what is left of citizen trust 

in institutions, by keeping the military out of the domestic sphere.  
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3.2 Theoretical Framework 
 
 

In most countries, citizens do not often interact with the military (Kohn 1997; Müller 2011). 

Since the military is generally used in external conflict, witnessing military action in countries not 

actively hosting conflict is relatively rare.36 As such, people have more day-to-day exposure to 

police officers than they do to soldiers. Do the same relationships hold when people gain access to 

soldiers when soldiers are deployed on home soil? 

The extant scholarship suggests that people look for information on how to perceive the 

behavior of law enforcement agents in developing trust judgments (e.g., Tyler 2003). In this paper, 

I define “military interventions” as domestic deployments of a country’s national military to aid in 

the delivery of goods and services or the provision of protection. Military interventions are carried 

out in subnational territory, and citizens are heterogeneously exposed to treatment in the form of 

being exposed to the interventions across space and time, or hearing about interventions via 

traditional or social media. 

In the next section, I present the ideas of “type of law enforcement actions” and “degree of 

exposure” to these actions and argue that they both may predict citizens’ level of trust in law 

enforcement. I then detail a two-dimensional theoretical framework linking these two ideas to 

attitude formation. In terms of how the type of intervention and an individual’s degree of exposure 

influence citizens’ trust in the military and trust in the police, the type of military intervention 

imparts information to citizens on law enforcement behavior and performance. I theorize that the 

degree of exposure relates to personal relevance and the level of accuracy of the information people 

receive information about, as it pertains to military interventions.  

 
36 Debates exist in the comparative politics and international relations literature regarding what “conflict” entails. 
While most scholarship would consider interstate or civil conflict as “hosting conflict”, organized crime and criminal 
wars do not factor into this definition (see Kalyvas 2015).  
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Dimension 1: Conceptualizing Types of Domestic Military Interventions 
 
 

Not all actions have the same goals or carry the same processes and consequences. Some 

domestic military interventions aim to provide security, while some military interventions aim to 

provide goods and services (Chavez et al. 2023).  The domestic tasks of the military can be split 

into two categories that group the interventions by the type—or goals—the tasks set out to achieve: 

assistive and coercive. Assistive interventions are those that create or disseminate public goods 

or services. An example of an assistive task is Mexico’s “DNIII” policy that activates after tropical 

rains, winter storms, and forest fires. When this policy is activated, hundreds of military personnel 

are deployed to places affected by disasters, and soldiers assist with disaster recovery and 

reconstruction, for several days after the disaster occurs. A second example of an assistive policy 

is in the United States, when (subnational) states deploy their National Guard forces after natural 

disasters and during health emergencies to deliver aid and administer medicine.  

Assistive tasks fall under the overall umbrella of public goods creation and provision and 

are generally made available to the public in times of need, such as after natural hazards and public 

health emergencies.37 Indeed, one of the most common tasks for militaries is to respond to natural 

hazards and provide domestic disaster relief. More recently, particularly in Latin America, 

presidents have been reassigning construction and building-related tasks to the military, including 

public works projects, building hospitals and schools, and carrying out public health duties 

(Chavez et al. 2023).  

 
37 Using international relations terminology, assistive interventions are inherently cooperative, non-zero-sum 
interactions where the military creates communal value without using their weapons. 
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Coercive interventions, in contrast, aim to establish or maintain public order, and they 

typically entail the use of force on the part of law enforcement agents.38 Coercive tasks wield the 

power of the state to maintain order, one of the principal tasks of a functioning state.39 In most 

countries, police forces are primarily charged with carrying out coercive tasks, as the public-facing 

law enforcement body of the state. However, in recent years, countries have started deploying their 

militaries internally to support or replace police forces in carrying out coercive tasks. Although 

several countries have norms against the internal deployment of the military for coercive purposes, 

in highly militarized contexts, militaries are deployed to assist police forces in fighting organized 

and common crime (Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2021).  

The diagram below is an original categorization of common tasks assigned to the police 

and military in highly militarized contexts, organized by type of task, the actors who carry it out, 

and the name of the action. While this diagram is relevant in explaining military and police actions 

in multiple contexts, it was developed with highly militarized Latin American states in mind, after 

extensive study of Mexico’s law enforcement activities in particular. As the diagram shows, 

coercive tasks are typically carried out by police forces, and in some cases, by military forces 

accompanied by police. In most cases, police forces aid military members in carrying out the 

coercive task at hand.  

As the diagram visualizes, in highly militarized contexts, coercive tasks include carrying 

out raids against suspected criminals and patrolling neighborhoods to provide security and are 

commonly carried out by soldiers or soldiers alongside police officers. Assistive tasks are typically 

 
38 In sticking with international relations terminology, coercive interventions are bargaining, zero-sum interactions, 
where the military personnel use their weapons (likely against challengers and rarely against innocent or unarmed 
citizens) to do so. 
39 Importantly, categorizing tasks as “coercive” does not imply a judgment of the category being inherently “good” or 
“bad” from a normative perspective; assistive and coercive interactions are both fundamental tasks of law 
enforcement. Some could see coercive interactions as more negative, due to the state’s wielding of coercive threats or 
power achieve their goals.  
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carried out by members of the military and include aiding in recovery efforts after natural 

disasters.40 In some countries, militarization does not solely occur in the public security sector; 

militaries are involved in the construction sector as well, tasked with building hospitals, schools, 

highways, and railways. In recent years, militaries have also been tasked with administering gas 

pipelines and transporting oil and gasoline, providing public health services such as vaccines, and 

aiding with customs and border protection efforts (Human Rights Watch 2022).  

There are two important theoretical caveats that pertain to the above diagram that might 

make operationalizing these concepts difficult; in other words, theoretical considerations that are 

potential problems we face in the real world with splitting military interventions into assistive and 

coercive categories. First, it is inherently difficult to fully separate assistive and coercive 

interventions by their nature, such that we can categorize them by type. This is because, first, in 

practice, interventions can begin as assistive and end as coercive, or vice versa. Consider an 

example of when military personnel are deployed after a natural disaster, and looting takes place 

in the vicinity. In this case, an assistive interaction can become coercive, when the military resorts 

to the use of force to provide protection. To cite a second example, activities like guarding natural 

resources (e.g., oil, forests) can become violent, if the use of force is necessary to protect the 

resource from organized criminal organizations or other challengers who wish to gain control of 

it. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
40 In some cases, local law enforcement might help alongside military personnel; however, there is little evidence of 
consistent cross-institution cooperation in disaster response.  
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Figure 3.1. Diagram of Militarization in Latin American Countries  
 
 
    Type of Intervention      Actor(s)          Actions 
 

 

 

 

Finally, a military intervention meant to coerce challengers might end in the military 

administering emergency medicine if bystanders are injured in the crossfire. In these situations, 

the lines can be blurred between the types of intervention, given the potential dual nature of 

interventions in practice. 

Second, if militaries and police are heavily clad in weaponry, it might be difficult for 

citizens to differentiate between what an intervention sets out to accomplish, or even, who is the 

principal actor involved. This is a pertinent caveat in Mexico, where the National Federal Police 

Force was disbanded in 2018 to create the National Guard. Personnel in the new National Guard 
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are from the former National Police Force and the military. Further, citizens might not know which 

force is which, solely dependent on their uniforms, as the creation of the National Guard created 

an additional security institution, with a different uniform. In fact, in countries with several layers 

of institutions that fill the same societal mandates—e.g., countries with municipal, state, and 

national police forces in charge of providing security—it is often difficult for citizens to know 

which institution, and at which level, is providing public goods and services (e.g., in the context 

of Mexico, Barrachina Lisón 2018).   

That said, by in large, there is reason to believe that the public can largely differentiate 

between types of interventions, though this could be largely context-dependent (Flores-Macías and 

Zarkin 2023; Izadi and Mark working paper), based on the uniforms or other physical 

characteristics are often unique to a specific security force. For example, research demonstrates 

that citizens in Iran can easily differentiate between security forces, based on their uniforms, 

haircuts, and even their facial hair (Izadi and Mark, working paper). In addition, as evidenced by 

the literature on contact with the police, citizens do have an ability to register different trust 

judgments based on the nature of intervention (Turner and Shum forthcoming).  

There is also reason to believe that exposure to different types of interventions could predict 

or undergird citizen attitudes in divergent ways. According to recent studies on trust in the police, 

different types of police actions can have divergent effects on citizen trust in state institutions and 

civic engagement (Turner and Shum forthcoming). Turner and Shum (forthcoming) categorize 

types of contact with police into quotidian contact, contact through service provision, and coercive 

contact. Quotidian contact is witnessing the police carrying out daily, non-law-enforcement tasks; 

contact through service provision is consuming the public goods provided by the police; and 

coercive contact is witnessing or being the target of force by an agent of the state. They conduct 
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an online survey in a small US city and find that greater coercive contact reduces respondents’ 

trust in the government; negative experience with goods provision has a negative effect on trust; 

and greater quotidian contact boosts citizen trust. This insinuates that positive and negative types 

of exposure can predict the degree to which citizens trust the institutions that carry out these 

policies. In the discussion and analysis in this chapter, I address but do not comprehensively assess 

this notion that the quality of exposure—positive or negative—can vary across both coercive and 

assistive types of interventions. I return to this discussion, though, in the conclusion. 

 

 
Dimension 2: Conceptualizing Degree of Exposure to Interventions 
 
 

Previous studies suggest that the type of intervention is not the only dimension that 

influences people’s development of trust judgments in institutions, given that interventions do not 

affect all people in the same way across the national territory. For example, people who directly 

experience a natural disaster and its aftermath are more likely to be exposed to policies that are put 

in place in disaster recovery. In contrast, people who do not directly experience that natural disaster 

who are farther away in geography might not hear information about the disaster, and they are less 

likely to care about it.  

To that end, personal issue relevance matters to citizens’ attitude formation toward 

institutions, such that people who are directly exposed to an event, or people who are exposed to 

information that matters to them in their personal context regarding that event, are likely to see a 

change in attitudes toward the involved actor or institution. In contexts where the personal 

relevance of an issue is high, particularly in situations of threat, we might see an increase in citizen 
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information-seeking on an issue (Merolla and Zechmeister 2018) and potential shift in trust 

attitudes by way of emotional mediators (Zizumbo-Colunga and Frost, working paper).  

Concerning military interventions, recent scholarship suggests that where personal security 

is salient, individuals perceive the outcomes of crisis events by comparing those of people who 

experience them, with their own outcomes. Reinhardt (2017) examines citizens’ perceptions of 

disaster relief, in the wake of a natural hazard. She finds that those who experience disasters 

firsthand receive different quality information regarding government performance than do 

observers—those who receive second-hand information (Reinhardt 2017). According to Reinhardt 

(2017), the mechanism at play in connecting experiences—i.e., level of exposure—to trust is the 

quality of information a person receives about a political event, which differs based on first- or 

second-hand experience (Reinhardt 2017).  

Gaining contact to a previously distant institution likely influences citizens’ trust in that 

institution by updating the information citizens receive about that institution, its conduct, and its 

effectiveness (Skogan 2006; Rosenbaum et al. 2005; Turner and Shum forthcoming). For example, 

in recent years, a growing number of studies examine how exposure to foreign militaries that wage 

interventions and aid missions predicts host country attitudes toward the foreign power, largely in 

noncombat settings (e.g., Allen et al. 2020; Singh and Williamson 2022). This work suggests that 

contact with personnel or receipt of benefits—whether in the form of social capital or economic 

benefits—from the foreign military correlates with stronger support for that state’s government 

and people (Allen et al. 2020). This holds even in places where citizens have extremely negative 

priors about the foreign power (Machain 2021). Negative contact, likewise, is associated with 

citizens receiving negative consequences and met with negative shifts in trust (Watkins 2022).  
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Much like the literature on contact theory and trust, the scholarship on exposure to the 

military suggests that individuals whose family members are soldiers, or those with direct 

experience in the military themselves, tend to be socialized into military culture and therefore hold 

higher levels of trust in the institution due to emotional attachment, firsthand experience, and 

shared values (Margulies and Blankshain 2022; Allport 1954; Brown and Hewstone 2005). This 

literature implies that repeated exposure to members of the military can lead to increased trust 

through repeated contact.  

In terms of increased exposure to the military, the intensity and frequency of contact—what 

I call the degree of exposure—is shown to assist people in formulating attitudes (Margulies and 

Blankshain 2022; Allen et al. 2020). To that end, research on geographic exposure to the military 

suggests that living close to military barracks has positive implications for trust in the institution, 

on account of being exposed to members of the military and forming social relationships based on 

proximity (Opiyo 2021; Allen et al. 2020).   

 Studies on exposure to police suggest that negative interactions with police predict citizens’ 

trust in the police more so than positive interactions (Turner and Shum forthcoming). For example, 

indirect exposure to long-term police violence has the potential to traumatize citizens and 

demobilize them politically, which can undermine trust in local government (Desmond, 

Papachristos, and Kirk 2016; Silva et al 2022). 

To that end, several dimensions of contact with police are shown to affect citizens’ trust 

judgments in the police in the existing literature (Karim 2020). For example, several studies 

identify that the type of initiation of contact—citizen-initiated (seeking help) or police-initiated 

(stopping, searching, or checking citizens)—affects the degree to which citizens trust the police, 

with the former being more predictive of more positive trust judgments (Rosenbaum et al. 2005; 
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Skogan 2006). Some studies classify the type of contact by the “severity” of that contact, whether 

in an emergency situation or in carrying out a mundane activity, such as paperwork (Barker 2014). 

These studies suggest that citizens are more likely to render negative trust judgments after 

“intense”, one-time interactions that are negative, as opposed to more mundane ones carried out 

on a regular basis (Turner and Shum forthcoming). These dimensions of contact are shown to be 

pertinent to citizens’ attitude formation: for example, Dai and Jiang (2016) demonstrate that 

experiencing a bad interaction with a police officer is one of the strongest predictors of distrust in 

the institution over time.  

 
 
Theoretical Expectations  
 
 
Assistive Interventions 
 

The literature on exposure to interventions suggests that contact with the military in the 

context of being provided with goods and services is associated with citizens holding positive 

views of the military (Allen et al. 2020). The logic is as follows: Assistive interventions provide 

citizens with public goods and services, humanitarian intervention, and assistance with 

administration. Receiving direct assistance may provide repeated opportunities for relationship-

building between citizens and members of the military, and it could add to citizens’ well-being and 

quality of life. Especially in contexts where citizens hold the police in low regard based on poor 

performance, and security is a relevant issue, it could convince some citizens that the military is 

being helpful and positively executing policy. Further, some citizens may believe that the military 

is filling the gap caused by ineffective policing. In sum, I expect that directly experiencing assistive 

actions increases trust in the military. 
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Following from the above conversation about issue relevance, indirectly experiencing 

assistive interventions should also have a positive effect on trust in the military. Even if citizens 

indirectly hear that the military is providing goods and services to a distant population, one could 

predict that hearing that the military is providing goods and services could have a positive effect 

on citizen trust, due to the fact that the military is doing something to combat insecurity.41 As for 

the degree of exposure to the issue, citizens are likely to reflect an increase in trust when public 

goods and services are being delivered to them (Allen et al. 2020). 

It is important to note that assistive interventions might have the opposite effect on political 

trust. Some citizens may experience the potentially negative externalities of interventions, even if 

those interventions are waged with the goal of providing public goods. A pertinent example is, 

during a post-disaster military intervention, meant to provide relief to the population, members of 

the military could commit human rights abuses against members of the population. Although we 

lack systematized data that captures human rights abuses committed during disaster relief 

operations, there is anecdotal evidence of this occurring (Human Rights Watch 2022). In these 

situations, it is unlikely that citizens with negative experiences—even during interventions with 

assistive goals—would register positive trust judgments in the face of negative personal 

experiences.  

 
 
Coercive Interventions 
 
 

Coercive interventions are those that wield the coercive power of the state to provide 

security. Examples are when the military is deployed to fight organized crime or drug trafficking, 

 
41 This dynamic could follow the logic of Romero et al. (2016), whereby citizens reward the executive for tough-on-
crime rhetoric as opposed to policy. This insinuates that publics may reward a willingness to prioritize security, but 
more in terms of what they say they will do, as opposed to the policies they actually implement.  
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eradicate illicit crops, or manage protest with soldiers (Chavez et al. 2023). By the same logic 

applied to assistive interventions, directly experiencing coercive military interventions could 

decrease citizens’ trust in the military. Since the military is likely to be deployed in high-insecurity 

areas, witnessing soldiers carrying out in coercive activities might evoke fear, rather than make 

citizens feel more secure. Indirectly experiencing coercive actions carried out by the military—

e.g., hearing or reading that the military has been deployed to assist police in providing security in 

insecure areas—may evoke positive trust judgments in the military for a similar logic as described 

in Romero et al. (2016): In the abstract, hearing the military is being deployed to carry out tough-

on-crime policies might sound more helpful to people from afar when they do not have to 

experience the coercion exercised when the policies are implemented.  

 

The above considerations lead to the following hypotheses: 

H1 – Assistive: On average, an increase in assistive military interventions should be 
associated with an increase in trust in the military.  
 
 H1A (conditional): Direct exposure to assistive military interventions should be 
associated with an increase in trust in the military. Indirect exposure to assistive military 
interventions should be associated with an increase in trust in the military, though to a 
lesser extent than direct assistive military interventions.  
 
H2 – Coercive: On average, an increase in coercive military interventions should be 
associated with a decrease in trust in the military.  
 
 H2B (conditional): Direct exposure to coercive military interventions should be 
associated with a decrease in trust in the military. Indirect exposure to coercive military 
interventions should be associated with no effect in trust in the military. 
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For clarity, Table 3.1 below summarizes the conditional hypotheses outlined above. The 

columns are the type of military intervention—assistive or coercive—and the rows are the degree 

of exposure an individual has to the military intervention—direct or indirect. 

 

Table 3.1. Conditional Predictions: Effect of Military Interventions on Trust in the Military, 
by Type of Intervention and Level of Exposure 
   

 
 

 
Direct 

 
Indirect 

 
Assistive 

 

 
Increase trust in military 

 

 
Increase trust in military 

 
Coercive 

 

 
Decrease trust in military 

 

 
No effect on trust in military 

 
 
 
Effects on Trust in the Police 
 
 

While the literature on trust in the police yields mixed theoretical and empirical results as 

to how exposure to police officers could predict people’s trust in the police, the current study is 

concerned with how increased military interventions could predict people’s trust in the two 

institutions simultaneously. In highly militarized contexts where the police and military fill 

overlapping roles in providing public security, it is reasonable to imagine that citizens may 

consider the institutions in comparison to each other when formulating trust judgments (e.g., 

Bailey, Parás, and Vargas 2013). In other words, increased military interventions may influence 

how citizens view their police forces as well.  

One could expect that an increase in the number of military interventions could lead 

citizens to experience interventions or at least hear about them, in places affected by insecurity. 

The literature on blame attribution in contexts of insecurity suggests a high willingness of citizens 
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to blame and reward the state for services rendered or violence performed by non-state entities 

(Pechenkina and Argo 2020). A similar implication of this increased experience and hearsay is that 

citizens could blame or reward the police for behaviors undertaken by military personnel. The 

resulting shift in trust could be positive or negative.  

It is reasonable to posit that exposure to military interventions could decrease trust in the 

police for two reasons. First, when people are exposed to state coercion, regardless of the actor 

carrying it out, there is a greater chance to experience negative consequences, which citizens likely 

blame on the police (following the logic expressed in Pechenkina and Argo 2020). Second, 

witnessing military personnel carrying out police tasks could further convince citizens that the 

police are incapable of fulfilling their mandate, so the military must step in and assist (e.g., Bailey, 

Parás, and Vargas 2013). To that end, in places where the military intervenes, citizens could make 

negative performance judgments about the police as an institution. Formally: 

 
H3: On average, an increase in assistive military interventions should be associated with 
a decrease in trust in the police.  
 
H4: On average, an increase in coercive military interventions should be associated with 
a decrease in trust in the police.  

 

Table 3.2 on the following page summarizes the conditional theoretical expectations 

outlined above: how the type of interventions and degree of citizen exposure to interventions 

predicts citizens’ trust in the police.  
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Table 3.2. Conditional Predictions: Effect of Military Interventions on Trust in the Police, by 
Type of Intervention and Level of Exposure 
 

 
 

 
Direct 

 
Indirect 

 
Assistive 

 

 
Decrease trust in police 

 

 
No effect on trust in police 

 
Coercive 

 

 
Decrease trust in police 

 
Decrease trust in police 

 
 
 

3.3 Operationalizing Security Interventions in Context 
 
 

I test these theoretical expectations in the context of Mexico. Mexico’s military often 

participates in varied interventions, assistive and coercive. In the realm of assistive interventions, 

Mexico has been deploying its military in disaster relief operations as part of its DN-III-E program 

–El Plan de Auxilio a la Población Civil en Casos de Desastre42—since 1966. Under this program, 

the executive orders troops to be deployed in the wake of natural hazards, including earthquakes, 

tropical storms, forest fires, and volcanic eruptions. The plan consists of search and rescue, 

evaluation of communities at risk, administration of distribution (aid) centers, advising the 

population, and providing security in affected areas.43 Since its inception, the program has been 

applied across Mexico in more than 40,000 instances (SEDENA 2022). In terms of other assistive 

tasks, in the past decade, during the administration of President Andrés Manuel López Obrador 

(AMLO), several duties of the police were shifted to the military. Many of these tasks involve 

construction and administration and include managing public works projects and helping citizens 

with administrative tasks (Chavez et al. 2023).  

 
42 Assistance to the Civil Population in Cases of Disaster Plan. 
43 https://www.gob.mx/sedena/acciones-y-programas/que-es-el-plan-dn-iii-e. 



75 
 

In terms of coercive interventions, Mexico has been deploying its military internally in 

security missions across its territory since the 1970s. However, militarization increased most 

intensively after 2006, when the government began deploying the armed forces to fight 

transnational organized criminal groups. From 2006 to 2018, Mexico mobilized several hundred 

thousand soldiers to different parts of the country in public security missions and spent billions of 

dollars on the strengthening the military (Lara and Romero 2019). In 2018, AMLO disintegrated 

the National Police Force and created the National Guard. This new force consists of soldiers and 

police and carries out both assistive and coercive interactions.  

Mexico is an ideal case to test the theoretical framework detailed above. Law enforcement 

engages in a variety of assistive and coercive tasks across Mexico’s territory. Therefore, testing 

these notions in the context of Mexico provides a test of the competing explanations and typology. 

As discussed earlier, Mexico’s militarization of public security has resulted in direct and indirect 

violence and has exacerbated issues of common crime and insecurity across the country. In 

addition, despite the territorial reach of assistive and coercive interventions across the territory, 

few Mexican citizens are aware of the actual growth of militarization in the country.44  

Beyond Mexico, it is reasonable to predict that the theoretical framework presented in this 

chapter could apply—specifically, in any highly militarized context, where governments militarize 

public security by purchasing military equipment for police forces and “constabularizing” their 

police forces to include members of military units. Examples of similar contexts include places 

highly affected by organized crime, where citizens demonstrate high levels of trust in the military 

 
44 Survey evidence shows that Mexican citizens tend to underestimate the amount of militarization occurring in 
Mexico, in terms of how many sectors are affected, how many soldiers are deployed, and where they are deployed 
(Zizumbo-Colunga and Frost, working paper).  
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and simultaneously low levels of trust in the police, such as Guatemala, Honduras, and the 

Dominican Republic (Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2021).  

 
Data 
 
 
Dependent Variables 
 
 

To test the above hypotheses, I rely on LAPOP Lab AmericasBarometer survey data that 

capture trust in law enforcement institutions. The dependent variables are trust in the military and 

trust in the police. Based on data access for the independent variables, which I detail below, I use 

the responses from Mexico from 2014-2019 only (i.e., the 2014, 2016, and 2019 waves of the 

survey). Trust in the military and trust in the police are measured on a 1-7 scale, where 1 represents 

do not trust the institution at all and 7 represents trust the institution a lot.  

The figures below visualize citizens’ levels of trust in the military and the police over time 

in Mexico. In line with much of the region, there is a long-standing disparity in trust in the military 

and trust in the police in the country. As the figures below show, trust in the military in Mexico 

generally hovers in the high-60 to low-70 percent range.45 The most recent level of trust in the 

Military was 66 percent, measured by LAPOP Lab in 2023.  

Trust in the police, in the other hand, is one of the lowest in the Latin American region. 

Since 2004, trust in the police has hovered in the high-20 to low-30 percent range. The most recent 

level of trust in the police was 31 percent. Although it remains low, the level of trust in the police 

increased to 31 percent from 22 percent in 2019.  

 
 

 
45 The “trust in the military” and “trust in the police” question are asked on a 1-7 scale, where 1 is not at all, and 7 is 
a lot. I recoded the responses so that 1 is that the respondent expresses having trust in the institution, and 0 is no trust 
in the institution. From the original scale, responses of 1-4 are labeled 0, and responses of 5-7 are labeled 1. 
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Figure 3.2. Public Trust in the Military in Mexico, 2004-2023 
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Figure 3.3. Public Trust in the Police in Mexico, 2004-2023 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Independent Variables  
 
 

I operationalize assistive and coercive interventions with event data from two Freedom of 

Information Requests that I sent to the Mexico’s government (specifically SEDENA, Mexico’s  

armed forces46) in 2020 and 2022. In the first petition, for data on assistive military interventions, 

I requested information on post-disaster relief operations.47 Mexico has been utilizing its armed 

forces in post-disaster relief operations since 1966, when the “DN-III-E” (colloquially, DNIII) 

policy was created.  

 
46 It is important to note that Mexico’s army and Mexico’s navy conduct interventions on subnational soil.  However, 
the number of units involved in naval operations is one-tenth the number of army units involved in army interventions 
(Flores-Macías and Zarkin 2024). For this project, I have access to data on interventions conducted by the army, but 
not the navy.  
47 Please see the Appendix to Chapter 3 for detailed information on the Freedom of Information Requests, including 
how I worded the requests for data access.  



79 
 

Figure 3.4. Number of DNIII Deployments by Federal Entity, 2015-2019 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Using the Freedom of Information Requests, I constructed a (sub)state-year database of 

interventions from 2015 to 2019. While SEDENA shared data on coercive interactions from 2007 

to 2022, data were only available on assistive interactions from 2015 to 2019. Therefore, the 

current analysis focuses on this period. 

Assistive interventions are represented by individual instances of the DNIII deployments 

discussed above, applied at the state level in Mexico from 2015-2019. The database registers 776 

instances of DNIII interventions over this period. I use the data on tropical-storm-related DNIII 

interventions, though the DNIII also activates after earthquakes, floods, landslides, and chemical 

disasters. Therefore, I would argue that this measure operationalizes assistive interventions 

appropriately.  
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Figure 3.4 on the previous page shows the number of DNIII interventions captured in the 

data per federal entity during the period of focus. The data reflect that all 32 federal entities (31 

states and one federal district) received a DNIII intervention during the years in question; in most 

cases, states received more than one. 

Coercive interventions are represented by individual instances of confrontations (battles) 

between law enforcement and members of organized criminal groups from 2015-2019. These data 

were captured at the municipal level, and I aggregated them to the state level for these analyses, in 

order to make state and regional comparisons by type of intervention. The database registers 1686 

confrontations between members of the military and suspected organized criminal groups from 

2015-2019. The data reflect that over the four-year period captured in these analyses, there were 

far more confrontations than DNIII interventions. It is important to mention that the data are 

skewed: the vast majority of confrontations occur in three states—Mexico State, Jalisco, and 

Veracruz. There is also a much higher variance in the number of interventions experienced in states 

over time, based on the inherently territorial nature of organized criminal violence in Mexico. 

Figure 3.5 on the following page shows the number of confrontations between the military and 

(suspected) members of organized criminal groups, by state for this period.  
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Figure 3.5. Number of Military-Organized Crime Confrontations by Federal Entity,  

2015-2019 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The unit of analysis of the full merged dataset is survey respondent-year, and each 

respondent is coded based on their state (prov). Each survey respondent is assigned a yearly 

number of DNIII interventions and yearly number of confrontations, such that each variable takes 

the value of the number of DNIII interventions or confrontations in their state in that year, and 0 

otherwise.  
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Table 3.3. Summary Statistics Table 

Variable  Obs  Mean  Std. Dev.  Min  Max 
 Trust in Military 4560 4.945 1.806 1 7 
 Trust in Police 4628 3.108 1.798 1 7 
 Age 4672 3.046 1.604 1 6 
 Gender (1=Man) 4678 .498 .5 0 1 
 Education 4654 9.476 4.349 0 18 
 Support for Democracy 4438 4.743 1.661 1 7 
 Pride in Political System 4590 3.914 1.949 1 7 
 Urban 4678 .801 .4 0 1 
 Employed 4661 .537 .499 0 1 
 Economic Situation 4641 .357 .346 0 1 
 Corruption Victim 4658 .249 .433 0 1 
 Insecurity 4634 2.547 .922 1 4 
 Crime Victim 4671 .295 .456 0 1 
 Social Trust 4566 2.676 .9 1 4 
 

 
 
Controls 
 

In these analyses, I control for age, gender, years of education, corruption victimization, crime 

victimization, insecurity, economic situation, employment status, social trust, and geography 

(urban vs. rural). Below, I explain the conceptual reasoning behind including each variable, as well 

as how I operationalize and code it for the empirical analyses.48 

Studies on trust in the military suggest that older individuals tend to trust the military more 

than younger individuals, and scholarship on trust in the police follows similar patterns (Dai and 

Johnson 2009; Garcia and Cao 2005). I capture age with a survey question from the 

AmericasBarometer. On the survey, age is a write-in question, where the interviewer asks the 

respondent the open-ended question, “How old are you?” I recode age so that it is grouped into six 

categories (0-6): 18-25, 26-35, 36-45, 46-55, 56-65, and 66+.  

In addition, the extant scholarship on trust in the military and trust in the police identifies 

gender as a determinant of levels of trust in those institutions. Following the conventional wisdom, 

 
48 Of note, the results are similar if these controls are or are not included in the models. 
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I operationalize gender with an AmericasBarometer question that asks, “For statistical purposes, 

could you please tell me your gender?” I code men 1 and women 0 in these analyses.   

 Several studies argue that general trust in the political system explains some of the variation 

in trust in the military (Garb 2015; Inglehart and García Pardo 1988; Holsti et al. 1992), with 

people expressing higher levels of trust in the system also displaying a higher level of trust the 

police.  

In the empirical tests that follow, level of trust/pride in the political system is proxied by a 

question that asks, “To what extent do feel proud living under our political system?” It is assumed 

by context that the political system refers to the national political system of the country in which 

the survey respondent is nested. This question is measured on a 1 to 7 scale where 1 indicates that 

the respondent does not feel proud of the political system at all, and 7 indicates that they feel proud 

of the political system a lot.  

Conventional wisdom also maintains that citizens who convey democratic attitudes—

proxied by level of democratic support—tend to express higher levels of trust in the military and 

the police, for reasons in line with the argument about pride in the system. In this study, I 

operationalize this concept using a survey question. Level of democratic support is a question that 

asks, “Democracy might have its problems, but it is the best political system. To what extent do 

you agree or disagree with this statement?” Answers are measured on a 1-7 scale, where 1 signifies 

“completely disagree” and 7 is “completely agree”.  

Existing scholarship suggests that being victimized by agents of the state could lead to a 

dampening in citizen trust in that institution (Seligson 2006). I operationalize this victimization 

using two survey items. Corruption victimization is a two-component index that measures whether 

the survey respondent has been victimized by a police officer or a government employee in the 
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last twelve months. It takes the value of 1 if the respondent answers “yes” to either component and 

0 otherwise.  

Studies suggest that crime victimization is associated with lower trust in the police, though 

the relationship between being the victim of a crime and trust in the military is less clear (e.g., 

Singer et al. 2019). I operationalize crime victimization with a survey question from the 

AmericasBarometer that asks, “[Now, changing the subject,] Have you been a victim of any type 

of crime in the past 12 months? That is, have you been a victim of robbery, burglary, assault, fraud, 

blackmail, extortion, violent threats or any other type of crime in the past 12 months?” It is a 

dichotomous measure; 1 for “yes” and 0 for “no”.  

Likewise, feelings of insecurity have been shown to dampen trust in the police. I 

operationalize this concept with a survey question from the AmericasBarometer. Insecurity 

captures whether the respondent feels safe in their neighborhood. It is worded, “Speaking of the 

neighborhood 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?” It is measured on a four-point 

ordinal scale, where 1 is “very safe” and 4 is “very unsafe”.  

Previous studies suggest that trust in institutions increases in better economic times. I 

operationalize this using a survey question from the AmericasBarometer, economic situation, 

which captures whether the respondent feels that they are moving in the right direction 

economically over the past year; in other words, if economic times are good. It is worded, “Do 

you think that your economic situation is better than, the same as, or worse than it was 12 months 

ago?” In the survey, the question is asked on a 1-3 scale, where 1 is (comparatively) “better”, 2 is 

“the same”, and 3 is (comparatively) “worse”. I reverse the 1-3 scale and label 0 “worse”, 0.5 “the 

same”, and 1 “better”. Related scholarship holds that good economic times are correlated with 
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higher trust in institutions; thus, we can predict that a respondent’s improved economic situation 

could increase their trust in the military and trust in the police (Salazar-Tobar and Rengifo 2023). 

Along the same lines, employment status is a 1-0 indicator of whether the respondent is currently 

employed. In line with expectations about good economic times, a respondent’s being employed 

should positively correlate with their trust in both institutions.  

Related work maintains that social capital increases trust in the police (Sun, Hu, and Wu 

2012). I capture social capital by examining social trust; specifically, I use a survey question from 

the AmericasBarometer 2023 survey that measures a respondent’s perceptions of whether the 

people around them are trustworthy. The question is worded, “And speaking of the people from 

around here, would you say that people in this community are very trustworthy, somewhat 

trustworthy, not very trustworthy or untrustworthy...?” It is measured on a 1-4 ordinal scale, where 

4 is “very trustworthy” and 0 is “untrustworthy”.  

 Finally, in previous studies, geography has been shown to matter for individuals’ levels of 

trust in the military and trust in the police. According to these studies, urban respondents can be 

expected to trust the military less than their rural counterparts, and to trust the police more than 

their rural counterparts. I capture the geography of a respondent with a measure that records 

whether the respondent lives in an urban or rural area; urban respondent is coded 1 if they live in 

an urban area and 0 if not.  

 
 
Estimation Strategy 
 
 
 To test the extent to which interventions make individuals more or less likely to trust the 

military and police, I estimate a series of Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regressions. Since the 

dependent variables—trust in the military and trust in the police—are measured on a 1-7 ordinal 
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scale, where trust increases as the values increase, OLS is a reasonable methodological choice. I 

also estimate alternative model specifications. The results of these alternative model specifications 

can be found in the Appendix to Chapter 3.  

 

3.4 Results 
 
 

OLS regression analysis reflects that an increase in assistive military interventions is 

weakly associated with a very slight decrease in trust in the military (-0.006 on a 1 to 7 scale at a 

10 percent level of significance; in other words, p<0.10). Likewise, increased assistive military 

interventions are associated with a decreased level of trust in the police. The association is slightly 

stronger than the effect of assistive military interventions on trust in the military at -0.010 on a 

scale of 1 to 7 and at a higher level of significance, at 1 percent (p<0.01). In contrast, I find no 

evidence to reject the null hypothesis that there is no association between coercive military 

interventions and trust in either institution. In other words, these analyses do not support the idea 

that trust in the military and trust in the police are predicted by an increase in coercive military 

interventions. 

In discussing possibilities for the null effect of coercive military interventions, it could be 

that using the state-year as the unit of analysis is too aggregated to see the effects of coercive 

interventions, given the geographically bounded nature of coercion that could occur during 

coercive interventions. It is possible that the attitudinal effects of interventions could be localized, 

such that perhaps only citizens in the municipality in which the intervention occurs and the 

surrounding municipalities hear about military coercion taking place. In contrast, assistive military 

interventions tend to garner more news coverage, farther from where they take place in comparison 

to coercive military interventions, which tend to be covered on the news more locally or regionally. 
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In future analyses, I plan to use data collected at the municipal level to carry out these analyses. I 

could use data from Mexico’s yearly public security survey, the Encuesta Nacional de 

Victimización y Percepción sobre Seguridad Pública (ENVIPE) to capture the dependent variables 

of trust in the military and trust in the police, as the ENVIPE survey includes these measures.  

An additional empirical concern is measuring trust in the two institutions in two-year 

increments. It is possible that assistive and coercive interventions could have effects on citizen 

attitudes in the short term—over the course of two or three months, for example—instead of the 

medium term of one to two years. Further, given that the data cover a five-year period, it is 

reasonable to suggest that municipality-month is a more rigorous unit of analysis for the current 

study.  

 

Figure 3.6. Full Results: Assistive Military Interventions and Trust in Law Enforcement 
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Figure 3.7. Full Results: Coercive Military Interventions and Trust in Law Enforcement 
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Table 3.4. Full Results Table 
 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
VARIABLES Trust in 

Military 
Assistive 

Trust in  
Police  

Assistive 

Trust in  
Military  
Coercive 

Trust in  
Police  

Coercive 
     
Number Confront   0.000537 0.000541 
   (0.000786) (0.000420) 
Number DNIII -0.00618* -0.0103***   
 (0.00354) (0.00332)   
Age 0.0502*** -0.00577 0.0485*** -0.00877 
 (0.0167) (0.0166) (0.0168) (0.0166) 
Gender (1=Woman) 0.347*** 0.0144 0.349*** 0.0163 
 (0.0558) (0.0511) (0.0559) (0.0513) 
Education -0.0126* -0.00742 -0.0132* -0.00825 
 (0.00670) (0.00723) (0.00669) (0.00726) 
Support Democracy 0.108*** 0.0940*** 0.110*** 0.0977*** 
 (0.0182) (0.0178) (0.0183) (0.0178) 
Pride Political System 0.309*** 0.319*** 0.308*** 0.317*** 
 (0.0149) (0.0145) (0.0148) (0.0144) 
Urban -0.0279 -0.0447 -0.0297 -0.0456 
 (0.0676) (0.0826) (0.0680) (0.0821) 
Employed -0.0511 -0.0676 -0.0503 -0.0660 
 (0.0581) (0.0549) (0.0583) (0.0550) 
Economic Situation 0.180** 0.110 0.163** 0.0829 
 (0.0731) (0.0738) (0.0730) (0.0733) 
Corruption Victim -0.255*** -0.378*** -0.260*** -0.387*** 
 (0.0669) (0.0613) (0.0669) (0.0613) 
Insecurity  -0.0561* -0.178*** -0.0585* -0.182*** 
 (0.0310) (0.0304) (0.0310) (0.0305) 
Crime Victim -0.00392 -0.267*** -0.00947 -0.278*** 
 (0.0656) (0.0506) (0.0655) (0.0502) 
Social Trust 0.139*** 0.174*** 0.141*** 0.177*** 
 (0.0320) (0.0307) (0.0321) (0.0309) 
Constant 2.901*** 1.755*** 2.873*** 1.708*** 
 (0.187) (0.197) (0.189) (0.196) 
     
Observations 4,132 4,174 4,132 4,174 
R-squared 0.191 0.229 0.190 0.227 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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3.5 Discussion and Conclusions 
 
 

In contexts where citizens largely lack accurate information about the military and 

militarization, as has been the case in Mexico since the 1970s, most citizens cannot rely on personal 

experiences to gather information on military performance. However, in the same contexts, most 

citizens do have access to police and have simpler ways of gathering information about police 

performance, due to day-to-day exposure to police forces. The findings reflected here suggest that 

military intervention has mixed results on people’s attitudes, though these analyses demonstrate 

that it may mainly negatively predict trust in law enforcement when the military provides public 

goods and assistance to the population in the form of disaster relief.  

This paper adds to a growing literature on security reform, particularly in contexts where 

governments deploy their militaries to carry out domestic police work, and police and military fill 

similar security roles. First, in contrast to forthcoming literature that holds that individuals might 

be able to differentiate between types of security interventions, these findings are agnostic about 

whether people can differentiate between the different types. This suggests that more work is 

needed in this area. However, this study suggests that, even if citizens are unaware of the exact 

roles of the military and police across Mexico’s territory, military actions in subnational territory 

may matter for citizens’ judgments of performance and trust in security institutions—in line with 

previous literature on institutional trust (e.g., Turner and Shum forthcoming). 

The fact that even assistive military interventions could have a negative association with 

trust in the police has potential (cautious) implications for security policy. Important to the study’s 

context, Mexico is already hesitant to reform the police, deciding instead to create National Guard 

and invest more money in all branches of the military. To this end, these funding decisions would 

likely add to the vicious cycle already in play: Policymakers could opt away from spending money 
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on reforming the police, which would likely result in the police continuing to perform poorly. This 

could further necessitate the domestic deployment of the military, in the eyes of policymakers and 

citizens alike, rendering the future of local and regional police forces uncertain. Past studies 

caution that using soldiers in law enforcement tasks is ill-suited at best and dangerous at worst: 

Soldiers are trained for combat and lack the skills to engage with citizens on a normal basis and 

commit more violence when engaging in day-to-day interactions with citizens (Pion-Berlin 2017). 

Therefore, even if assistive military interventions have the best interests of the citizens at heart, 

they could be doing damage to the military’s—and the police’s—public image.  

That said, the results regarding a connection between assistive interventions and trust in 

this chapter should be considered only suggestive, for at least two reasons: first, the predicted 

effects are very small and, second, it will be important for future scholarship to assess the 

robustness of the findings to different modeling approaches. Finally, future scholarship should 

extend this work to consider indicators of whether the intervention was successful or 

unsuccessful—that is, to consider the quality of the intervention. 
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3.6 Appendix to Chapter 3 
 
Table A3.1.  Survey Question Wording 

 
 
Variable 

 
 
Concept 

Operationalization: 
Original Survey Question 

 
Translation to English 

 
 
Data Source 

q2 Age Q2. ¿Cuál es su edad en años 
cumplidos? ________ años  

Q2. How old are you? 
_____ years 

LAPOP AmericasBarometer 

gender1 Gender 
 

Q1TC. Para fines estadísticos, 
por favor, ¿me podría confirmar 
su género?    

Q1TC. For statistical purposes, could you 
please confirm your gender?   

LAPOP AmericasBarometer 

edre Education EDRE. ¿Cuál es el máximo 
nivel educativo que usted 
alcanzó? 

EDRE. What is the highest level of education 
you have reached? 

LAPOP AmericasBarometer 

demsupport Support for 
Democracy 

ING4. Puede que la democracia 
tenga problemas, pero es mejor 
que cualquier otra forma de 
gobierno. ¿Hasta qué punto está 
de acuerdo o en desacuerdo con 
esta frase? 

ING4. Democracy may have problems, but it 
is better than any other form of government. 
To what extent do you agree or disagree with 
this statement? 

LAPOP AmericasBarometer 

pride Pride in 
National 
Political 
System 

B4. ¿Hasta qué punto se siente 
usted orgulloso de vivir bajo el 
sistema político (gentilicio)? 

B4. To what extent do you feel proud of living 
under the political system of (demonym)? 

LAPOP AmericasBarometer 

urban Urban 
Geography 

UR. Urbano; rural UR. Urban; rural LAPOP AmericasBarometer 

econsituation Economic 
Situation 

IDIO2. ¿Considera usted que su 
situación económica actual es 
mejor, igual o peor que la de 
hace doce meses? 
(1) Mejor (2) Igual (3) Peor 

IDIO2. Do you think that your economic 
situation is better than, the same as, or worse 
than it was 12 months ago? 

LAPOP AmericasBarometer  

newcorvic Corruption 
Victimization 

EXC2. ¿En los últimos doce 
meses, algún soldado u oficial 

EXC2. Has a police officer asked you for a 
bribe in the last twelve months? 

LAPOP AmericasBarometer  
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militar le ha solicitado un 
soborno o mordida/coima? 
AND 
EXC6. ¿En los últimos 12 
meses, algún empleado público 
le ha solicitado una mordida (o 
soborno)? 

AND 
EXC6. In the last twelve months, did any 
soldier or military officer ask you for a bribe? 

victim Crime 
Victimization 

VIC1EXT. Ahora, cambiando el 
tema, ¿ha sido usted víctima de 
algún acto de delincuencia en 
los últimos 12 meses? Es decir, 
¿ha sido usted víctima de un 
robo, hurto, agresión, fraude, 
chantaje, extorsión, amenazas o 
algún otro tipo de acto 
delincuencial en los últimos 12 
meses? 

VIC1EXT. Now, changing the subject, have 
you been a victim of any type of crime in the 
past 12 months? That is, have you been a 
victim of robbery, burglary, assault, fraud, 
blackmail, extortion, violent threats or any 
other type of crime in the past 12 months? 

LAPOP AmericasBarometer  

insecure Insecurity AOJ11. Hablando del lugar o el 
barrio/la colonia donde usted 
vive y pensando en la 
posibilidad de ser víctima de un 
asalto o robo, ¿usted se siente 
muy seguro(a), algo seguro(a), 
algo inseguro(a) o muy 
inseguro(a)? 

AOJ11. Speaking of the neighborhood 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? 

LAPOP AmericasBarometer  

social_trust Social Trust IT1. Ahora, hablando de la 
gente de por aquí, ¿diría que la 
gente de su 
comunidad/barrio/área/vecindad 
es muy confiable, algo 
confiable, poco confiable o 
nada confiable? 

IT1. And speaking of the people from around 
here, would you say that people in this 
community/neighborhood are very 
trustworthy, somewhat trustworthy, not very 
trustworthy or untrustworthy...? 

LAPOP AmericasBarometer  
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trust_mil Trust in the 
Military 

B12. ¿Hasta qué punto tiene 
usted confianza en las (Fuerzas 
Armadas [o Ejército])? 

B12. To what extent do you trust the Armed 
Forces? 

LAPOP AmericasBarometer  

trust_pol Trust in the 
Police 

B18. ¿Hasta qué punto tiene 
confianza usted en la Policía 
Nacional? 

B18. To what extent do you trust the National 
Police? 

LAPOP AmericasBarometer  
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Details on Freedom of Information Requests 
 

1. DNIII: Folio 0000700069120 
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2. Confrontations: Folio 330026422001080 
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Alternative Model Specification 

 

Table A3.2. Ordered Logistic Regression models 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
VARIABLES Military 

Assistive  
Police  

Assistive 
Military  
Coercive  

Police  
Coercive 

     
Number DNIII 0.993* 0.987***   
 (0.00353) (0.00353)   

 Number Confront   1.001 1.000 
   (0.000806) (0.000733) 
Age 1.074*** 0.992 1.072*** 0.988 
 (0.0215) (0.0195) (0.0215) (0.0194) 
Gender (1=Man) 1.540*** 1.035 1.544*** 1.035 
 (0.0956) (0.0634) (0.0959) (0.0635) 
Education 0.979*** 1.001 0.979*** 1.000 
 (0.00743) (0.00749) (0.00742) (0.00748) 
Support Democracy 1.142*** 1.126*** 1.144*** 1.131*** 
 (0.0209) (0.0207) (0.0209) (0.0207) 
Pride in Political Sys 1.436*** 1.491*** 1.432*** 1.484*** 
 (0.0241) (0.0252) (0.0241) (0.0251) 
Urban 1.004 0.993 0.998 0.996 
 (0.0725) (0.0719) (0.0723) (0.0723) 
Employed 0.924 0.955 0.924 0.960 
 (0.0567) (0.0582) (0.0567) (0.0585) 
Economic Situation 1.183** 1.179** 1.161* 1.135 
 (0.0998) (0.0991) (0.0974) (0.0947) 
Corruption Vict 0.791*** 0.614*** 0.788*** 0.609*** 
 (0.0531) (0.0421) (0.0529) (0.0417) 
Insecurity 0.935** 0.830*** 0.933** 0.826*** 
 (0.0310) (0.0275) (0.0309) (0.0273) 
Crime Victim 1.010 0.715*** 1.003 0.706*** 
 (0.0646) (0.0459) (0.0640) (0.0453) 
Social Trust 1.156*** 1.234*** 1.160*** 1.240*** 
 (0.0393) (0.0416) (0.0394) (0.0418) 
     
Observations 4,132 4,174 4,132 4,174 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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4 Contact with Soldiers and Trust in Law Enforcement: Survey Evidence 
 
 

4.1 Introduction  
 

How does increased exposure to the military predict trust in law enforcement in contexts 

affected by militarization? The literature on trust in institutions establishes that contact with 

members of institutions matters for opinion formation and change (Tyler, Fagan, and Geller 2014; 

Turner and Shum forthcoming). Particularly in contexts where citizens lack accurate, up-to-date 

information on institutional behavior and performance (e.g., Reinhardt 2017), second-hand stories 

or the rare instance of first-hand contact—even if brief—may significantly change how citizens 

view the institution carrying out the policy (Zizumbo-Colunga and Martínez-Velasco 2021).  

In the realm of policing, we know that exposure to the police leads to more negative 

consequences than positive ones. In particular, coercive contact with the police can lead to a 

decrease in citizen trust in the police, and even positive interactions with police can have negative 

effects on people’s trust (Skogan 2006; Dai and Jiang 2016; Turner and Shum forthcoming). For 

instance, police violence, even when indirectly experienced, can cause trauma and an 

unwillingness to engage with the political system or obey law enforcement, on the part of non-

victims (Turner and Shum forthcoming). At the same time, studies show that police delivery of 

services has no effect on trust attitudes, given the aforementioned negativity bias that can 

accompany citizens’ views of police in many contexts (Silva et al. 2022; Ang et al. 2021; Ben-

Menachem and Morris 2022).  

Existing studies argue that an exception to these trends occurs when police engage in 

repeated service delivery and long-term relationship-building with citizens, during which 

connections are forged and reinforced through repeated positive contact (e.g., Karim 2020). In this 

case, studies find evidence of small improvements in trust, though the effects are significantly 
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weaker than in situations where attitudes shift negative (Karim 2020; Skogan 2006). Indeed, it 

appears easier for law enforcement to lose the trust of the public than to gain it back (Myhill and 

Bradford 2013; Turner and Shum forthcoming).  

While illuminating, these studies focus on contact with the police—a highly visible, public-

facing institution that is constitutionally tasked with providing public security. These arguments 

appear to apply in contexts where there is a low level of trust in the police; for example, in Mexico, 

where citizens tend to have high levels of access to police and display low levels of trust in police. 

At the same time, citizens tend to have low—but increasing—access to the military and display 

high levels of trust in the military. 

An open question remains as to whether citizens’ increasing contact with the military in 

contexts where the military is deployed on subnational soil influences trust similarly for members 

of the military. Given the many differences between police and military mandates, and how 

representatives of the institutions do the jobs to which they are assigned, it is unclear if such notions 

of contact matter in formulating and updating judgments on institutional trust toward the military.  

To what extent does exposure to the military (as opposed to no exposure) and the degree of contact 

with members of that institution (by way of exposure to military interventions) matter for people’s 

trust in the military, and how could contact with members of the military potentially influence trust 

in the police? 

In the previous chapter, I developed a typology of exposure to military action, which posits 

that the type of military interventions and people’s degree of contact with the military through 

military interventions condition how individuals establish their level of trust in the military and 

the police. The second part of that chapter empirically tested the expectation that the type of 

military interventions people are exposed to is associated with institutional trust in the military and 
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the police. This paper accompanies the previous chapter, providing further theory development on 

what “degree of exposure” comprises and how direct versus indirect contact matter for opinion 

formation. In the process, I lay out a new set of theoretical expectations regarding issue 

salience/personal relevance and its effects on trust judgments. In this paper, in two sets of empirical 

analyses, I test the broader relationships between 1) exposure and trust and 2) level of contact and 

trust.  

In developing the theoretical expectations, first, I predict that having any kind of contact 

with the military may shift trust in law enforcement by making security-related issues relevant to 

a person, as opposed to the potential lack of relevance of security issues in the contexts of 

individuals without contact of any kind. Second, I predict that for those who report having 

exposure to members of the military through military interventions, direct and indirect contact are 

associated with a divergence in trust in the military.  

To test these expectations, I rely on data from an original survey fielded online in Mexico 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. In a first empirical step, I test whether exposure to the military 

in the past year is associated with a change in trust in law enforcement—both the military and the 

police. In contrast to my findings from the previous chapter, I find that (any variety of) exposure 

to the military is associated with positive shifts in trust in the military, but that exposure to the 

military does not significantly predict trust in the police in these analyses.  

In a second step, I test the association between degree of contact with the military on trust 

in the military and the police. Degree of contact differs from general exposure, the independent 

variable in the prior model. While general exposure captures whether respondents had any 

exposure to the military at all, degree of contact captures whether respondents had direct or indirect 

contact with the military (where direct contact is composed of face-to-face interactions and indirect 
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contact is seeing the military from afar or via traditional or social media. This second round of 

analyses finds no evidence of a meaningful change in trust in the military or trust in the police on 

the part of individuals who express having been exposed to the military in the past year.  

 I conclude the chapter by 1) discussing potential explanations for these results based on 

modeling choices, and 2) describing ways to deepen the empirical analysis to better capture and 

engage these notions with different units of analysis and attitudinal mediators.  

This and future iterations of this study have potential implications for studies of trust in 

law enforcement, as well as public policy, in contexts affected by militarization and associated 

issues, such as organized and common crime and insecurity. If, under some circumstances, being 

exposed to members of the military allows people to double-down on their notions of high trust in 

that institution, a worrisome implication is that soldiers might perhaps be able to escape blame for 

negative behavior when such behavior does occur, and ride shifts in public trust simply by being 

soldiers.  

 

4.2 Theoretical Framework 
 

 
Public policies carry informational content that assists citizens in developing attitudes 

toward a policy or political actor (Pierson 1993). Citizens use this information in formulating their 

opinions and trust judgments. An important assumption in previous scholarship is that citizens 

seek out information about issues they care about (Krosnick et al. 2009; de Blok 2024). In the case 

that an issue is a priority for an individual, they will increase their attention to it and judge related 

policy performance more strongly. In the literature, this relevance referred to as issue salience: the 

relative weight an individual ascribes to an issue (Moniz and Wlezian 2020). Relevant scholarship 
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identifies three sources of personal issue salience: 1) material self-interest; 2) identification with 

involved groups; and 3) personal values (Miller, Krosnick, and Fabrigar 2016).  

The literature on institutional trust indicates that people make trust judgments based on 

institutional performance, particularly where issues related to the institution’s mandate are salient 

(Citrin and Stoker 2018). Citizens then reward or punish the political actor accordingly for 

perceived good or bad performance. Indeed, according to the performance-based voting literature, 

people principally reward or punish political actors for issues that are salient to them (De Vries 

and Giger 2014). In other words, in order to see movement in attitudes or actions taken in the realm 

of that issue, the action must be related to issues individuals care about, so that they attempt to 

seek out information pertaining to the issue.  

 

Argument 

 

In this section, I draw on the previous literature on salience and political trust to argue that 

individuals acquire information about institutional performance via 1) exposure to members of that 

institution or 2) indirect exposure to members of that institution by way of second-hand contact or 

hearsay. In this context, direct exposure includes being a part of or witnessing an event, issue, or 

policy personally/first-hand (Turner and Shum forthcoming). In contrast, indirect exposure 

includes receiving information about an issue through social connections or media sources, 

second-hand.  

Individuals with direct exposure to an event or actor are likely to have access to good-

quality (accurate) information, which helps them to understand the “on-the-ground” conditions 

surrounding it (Reinhardt 2017). In turn, their direct experiences with institutional performance 
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outcomes influence their political trust. Indirect exposure, on the other hand, requires individuals 

to engage in more cognitive processing to formulate their trust judgments. Given that the quality 

of information may decrease as distance from an issue increases (Moy and Scheufele 2000; 

Reinhardt 2017), people may rely on informational shortcuts using past attitudes and experiences 

to formulate trust judgments about issues they experience indirectly, which are more likely to lead 

to judgments and reactions fueled by emotion and perception than actual fact (Reinhardt 2015). 

 

Notions of Distance and Political Trust 

 

The existing literature on performance-based voting and institutional trust suggests that 

distance matters for salience and the quality of information citizens receive to formulate their trust 

judgments. In identifying self-interest and common identity as two of the three sources of salience, 

the existing literature insinuates that at least two kinds of distance can influence how salient an 

issue is to an individual: spatial distance and social distance.  

 
Spatial Distance 
 
 

Being geographically proximate to where policies are carried out makes issues more salient 

to an individual. The notion that individuals’ geographic distance from where a policy is executed 

is grounded in scholarship on public opinion, psychology, and civil conflict (Silverman 2019; 

Pechenkina and Argo 2020; Córdova and Kras 2020). Scholars in these fields have theorized that 
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the implementation of a policy provides citizens with varying levels and types of information, 

which can lead to different manners of thought processing over a particular subject.49 50  

Construal-level theory holds that geographic distance is closely correlated with 

psychological distance (Trope and Liberman 2010). The theory posits that, as an event becomes 

more spatially proximate, an individual becomes increasingly psychologically connected to it 

(Fujita et al. 2006; Trope and Liberman 2010). Given that individuals lack the ability to collect 

concrete empirical data on an object first-hand, objects farther away are represented in the abstract 

(Fujita et al. 2006). In other words, making an issue or event “real” in an individual’s personal 

context could lead them to consider potential consequences more personally likely (Fujita et al. 

2006; Zwickle and Wilson 2013). Therefore, as spatial distance decreases, individuals could see 

an issue as near and known, and events as highly probable (Liberman and Trope 2008; Liberman 

et al. 2007). This salience, particularly when an individual is threatened, has been shown to 

increase the extent to which individuals seek out information on that issue (Merolla and 

Zechmeister 2018). 

 
Social Distance 
 
 

Being socially proximate to where an issue is debated or policy is carried out also increases 

the salience of that issue to a person. Social distance describes the degree to which an issue feels 

close to or distant from the self. A socially distant issue feels far from an individual and a socially 

proximate issue feels close. For example, in contexts where exposure to conflict is likely—at the 

 
49 For example, Silverman (2019) argues that citizens who live in or around areas exposed to violence— “local” 
civilians—are motivated to process conflict events accurately, unbiasedly, and with immediacy. In contrast, citizens 
in the society at large— “non-local” civilians—can use moral, emotional, or political lenses to understand conflict 
incidents. 
50 For instance, Pechenkina and Argo (2020) argue that civilians exposed to violence are more likely than non-victims 
to view the negative externalities of state policies as intentional and worthy of blame, as victims and non-victims 
experience conflict differently. 
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local level in places affected by violence—social context influences citizen responses to violence. 

Individuals receive information about conflict from their social ties, and family and friendship 

networks condition political and social behavior after exposure to negative events.51 Information 

from peer sources—imparted through interpersonal discussion—aids in opinion formation on an 

issue, especially in the context of risk (Binder et al. 2011).  

Extant scholarship suggests there are three important factors that shape the links among 

social distance and information. First, contagion theory argues that individuals are more likely to 

adopt the attitudes and behaviors of people with whom they communicate (Scherer and Cho 2003). 

Second, the proximity of two actors in a network is associated with the occurrence of interpersonal 

influence (Scherer and Cho 2003). Third, the content, frequency, and valence (positive or negative 

nature) of discussion with social ties influence risk perceptions (Dunwoody and Neuwirth 1991; 

Binder et al. 2011). Participating in discussions more frequently about a topic reinforces initial 

positions toward political issues (Brauer and Judd 2011), as well as risk and benefit perceptions, 

and serves to amplify risk considerations (Binder et al. 2011). Taken together, spatial proximity 

(low spatial distance) increases the likelihood of individuals in a peer discussion network having 

repeated conversations about a topic, while social proximity (low social distance) increases the 

likelihood of interpersonal influence.  

The chart on the following page summarizes a theorized process of trust judgment decision-

making, in terms of how salience predicts attitude formation in the realm of exposure to the 

military. In particular, the simultaneous levels of spatial and social distance could establish the 

level of salience of an issue to a person. The individual may then seek out information about the 

 
51 For example, Johnson and Thompson (2008) argue that social and family support minimize symptoms of PTSD and 
community reintegration after violence. Dorff (2015) argues that kinship networks moderate the effect of victimization 
by violence on individuals’ political participation.  
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issue, when they deem it salient and personally pertinent to do so. The two types of information-

gathering individuals engage in are direct and indirect (following Reinhardt 2017). It is reasonable 

to argue that direct exposure to the military provides primary, first-hand information about the 

institution and what it is doing and could result in fast information-processing and attitude 

formation/change on the part of the individual. Indirect exposure may impart secondary, second-

hand information about an issue, and it might result in slower, noisier, and potentially less accurate 

information processing and attitude formation/change on the part of the individual. The bolded 

sections of Figure 4.1 below identify the segments of the theory I empirically test in this paper. In 

short, I test the notion that 1) any kind of exposure to the military is associated with a change in 

trust in the military and police, and 2) direct exposure results in different shifts in attitudes than 

indirect exposure. 

 

Figure 4.1. Degree of Exposure and Attitude Formation 
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Expectations: Contact and Level of Contact 
 

On the whole, this discussion suggests that citizens who are geographically/spatially and 

socially close to an issue are more likely to find the issue relevant (salient) and seek out information 

that pertains to it. In the realm of military interventions carried out in a subnational context, citizens 

may seek out information about military behavior to update their priors and to aid in formulating 

trust opinions; in particular, information about 1) the performance of the military; in other words, 

its level of success at carrying out its mandate; 2) its fairness and transparency; and 3) the level of 

respect with which members of the military treat members of the population. These ideas reflect 

the logic communicated in studies of trust in the police; namely, both the procedural justice model 

and police effectiveness model.  

The degree of exposure to the military may determine whether people find policies relevant 

and condition the quality of the information they receive about the policies and related issues. 

Direct exposure has been shown to spark personal relevance, and it may provide the best quality 

information available about an issue. Where direct exposure is possible, citizens may witness first-

hand the military’s performance, in military interventions in their geographic vicinity. This 

exposure could improve attitudes concerning how law enforcement is performing in general and 

at specific parts of its mandate.  

Some varieties of indirect exposure might spark personal relevance of an issue for a person, 

but it still has been shown to require high levels of cognitive processing and evoking of past issues 

and emotions than direct exposure.52 Given that most citizens still lack access to the military, even 

 
52 Indirect contact through connection or via news are qualitatively different, but I argue they require the same level 
of cognitive processing from a person. Future research should differentiate between second- and third-hand indirect 
contact, due to the potential implications it has for quality of the information one receives about a policy and how 
salient that policy is to them. It would be interesting to see if this affects attitudes in similar ways to those posited 
above.  
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in highly militarized context, they rely on mass media, cultural portrayals, and heuristics—mental 

shortcuts based on easily accessible information—to formulate opinions toward the institution 

(Zizumbo-Colunga and Martínez-Velasco 2021).  

To that end, minimal effects theory holds that people with limited knowledge about an 

issue, in this case, military behavior and performance, rely on media influences in making their 

trust judgments (Zaller 1991; 2002). Visual images also provide information that evokes emotions. 

This notion follows the predictions of affective disposition theory (Zillman 2003), which suggests 

that positive or negative emotions that visual stimuli generate influence people’s opinion formation 

on an issue. For example, while news about military operations with high casualties could lead to 

an erosion of trust, seeing a news story about a successful disaster recovery mission might evoke 

positive emotions and bolster trust.53  

As for how contact with the military predicts trust in the police, both degrees of exposure 

to the military discussed here—direct and indirect—could influence trust in the police in a negative 

way.  First, indirectly hearing of increased military control of formerly civilian duties of any kind 

could convince people that the police or other institutions tasked with these mandates are doing a 

poor job at fulfilling their mandate, so the military must be deployed to help or replace the police. 

This involves heavy cognitive processing, as outlined above, and could result in lower-quality 

information integration into judgment formation.  

Second, directly witnessing soldiers policing may lead people to update their performance 

evaluations of the police, in terms of procedural justice and police effectiveness.54 In the case that 

the military accompanies police in providing security, and citizens witness the joint nature of 

 
53 This differs from the findings of Chapter 3, that even assistive military interventions may evoke negative trust 
judgments from citizens, in the military and the police.  
54 Please see Chapter 2 for a review of the criminology and policing literature and how it relates to people’s perceptions 
of performance and fairness.  
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interventions, in cases of increased violence, people might think that the police are not treating 

people with fairness or yielding good outcomes. This could also lead to a dampening of attitudes 

in the institution. In sum, we can expect trust in the police to decrease after direct or indirect 

exposure to the military; however, different mechanisms may dictate how people come to these 

negative conclusions. This discussion leads to four testable hypotheses.  

 

H1: On average, recent exposure to the military may increase trust in the military. 
 
H2: On average, recent exposure to the military may decrease trust in the police.   
 
 
H3: On average, direct exposure to the military may increase trust in the military. 

 
H4: On average, direct exposure to the military may decrease trust in the police.  
 

 

4.3 Empirical Analyses 

 

Data – Survey on Exposure to Militarization 

 

With collaborators from the Centro de Investigación y Docencia Económicas (CIDE – 

Aguascalientes), in June and July of 2021, I conducted an original survey about the presence, 

power, and expansion of the armed forces in Mexico: The Awareness of Military Presence and 

Action Survey. The survey captured people’s performance evaluations of military carrying out 

specific duties on the domestic stage, as well as their trust in institutions, and attitudes toward 

democracy. We conducted the survey online using SurveyMonkey. The survey consisted of 150 

questions that asked about six dimensions of exposure to militarization, including awareness of 
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militarization (increased military presence and duties in Mexico), contact and experience with 

armed forces, support for militarization, evaluation of institutional performance, and levels of 

violence. We advertised the survey on Facebook, as it has a high level of penetration across 

Mexico’s territory (While ~80 percent of Mexicans have access to internet, 95 percent of total 

internet users from age 16 to 64 have a Facebook account,55 including in places with high levels 

of violence and crime). The survey took on average about 15 minutes for respondents to complete.  

First, we used local news articles to construct a database of “high-militarization 

municipalities” in Mexico. At the municipal level, we chose municipalities with high levels of 

presence of the army according to administrative data requested via Mexico’s Institute of 

Information Access [INAI]) and the CIDE-PPD database on law enforcement confrontations with 

criminal groups (Atuesta and Madrazo 2019). Some municipalities were included in more than 

one category. So, when adding the municipalities by category, the total does not match the total 

number of municipalities included. 

The design of the sample and our criteria for inclusion were the following:56 All 

municipalities in the sample host different types of activities conducted by the military. We 

purposely included assistive and coercive military activities, not solely activities that have coercive 

aims. The table below reports the number of municipalities we pinpointed as “high-militarization 

municipalities” and some of their characteristics. Military involvement includes National Guard 

bases, military preparatory schools, public works projects, stop points, “military zones”, 

 
55 https://www.statista.com/statistics/184711/mexico-number-of-internet-
users/#:~:text=Internet%20users%20in%20Mexico%202020%2D2029&text=The%20number%20of%20internet%2
0users,million%20users%20(%2B17.06%20percent).  
56 Specifically, we selected municipalities: (a) where national guard bases were established, (b) where military high-
schools are located, (c) where public infrastructure is being carried out by the army, (d) where there are military 
checkpoints, (e) where there are military zones (army barracks), (f) where the armed forces supported civilians in 
natural disaster events, (g) where there have been high numbers of confrontations between organized criminals and 
the military (h) where there have been a high number of executions, and (i) where there are military hospitals. 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/184711/mexico-number-of-internet-users/#:%7E:text=Internet%20users%20in%20Mexico%202020%2D2029&text=The%20number%20of%20internet%20users,million%20users%20(%2B17.06%20percent)
https://www.statista.com/statistics/184711/mexico-number-of-internet-users/#:%7E:text=Internet%20users%20in%20Mexico%202020%2D2029&text=The%20number%20of%20internet%20users,million%20users%20(%2B17.06%20percent)
https://www.statista.com/statistics/184711/mexico-number-of-internet-users/#:%7E:text=Internet%20users%20in%20Mexico%202020%2D2029&text=The%20number%20of%20internet%20users,million%20users%20(%2B17.06%20percent)
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deployments to aid in natural disaster relief, and places where the military aided in administering 

COVID vaccines during the COVID-19 pandemic. We decided to focus our survey on 

municipalities with army presence to incorporate sufficient individuals who have had personal 

exposure to the army. 

As the figure on the following page shows, we selected 188 municipalities classified as 

high in military activity, of which we reached 161 (~86 percent of those we had identified). Due 

to the geographic reach of the Facebook ads, we were able to reach individuals in 710 other 

municipalities that were not part of the original planned sample, of Mexico’s 2476 municipalities. 

Therefore, in terms of bias, our targeted municipalities were typically high violence. However, 

most of the survey participants live in municipalities not particularly high in levels of violence.  

Second, we developed Facebook ads to recruit survey participants. The ads advertised that 

researchers wanted to know their opinion about militarization. Participation in the survey was 

voluntary and consent was asked before someone was allowed to participate. Although we did not 

compensate each participant, we had an airtime raffle, where 20 people received $5 of credit for 

their cell phone. When someone clicked on the link to take the survey, they were brought to a series 

of screening questions, so we knew if we were meeting our sampling goals. Due to the high 

popularity of Facebook and the fact that our survey ads were randomly displayed among the 

platform's users, this strategy allows us to reduce the selection bias that would arise from a 

snowball sampling strategy. That said, it remains true that Facebook users must self-select to 

participate in the survey; thus, this sampling strategy is not free of selection bias.  
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Table 4.1. Sampling of Municipalities by Local Military Involvement 
  
With National Guard Bases 77 
With Military Prep Schools 9 
With Military Works 8 
With Check Points 3 
With Military Zones 44 
With Assistive Actions (DNIII Disaster Relief Operations) 38 
With Coercive Actions (Confrontations State-Org Crime) 11 
With High Level of Org Crime Violence 25 
With Military COVID Hopsitals 30 

 
Selected Municipalities  188 
Municipalities Reached (Sample) 161 
Additional Municipalities (Oversample) 710 

 
Total Municipalities Reached 871 

 

To ensure that high-militarization municipalities appeared in our sample, we developed a 

set of screening questions, presented to a potential participant when they expressed an interest in 

completing the survey. Questions include where they are located in Mexico (state and 

municipality) and how long the participant has lived in their current municipality (if less than ten 

years, the screener asks the name of their previous municipality). These questions serve to sort 

individuals into proximate and distant groups using CIDE conflict event data and CIDE-

militarization data on local militarization projects. 

The total sample comprises 10,244 citizens, and all respondents are 18 or older. Cost- and 

completion-wise, the survey cost was 86 cents per click and 67 percent of people reached the end 

of the survey. In other words, 6,827 individuals finished the survey. In terms of how well the 

sample reflects the Mexican population, male and older participants are heavily overrepresented. 

Specifically, an overwhelming 72 percent of the survey participants are male (in comparison with 

52 percent of the general population). The average survey participant is 52 years old, in comparison 

to the average age in Mexico of 29 in 2020 (INEGI 2023). Highly educated participants are also 
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overrepresented in the survey. Whereas 36 percent of the Mexican population has a bachelor’s 

degree or higher, 60 percent of our survey respondents have that level of education (INEGI 2023; 

Awareness of Military Presence and Action Survey).   

 
 
Measuring Awareness of Militarization and Contact with the Armed Forces 
 
 

To investigate citizen awareness of militarization and contact with the armed forces, we 

asked a series of questions about the participant’s contact with the armed forces, and that of their 

close network. Specifically, we asked if the person or someone they know has had exposure to 

members of the armed forces.57 Despite the increased presence and activities of the armed forces 

across Mexico, a small proportion of the Mexican population has actually had direct exposure to 

members of the armed forces. Indeed, the vast majority of citizens do not have any contact with 

the military: Previous studies estimate that only 7.4 percent of Mexico’s population has contact 

with the armed forces each year (Zizumbo-Colunga and Martínez-Velasco 2021). In the context of 

this study, 70 percent of those surveyed have had no contact with the armed forces, nor do they 

know anyone who has had contact.  

Survey respondents report that their contact with the military is mixed in terms of its nature: 

Almost half of those who have had contact with the military in the past few years (47 percent) 

report having interacted with military while receiving assistance from them, including paperwork 

or administrative tasks, social programs, disaster relief, or (in a helpful way) during a violent 

event.58 At the same time, 35 percent report having a negative interaction; namely, interrogation 

 
57 These were asked in a question battery, a series that first asked respondents about their own experiences, then about 
their family’s experiences, then about their friend’s experiences.  
58 It is important to mention that administrative tasks and social programs are usually tasks of the police. This points 
to the rapid acceptance of the military in place of police in Mexico. 
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(24 percent) or detention (11 percent). Of those who respond that they had a different type of 

interaction with the military (28 percent), over half specify contact consisted of having a 

conversation with soldiers, or having their car searched on the street.  

 
 
Part 1 - Does having reported contact influence attitudes?  
 
 
Dependent Variables 
 

In order to test the first hypothesis, that direct exposure to the military predicts attitudes in 

the military and the police, I rely on two survey questions: first, a survey question that asks about 

the respondent’s trust in the armed forces, “To what extent do you trust the armed forces?” and 

second, a question that asks the respondent about their trust in the national police, “To what extent 

do you trust the national police?”. The variables take on a value of 1-4, where 1 is “do not trust at 

all”, 2 is “somewhat trust”, 3 is “mostly trust”, and 4 is “highly trust”.  

 
Independent Variables 
 
 

The principal independent variable to measure exposure to the military is from a battery of 

questions that asks the respondent about whether they or anyone they know has had contact with 

the military in the past twelve months. The original question is a series that asks if the respondent 

themselves, family, female friend, or male friend have had contact with the military. Importantly, 

this first question is agnostic to level of contact and simply asks which individuals are known to 

have had contact with the military during this period. 

In terms of contact, 70 percent of people have not had contact at all with the military; in 

terms of degree of exposure, of the remaining 30 percent who reported having contact, 13 percent 
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say they personally had contact, 11 percent have a family member who had contact, 8 percent have 

a male friend who had contact, and 2.5 percent have a female friend who had contact.59 

 
Controls 
 
 

Other independent variables included in the model are a select set of the most important 

covariates shown in Chapter 2 to most significantly predict trust in the military and police, 

including a respondent’s age, education, gender, and level of support for democracy. In line with 

Mexico’s census, age is grouped into twelve categories: 18-19; 20-24; 25-29; 30-34; 35-39; 40-

44; 45-49; 50-54; 55-59; 60-70; 71-77. Gender comprises two categories (for the purposes of these 

analyses), with the baseline being female. Education has eight categories: none; preschool; primary 

school; high school; associate’s degree; bachelor’s degree; master’s or specialty degree; doctorate 

degree. Finally, I include support for democracy in the model, as it is related to both the 

independent variable (contact) and the primary dependent variable (trust in the military) in 

preliminary statistical testing.  

 

Estimation Strategy 
 
 

Due to the ordinal structure of the dependent variables, as the values range from 1-4 and 

reflect a higher level of trust as they increase, I estimate a series of ordinal logistic regressions to 

examine the potential association between contact with the military and trust in the military and 

the police. The number of observations is 6,018. The table below reflects the results of the 

estimations, comparing the trust in the military and trust in the police specifications (odds ratios 

 
59 Also reflected in this sample, people seem to find out more about contact with the military from male than from 
female friends, which could perhaps be due to the overrepresentation of men in the sample. 
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are presented in the table below). I avoid dichotomizing the indicators, as doing so might eliminate 

interesting variation in the survey responses/dependent variables.  

 

Results 

 

I find evidence that exposure to the military predicts people’s attitudes toward the military 

but not toward the police. In comparison with the baseline, having contact with the military makes 

people 62 percent more likely to demonstrate trusting attitudes toward the military at a 0.05 level 

of significance (95 percent level of confidence). In contrast, and diverging from the hypotheses, 

the full police specification does not reflect that experience with the military is associated with a 

significant change of attitudes in the police.  
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Table 4.2. Full Results Table: Exposure to Military Models 
 
 (1) (2) 
VARIABLES Trust in Military  Trust in Police  
   
Exposure 1.618*** 1.079 
 (0.0831) (0.0551) 
Age 1.005*** 1.005** 
 (0.00197) (0.00196) 
Gender (1=Woman) 0.711*** 1.223*** 
 (0.0384) (0.0673) 
Education 0.812*** 0.958** 
 (0.0159) (0.0186) 
Support for Democracy 1.152*** 1.120*** 
 (0.0226) (0.0220) 
/cut1 0.0780*** 0.889 
 (0.0115) (0.128) 
/cut2 0.376*** 4.996*** 
 (0.0535) (0.726) 
/cut3 1.780*** 41.51*** 
 (0.253) (6.524) 
   
Observations 6,018 6,021 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

 
Part 2 – Does degree of exposure (direct vs. indirect) change attitudes? 
 
 

Turning to the second set of hypotheses, pertaining to whether the degree of exposure to 

militarization (direct exposure vs. indirect exposure) predicts people’s trust in the military and 

police, the next set of models only includes those who report having had exposure to the military 

in the past year (30 percent of population). I estimate a series of models with the same dependent 

variables as in the above models but with a different principal independent variable, degree of 

exposure to the military. In these models, I drop individuals who had no exposure to the military 

in the first part, so the new number of observations is 2,023. 

The level of exposure question was asked to respondents who answered the question 

battery about whether the person or their family or friends had known contact with the military 
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during the period. To that end, it is a question that only approximately 30 percent of respondents 

were asked, “In what way were you exposed to the military?” In particular, the question asks if the 

respondent had direct personal contact with the military, saw them from afar only, or via media. 

While 58 percent of those who had contact with the military had interactive contact, 40 percent of 

respondents to this question saw soldiers from afar. 

Surprisingly, of those asked this question, only 2 percent of respondents saw the armed 

forces via media. This reflects the possibility that respondents to this question did not consider 

seeing the armed forces on media to be “exposure”, based on how they potentially view exposure 

or contact as being an inherently direct notion. In future iterations of the survey, we should reword 

the question to better define that exposure to the military also means seeing them on media, given 

the surprisingly low number of people to respond this way to this question. Alternatively, those 

who noted their contact with soldiers might need a more direct level of interaction with a member 

of the military to register that they had contact at all.  

 
Estimation Strategy 
 
 

In preparing the data for estimation, the response exposed to military through personal 

interaction takes a value of 1. I collapse the exposed to military by viewing from afar and exposed 

to military by seeing on media responses into one category, indirect exposure, which takes a value 

of 0. In an ideal sense, this maps onto the conceptualization detailed in the previous sections: it 

can be argued that seeing soldiers from afar and seeing them on media, such as on television or on 

social media, has a similar level of cognitive abstraction; in other words, it is different cognitively 

than interacting directly with a member of the military in person.  
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As with the exposure models in the first part, I estimate a series of ordered logistic 

regressions where I regress trust in institutions on level of contact, as well as a series of pertinent 

control variables. Due to the ordinal nature of the dependent variables, trust in the military and 

trust in the police, which take on values of 1-4, where low trust is 1 and trust increases up to 4, a 

lot of trust, conserving the increase in value makes sense for estimation purposes. In addition, I 

estimate OLS regressions, the results of which can be found in the Chapter 4 Appendix.  

In contrast to the models about exposure vs. no exposure, the results of the degree of 

contact models reflect that direct (vs.) indirect exposure to the military is shown to have no effect 

on trust in the military or trust in the police in these analyses. As Table 4.3 on the following page 

shows, those with direct exposure to the military vs. indirect exposure to the military do not display 

significantly different levels of trust in the military or trust in the police.  

In terms of the other predictors of interest, these models reflect similar results as the 

dichotomous contact models. Specifically, age and education are associated with increased trust in 

the military. While older individuals express higher trust, each category increase in age is 

associated with a small increase (of 0.01) percent in trusting the military. Female respondents 

display a 28 percent decreased likelihood of trusting the military. These results are significant at 

the 0.05 level of significance.  
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Table 4.3. Full Results Table: Degree of Exposure to Military Models 
 

 (1) (2) 
VARIABLES Trust in Military Contact Trust in Police Contact 
   
Direct Contact 0.938 0.958 
 (0.0823) (0.0835) 
Age 1.011*** 1.001 
 (0.00335) (0.00328) 
Gender (1=Woman) 0.715*** 1.121 
 (0.0742) (0.118) 
Education 0.779*** 0.960 
 (0.0273) (0.0333) 
Support Democracy 1.095*** 1.078** 
 (0.0364) (0.0358) 
/cut1 0.0498*** 0.568** 
 (0.0129) (0.142) 
/cut2 0.207*** 3.163*** 
 (0.0518) (0.795) 
/cut3 0.882 23.94*** 
 (0.219) (6.434) 
Observations 2,023 2,023 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 
 

 
4.4 Discussion and Limitations 

 
 

To move the discussion forward about how exposure to the military predicts public trust in 

law enforcement, I consider some reasons the results above might emerge and how future research 

can build upon them to make more nuanced theoretical predictions and carry out more robust 

empirical analyses.  

Future research will need to consider and engage attitudinal mediators, such as pride, fear, 

or hatred, to identify what emotions and perceptions different types of interactions evoke. In a first 

step toward this goal, in other research, a collaborator and I conducted an image-based experiment 
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in Mexico, testing how people’s attitudes toward the military change in response to seeing images 

of the military carrying out different tasks, such as disaster relief and protest policing. We find that 

seeing images of disaster relief operations evokes positive emotions and increases people’s trust 

in the military slightly. However, seeing images of soldiers participating in coercive actions, such 

as protest repression, checkpoints, and detentions leads to a dampening of trust in the military, to 

large effect. Our mediation analysis shows that pride is the most important mediator of emotions. 

This raises questions about how the different types of interventions and degrees of exposure 

theorized and tested in Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 interact to evoke mediating emotions that garner 

trust judgments.  

 
4.5 Conclusion  

 

In this chapter, I tested the second part of the theoretical framework that I outlined in 

Chapter 3 on how the nature of military interventions and level of contact with the military predict 

attitudes toward law enforcement. I use survey data from an original COVID-era online survey on 

attitudes toward militarization in the context of Mexico, fielded mainly in highly militarized 

municipalities and a sizeable oversample in different parts of the country.  

Although I posited that exposure (as opposed to no exposure) to the military would, on 

average, lead to a boost in trust in the military and trust in the police, and that the degree of 

exposure to the military (direct interpersonal contact, indirect contact) would predict trust through 

several different channels, I solely find evidence to support the notion that exposure to the military 

is associated with a boost in trust in that institution in these analyses. I find no evidence that degree 

of exposure to the military predicts public trust in the military or the police.  
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There are several potential reasons for these null results. It is possible that these empirical 

analyses do not entirely capture exposure to the military, given the design of the questionnaire or 

the modeling choices I made to analyze them. In terms of questionnaire design, one example of a 

change we could make is to the survey question about citizens being exposed to the military. In 

order to better encapsulate citizens’ experiences, the question should provide more context (i.e., 

what counts and what does not count as exposure, including that exposure from afar is defined as 

exposure). In terms of modeling, the results should be rerun using multilevel models, to fully 

consider how the multilevel structure of the data affects the results.  

Future research should continue to assess the best ways to test the hypotheses presented in 

Chapter 3 and Chapter 4, in light of their divergent findings and in light of many different options 

for measurement and modeling that could be pursued. Importantly for both Chapters 3 and 4, future 

research should revisit the typology presented in Chapter 3, to consider the quality of contact, and 

not just the degree of contact when considering people’s exposure to the military. It could be that 

individuals experience military interventions in differing ways: for example, during an assistive 

intervention, an individual could feel greater fear as opposed to security. 

These results raise important questions about the quality of information people receive 

about military actions in militarized contexts. In particular, the results raise questions about 

awareness being more important than contact. In the context of Mexico as a first contextual 

example, our survey results suggest that Mexico’s public is unaware of the massive militarization 

that has taken place in recent years in the country. More than half of our survey respondents report 

thinking that military power has diminished or maintains the same in recent years, in general and 

in their municipality. This implies that citizens simply do not know what the military is doing; to 
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that end, regardless of level of exposure to military actions, they may be receiving poor quality 

information about militarization.60   

Finally, this project raises theoretical questions about policy incentives. Although 55 

percent of our survey respondents said they experienced an act related to organized crime in the 

prior year, over 60 percent of respondents blame consumers of drugs—and not organized criminal 

groups or members of state security institutions (whether the military or the police)—for increased 

drug-related violence in their geographic region. When citizens blame local actors, including local 

authorities and individuals, the national level policymakers and policy executors who are 

responsible for the policy decisions that maintain the status quo, escape blame for violence, and 

face few incentives to seek the reform of ineffective local law enforcement agencies. Research on 

how to impart accurate information on militarization at more precise geographic levels of focus is 

necessary to predict the aspects of contact that matter most for increasing trust in the institutions 

in charge of the day-to-day governance of the state.  

 

 
 
  

 
60 The military also disseminates academic degrees in Mexico. Our survey data reflect that less than 30 percent of 
population (in our sample) knows about military’s role in transporting oil and administering government projects. 
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4.6 Appendix to Chapter 4 

 

Table A4.1. Survey Question Wording 

All survey data come from the Awareness of Military Presence and Action Survey. 

 
 
Variable 

 
 
Concept 

Operationalization: 
Original Survey Question 

 
Translation to English 

cuantosañostiene Age ¿Cuántos años cumplidos tiene 
Ud.? ________ años  

How old are you? 
_____ years old 

ustedes Gender 
 

¿Ud. es _____? 
-Mujer 
-Hombre    

Are you ____? 
-a woman 
-a man   

ed Education ¿Cuál fue el último grado o 
año que aprobó Ud. en la 
escuela? 

What is the highest grade or year that you 
passed in school? 

pride/ing4 Support for 
Democracy 

Puede que la democracia tenga 
problemas, pero es mejor que 
cualquier otra forma de 
gobierno. ¿Hasta qué punto 
está de acuerdo o en 
desacuerdo con esta frase? 

Democracy may have problems, but it is 
better than any other form of government. 
To what extent do you agree or disagree 
with this statement? 

estado State ¿En qué estado vive Ud.? What state do you live in? 
 

trust_mil Trust in the 
Military 

¿Hasta qué punto tiene usted 
confianza en las (Fuerzas 
Armadas [o Ejército])? 

To what extent do you trust the Armed 
Forces? 

trust_pol Trust in the 
Police 

¿Hasta qué punto tiene 
confianza usted en la Policía 
Nacional? 

To what extent do you trust the National 
Police? 

contacto Exposure to 
the military 

Seleccione quiénes de los 
siguientes tuvieron contacto 
con los militares (aunque fuera 
solamente de vista) en los 
últimos doce meses: 
-Yo 
-Un familiar 
-Una amiga 
-Un amigo 
-Nadie 

Select each of the following that had 
contact with soldiers (even if it was from 
afar/seeing them only) in the last 12 
months: 
-Me 
-A relative 
-A female friend 
-A male friend 
-No one 

nivelcontacto Contact with 
the military 
(this 
question is 

¿Cómo fue el contacto de Ud. 
con los militares? 
-Solo de vista 
-Hubo interacción 

How was the contact you had with soldiers? 
-From afar (seeing them only) 
-There was an interaction 
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asked for 
each person 
they select 
above) 

-Sólo en la radio, televisión o 
en el teléfono/internet? 

-Only on the radio, television, or 
phone/internet 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



129 
 

Alternative Model Specifications 

 

Table A4.2. Alternative Model Specification – Any Exposure 

 

 (1) (2) 
VARIABLES Trust in the 

Military - OLS 
Trust in the 

Police - OLS 
   
Exposure (Y/N) 0.228*** 0.228*** 
 (0.0258) (0.0258) 
Age 0.00235** 0.00235** 
 (0.000988) (0.000988) 
Gender (1=Woman) -0.171*** -0.171*** 
 (0.0277) (0.0277) 
Education -0.106*** -0.106*** 
 (0.00984) (0.00984) 
Democratic Support 
(called pride in 
these analyses) 

0.0706*** 0.0706*** 

 (0.00977) (0.00977) 
Constant 3.038*** 3.038*** 
 (0.0719) (0.0719) 
   
Observations 6,018 6,018 
R-squared 0.044 0.044 
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Table 4.3. Alternative Model Specification – Degree of Exposure 

 

 (1) (2) 
VARIABLES OLS Tmil OLS Tpol 
   
Direct Exposure -0.0216 -0.0154 
 (0.0443) (0.0406) 
Age 0.00510*** 9.21e-05 
 (0.00166) (0.00152) 
Gender (1=Woman) -0.160*** 0.0559 
 (0.0534) (0.0487) 
Education -0.133*** -0.0219 
 (0.0174) (0.0160) 
Democratic Support 
(called pride in 
these analyses) 

0.0442*** 0.0293* 

 (0.0166) (0.0152) 
Constant 3.371*** 1.965*** 
 (0.125) (0.114) 
   
Observations 2,023 2,023 
R-squared 0.038 0.003 
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