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Traditional views hold that citizens’ attitudes toward the police are driven by
local concerns. We contend that public attitudes toward the police are re-
sponsive to systematic and periodic national-level political factors. In partic-
ular, we show that national elections as a focusing event alter periodically the
determinants of attitudes toward the police. Using a logistic regression model
and diachronic data from Costa Rica, Mexico, and the United States, we find
that attitudes toward the police and the national government are linked, and
this linkage is responsive to the influence of national election campaigns in
varying degrees. In addition, we find that attitudes toward the Mexican police
are sensitive to partisan changes in the composition of the national political
government. We find no such sensitivity in the police attitudes of Costa Rican
and U.S. citizens. This suggests that police attitudes are not only affected by
the performance of the national political government but also by the character
(consolidated versus unconsolidated) of the national political government. In
short, police attitudes in new democracies are an indication of the unconsol-
idated nature of the state apparatus.

Classic studies of public attitudes toward the police point to
local factors as the predominant determinants in police attitudes
(Whyte 1943; Wilson 1963). However, more recent studies indicate
that attitudes toward national governmental structures also influ-
ence attitudes toward the police (Albrecht & Green 1977; Cao &
Zhao 1998, 2005). Extending this research, we find that percep-
tions of the police are related to evaluations of the national gov-
ernment in three different countries. We also find that this
relationship is stronger during national election years, when is-
sues of crime and punishment are more likely to be on the national
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agenda. Elections serve as focusing events that impact public per-
ceptions of the police in a systematic fashion.

Focusing events can be particularly important cues for citizen
attitudes toward the police. Tuch and Weitzer (1997:647), Shaw
et al. (1998), and Sigelman et al. (1997) show that highly publicized
incidents of police misconduct affect public confidence in the police
at both the local and national level (i.e., the Los Angeles police-
men’s 1991 beating of Rodney King). Cao and Hou (2001) also
illustrate that public attitudes toward the police are related to ma-
jor political events such as the 1990 Tiananmen Square incident.
While these two examples indicate that idiosyncratic national fo-
cusing events affect the confidence that citizens hold for the police,
we ask what effect national events that occur systematically, such as
elections, exert on perceptions of the police.1

Local and state elections have definitive policy implications on
police administration. For example, Levitt (1997) demonstrates
that increases in the size of police forces are disproportionately
concentrated in mayoral and gubernatorial election years. But
what of national factors? During the 1996 presidential election,
former U.S. President Bill Clinton proclaimed the deployment of
100,000 new local police officers as a legitimate accomplishment of
his administration. Politicians often invoke themes of ‘‘law and or-
der’’ in their campaigns (e.g., U.S. President George H. W. Bush in
1988). Moreover, McCann and Lawson (2003:69) show that Mex-
icans’ attitudes toward crime control were responsive to campaign
effects from the 2000 Mexican presidential campaign. Given the
evidence cited above, which demonstrates the effect of national
events on public opinion toward the police and crime and the pol-
icy effects of election cycles on police administration, it is surprising
that the relationship between national elections and police attitudes
has not been the subject of more systematic and cross-national
analysis.

We argue that attitudes toward the police are more systemat-
ically linked to the national government than previously under-
stood. Hence, using multinational and longitudinal survey data, we
test whether and how citizens’ attitudes toward the police relate to
their perceptions of the national political government. As a man-
ifestation of the national government/police relationship, we argue
that elections, with their greater focus in recent decades on crime-
related issues, provide a focusing event at the national level that
influences citizen perceptions of the police at the local level. This is
an important focusing event because the national election of the
executive involves not just a vote on the national government but,

1 Kingdon (1995:98) describes crises such as the Rodney King incident as focusing
events.
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more important, a dissemination of issues and a discussion of the
greater need for law and order. Furthermore, these elections occur
across all presidential countries. Accordingly, we examine this phe-
nomenon in a comparative context over time. Using data from
Costa Rica, Mexico, and the United States, we find that attitudes
toward the police and the national government are linked, and this
linkage is responsive to the influence of national election cam-
paigns in varying degrees. We also find that attitudes toward the
Mexican police are sensitive to partisan changes in the composition
of the national political government, which suggests that police
attitudes in new democracies are an indication of the unconsoli-
dated nature of the state apparatus.

Perceptions of the Police

There is an extensive literature on determinants of citizen
attitudes toward the police. Research in the United States finds that
contact with the police, neighborhood, race, and age affect atti-
tudes toward the police (see Brown & Benedict 2002). Age is pos-
itively related to confidence in the police (Benson 1981; Zamble &
Annesley 1987; Correia et al. 1996), with older citizens more likely
to express confidence in the police than younger ones. In addition,
much literature suggests that police community presence and
public contacts affect public opinion of the police (Reiss 1967;
Smith 1986; Tyler 1988; Shaw et al. 1998; Reisig & Parks 2000;
Terrill & Reisig 2003; Sunshine & Tyler 2003). Favorable-contact
arguments are consistent with the neighborhood thesis (Whyte
1943; Wilson 1963). Public perception of the police is a neighbor-
hood or local phenomenon because the police are responding to
local-oversight institutions and are subject to the approval of local
public opinion (Bordua & Tifft 1971; Weitzer 2000; Seron et al.
2004). It follows necessarily, then, that public opinion must be
based largely on the evaluation of the performance of the local
police.

More recently, much empirical evidence shows that public
opinion of the police is highly sensitive to events that are heavily
publicized by the national media (see, e.g., Albrecht & Green 1977;
Tuch & Weitzer 1997; Shaw et al. 1998; Sigelman et al. 1997;
Sampson & Bartusch 1998; Cao & Hou 2001). The urban riots of
the middle to late 1960s, police violence against civil rights pro-
testors and African Americans, and other high-profile incidents
have attracted the attention of the national media. In addition, a
national agenda that stressed the need for greater law and order,
tougher sentencing guidelines, and more police on the streets be-
came a part of the national debate. Often at the center of these
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debates were issues related to race and ethnicity. Lasley (1994),
Tuch & Weitzer (1997), and Sigelman et al. (1997) demonstrate
how short- and long-term effects of publicized police misconduct
affect differently the opinions that majority and minority popula-
tions have concerning the national agenda of greater law and or-
der.2 U.S. research provides considerable evidence for a significant
relationship between the police and national governmental politics.
This research, however, does not examine whether the determi-
nants of national government/police relationships vary in some
predictable and systematic fashion or provide a theory capable of
explaining such systematic variations.

Police and Democratization in Latin America

There is reason to believe that national effects are not simply
related to the political dynamics in the United States (Weitzer 1995;
Cao & Hou 2001; Cao & Zhao 2005).3 Cao and Zhao show that
‘‘[T]rust in the [national] political system’’ has the strongest influ-
ence on police attitudes in nine Latin American countries and the
United States (2005:409). They also show that support for police
varies predictably, with citizens in the more stable democracies of
the United States, Uruguay, and Chile expressing greater confi-
dence in the police than citizens in less well–performing democ-
racies of the Dominican Republic, Peru, Argentina, and Mexico
(2005:408).4

Regrettably, little public opinion work has been done to assess
attitudes toward police in new Latin American democracies.5 Given

2 In addition, Howell et al. (2004) find that African American evaluations of the police
are consistent even across majority black or majority white city contexts.

3 Weitzer (1995) finds that ethnic conflict is a significant component of police-
community relations in Northern Ireland, while Cao and Hou (2001) study Chinese public
opinion in the aftermath of the Tiananmen Square incident.

4 They use World Values Surveys from 1995 to 1997. The World Values Survey is a
worldwide investigation of sociocultural and political change conducted by the World Val-
ues Survey Association. The organization compiled cross-national surveys in 1990, 1995,
2000, and 2005. The World Values Surveys grew out of a study launched by the European
Values Survey group (EVS) under the leadership of Jan Kerkhofs and Ruud de Moor in
1981. The measured variable Police Support was 71 percent in the United States, 51.5
percent in Uruguay, 51 percent in Chile, 12 percent in the Dominican Republic, 20 percent
in Peru, 21 percent in Argentina, and 32 percent in Mexico. The Dominican Republic,
Peru, Argentina, and Mexico are less stable and less free, based on both Freedom House
and Polity IV indexes (Cao & Zhao 2005:408).

Freedom House is a nonprofit organization that annually publishes Freedom in the
World and rates countries on their level of adherence to political rights and civil liberties.
The Polity IV project provides annual information on regime and authority characteristics.
The project assigns scores for overall polity performance, level of democratic performance,
and level of autocratic performance.

5 Olivero and Murataya (1998) and Brown et al. (2006) are community-based ex-
aminations of public attitudes in both Guadalajara and Tampico, Mexico.
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the dependent nature of Latin American police forces during
authoritarian periods and the important role that police play in
democratic governance, changes in public opinion about the police
tell us a great deal about regime transformation. Beyond public
opinion research about Latin American police departments, Cao
and Zhao point out that there has been ‘‘little systematic discussion
of evolution of police systems since the 1980s’’ (2005:404). Call’s
(2002) study of new civilian security forces in Latin America is a
noteworthy exception to this lacuna. Call shows that the mode of
democratic transition best accounts for reforms to internal security
structures. Still, reforms have been incremental in most Latin
American countries, and protecting the government from its
citizens remains the first mission of most Latin American police
departments (2002:7–8).6 Important to note, Call demonstrates
that the transition from authoritarianism to democracy portends
changes for police administration.

Cao and Zhao suggest that democratic development matters in
attitudes toward the police, and they posit a direct relationship
between national governmental institutions and police administra-
tion (2005:404). Nevertheless, the research does not examine
whether specific governmental arrangements or levels of institu-
tional development influence the national government/police re-
lationship. In addition, the research fails to provide a theory that is
capable of explaining cross-national variation in the relationship.
Our theory is based on the idea that attitudes about the police are
conditioned by the nature of the relationship between the national
government and the police. Moreover, national elections focus at-
tention on the partisan struggle for control of the democratic state
(of which the police power is an essential part). This is the focus of
our research.

The Police and Political Government: A Model

Most models of attitudes toward the police are based solely on
local factors. The most prominent among these is provided by
Wilson (1963). He offers a theory of police behavior and public
support for the police at the local level that with modification has
applicability to the national level. Wilson argues, ‘‘[i]f a professional
police force can only exist in large cities as part of a set of political
and civil institutions of certain character, the desirability of profes-
sionalism cannot be considered apart from the desirability of these
institutions as a set’’ (1963:213). Wilson’s system contains three

6 Of 17 Latin American countries, only Costa Rica, Ecuador, Guatemala, and Nica-
ragua have formal police doctrines that charge the police with the defense of citizens and
their rights.
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components: the police must attain a level of professionalism char-
acterized by institutional autonomy; the other institutions of the
system must attain a certain (nonpartisan) character; and the public
must have sufficient representation and access to support the police.

At the national level, Wilson’s professionalism component can
be viewed as part of the usable state bureaucracy that operates
within professional norms (Linz & Stepan 1996:55). This means
the police are part of the state but not a part of political society’s
electoral contestation. In turn, political society must allow the po-
lice bureaucracy to operate without unwarranted encroachment
from national political actors (usability). This is consistent with
Wilson’s notion that political institutions in the set of political and
civil institutions attain a ‘‘certain nonpartisan’’ character.

This dynamic should hold for both federal and unitary coun-
tries. That is to say, there is a relationship between the national
government and the local police regardless of the structural divi-
sion of power. It can be represented by the following equation:

PðPSÞ ¼ b1ðPGSÞ þ bjZj;

where P is the probability of support for the police (PS), b1 is the
coefficient estimated effect of support for the political government
(PGS) on support for the police, Zj is a set of control variables that
include the traditional determinants of police attitudes (age, race,
neighborhood [local factors], party identification, and political ide-
ology), and bj is the set of coefficient estimates for these control
variables.

At this point, we reiterate that all democratic governments are
not the same. Cao and Zhao (2005) show that these differences
matter in a country’s aggregate level of police support. Measures of
democracy such as those of Freedom House and Polity IV align
well with aggregate levels of support for the police. Freedom
House and Polity IV measures are built on traditional theories of
democracy that emphasize regime-level factors such as free and fair
elections and observance of civil and political rights (Schumpeter
1975; Dahl 1989).7

Why might democratic development affect the level of police
support? O’Donnell argues that a theory of democracy must go
beyond the regime level and include aspects of the legal system of
the state (2001:25). In turn, political (full) democracy differs from
all other political types and has ‘‘four unique differentiating
characteristics’’ (2001:25): (1) fair and institutionalized elections,

7 Dahl’s definition of polyarchy includes the following: elected officials are selected in
free and fair elections, there is inclusive suffrage, practically all adults have the right to run
for office, there is freedom of expression, there are alternative sources of information, and
there is associational autonomy (1989:22).
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(2) an inclusive and universalistic institutionalized wager (this is
what Linz and Stepan call a working consensus about procedures
of governance [1996:10]), (3) a legal system that enacts and backs
the rights included in the democratic regime, and (4) a legal system
that prevents anyone from being above and beyond the law. This
typology divides these four characteristics at two levels: Conditions
1 and 2 are located at the regime level, and Conditions 3 and 4 are
located at the legal system of the state level. In addition, this
typology not only distinguishes political democracy from other
regime types but also distinguishes political democracy from
‘‘diminished kinds’’ of democracy (O’Donnell 2001:25).8 Even if
new democracies meet regime-level conditions as prescribed by
theories of democracy, failure to meet the legal system conditions
relegates the nation-state to ‘‘consolidating’’ status.

We use this full/consolidating dichotomy to differentiate de-
mocracies. In new democracies, the set of political and civil insti-
tutions has not attained the same character as the set of institutions
in full democracies: most prominent, an autonomous legal system
of the state. Nevertheless, Wilson’s model should apply in new de-
mocracies where the legal system has been subordinated to the
executive government. This legal system subordination includes the
subordination of the police. Wilson’s model applies because the
police and the national political government are linked politically.
That is, individuals who support the national political government
are likely to support the police organization that they believe the
national political government controls. However, we should expect
the police in developing democracies to generate less public sup-
port because they are subordinate to the dominant political interest.
Still, persons who politically support the government should also
politically support the police. Accordingly, this model yields the
following hypothesis for both full and consolidating democracies:

Hypothesis 1: Controlling for the traditional determinants of police con-
fidence, citizens positively and significantly link their perceptions of the
police to their perceptions of the national government.

Elections as Focusing Events

Wilson’s theory helps us understand how attitudes toward the
police are associated with attitudes toward the national govern-
ment. Still, it cannot account for idiosyncratic or periodic fluctu-
ations in the strength of this association. Idiosyncratic fluctuations
may relate directly to crises in the national government. Certainly,

8 See also Collier and Levitsky (1997).
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the urban riots of the middle to late 1960s were connected directly
to shifting confidence in the U.S. government. Kingdon argues that
crises are focusing events that call attention to a problem (1995:94).
For example, the Rodney King beating was a focusing event that
called attention to police brutality.

Kingdon and others are interested in the effect of focusing
events on agenda-setting and policy outcomes.9 We contend that
national elections are periodic focusing events that affect the na-
tional government/police confidence relationship. Kingdon argues
that focusing events are associated with powerful symbols
(1995:97). Political leaders use symbols (such as patriotism) to fo-
cus attention on a subject that is normally in the background of
people’s minds. Elections often serve as focusing events that call
attention to the police as a symbol of crime prevention and law and
order. As a focusing event, the rhetoric of campaigns focuses public
attention on both the partisan nature of the national government
and issues of law and order, as well as crime and punishment.
Political rhetoric therefore is different in presidential election and
nonpresidential election years, and this rhetoric intensifies the re-
lationship between the symbol (the police) and the national political
government.

Our use of this agenda-setting theory is justified because sym-
bols and focusing events only ‘‘rarely carry a subject to a policy
agenda’’ (Kingdon 1995:98). This means that subjects and symbols
may be deployed strategically during a focusing event with little
concern for an accompanying policy agenda. While the goal of such
rhetoric is to elect the politicians who use it, there is evidence that
elections do have important policy consequences for the police as
well. Police receive greater resources during election years (Levitt
1997). Here we examine whether elections also influence attitudes
about the police.

If the police are a symbol, why might attitudes toward the
police shift during a presidential election? Kessel argues that there
are three attitudinal properties to voting behavior: salience, par-
tisan valence, and importance (1980:197–8). These three proper-
ties also help explain the shift in the determinants of public
attitudes toward the police during presidential elections. Salience is
the prominence of an attitudinal object. The more salient a topic
(or symbol), the more likely the citizen is to have an attitude about
it. Partisan valence concerns how the attitudes about the symbol
sum to form a partisan valence; the attitude gives one party an
electoral advantage over others. Importance concerns the extent to
which votes depend on a given attitude. This means that ‘‘an

9 See Birkland (1997), Godwin and Schroedel (2000), and Shipan and Volden (2006).
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attitude that is salient and quite favorable to one party is usually
important’’ (Kessel 1980:198).

In short, attitudes toward the police are more strongly linked
to the national government during presidential elections because
the attitudes are salient, because they can be used for partisan
advantage by a political party, and because they are related to an
individual’s voting decision. Elections therefore are focusing events
that are associated with shifts in perceptions of the police.10 This
argument yields an enhanced predictive model:

PðPSpyÞ ¼ ðdÞb1ðPGSÞ þ bjZj; d > 1;

where P is the probability of support for the police during a pres-
idential year (PSpy), b1 is the coefficient estimated effect of support
for the political government (PGS) on support for the police, Zj is a
set of control variables that include the traditional determinants of
police attitudes (age, race, neighborhood, party identification, and
political ideology), and bj is the set of coefficient estimates for these
control variables. We add the d tuning parameter to capture the
intensified relationship between the national government and the
police. d is a ratio that measures the strength of the political-gov-
ernment-support effect on police support in the presidential year
divided by the strength of the average political-government-
support effect on police support in nonpresidential years. In short,
d5 [(b1(py)/sPGS(py))/(b1(bar)/sPGS(bar))].11 As b1 is multiplied by the d
tuning parameter, d takes a value greater than 1 to account for the
increased effect of national government support on police support
in presidential election years. This argument yields our second
hypothesis.

Hypothesis 2: Citizens more greatly link their perceptions of the police to
their perceptions of the national government during presidential election
years.

Volatility in Partisanship

We expect Hypothesis 2 to hold for both consolidating and full
democracies. At the same time, ‘‘changing the cast of characters’’
may have different implications in these two types of democracy.
These implications connect to O’Donnell’s (2001) argument about

10 Kingdon surmises that elections are important ‘‘simply because the cast of char-
acters in positions of authority can change’’ (1995:62).

11 The d parameteris analogous to an interaction term between a presidential-year
dummy variable and PGS if we had surveys over several years and were able to run
responses across these several yearly surveys in a single regression model. Given the lack of
such data, d offers a reasonable estimate of the effect.
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the legal system of the state. Because citizens in consolidating de-
mocracies are more likely to view the police as dependent on the
political government (because the police have been historically),
the partisan struggle for control of political government affects
more greatly the attitudes that citizens hold about the police. This
is because control of the executive branch infers partisan control of
the coercive force of the democratic state (control of the legal sys-
tem of the state). Because the set of national civil and political
institutions have not reached the necessary level to infer police
professionalization, individual-level attitudes about the police fluc-
tuate due to changes in the partisan composition of the national
political government. This means partisans are likely to shift their
support for the police based on their relationship with the party
that controls the national political government. In full democracies
such as the United States, the national political government ap-
proximates the nonpartisan character that Wilson (1963) posits.
Accordingly, partisans are not likely to shift their support for the
police based on their relationship with the party that controls the
national political government.

Hypothesis 3: Partisan police attitudes in developing democracies are more
likely to shift due to change in partisan control of the national government
than are partisan police attitudes in full democracies.

The Police and Government in Three Countries

We test our focusing-event thesis in three presidential democ-
racies (Costa Rica, Mexico, and the United States). We do so be-
cause we employ a most different systems approach to comparative
research (Przeworski & Teune 1970). We choose these three coun-
tries because we want to assess the national government/police
support relationship in the context of varying governmental con-
ditions. These countries vary in governmental (structure) division
of power, level of democratic and party-system development, mil-
itary/police relations, and level of governmental centralization.
Costa Rica is a unitary country, and its police department is subject
to national-level oversight. The Costa Rican national police struc-
ture is housed in two national institutional structures. The Ministry
of Interior oversees the Fuerza Pública (the National Police), while
the Supreme Court of Justice oversees the Organismo de Invest-
igación Judicial (OIJ). The Fuerza Pública oversees disorder patrol,
while the OIJ oversees investigative duties.

Mexico and the United States are two federal cases. The United
States is the model of the federal policing configuration. Local
police are generally accountable to the mayor and city council.
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Wilson points out that many cities have established nonpartisan
local elections to aid in the oversight of the police (1963:172).
Nevertheless, national political leaders assert a national connection
to the police. Meanwhile, the Mexican police are also subject to
some local oversight. Nevertheless, the police, like much of the
Mexican state prior to 1997, have been subjugated to Mexico’s
hegemonic party system (Camp 1999), and the jurisdiction of the
Mexican federal police overlaps with those of state and local police.
The limited legitimacy of the Mexican police was related strongly
to the legitimacy of the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI),
which lost in the 2000 presidential election.

The relationship between the PRI and the Mexican police
suggests that partisan identification should contribute to a person’s
attitude about the police in the developing Mexico democracy.
Mexico represents our developing democracy case, while we con-
sider the United States and Costa Rica full democracies (see Linz &
Stepan 1996 concerning Costa Rican democratic exceptionalism).
Theoretically, we contend in Hypothesis 3 that police attitudes in
developing democracies are likely to be sensitive to changes
in partisan control of the national government. We expect that
partisan attitudes in Mexico will change because the PRI lost
control of the national government after the 2000 presidential
election victory of Vicente Fox, the National Action Party (PAN)
candidate. Alternatively, we do not expect changes in attitudes in
the police attitudes of partisans in Costa Rica or the United States.
That is, we do not expect National Liberation Party (PLN) par-
tisans in Costa Rica to be less likely to support the police than
Christian Social Unity Party (PUSC) partisans because the PLN
lost control of the national government after the 1998 presidential
election. Miguel Angel Rodrı́guez of the PUSC replaced José
Marı́a Figueres of the PLN after the 1998 election. Meanwhile,
we do not expect U.S. Republicans to become less likely to sup-
port the police than U.S. Democrats because the Democratic
Party controlled the national executive government in 1998,
1999, and 2000.

The military is also an important source of variation across the
three countries. The subordination of the police to the military
during previous authoritarian periods contributes to a lack of au-
tonomy and legitimacy for many Latin American police depart-
ments (Call 2002). However in the two Latin American cases in this
study, the military has a lesser role. Costa Rica eliminated its mil-
itary in 1949. Consequently, Costa Rica has the least militarized
police force in Latin America (Call 2002). For Mexico, the military
has been responsible for and accountable to civilian control.
Since the breakdown of the hegemonic party system in 1997, the
Mexican military has had an expanded role in Mexican internal
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security.12 Increasingly, the military has assumed positions of
command over police officials during this nationalization. For its
part, the U.S. military is firmly under civilian control and only
functions in U.S. internal security in times of national emergencies.

Meanwhile, local (see Wilson 1963) and state government have
important relationships with the police. While the Costa Rican po-
lice are subject to national oversight, Costa Rica has begun efforts
to decentralize state structures. Indeed, 2002 marked the first mu-
nicipal elections for Costa Rican mayors. This infers that battling
local crime should become an important campaign issue at the local
level, and mayors and city councils should seek greater control of
local police departments. Due to federal governmental structures
in Mexico and the United States, local and state governments play
the most important role in police oversight. A summary of impor-
tant differences between the three countries is presented in Table
1, which also contains country-level expectations for our three hy-
potheses. We expect Hypotheses 1 and 2 to hold for individuals in
the three countries. We expect Hypothesis 3 (a significant parti-
sanship shift) to occur only in Mexico, because of Mexico’s con-
solidating status.

Table 1. Police and the Government in Three Countries

Country

Costa Rica Mexico United States

Government
Structure

unitary federal federal

Military Role in
Domestic Policing

none
(no military)

substantial
and increasing

limited to
national emergencies

Party structure competitive
two-party system

three-party system
emerging from
hegemonic-party
system

competitive
two-party system

Local Oversight of
Domestic Policing

little but
increasing

some but
increasingly subject
to national oversight

substantial with
little national
interference

Democratic Regime full developing
(consolidating)

full

Legal System Autonomy high emerging from
subordination to
PRI

high

Countries and Hypotheses
H1: Police linked to
National Government

yes yes yes

H2: Presidential-Year
Increase

yes yes yes

H3: Significant
Partisanship Shift

no yes no

12 For example, Mexico City police were nationalized under military control in 1996
and 1997 (see López-Montiel 2000:79 and Pereira 2001). Also in 1997, the Mexican
military took control of the police in Guerrero, Veracruz, Oaxaca, Yucatán, and Chiapas.
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Data

We use four data sets to examine citizens’ evaluations of the
police: the 1998 Hewlett data set, the 1998 and 1999 University of
New Mexico’s Institute for Public Policy (IPP) National Public
Opinion Survey, the 2000 World Values System Survey, and the
2003 Latinobarómetro. The Hewlett data set comes from a study
that examines democratic citizenship in Costa Rica and Mexico.
Market and Opinion Research International in Mexico and the
research firm Dichter and Neira in Costa Rica performed the sur-
veys in July 1998. Total respondents for the two samples are 1,002
for Costa Rica and 1,200 for Mexico, and the same precoded
questionnaire was used. The IPP at the University of New Mexico
survey of public opinion in the United States used the same pre-
coded questionnaire for its two waves: September to October 1998,
and October to November 1999. Total respondents for the two
samples are 1,085 for 1998 and 918 for 1999.

The World Values System surveys were performed by the fol-
lowing polling agencies during the following time periods: for
Mexico, the Instituto Tecnológico Autónomo de México from Jan-
uary 28 to February 7, 2000; and for the United States, the In-
stitute for Social Research at the University of Michigan in two
phases: November 19 to December 23, 1999, and August 4 to
September 25, 2000. Total respondents for the two samples are
1,535 for Mexico and 1,200 for the United States. The Latino-
barómetro Corporation compiled the 2003 Latinobarómetro data.
The same precoded questionnaire was used in the two countries.
Total respondents for the two samples are 1,004 for Costa Rica and
1,200 for Mexico. The Costa Rican and Mexican samples represent
100 percent of the national population.13 All samples have a
margin of error between 3 and 3.5 percent.

Public Perception of Police and Government

Our first task is to examine the correlation between percep-
tions of the national government and citizens’ attitudes toward the
police. Table 2 shows the percentages of respondents who express
‘‘some’’ or ‘‘much’’ confidence in the police, the national govern-
ment, the military, local government, and state government. For
the 1998 and 1999 University of New Mexico surveys, the table
shows the percentages of respondents who believe that the partic-
ular institution is doing a ‘‘good’’ or ‘‘excellent’’ job. Table 2 also

13 Scholars have criticized the Latinobarómetro as unrepresentative and biased
toward urban respondents (e.g., Canache et al. 2001).
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shows the Pearson correlation between perceptions of the police
and perceptions of the other institutional structures.

Three of the surveys examine attitudes in Mexico. Mexicans’
confidence in the government increases from 30 percent in 1998 to
36 percent in 2000 and then declines severely to 23.5 percent in
2003, while their confidence in the police declines in a more linear
but equally dramatic fashion for the same time period (33, 28, and
16 percent, respectively).14 Moreover, governmental confidence
correlates most highly with confidence in the police in 2000
(r 5 0.542), while the Mexican police/government correlations for
1998 and 2003 are significantly lower (r 5 0.326 and 0.222, respec-
tively). Mexico held an historic presidential election in 2000, and
this correlation surge in 2000 offers some support for Hypothesis 2.

A similar correlation pattern occurs among the three U.S. dis-
tributions. While U.S. citizens express far greater and more consistent

Table 2. Confidence in Police, Government, and Sub-National Government

Percent Expressing Confidence

Country and Year Police Government Military Local State N

Costa Rica 1998a 38.7 39.8 NA NA NA 999
(1.000) (0.397)

NA (1.000)
Costa Rica 2003c 36.2 23.1 NA 31.9 NA 1,004

(1.000) (0.304) (0.253)
NA (1.000) (0.261)

Mexico 1998a 33.4 30.0 44.8 NA NA 1,200
(1.000) (0.326) (0.259)

NA (1.000) (0.273)
Mexico 2000b 28.3 35.8 51.7 NA NA 1,535

(1.000) (0.542) (0.308)
NA (1.000) (0.365)

Mexico 2003c 15.7 23.5 38.8 24.5 NA 1,200
(1.000) (0.222) (0.233) (0.184)

NA (1.000) (0.293) (0.207)
United States 1998d 73.0 44.9 NA 56.5 60.4 1,085

(1.000) (0.154) (0.257) (0.210)
NA (1.000) (0.221) (0.193)

United States 1999d 70.7 36.4 NA 51.6 54.7 918
(1.000) (0.210) (0.230) (0.180)

NA (1.000) (0.238) (0.197)
United States 2000b 71.4 38.0 81.3 NA NA 1,200

(1.000) (0.320) (0.365)
NA (1.000) (0.284)

Notes: Correlation with confidence in the police is shown in first parenthesis line below
the confidence percentage. Correlation with confidence in the government is shown in
the second parenthesis line below the confidence percentage. Percentage Expressing
Confidence is individuals who express some or much confidence in the institution. For
the 1998 and 1999 U.S. samples, confidence is the citizens who respond that the
institution is doing an excellent or good job. NA 5 Not asked.
Data sources:

a1998 Hewlett Survey; b2000 World Value Survey; c2003 Latinobarómetro; d1998 and
1999 University of New Mexico Public Policy Survey.

14 For differences in police percentages, Chi-square 5 8.08 and p-value 5 0.00448.
For differences in government percentages, Chi-square 5 10.18 and p-value 5 0.001420.
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confidence in the police (73 percent in 1998, 71 percent in 1999, and
71 percent in 2000) than they do in the government (45 percent in
1998, 36 percent in 1999, and 38 percent in 2000), U.S. govern-
mental confidence correlates with confidence in the police most
highly in the 2000 presidential year (r 5 0.320). The governmental/
police correlation reaches only 0.154 in 1998 and 0.210 in 1999. The
Costa Rican distribution also provides evidence for this possible pres-
idential year surge. Costa Ricans’ confidence in the government is
correlated with confidence in the police at 0.397 in the presidential
year of 1998, but declines to 0.304 during the nonpresidential year of
2003.15 Bivariate findings suggest that public attitudes toward the
police are responsive to national presidential elections. A more
rigorous test of this thesis is presented in the next section.

Analytical Model of Citizen Evaluation of Police

In this section, we more fully test Hypotheses 1 and 2 by cre-
ating a multiple regression model that approximates the theoretical
model that we presented earlier in this discussion. To account for
our hypotheses and the previous acknowledged determinants of
attitudes toward the police, we posit confidence in the police to be a
function of these variables: government (national) support, sup-
port for other governmental institutions, age, race, partisanship,
and political ideology. Confidence in the police is our dichotomous
outcome variable, with citizens who express some or much confi-
dence coded as confidence (1) and all other responses coded as
no confidence (0).16

For the 1998 and 1999 U.S. samples, confidence is the
response that the police are doing an ‘‘excellent’’ or ‘‘good’’ job.
The University of New Mexico questionnaire does not use the
confidence-in-police question to evaluate citizens’ attitudes toward
the police. Instead this survey asks respondents to assess the per-
formance of the police with responses of poor, fair, good, and ex-
cellent. While this assessment question differs from the confidence
question, we believe our equating of these two questions is justified
because both measures are predominantly measures of short-term
satisfaction with the performance of the police.17 Moreover, as

15 Government confidence declines from 40 percent in 1998 to 23 percent in 2003,
while police confidence is consistent (39 and 36 percent [w2 5 1.47 and p-value 5 0.22534]).

16 We model police support as a dichotomous rather than an ordered response vari-
able for comparability. Few persons in Mexico express ‘‘much’’ or ‘‘a lot’’ of confidence in
the police. Indeed, of the 1,200 Mexicans who respond to the police confidence question
for 2003, only eight express confidence in the police. Given these few categorical obser-
vations, we choose to dichotomize the Mexican data. For comparability, we do the same for
the U.S. and Costa Rica data.

17 See Gibson et al. (2003) for a discussion of institutional confidence.
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evidence of face validity, Table 2 shows that confidence-in-the-po-
lice and evaluation-of-police questions produce similar results for
U.S. respondents.

The Explanatory Model

Given the dichotomous outcome variable (confidence in the
police), we use logistic regression to examine the determinants of
citizens’ confidence in the police and posit the following analytical
model:

police confidence 5 government support 1 party identification 1 local
government support 1 state government support 1 military support 1

race 1 age 1 attitude about crime 1 political ideology 1 attitude about
order 1 city size.

Government support (confidence) is the primary independent vari-
able. This variable is an ordinal variable with values of 1 to 4:
1 5 no confidence, 2 5 little confidence, 3 5 some confidence, and
4 5 much confidence. Once again, the University of New Mexico
questionnaire does not use the confidence-in-government question
to evaluate citizens’ attitudes toward the national government. This
survey asks respondents to assess the performance of the federal
government with responses of poor, fair, good, and excellent. As we
mentioned for the police, Table 2 shows that confidence-in-the-
government and evaluation-of-government questions produce sim-
ilar results for U.S. respondents. Moreover, the 1998 and 1999 IPP
use of these evaluative questions is consistent across the police and
governmental variables. We include party identification as our second
important independent variable and to test Hypothesis 3. We
specify primary party-dummy variables in the following manner:
Costa RicaFfirst party 5 PUSC, second party 5 PLN; MexicoF
first party 5 PRI, second party 5 PAN, third party 5 PRD; United
StatesFfirst party 5 Republican, second party 5 Democrat. Party
codes are explained in fuller detail in the Appendix.

We include other independent variables as statistical controls
and as representations of the acknowledged determinants of police
attitudes. To account for support for other governmental institu-
tions, we include measures of local government, state government,
and military support. Unfortunately, we lack measures of attitudes
toward local government and the military for all eight distributions
of the study.18 Nevertheless, we can control for the effect of atti-
tudes toward the military on police confidence in four of our eight

18 There are three reasons for this deficiency: Costa Rica does not have a military; the
World Values Survey does not ask the local confidence-in-government question; the Uni-
versity of New Mexico survey does not ask a military assessment question.
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distributions (Mexico 1998, 2000, and 2003; and United States
2000). Military confidence is measured on a four-point scale with
1 5 none, 2 5 little, 3 5 some, and 4 5 much.

We can also control for attitudes toward local and state gov-
ernment in four of our eight distributions (United States 1998,
1999; Costa Rica 2003; and Mexico 2003). We use respondents’
evaluations of the mayor or city manager to model local govern-
ment evaluation and respondents’ evaluations of the governor to
model state government evaluation in the United States.19 For the
2003 Costa Rican and Mexican distributions, we use confidence in
local officials as a measure of local government evaluation.20

Age is included in the model because it is a proven and resilient
predictor of police attitudes in the United States, with older re-
spondents more supportive of the police. Because we use national
data, we lack measurements of neighborhood demographic effects.
We do, however, include attitude about crime, which captures the
concern that some individuals have about the local crime problem.
While attitudes about crime may be related to local concerns, na-
tional candidates also seek to nationalize the issue. Recall that
McCann and Lawson show that Mexicans’ attitudes toward crime
control were responsive to campaign effects from the 2000 Mex-
ican presidential campaign (2003:69). Interestingly, this panel
study shows that attitudes moved from the ‘‘tough-on-crime’’ po-
sition to the ‘‘fight-crime-with-job-creation’’ position across the five
months of the study.

We also include attitude about order and size-of-respondents’-city
(city size) in our model. Attitude about order taps into general attitudes
about the democratic regime’s function and concerns about civil
and political liberties. Moreover, Cao and Hou (2001) find a sig-
nificant negative relationship between the flip side of order (what
they term a deviant subculture) and confidence in the police. We
believe that municipality size should be negatively related to con-
fidence in the police because citizens in smaller municipalities have
a greater opportunity to have a personal relationship with police
officers (Cao & Zhao 2005:408). In addition, we control for attitude
about corruption, political ideology, gender, education level, in-
come, and political efficacy (see Appendix for a description of
measurements).

Because the variance is a function of the mean for the binomial
distribution and susceptible to over-dispersion, we simulate the
standard errors and use the z-score for the government support

19 Both measures are ordinal values with a range of 1 to 4: 1 5 poor, 2 5 fair,
3 5 good, 4 5 excellent.

20 The measure is ordinal with a range of 1 to 5: 1 5 none, 2 5 little, 3 5 no opinion,
4 5 some, 5 5 much.
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coefficient estimate as our primary test statistic and measure of the
strength of the government/police support relationship.21 The
z-score is the MLE coefficient estimate for the variable of interest
divided by the simulated standard error estimate of the MLE
coefficient estimate. The z-score has an approximate standard nor-
mal distribution, and a z-score value of 2 is fairly strong evidence of
an effect. We are also interested in the overall strength of associ-
ation of the police confidence models. The Pseudo R2, while not an
actual measure of model fit in the generalized linear model (GLM)
context, is a good comparative measure of the strength of associ-
ation that approximates the function that the R2 plays as a measure
of linear association in the ordinary least squares model. We use
Nagelkerke’s (1991) version, which allows the Pseudo R2 to achieve
a maximum value of 1. This approach to the R2 creates an R2

measure that is comparable across the eight logistic models of this
study.

Findings

Table 3 shows that even when we control for a variety of other
factors, confidence in the national government (government support)
is a significant factor in citizens’ assessment of the police in the
three countries and all eight samples; that is, even as we control for
attitudes toward other governmental institutions, race, age, atti-
tude about crime, and attitude about order. Since past research
finds that these factors are related to citizens’ attitudes toward the
police, this finding offers solid evidence for our first hypothesis.
Citizens positively and significantly link their support for the police
to their support of the national government. The conditional effect
of government support on police support is strongest for the Mex-
ico 2000 distribution (z-score 5 19.4). Meanwhile, the strength of
the government/police support relationship for Mexico 1998 and
Mexico 2003 are similar (z-scores 5 8.08 and 6.31, respectively),
but significantly lower, when we control for these other factors.
Recall that 2000 is a presidential year. The Mexican distribution
therefore offers support for our second hypothesis. The focusing
event provided by the presidential election intensifies the connec-
tion between the national government and evaluation of the police
when we control for other factors.

Figure 1 plots the predicted probability of police support for
centrist male individuals who identify with the first political party
and have median support for other governmental institutions,

21 MLE estimation produces consistent coefficient estimates even when the variance is
misspecified (Agresti 1996).
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median education, median income, and median efficacy by gov-
ernment support for the three respective countries. The first po-
litical party is the PRI in Mexico, the PUSC in Costa Rica, and the
Republican Party in the United States. The ‘‘Mexico’’ plot of Figure
1 shows graphically the effect government support has on support
for police and represents the predicted probabilities produced by
the police confidence models. In 1998 (the solid line), centrist-PRI
partisans’ support for the police is linearly related to their support
for the government. In the 2000 presidential year (the dashed
line), centrist-PRI partisans’ support for the police is more strongly
related to their support for the government. By 2003 (the dotted
line), centrist-PRI partisans’ support for the police is linearly re-
lated to their support for the government as it was in 1998. Note
that the two lines are roughly parallel. Still, centrist-PRI partisans
are far less likely to support the police than they were in 1998. This

Figure 1. Predicted Police Support by Government Support.
The figure plots predicted probability of police support for a centrist male individual
who identifies with the first political party and has median local support (3 in the United
States and 2 in Costa Rica and Mexico), median state support (3 in the United States),
median military support (3 in the United States and 2 in Mexico), median education,
income, and efficacy by government support in the three respective countries.

356 Elections as Focusing Events

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5893.2008.00344.x Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5893.2008.00344.x


is convincing evidence that the intensity of the 2000 presidential
election affected the government/police support relationship.

Yet the 2000 Mexican presidential election was historic, and the
increased connection between the government and the police
could simply be a manifestation of the importance of this particular
presidential election. On the other hand, the 2000 U.S. and 1998
Costa Rican models corroborate the thesis that presidential elec-
tions in general influence attitudes toward the police. For U.S. cit-
izens, the governmental confidence z-score value increases from
4.62 in 1998 to 13.52 by the 2000 presidential election year. The
‘‘United States’’ plot of Figure 1 shows that in 1998, the probability
that centrist U.S. male Republicans support the police increases
linearly based on their level of support for the government (the
solid line).22 By 2000, the probability that these same centrist U.S.
male Republicans support the police increases more strongly as
their level of support for the government increases (the dotted
line). For Costa Rican citizens, the governmental confidence z-score
value decreases from 11.17 in the 1998 presidential year to 7.65 in
the nonpresidential year of 2003.23 The ‘‘Costa Rica’’ plot of Figure
1 shows the increase in the government support slope in the 1998
presidential year (the solid line). In both the U.S. and Costa Rican
cases, the increase of the presidential year slope is consistent with
the more dramatic Mexican presidential year increase.

In addition, the d tuning ratio, which measures the strength of
the conditional government support/police support relationship in
the presidential year divided by the strength of the average con-
ditional government support/police support relationship in non-
presidential years, is 1.3 for Costa Rica, 1.8 for the United States,
and 2.3 for Mexico.24 As we stipulated in our articulation of the
presidential-year police support model, this d ratio (the presiden-
tial-year z-score/the average nonpresidential year z-score) exceeds
1. In addition, the 2000 U.S., 2000 Mexican, and 1998 Costa Rican
models explain 51, 47, and 25 percent of the variation in police
confidence probabilities, respectively. This is significantly greater
than the variation explained by the nonpresidential-year models,
which include a local support variable. Even with the local support
variable included in the 2003 Costa Rican model (an additional

22 The graphical linear effect is slight because ‘‘state support’’ is held constant at the
median value of 3. State support has a stronger effect in 1998. This was a year when 36
states held gubernatorial elections, suggesting a gubernatorial election focusing event.

23 For comparability, we exclude the ‘‘local support’’ control from the 2003 Costa
Rican model and generate a z-score 5 8.84 (b 5 0.539, se 5 0.063).

24 We generate these estimates using the z-score from police confidence models that
exclude measures for military support, local government support, and state government
support. These estimates are more conservative. Using the z-scores in Table 3, the
estimates are 1.46 for Costa Rica, 2.2 for the United States, and 2.7 for Mexico.
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variable), the 1998 presidential-year Costa Rican model explains
far more of the variation in police attitudes. Taken together, this is
solid evidence in favor of Hypothesis 2.

In Hypothesis 3, we hypothesize that partisans’ attitudes
toward the police in developing democracies are more likely to
shift due to change in partisan control of the national government.
Given Mexico’s developing democracy status, we find support for
our thesis in the ‘‘Mexico’’ plot of Figure 1. Note that PRI partisans
are far less likely to support the police in 2003 than they were in
1998. In addition, Table 4 shows that none of the Mexican political-
party dummies is related significantly to police confidence in 2000.
By 2003, all other partisan identifiers, including the PRI, are less
likely than PAN partisans (the new party of the government) to
have confidence in the police. The change in the party of the gov-
ernment affects the attitudes that the PRI and other partisans have
toward the police. In 2003, the PRI still had significant political
power at the state and local levels. Nevertheless, PRI partisans have
negative attitudes toward the police because the PAN controls the
national-political government.

The ‘‘Mexico’’ plot of Figure 1 shows the dramatic decline in
PRI partisans’ support for the police from 1998 (the solid line) to
2003 (the dotted line). The police confidence probability of a PRI
partisan with ‘‘much’’ support for the government declines from
0.67 in 1998 to 0.21 by 2003. By contrast, U.S. Republicans are
more likely than their Democratic (the party of the president in
1998, 1999, and 2000) counterparts to support the police. In ad-
dition, we find no significant difference in the police support
probabilities of Costa Rican PLN and PUSC partisans even when
the party of the government changed from PLN in 1998 to PUSC
in 2003. It is also worth noting that the PUSC candidate won the
presidency in 2002. Nevertheless, there is little difference in the
mean probability of PUSC support for the police across this five-
year period. This is solid evidence in support of Hypothesis 3.

Why do the attitudes of Mexican partisans shift so dramatically,
while the attitudes of U.S. and Costa Rican partisans remain in a
fixed configuration? By fixed, we mean that Republicans have
consistently stronger support for the police than do Democrats,
even when Democrats controlled the national government. Wilson
(1963) points out that political institutions at the local level must
attain a certain (nonpartisan) character for the professional police
force to exist. Our partisanship findings suggest that a similar type
of system relationship must develop at the national level. The po-
lice in Costa Rica and the United States are a part of a usable state
bureaucracy that operates within professional norms (Linz &
Stepan 1996:55). The unconsolidated nature of the set of Mexican
national civil and political institutions prompts Mexican partisans
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to change their level of support for the police based on the partisan
composition of the national political government. Control of
the executive branch infers partisan control of the coercive force
of the democratic state. In short, many Mexican citizens believe
that the legal system of the state (including the police) is a tool
of the dominant political party. In the aftermath of the loss of
control of the national government, PRI partisans become less
likely to support the police than do PAN (the new party of the
government) partisans. Our partisan findings suggest that police
attitudes reflect on the character of the democratic regime and
support Hypothesis 3.

Conclusion

We tend to think of the police as a local institution, and gen-
erally also as a nonpartisan one, which performs a specific function:
to serve and protect its citizenry. We find strong cross-national at-
titudinal support for this local support thesis. Other research in-
dicates that attitudes toward national governmental structures also
influence attitudes toward the police. We extend this research and
show that perceptions of the police are responsive to systematic
fluctuations in attitudes toward the national government. We show
that presidential elections, with their greater focus on crime-related
issues, provide a focusing event at the national level that influences
citizen perceptions of the police at the local level.

The determinants of public attitudes toward the police shift
during the presidential election year because the attitude is salient,
provides a partisan advantage for a political party, and relates to
the voting decision. In short, the attitude toward the police is po-
liticized by the national presidential election. A national presiden-
tial election is a periodic change in the character of the national
government that impacts attitudes toward the police. The election
as a focusing event intensifies the police support/government sup-
port relationship for citizens in both the developing Mexican de-
mocracy and the full democracies of Costa Rica and the United
States. Still, we find an important difference in the police attitudes
of citizens in these two types of democracy. Mexicans’ support for
the police shifts based on changes in the partisan composition of
the national political government, while Costa Ricans and U.S.
citizens do not shift their attitudes about the police based on
changes in the partisan composition of the national government.

Nevertheless, candidates in full democracies believe that ‘‘bor-
rowing’’ the legitimacy of the police offers an electoral advantage.
Indeed, we see signs of an emphasis on law-and-order themes in
the 2008 U.S. presidential election. The Republican presidential
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candidate Rudolph Giuliani adopted a ‘‘top cop’’ persona as the
centerpiece of his primary election campaign. His emphasis was
not only his experience in the aftermath of the September 11,
2001, terrorist attack, but also the idea that he alone of the can-
didates could keep America safe. In addition, former Tennessee
Senator Fred Thompson ascended to the upper tier of candidates
in the Republican primary election campaign partly on his noto-
riety as the ‘‘tough-on-crime’’ district attorney on the popular tele-
vision series Law & Order. On the Democratic side, New York
Senator Hillary Clinton also emphasized experience and tough-
ness, in both foreign and domestic policy. Although tough rhetoric
on foreign policy is at the forefront of campaigns in a nation at war,
law-and-order themes at home remain the essential bread and
butter of the campaign. Merely by earning the endorsement of a
police organization or standing for a photo opportunity with a
group of police officers provides support for the message; this
candidate is tough on crime and is tough enough to be president.
Therefore, the 2008 presidential race emphasizes the same themes,
and we expect the same sort of bump in public support for the
police, as a result.

For developing democracies, and building on Cao and Zhao’s
(2005) findings, our findings suggest that police attitudes are an
important barometer of attitudes about the development of state
apparatus autonomy. Moreover, we speculate that a similar effect
should exist for attitudes about other areas of the bureaucratic
state, most particularly the judiciary. While our study involves
three countries, it suggests that a broader study that could include
other Latin American nations, Canada, and Europe, for example,
would provide a more thorough test of our focusing event thesis
and its relation to state autonomy. In the meantime, the results
here provide strong support for the idea that we should concep-
tualize the police not merely as local actors operating on a limited
stage, but as political actors who perform on a broad national stage.

Appendix: Independent Variables

� Partisanship (dummies): Costa Rica: PUSC (Partido Unidad
Socialcristiana), PLN (Partido Liberación Nacional); Mex-
ico: PRI (Partido Revolucionario Institucional), PAN (Part-
ido Acción Nacional), PRD (Partido de la Revolución
Democrática).

� Political ideology: dummy variables from 10-point left/right
ideology scale. 1–3 5 left, 4–6 5 center, 7–10 5 right (base
category), 11 (none, not sure) 5 no ideology, 12–13 (no
response) 5 no ideology response.
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� Corruption: for Costa Rica and Mexico 1998: 1 5 almost no
one, 2 5 few, 3 5 not sure, 4 5 many, 5 5 almost everyone.
For Costa Rica and Mexico 2003: 1 5 no progress, 2 5 lit-
tle, 3 5 don’t know, 4 5 some, 5 5 much.

� Crime: dummy variableFcombating crime is the most im-
portant function of government.

� Order: dummy variableFmaintaining order is the most
important function of government.

� Efficacy: for 2000 data, efficacy is a count variable mea-
sured from 0 to 3. 1 for each positive response to three
questions: sign a petition, attend a demonstration, or join
in boycott. 1998 data: dummy for individuals who say they
are willing to personally do something to hold government
accountable. For 1998 and 1999 U.S. data: measured 0 to 7.

� City size: 1 5 fewer than 5,000; 2 5 5,000 to 10,000;
3 5 10,000 to 20,000; 4 5 20,000 to 40,000; 5 5 40,000 to
50,000; 6 5 50,000 to 100,000; 7 5 capital.

� Race: dummy variables.
� Age: for 2003 data, age is measured as follows: 1 5 16–25,

2 5 26–40, 3 5 41–60, 4 5 611. For 1998: 1 5 15–34,
2 5 35–54, 3 5 551. For 2000 World Values Data:
1 5 15–24, 2 5 25–34, 3 5 35–44, 4 5 45–54, 5 5 55–64,
6 5 651. For 1998 and 1999 U.S. data: 1 5 18–29, 2 5 30–
39, 3 5 40–49, 4 5 50–64, 5 5 651.

� Education: for 2003 data: 1 5 illiterate, 2 5 primary incom-
plete, 3 5 primary complete, 4 5 secondary incomplete,
5 5 secondary complete, 6 5 superior incomplete, 7 5 su-
perior complete. For 2000 World Values data: 1 5 lower,
2 5 middle, 3 5 upper. For 1998 data: 1 5 no school,
2 5 primary, 3 5 secondary, 4 5 superior. For 1998 and
1999 U.S. data: 1 5 low, 6 5 high.

� Income: for 2003 data: 1 5 very bad, 2 5 bad, 3 5 average,
4 5 good, 5 5 very good. For 2000 World Values data:
0 5 no response, 1 5 lower, 2 5 middle, 3 5 upper. For
1998 Costa Rica and Mexico data and 1998 and 1999 U.S.
data: 0 5 no response, 1 5 low, 2 5 middle low, 3 5 middle
high, 4 5 high.

References

Agresti, Alan (1996) An Introduction to Categorical Data Analysis. New York: John Wiley.
Albrecht, Stan L., & Miles Green (1977) ‘‘Attitudes toward the Police and the Larger

Attitude Complex: Implications for Police-Community Relationships,’’ 5 Criminology
67–86.

362 Elections as Focusing Events

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5893.2008.00344.x Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-5893.2008.00344.x


Benson, Paul R. (1981) ‘‘Political Alienation and Public Satisfaction with Police Services,’’

24 Pacific Sociological Rev. 24–64.
Birkland, Thomas A. (1997) After Disaster: Agenda Setting, Public Policy and Focusing Events.

Washington, DC: Georgetown Univ. Press.
Bordua, David J., & Larry L. Tifft (1971) ‘‘Citizens Interviews, Organizational

Feedback, and Police-Community Relations Decisions,’’ 6 Law & Society Rev.
155–82.

Brown, Ben, & Wm Reed Benedict (2002) ‘‘Perceptions of the Police: Past Findings,

Methodological Issues, Conceptual Issues and Policy Implications,’’ 25 Policing-An
International J. of Police Strategies and Management 543–80.

Brown, Ben, et al. (2006) ‘‘Public Perceptions of the Police in Mexico: A Case Study,’’ 29

Policing-An International J. of Police Strategies and Management 158–75.
Call, Charles T. (2002) ‘‘War Transitions and the New Civilian Security in Latin Amer-

ica,’’ 35 Comparative Politics 1–32.
Camp, Roderic Ai (1999) Politics in Mexico: The Decline of Authoritarianism. New York:

Oxford Univ. Press.
Canache, Damarys, et al. (2001) ‘‘Meaning and Measurement in Cross-National

Research on Satisfaction with Democracy,’’ 65 Public Opinion Q. 506–28.
Cao, Liqun, & Charles Hou (2001) ‘‘A Comparison of Confidence in the Police in China

and in the United States,’’ 29 J. of Criminal Justice 87–99.
Cao, Liqun, & Jihong Solomon Zhao (1998) ‘‘Public Confidence in the Police: A Com-

parative Study between Japan and America,’’ 26 J. of Criminal Justice 279–89.
FFF (2005) ‘‘Confidence in the Police in Latin America,’’ 33 J. of Criminal Justice

430–51.
Collier, David, & Steven Levitsky (1997) ‘‘Democracy with Adjectives: Conceptual

Innovation in Comparative Research,’’ 49 World Politics 403–12.
Correia, Mark E., et al. (1996) ‘‘Public Perceptions of State Police: An Analysis of

Individual-Level and Contextual Variables,’’ 24 J. of Criminal Justice 17–28.
Dahl, Robert (1989) Democracy and Its Critics. New Haven, CT: Yale Univ. Press.
Gibson, James L., et al. (2003) ‘‘Measuring Attitudes toward the Supreme Court,’’ 47

American J. of Political Science 354–67.
Godwin, Marcia L., & Jean Reith Schroedel (2000) ‘‘Policy Diffusion and Strategies for

Promoting Policy Change: Evidence from California Local Gun Control Ordi-

nances,’’ 28 Policy Studies J. 760–76.
Howell, Susan E., et al. (2004) ‘‘Black Cities/White Cities: Evaluating the Police,’’ 26

Political Behavior 45–68.
Kessel, John (1980) Presidential Campaign Politics: Coalition Strategies and Citizen Response.

Homewood, IL: The Dorsey Press.
Kingdon, John W. (1995) Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies. New York: Longman.
Lasley, James R. (1994) ‘‘Ethnicity, Gender, and Police-Community Attitudes,’’ 75 Social

Science Q. 85–97.
Levitt, Steven D. (1997) ‘‘Using Electoral Cycles in Police Hiring to Estimate the Effect of

Police on Crime,’’ 87 The American Economic Rev. 270–90.
Linz, Juan J., & Alfred Stepan (1996) Problems of Democratic Transitions and Consolidation:

Southern Europe, South America, and Post-Communist Europe. Baltimore: The John

Hopkins Univ. Press.
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