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Abstract
Increasingly, many countries experience the presence of criminal organizations

with different degrees of territorial control. In some cases, these organizations de-
velop governance strategies–de facto controls over different aspects of social, eco-
nomic and political life in the territories where they operate.These groups’ presence
produces a wide array of coexistence problems, as well as security issues. Criminal
governance studies in Latin America tend to focus on countries with high levels of
violence, powerful criminal organizations, and low levels of state presence in the
territory. However, evidence shows that there is criminal governance also in cases
like Argentina, Chile and Uruguay, where the state is present throughout the ter-
ritory, and violence levels are comparatively low. This project’s main objective is
to expand our knowledge about criminal governance in these settings, focusing on
the case of Montevideo, Uruguay. The project employs a mixed-methods design,
combining in-depth interviews with community leaders, members of NGOs, state
and local authorities, and a public opinion survey containing a double list experi-
ment and network scale-up questions. This research strategy seeks to minimize the
risks involved in studying criminal organizations while obtaining as much infor-
mation as possible to understand the logic of criminal governance in Montevideo.
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Introduction

Increasingly, many countries experience the presence of criminal organizations in-

volved in illicit businesses for profit, such as gangs, mafias, or cartels (Lessing, 2020).

Focusing on the city of Montevideo, the capital of Uruguay, this project seeks to expand

our knowledge of the behavior of criminal organizations in cases where one would not

expect to find them. Criminal governance studies tend to focus on countries with high

levels of violence, powerful criminal organizations, and low levels of state presence

in the territory. However, recent evidence shows that criminal organizations prolifer-

ate even in cases where state capacity is comparatively higher and violence levels are

lower, such as Argentina, Chile and Uruguay. Understanding the case of Uruguay is

highly informative. Given Uruguay’s low levels of inequality, high state presence and

territorial control, and the comparatively low levels of violence, we should not expect

to find criminal organizations with the ability to implement governance schemes.

In some cases, criminal organizations develop governance strategies-–de facto con-

trols over different aspects of social, economic and political life (Arias and Barnes, 2017;

Lessing, 2020)-– in the territories where they operate. These groups’ presence produces

a wide array of coexistence problems, as well as security issues. One important ques-

tion is if and how these groups build governance mechanisms. Research suggests that

criminal governance emerges as a result of relationships between the state and crim-

inal groups, which result in a variety of localized governance structures (Moncada,

2020, 2013; Arias, 2017; Barnes, 2017). When criminal organizations impose formal or

informal rules to regulate life in a territory, they build governance structures. Criminal

governance takes place following various schemes of control that can be political (Trejo

and Ley, 2020; Ley, 2017), economic (Arias and Barnes, 2017; Magaloni et al., 2020a),

or a combination. Meanwhile, strategies of control can be violent (such as extortion in
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exchange for protection) or benevolent (such as paying for electricity for local popula-

tions), or a mix (Magaloni et al., 2020a,b).

The project seeks to systematically describe variation in criminal organizations’ gov-

ernance strategies across neighborhoods of Montevideo, the capital city of Uruguay. In

particular, we seek to identify the prevalence of governance strategies with varying

degrees of violence. This document represents the Pre-Analysis Plan of our research.

In this paper we outline a theory of variation in criminal control strategies in cases of

high state capacity and low violence and we specify a research design that combines

qualitative fieldwork with an original survey experiment.1

1 Relevance of Case

Recently, high levels of violence in Latin America, as well as the expansion of crimi-

nal organizations that dominate territories, have led researchers to explain the logic of

violence as primarily driven by illicit markets, organizational dynamics and the rela-

tionship between criminal organizations and the state (Yashar, 2018). Existing research

in Latin America focuses on cases where levels of violence are high, state presence

is low, and criminal organizations are powerful, such as Mexico, Brazil or Colombia

(Arias, 2017, 2006; Arias and Barnes, 2017; Lessing, 2017; Durán-Martínez, 2015, 2017;

Trejo and Ley, 2018).

Because one of the main concerns is criminal organizations’ ability to control pop-

ulations, recent advances in research focus on understanding how criminal organi-

zations build governance. Research suggests that states and criminal organizations

establish different kinds of relationships that result in variegated local orders (Mon-

cada, 2013, 2020; Arias and Barnes, 2017; Barnes, 2017). According to existing research,

when criminal organizations impose formal or informal rules and regulate life in a ter-

1We are grateful to Guillermo Martinez for superb research assistance.
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ritory, they build governance. Criminal governance can take different forms: control

can be political (Trejo and Ley, 2020; Ley, 2017), social (Magaloni et al., 2020a), or eco-

nomic (Arias and Barnes, 2017; Magaloni et al., 2020b), or a combination. In addition,

strategies to exercise control can be violent, such as extortion, or collaborative, such as

paying for groceries or certain public services like electricity (Magaloni et al., 2020a,b;

Ley et al., 2022).

Even though existing theories suggest that we should not expect to find criminal

organizations in contexts of high state presence and low violence, evidence from cases

such as Argentina (Auyero and Berti, 2013; Auyero and Sobering, 2019; Flom, 2019) and

Chile (Luna, 2017) shows that criminal organizations, and criminal governance, are

also present in these unexpected contexts. Yet, we know comparatively less about the

dynamics of governance in these cases. For example, based on our fieldwork, control

dynamics seem to result from ordinary processes and practices, rather than strategic

behavior and intentionality.

Understanding these types of cases is crucial (Gerring, 2007). Given relatively high

levels of equality, high state presence and low violence in comparison with other cases

in Latin America, we should not expect to see the emergence of criminal organiza-

tions, or mechanisms of control (strategic or otherwise). It is possible that the conclu-

sions derived from existing research may not travel to contexts of low violence and

high state presence where we also see criminal organizations. By implication, current

explanations may be biased towards high violence contexts, and are therefore incom-

plete. In addition to these theoretical contributions, our work has important policy

implications, it can generate evidence that allows us to characterize the phenomenon

of criminal governance systematically.
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2 Insights from the study of criminal governance

Insights from research on violent non-state actors suggest that they develop nonvi-

olent and violent strategies to interact with the communities where they are embedded

(Olson, 1993; Arjona, 2014; Magaloni et al., 2020b; Blattman et al., 2022b). When one

group controls territory and there is no competition with others, under long time hori-

zons nonviolent strategies are more likely (Staniland, 2012; Mampilly, 2012; Arjona,

2016). In turn, when contestation happens, it leads to the prevalence of less benevo-

lent relationships with communities (Magaloni et al., 2020b; Barnes, 2022). Research

on criminal governance suggests that because criminal organizations are not driven by

political incentives in the same way as other groups may be (such as rebels, or terror-

ist organizations) the dynamics of control may be more fragile, uncertain, and short

lived (Trejo and Ley, 2020). Thus, the threat of violence is always present, affecting the

types of relationships they are able to develop with communities (Barnes, 2022). Other

research suggests that violent and nonviolent strategies can be equally as prevalent in

contexts of competition (Ley et al., 2022).

Another set of explanations focuses on the relationship between criminal organi-

zations and the state and its impact on violence towards communities. Increasingly,

scholars have turned their attention to the use of violent and nonviolent strategies.

Yet, there is no consensus regarding when we should expect to see one or the other

type. Magaloni et al (2020), for example, explain that when the state and criminal

organizations are in confrontation, violence towards communities will be reduced. In-

creased police repression might lead criminal organizations to seek community sup-

port through benevolent strategies (Magaloni et al., 2020b). Nevertheless, competition

with the state also affects competition between groups because it impacts time hori-

zons, which in turn has spillover effects towards communities (Barnes, 2022).
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Other research posits that criminal organizations might coordinate with the state.

As long as they keep levels of violence low, the state may choose to turn a blind eye

to their activities (Denyer Willis, 2015; Lessing, 2020). In contexts of high uncertainty

about state expected behavior, criminal organizations may choose to use violence to-

wards the state and towards populations (Trejo and Ley, 2020). Another set of argu-

ments posits that the strength of communities is relevant to understand the behavior of

criminal organizations (Staniland, 2012; Berg and Carranza, 2018). When communities

have tight connections, illicit actors have fewer opportunities to control them, and thus

violent strategies should be less prevalent (Arias, 2017; Magaloni et al., 2020a; Arjona,

2016; Kaplan, 2017; Ley et al., 2019).

Earlier research focused on state and criminal actions did not consider the possibil-

ity of complimentarity between the state and criminal organizations, nor did it help

us understand why we observe the development of criminal governance in contexts

where violence is low and state presence is high. More recently, other researchers have

demonstrated that complementarity is not exceptional (Barnes, 2017). Lessing (2020)

describes the emergence of spaces of informality that criminal organizations begin to

occupy because states face difficulties controlling them, but which “state forces can en-

ter at will” (Lessing, 2020, 4), suggesting that criminal control may be more fluid than

other research has previously suggested. Blattman et al (2022b) describe dynamics of

criminal governance in the case of Medellin, a city with relatively high levels of state

capacity and lower violence: they argue that the state and criminal organizations si-

multaneously provide services in a given territory. Nevertheless, because according to

the authors criminal organizations in Medellin exercise control over territory, we do

not have clear expectations for the development of governance strategies in contexts

where there is high state presence but where criminal organizations compete for con-

trol. This body of research also suggests the existence of a trade off between violent
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and nonviolent strategies.

3 Argument

Why do we observe variegated control strategies by criminal groups in a context

where state capacity and presence is high?

We assume that criminal organizations’ primary objective is to profit from illicit

markets. They will use all means at their disposal to that aim. Criminal governance,

be it economic, social or political, is a byproduct of the need to profit from illicit activ-

ities. Our theory, summarized in Figure 1, posits that in cases of high state capacity,

state presence reduces the space for criminal governance to the economic sphere. State

presence manifests through two simultaneous paths: welfare policies (social policies),

and security policies (police repression, justice system). The provision of services al-

lows the state to maintain its legitimacy (Blattman et al., 2022a). Because there is high

state presence in the territory, neighborhood residents not only utilize its multiple ser-

vices (day cares, schools, clinics, among many others), they also rely on those services

to help them manage everyday violence and coexistence issues. The existence of wel-

fare policies reduces groups’ ability to get involved in socio-political aspects of life in

the neighborhoods where they are present, restricting them to economic governance

mechanisms.

High state presence also leads to the implementation of crime control strategies,

which prevent groups from forming larger, more powerful organizations with the ca-

pacity to develop more sophisticated mechanisms of control. As a result, organizations

are limited to economic strategies to make profit. When there is competition among

groups, and increased violence towards neighborhood residents, the state intervenes

violently in an attempt to control these groups, thereby increasing fragmentation fur-

ther.
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Figure 1 Theory of Diversification of Criminal Strategies in Contexts of High State Presence

Even though the state provides services, it does so inefficiently (it is slow and insuf-

ficient), which creates space for criminal organizations to build governance. Criminal

groups are able to provide some services that the state may take too long to provide

(temporary jobs, small donations, or small investments in neighborhoods), which they

use as nonviolent strategies to win residents over (Blattman et al., 2022b). Overall, high

state presence restricts the types of nonviolent strategies that groups might develop to

the economic sphere. Because security policies prevent groups from growing, they

are limited by their own precariousness, and so are the nonviolent strategies at their

disposal. 2 Because security policies fragment groups, increased competition triggers

violent strategies of population control.

Paradoxically, high state presence, much like its absence, might lead to the prolif-

eration of violent criminal strategies. In contexts where the state is routinely absent,

violent strategies are the only means it can use to contain criminal organizations, since

it is not present in the territory in other meaningful ways. This violent response trig-

gers the escalation of violence locally. Conversely, in contexts where the state is rou-

tinely present, even though it does not prevent the emergence of criminal groups, it

2Another limitation may come from internal group characteristics, capturing more fine grained in-
formation about groups is beyond the scope of this project.
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limits their possibilities of encroachment. State presence acts as a counterweight to

the development of criminal governance strategies in the long run, and their potential

extension to other spheres of community life, such as political participation. Criminal

groups may not control large territories, but their violent interactions generate nega-

tive externalities for neighborhood residents.

We derive three hypotheses from this argument, which we test using different meth-

ods:

H1: High state presence limits criminal governance to economic mechanisms;

H2: High state presence leads to the existence of violent and nonviolent strategies of

economic criminal control;

H3: High state presence leads to a higher prevalence of violent strategies of economic

control vis-à-vis nonviolent ones.

3.1 The evolution of the welfare state in Uruguay

During the first half of the 20th century, based on the Import Substitution Economic

Model (ISI), social spending grew significantly. Uruguay developed a welfare matrix

with a corporate profile and universalist approach that reached most formal workers,

mainly urban ones (Collier and Collier, 1991; Haggard and Kauffman, 2008; Pribble,

2013). Even though social spending in this period had a strong clientelist component,

particularistic distribution was so extensive that it forged the image of a middle-class

country and the notion of a “hyper-integrated” society (Filgueira and Filgueira, 1994;

Rama, 1971).

After 1958, a long process of stagnation ensued and social indicators (poverty, un-

employment, inequality, etc.) began to worsen (Astori, 2001; Cancela and Melgar,

1985). Social segregation and gentrification also worsened in Montevideo, which con-

centrates half of the population of the country (roughly 1.4 million people). “Poverty
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belts” and “shanty towns” formed in the outskirts of Montevideo leading to the cre-

ation of precarious neighborhoods, with very limited infrastructure, such as Casavalle

(originally a smaller area called “Unidad Casavalle”) and nearby areas, like Marconi.

These processes of marginalization and exclusion persisted and worsened during the

decade-long military dictatorship (1973-1984) (Alvarez-Rivadulla, 2017). After the demo-

cratic transition in 1985, some socioeconomic indicators improved, until 2000 where

the worst economic crisis in the history of Uruguay led to a sharp escalation in poverty

levels. In 2003, 30% of the population was below the poverty line (INE, 2006). Yet,

since 2005 a new period of incorporation arises in Uruguay.

Between 2005 and 2020, during the so-called “left turn”, a fifteen year period of

leftist governments, the successive Frente Amplio (Broad Front) governments system-

atically increased social expenditure. As a result, social indicators improved. For in-

stance, the GINI coefficient went from 0,47 in 2002 to 0,39 in 2017 (CEPAL, 2018) and

poverty levels went from 32,5% in 2006 to 8,8% in 2019 (Brum and De Rosa, 2020).

This new period of incorporation includes not only the trade unions —as in the first

incorporation process—but also the informal workers (Silva and Rossi, 2017).

In this context, many peripheral neighborhoods of Montevideo received consider-

able social and infrastructure investments. An example of this is the design of what

was known as “Plan Cuenca Casavalle.” With the objective of improving living con-

ditions, as well as accessibility and environmental aspects in Casavalle and nearby

neighborhoods, this policy required coordination across multiple state institutions3.

The plan included investment in state infrastructure in the territory, such as the con-

struction of healthcare centers, cultural and sports centers, educational centers, new

housing, squares, parks, and streets (OPP, 2019). In addition, the state extended cash

3State institutions involved in "Plan Cuenca Casavalle" were: Ministry of Social Development
(MIDES), Ministry of Interior (MI), Ministry of Housing (MVOTMA), Ministry of Education and Culture
(MEC), Ministry of Work and Social Security (MTSS), Ministry of Economy (MEF), National Adminis-
tration of Public Education (ANEP), National Drug Council (JND), Municipality of Montevideo, and
Municipality D.
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transfer programs to the more vulnerable populations and expanded care centers for

young children, particularly in peripheral neighborhoods (Pribble, 2013).

Increased public spending resulted in the marked improvement of several social in-

dicators in Casavalle and nearby areas. For example, according to data from the eval-

uation of the Plan Cuenca Casavalle, the percentage of households below the poverty

line went from 2.4% in 2009 to 0.2% in 2017. Furthermore, the percentage of house-

holds in irregular settlements decreased from 21% in 2010 (the highest point) to 14% in

2017. At the end of the left turn, Uruguay was one of the Latin American countries that

had most improved its social indicators (CEPAL, 2018). As Figure 2 shows the state is

extensively present throughout the urban territory of Montevideo.

The recent emergence and growth of criminal organizations is puzzling precisely

because it takes place in a context of high state investment and presence, and partic-

ularly after many recent important changes in terms of social policy. Many of these

changes, although central to life in peripheral neighborhoods may be insufficient for

some, which creates an opportunity for criminal organizations to develop assistance

strategies. State local officials and neighobrs describe this phenomenon as follows:

"The timing of governments and people is different. The government says,

yes we are going to do such and such... but time goes by, and we want

solutions for yesterday, not for tomorrow".4

"When I arrived here, the ECLAC reports said that Casavalle was the neigh-

borhood with the highest level of poverty, of exclusion, and that beyond the

intervention of the State, it was impossible to reverse it. It is as if you are

always in that tension that you go with a concrete proposal, and in reality,

the demand is so great that you end up overwhelmed (...) and in reality,

the demand is real because the people are in an informal settlement that is

4Interviewee 26. June 17, 2020. First wave of interviews.
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on private land and there is a need for sanitation and improvement of the

streets. And you’re going to tell them you’re going to build a public space.

So this tension is always present in all interventions." 5

"As a city council, we have worked in the Plan Cuenca Casavalle, based on

an ECLAC survey in 2004. We realized that there were state interventions

and NGOs working in the territory, but there was something that did not

change: the social fracture."6

5Interviewee 15. March 2, 2020. First wave of interviews.
6Interviewee 6. June 4, 2019. First wave of interviews.
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Figure 2 State Presence in Montevideo
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(b) Urban areas in Montevideo

3.2 The evolution of the security policy

Changes in policing strategies in Uruguay are not unique, they are aligned with a

regional shift towards punitiveness in Latin America (Flores-Macías and Zarkin, 2019;
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Visconti, 2019). With the precipitous decline in public opinion material concerns (such

as education, the economy and unemployment) around 2009, comes a sharp increase

in concerns with insecurity (Consultores, 2020). In 2016, the National Police under-

went an extensive reform with the objective of increasing effectiveness, amid increases

in levels of crime, particularly in peripheral neighborhoods. A notable change was the

implementation of the Programa de Alta Dedicación Operativa (PADO, loosely trans-

lated as Program of High Operational Dedication) in 2016, a hot-spot policing program

designed to increase patrolling in high-crime areas.

PADO began in Montevideo in 2016 in the neighborhoods of Montevideo with the

highest homicide levels: Casavalle, Marconi, and Cerro. Its main objective was to

reduce property crime and increase efficacy in solving crimes, as well as to increase

citizens’ trust in police and improve the population’s perception of safety and security.

It aimed to prevent crime by deploying deterrent patrolling, and it has garnered high

support, notably, in the neighborhoods where it is implemented (Tiscornia and Perez

Bentancur, ming).

PADO units were composed of full-time police officers who received special com-

pensation. It also implemented ‘crackdowns,’ operations consisting of inundating a

neighborhood with police and conducting raids, among other tactics. PADO units are

generally associated with more frequent and intense displays of force than regular po-

lice (Chainey et al., 2021). Figure 3 extends data compiled by (Bogliaccini et al., 2022)

using publicly available data from the Ministry of Interior. It displays information on

police crackdowns in neighborhoods of Montevideo between 2017 and 2022.7 As the

figure shows, the intensity of operations grew dramatically in 2018 and 2019 and they

were concentrated in 11 of the 62 neighborhoods of Montevideo. It is unclear whether

these operations have had positive impacts in long term crime reduction and coexis-

tence issues, rather they have created a sense of quick improvement in the extent of

7The full table can be found in the appendix
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Figure 3 Number of Police Crackdowns 2017–2022

violence in some areas (Tiscornia and Perez Bentancur, ming), but they have also con-

tributed to destabilizing local dynamics among criminal groups. Much like in other

contexts, violent state involvement to curb criminal organizations’ presence, led to the

proliferation of more groups (Calderón et al., 2015; Phillips, 2015).

3.3 Criminal control strategies in Montevideo

In the last decade, criminal groups involved in local drug trafficking have begun

to concentrate in urban areas with high poverty levels in Montevideo, the capital

of Uruguay. As our press review and in-depth interviews suggest, several criminal

groups of varying size and capacity for violence exist in different neighborhoods of

Montevideo. Figure 4 shows a rough indicator of this phenomenon based on the sys-

tematization of press between 2012 and 2022. The areas in red represent neighborhoods

where criminal groups linked to drug trafficking are present. Based on our press re-

view, we identified 36 criminal groups that have operated in 24 of Montevideo’s 62
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neighborhoods over the last decade. The darker colors correspond to neighborhoods

with a greater presence of criminal groups, such as Marconi–Casavalle in the center-

north of Montevideo, or Cerro, Santa Catalina, and Casabó towards the south-west.

As it is the case in several other countries, these groups originated from families

who were involved in criminal activities and who expanded their illegal business to

incorporate local drug dealing and set up operations in the neighborhoods where they

live. Because of their historical ties, these families are well known to neighborhood res-

idents. Furthermore, when more than one group is present, they tend to be involved

in disputes over drug sales in the territory. Newspaper reports identify common con-

frontations between "Los Chinga" and "Los Camala" in Casavalle, and "Los Alvariza"

and "Los Ricarditos" in Cerro. The emergence and expansion of groups linked to drug
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dealing and trafficking in Montevideo is rather puzzling. It takes place in one of the

strongest and highly consolidated welfare schemes in Latin America.

While there is no evidence that these groups have established liberated zones or that

they dominate entire communities, their presence and territorial strategies are many

times violent, which creates a wide range of coexistence problems of different magni-

tude for local populations. The presence of these groups correlates with increased lev-

els of insecurity. Conflicts between them often result in shootouts and the escalation of

homicides and revenge killings. Official data does not systematically disaggregate the

proportion of homicides resulting from conflicts between criminal gangs. However, ac-

cording to the Interior Ministry’s Bi-Annual (2018-2019) Homicide Report (Ministerio

del Interior, 2019), in 2018 50% of homicides were classified as resulting from conflicts

between criminal gangs. That year Montevideo reached an all-time high homicide rate

of 16.9 homicides per 100,000 inhabitants (Ministerio del Interior, 2019). 8

As part of their activities in the neighborhoods where they operate, criminal gangs

carry out violent and nonviolent actions that impact residents. From our 66 interviews,

we extracted 76 references to criminal organizations’ actions. Similarly, from 169 press

articles, we obtained 50 references to criminal organizations’ actions. Table 1 contains

a summary. Although not exhaustive, the table illustrates the variation in these strate-

gies. While mentions of violent strategies are more common in the press, the interviews

highlight both violent and non-violent actions.

8The World Health Organization identifies epidemic levels of homicides as those surpassing 10 per
100,000 population.
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Table 1 Variation in strategies by source

Source
Interviews Press

Strategy

Violent

Evictions 33% (N=25) 54% (N=27)
Threats 12% (N=9) 34% (N=17)
Control of movement 8% (N=6) 6% (N=3)
Abduction 1% (N=1)
Subtotal 54% (N= 41) 94% (N=47)

Non-violent

Help to the neighborhood 31% (N=24) 2% (N=1)
Private donations 8% (N=6) 4% (N=2)
Job offers 7% (N=5)
Subtotal 46% (N= 35) 6% (N=3)

Total 100% (N=76) 100% (N=50)

Among the violent strategies, our interview data suggests that evictions are the

most frequently employed actions, together with threats and the control of movement

within the neighborhood. For example some interviewees illustrate these events as

follows:

“They have areas in the neighborhood, they occupy houses, they take peo-

ple out of their homes, and they take over those places.” 9

“Gangs occupied houses, violently removing people who were not related

to them, they were marking their territory.”10

“They threatened a neighbor because they thought he had reported them to

the police.”11

“They intimidate or do not allow certain people to pass or walk in their

neighborhood.”12

As for nonviolent strategies, our interviewees mention actions geared towards aid-

ing neighbors or the neighborhood, such as buying gifts for kids soccer clubs, or do-
9Interviewee 14. November 23, 2021. Second wave of interviews.

10Interviewee 8. November 18, 2021. Second wave of interviews.
11Interviewee 37. March 18, 2022. Second wave of interviews.
12Interviewee 22. May 6, 2020. First wave of interviews.
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nating food for soup kitchens, or paying neighbors’ electricity bill. Interviewees also

point out that gang members offer jobs to young people.

“They give money to the neighbors, when they have to go to the doctor they

give them money for the cab.”13

“Gang members offered help in an activity for children in the neighbor-

hood.”14

“They made a huge meal in the soup kitchen, they fed about 300 people

during the pandemic.”15

“They help the neighbors. For example, they are the first to contribute when

someone’s house catches fire.”16

“They sent us a carafe as a gift to cook for the children in the neighbor-

hood.”17

“They have a business as a front, and they hire teenagers for that business.

But if they don’t continue studying, they don’t get to keep the job.”18

“They give jobs to the women of the neighborhood as drug dealers.”19

4 Research Design

Our research design is based on a mixed-methods strategy that combines in-depth

interviews, review of documents, and press with an original survey containing list

experiments. We use the information from the interviews and press to understand

13Interviewee 16. November 23, 2021. Second wave of interviews.
14Interviewee 29. December 7, 2021. Second wave of interviews.
15Interviewee 26. June 17, 2020. First wave of interviews.
16Interviewee 17. November 23, 2021. Second wave of interviews.
17Interviewee 29. December 7, 2021. Second wave of interviews.
18Interviewee 10. June 23, 2019. First wave of interviews.
19Interviewee 31. December 9, 2021. Second wave of interviews.
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how the welfare and security policy have evolved over time, as well as the types of

criminal governance strategies that exist. Additionally, we use this information as the

basis to generate realistic treatments for our experimental design (Pérez Bentancur and

Tiscornia, 2022).

Implementing this project presents several challenges: residents affected by the

presence of criminal organizations are typically not visible, they rarely mobilize to seek

more security. In addition, because of safety concerns, or connections with criminal

groups, neighborhood residents may be reluctant to express their opinions or beliefs

directly. Also, security concerns and the illicit nature of criminal organizations pose

ethical challenges in investigating these populations. In our case, one added challenge

relates to estimating the pervasiveness of criminal presence, that is, identifying the

size of the population affected by criminal organizations and the precise governance

mechanisms that criminal groups implement.

Our combined methods aid us in addressing these challenges in four ways: 1) our

preliminary review of documents, in particular newspaper articles, and police reports,

allows us to identify areas of operations, as well as some descriptive features of groups;

2) in-depth interviews with a range of actors (community leaders, members of NGOs,

and state and local authorities), are a means to get first-hand accounts of experiences

of (in)security in local neighborhoods, as well as descriptions of mechanisms of con-

trol; 3) an online survey containing a list experiment helps us understand variation in

strategies in the territory; 4) including indirect questions in the survey that leverage

recent developments in network models allows us to estimate the size of hard-to-reach

populations. These models rely on questions of the type “how many X do you know?”

as a tool to approximate the size of the population affected by criminal presence using

information from respondents’ friendship networks. Following Ventura et al. (2022)

and Calvo and Murillo (2013) we include eighteen indirect items to estimate the size
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and structure of respondents’ networks. This set of questions allows us to ask about

respondents’ exposure to criminal organizations by asking about people they know

who have been exposed to them. We will use Facebook Ads to deploy our survey, with

the goal of reaching areas where polling agencies do not send canvassers.

4.1 Outcome to be measured and strategy: qualitative fieldwork to build experimen-

tal treatments

Our outcome of interest is criminal governance strategies, which manifest in con-

crete activities that impact neighborhood residents. Control over individuals and terri-

tories is a byproduct of the need to capture profit. To achieve this goal, criminal groups

may avail themselves of violent or nonviolent actions. To identify prevalent activities

in Montevideo, we combined two sources: the systematic review of 169 press arti-

cles between 2012 and 2022, obtained from the four newspapers with highest national

circulation, and 66 in-depth interviews with a variety of local actors (neighborhood

residents, NGO workers, teachers, local government officials).20 Table 1 in Section 4

illustrates these strategies.

As mentioned above, whereas the press emphasizes mostly violent strategies, the

interviews suggest the existence of a wider array of alternatives. In line with other

research (Davenport and Ball, 2002), the Table 1 highlights the potential risks of only

resorting to one source and the advantages of triangulation: had we only used news-

papers, we would have missed part of the variation in our dependent variable, since

they mostly report violent strategies. Even though our interviews are not free from

bias, they allowed us to complement the information we had previously gathered. 21

This analysis is relevant to our experimental design as well. Had we only based our
20El País, El Observador, La Diaria, and Búsqueda.
21In a separate paper we discuss how variation in our interviewees’ proximity to our outcome of

interest may also affect the evidence we are able to gather. Interviews with informants who have more
direct contact with criminal organizations depict wider variation. In all other cases, violent strategies
are far more common.
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treatment selection on newspaper data, we would have concluded that violent strate-

gies are the only relevant ones. Based on the prevalence of strategies in Table 1, we

selected four experimental treatments: the use of threats, evictions, and providing dif-

ferent forms of assistance in the neighborhood. The qualitative information allows us

to build realistic treatments for our experimental design (Seawright, 2021; Pérez Ben-

tancur and Tiscornia, 2022). Following Magaloni et al. (2020b) and Ley et al. (2022), to

gather individual evidence, we conducted an online survey containing an experiment.

4.2 Experimental design

Our experimental design consists of a double list experiment with two baseline lists

and four sensitive items. We ask participants how many, but not which ones, of the

following activities they have experienced in the last six months. We also consider a

placebo item with expected zero prevalence to avoid artificial response inflation due

to list length Riambau and Ostwald (2021). Table 2 summarizes our design.
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Table 2 Experimental Design

Baseline List 1 Baseline List 2 Sensitive Items Placebo

I saw people doing sports
in my neighborhood

I visited friends on weekends

I participated in activities organized
by feminist groups

I went to the religious ceremonies
of the church in my neighborhood

I saw people paying soccer
on weekends

I frequently chatted
with my friends

I participated in activities
organized by LGBTQ groups

I participated in charitable activities
organized by the church
in my neighborhood

I saw gang members
threaten neighbors

I saw gang members
evict neighbors
from their homes

I saw gang members
offer jobs to people
from the neighborhood

I saw gang members
make donations
in the neighborhood

I did not drink mate
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4.3 Randomization

We implemented a double list experiment, with four treatments (two violent and

two non-violent actions) randomly assigned to one of two lists (Diaz, 2022; Glynn,

2013). We randomized the order of items in the lists to prevent ordering effects. We

also included a placebo item in one of the control groups.

For the distribution of the survey, divided the 62 neighborhoods in Montevideo in

two blocks, based on police precincts. We created these two blocks based on the levels

of violence, where block A is less violent than block B. Figure 5 shows the two blocks.

We randomized participants into one of the two blocks based on their answer to the

question "in which of the neighborhoods of Montevideo do you live?".

4.4 Target population

A preliminary revision of newspaper articles and documents reveals that different

criminal organizations are present in about a third of the neighborhoods of Montev-

ideo, and they deploy various strategies. Criminal presence is represented graphically

in Figure 4 in Section 4. According to the map, areas colored in red show the pres-

ence of at least one group between 2019 and 2022. Our target population is individuals

living in neighborhoods where criminal organizations deployed these strategies.

4.5 Sample size and Recruitment

We used DeclareDesign (Blair et al., 2019) to estimate the sample size for our exper-

iment. Using Magaloni et al. (2020b) and Ley et al. (2022) as a benchmark for the size

of our treatment effects, we assume a prevalence rate of 15%. In the most conservative

scenario, this effect exists in only one of the blocks and it is zero in the other. In this set-

ting, a sample of 1,000 respondents per sensitive item achieves power over 80%, which

means we need a total of 4,000 respondents.
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We recruited survey participants through an advertisement on Facebook contain-

ing the following message: "Take this short survey and participate in a raffle for a

smartphone." The advertisement contained a link that redirected the respondent to the

survey questionnaire in Qualtrics. We use Facebook exclusively as a recruitment tool,

information resulting from the survey, was stored and protected by Qualtrics. To tar-

get the Facebook ads we specified characteristics based on the information present in

individuals’ public profiles: residents of Montevideo who are 18 years of age or older.

The choice to use Facebook for recruitment as opposed to conducting the survey

through a polling agency responds to two criteria: cost and access. The cost of fielding

a survey of this size in Uruguay is high. In addition, we seek to get respondents from

neighborhoods that are difficult to access given current security issues, polling agen-

cies are reticent to send canvassers to those areas. The use of Facebook Ads provides a

tool to access these respondents. A possible concern might be variability in the use of

devices like computers and smartphones, internet access and social network use. Ac-

cording to a recent survey conducted by the national statistics institute (INE), 7 out of

10 urban households with individuals older than 14 years of age have at least a desktop

computer, a laptop and/or a tablet. Furthermore, in 2016 64% of households in the low-

est income quintile had access to a computer (81% for the highest quintile). In urban

Montevideo (which is almost the totality of the department) 73.3% of households had

access to a computer, and 82.8% had internet access. Moreover, in urban Montevideo,

77% of households in the lowest income quintile had internet access (INE-AGESIC

2016).

Internet access could be a concern. Nevertheless, according to the same INE survey,

in 2016 3 out of 4 people in Uruguay had a smartphone, 74% of urban population. In

the lowest quintile, 76.2% of individuals used a smartphone, and of those 82% used

internet one or more times daily (INE-AGESIC, 2016). Finally, Facebook has extensive
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coverage in Uruguay, in particular in Montevideo. According to a recent study (Con-

sultores, 2018), 68% of the population of Uruguay use Facebook. Furthermore, 77%

of individuals between 18 and 34 years of age who use social media, use Facebook,

72% of those between 35 and 59, and 46% of those who are 60 and older. Of those

users with little education 56% use Facebook, and 75% of those users with some edu-

cation use Facebook. The population of Uruguay is roughly 3.5 million, with about 1.4

million living in Montevideo, thus, the likelihood that there are users in the neighbor-

hoods with exposure to criminal groups is high. Other mechanisms such as Amazon’s

Mechanical Turk are not available.

We seek to minimize concerns with social desirability bias as well as protect partic-

ipants as much as possible. The use of online tools for recruitment provides respon-

dents with another layer of anonymity (as opposed to face to face responses). Facebook

has increasingly become a popular tool to recruit survey participants. As a result, we

know that the samples obtained from these studies are biased towards younger, more

educated individuals (Jäger, 2017). Nevertheless, Facebook also allows access to pop-

ulations that are hard to reach in face-to-face surveys. Even though this is in tension

with emphasis on producing samples that are representative of a population, studies

that used Facebook to recruit survey participants also demonstrate that it is possible

to achieve some level of representativeness with this type of recruitment (Samuels and

Zucco, 2013; Broockman and Green, 2014; Jäger, 2017).

For this particular study, we are less concerned about achieving a representative

sample of the population of Montevideo. Our concern is achieving internal valid-

ity. Therefore, we focused on achieving balance across different socio-economic strata,

specifically the urban poor and not poor. Within those groups, we aimed at achiev-

ing balance in other relevant features, such as sex and age to the extent possible. We

will also post-stratify the sample using relevant criteria such as sex and age, based on

26



information from the National Household Survey.

4.6 Estimation Strategy

To test our hypotheses we also rely on a mixed-methods strategy. We test H1 qual-

itatively, whereas H2 and H3 can be tested through the experimental design. In our

models, we will rely on the results from the list experiments. Our primary models will

use the estimation strategy developed by Miller (1984). To diagnose for potential viola-

tions in the list experiment identification assumptions, we will use the techniques out-

lined by Aronow et al. (2015), Blair and Imai (2012), and Diaz (2022). As a robustness

check we will replicate the models using direct questions about citizens’ interactions

with criminal groups.

We also included a battery of indirect questions (of the form "how many X’s do you

know?"). These questions allow us to estimate overdispersion of criminal groups in

the network. We will use these estimates to compute an individual level estimate of

exposure, since we will know the proportion of people in the network who are exposed

to criminal organizations.

These indirect questions also provide auxiliary information to improve our list ex-

periment estimates (Aronow et al., 2015; Chou et al., 2017). For the respondents iden-

tified as exposed to a specific criminal strategy under indirect questioning, we do not

need a list experiment. Therefore, we can replace their answer to the list with a "1" and

add them to the overall responses among those we do not know. Since we can assume

that people who know more people exposed to X are embedded in X, we can use it

as auxiliary information. Direct questions can also be used in this way to enhance the

precision of list experiment prevalence estimates.
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