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Summary

Drug-related violence has become a very serious problem in Mexico, 
leading to more than 30,000 deaths in the country between Decem-
ber 2006 and December 2010. Violent drug-trafficking organizations 
(VDTOs) produce, transship, and deliver into the United States tens of 
billions of dollars worth of narcotics annually. The activities of VDTOs 
are not confined to drug trafficking, but extend to numerous other 
criminal enterprises, including human trafficking, weapon trafficking, 
kidnapping, money laundering, extortion, bribery, and racketeering. 
Then, there is the violence: Recent incidents have included assassina-
tions of politicians and judges, attacks on rival organizations, attacks 
on the police and other security forces, attacks on associated civilians 
(i.e., the families of members of competing groups or of government 
officials), and seemingly random violence against innocent bystanders.

The full scope and details of the challenges posed by VDTOs are 
not well understood, and optimal strategies to combat these organiza-
tions have not been identified. To contribute to the body of knowledge 
in this area, this monograph offers an assessment of the contempo-
rary security situation in Mexico through the lens of existing RAND 
research on related issues. Specifically, we considered three strands of 
existing research: work on urban instability and unrest, the histori-
cal study of insurgency, and research on defense-sector reform. We 
extracted assessment scorecards from each of these strands of research 
and combined them into a single assessment tool, which we then 
applied to Mexico as part of an expert elicitation exercise (described 
in detail in Chapters Two and Three). Although none of the previous 
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studies considered Mexico specifically, all three contribute interesting 
insights regarding Mexico’s security situation. The goal of the current 
study was not to break significant new ground in understanding the 
dynamics of drug violence in Mexico or to offer a qualitative assess-
ment of these dynamics, but rather to provide an empirically based 
platform for identifying key areas that merit further investigation.

The Expert Elicitiation

All three of the RAND studies included scorecards of factors that 
were used to assess a city, country, or case. To connect this previous 
RAND research to our study of contemporary Mexico and its strug-
gles with VDTOs, we conducted an expert elicitation exercise based 
on the Delphi method (a process described in detail in Chapter Two), 
during which 12 expert panelists were asked to complete the score-
cards developed as part of the earlier studies. The panelists engaged in 
iterative scoring and structured discussion anonymously via electronic 
media during November and December 2010. Participants included 
RAND staff with expertise on Mexico, RAND staff with expertise on 
COIN or defense-sector reform, academic and journalistic research-
ers who have made multiple visits to or had extended stays in Mexico, 
U.S. government officials with responsibilities related to Mexico, and a 
former Mexican government official.

It is important to keep in mind that the findings of this study 
reflect the perceptions of the expert panel and, as such, may reflect dis-
agreements on matters of fact that could otherwise be settled through 
the inclusion of other sources of evidence. 

Findings from the Three Scorecards

Once complete, the results from the expert elicitation were compared 
with results from the RAND research from which the three scorecards 
originated. We summarize these findings here.
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The Urban Flashpoints Scorecard Shows That Mexican Border Cities 
Are Highly Vulnerable to Continued Unrest

The results of the phase of the Delphi exercise involving the RAND 
Urban Flashpoints project scorecard suggest that Mexico’s northern 
border cities are highly vulnerable to urban unrest. This is not surpris-
ing, given that the current activities of VDTOs in these cities satisfy 
the working definition of unrest as used for this research. These results 
are based on “worst-case” assessments of Ciudad Juárez, Tijuana, and 
Nuevo Laredo by the expert panel and are considered to be representa-
tive of major border cities suffering significant drug-related violence. 

The analysis highlights the presence of four critical factors that 
combine to account for much of the vulnerability to unrest in Mexico’s 
border cities. The first is the existence of VDTOs (defined as exist-
ing rebel/terrorist/criminal groups in the scorecard). Such groups are 
already present, operating, and producing unrest in Ciudad Juárez, 
Tijuana, and Nuevo Laredo. These extant groups, along with the pro-
cesses, systems, and incentives that led to their creation and to their 
current range of activities, must now be dealt with. Second, unmet eco-
nomic expectations, coupled with high unemployment (or just under-
employment), have exacerbated the problem, especially when working 
for or joining a VDTO appears to be one of the few viable economic 
alternatives for local residents. Third, Mexico is experiencing a demo-
graphic “youth bulge”: A large proportion of the population is at an 
age that they should be joining the labor force. Many of these youths 
are “NINIs” (not in school and not employed) who have limited legal 
economic opportunities. The disproportionate rewards associated with 
participation in drug-related businesses also fuels recruiting to, partici-
pation in, and support for VDTOs. Fourth, deeply entrenched corrup-
tion is endemic in the Mexican government and police forces. Such 
corruption substantially diminishes the effectiveness of many efforts to 
counter VDTOs (i.e., when such efforts are not executed with appro-
priate zeal or when informants tip off the VDTOs regarding pending 
law enforcement action), and it also undermines public trust in and 
support for the government and police. 
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The Counterinsurgency Scorecard Places Mexico Between Historical 
Winners and Losers and Reveals That Contemporary Mexico Is Not 
Unlike the First Phase of Several Historical Insurgencies

The goal of this study was not to determine whether the current situa-
tion in Mexico should be categorized as an insurgency. Instead, with-
out entering that contentious debate, the study considered the extent 
to which the factors currently present in Mexico make it appear similar 
to historical insurgencies. If Mexico were viewed as facing an insur-
gency (counterfactually or otherwise), how would it compare to histori-
cal insurgencies? The RAND Counterinsurgency (COIN) Scorecard 
assessment found that Mexican drug violence shares some characteris-
tics with historical cases of insurgencies and that Mexican counterdrug 
efforts share some characteristics with historical COIN efforts around 
the world. 

Figure S.1 shows 30 historical cases examined in an earlier 
RAND study, and Table S.1 positions results from the expert elicita-
tion for contemporary Mexico among these 30 cases. The first column 
in the table lists the case country and name. The second column gives 

Figure S.1
Historical COIN Cases, Dates, and Outcomes

NOTE: Green shading indicates that the COIN force prevailed (or had the better of a
mixed outcome), while red shading indicates that the outcome favored the insurgents
(thus, a COIN loss).
RAND MG1125-S.1
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Table S.1
Where Mexico Would Fit Among 30 Insurgencies Worldwide, 1978–2008

Case
Good Factors 

(of 15)
Bad Factors  

(of 12)
Good – Bad 

Factors Outcome

Afghanistan (post-Soviet) 0 10 –10 Loss

Somalia 1 10 –9 Loss

Chechnya I 2 10 –8 Loss

Rwanda 2 10 –8 Loss

Zaire (anti-Mobutu) 0 8 –8 Loss

Nicaragua (Somoza) 0 8 –8 Loss

Sudan (SPLA) 2 9 –7 Loss

Kosovo 1 8 –7 Loss

Afghanistan (anti-Soviet) 1 7 –6 Loss

Papua New Guinea 3 9 –6 Loss

Burundi 2 8 –6 Loss

Bosnia 1 6 –5 Loss

Moldova 2 6 –4 Loss

Georgia/Abkhazia 1 5 –4 Loss

Liberia 3 7 –4 Loss

Afghanistan (Taliban) 2 6 –4 Loss

Nagorno-Karabakh 1 4 –3 Loss

DR Congo (anti-Kabila) 1 4 –3 Loss

Tajikistan 2 5 –3 Loss

Kampuchea 1 3 –2 Loss

Nepal 3 5 –2 Loss

Nicaragua (Contras) 4 4 0 Loss

Mexico (VDTOs) 6 4 +2 —

Croatia 8 3 +5 Win

Turkey (PKK) 11 5 +6 Win

Uganda (ADF) 8 0 +8 Win

Algeria (GIA) 9 1 +8 Win

El Salvador 12 2 +10 Win

Peru 13 2 +11 Win

Senegal 13 0 +13 Win

Sierra Leone 14 1 +13 Win

worst-scoring 

At 4, Mexico is 
better than the  

winner but also  
close to many 
losers.

At 6, Mexico 
is better than 
any loser but  
worse than 
any winner.

At +2, Mexico
is in the 
empirical gap  
between  
winners and  
losers over the 
past 30 years.
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the sum of the good factors or practices present in the decisive phase 
of the case, factors previously identified by RAND as contributing to 
positive COIN outcomes. The third column gives the sum of the bad 
factors or practices present in the decisive phase of the case, factors pre-
viously identified by RAND as correlated with poor COIN outcomes. 
The fourth column presents the sum of good minus bad factors and 
is the basis for sorting the cases in the table. The final column indi-
cates whether the case was won or lost by the government. In previous 
RAND research, sums of good factors minus bad factors perfectly dis-
criminated cases in which the government prevailed (COIN win) from 
cases in which the insurgents prevailed (COIN loss). 

Mexico, when sorted in with the historical insurgency results, falls 
in the empirical gap between wins and losses. The current score of good 
practices in Mexico is lower than that in the lowest-scoring COIN win, 
but it is higher than that in any of the COIN losses. Mexico’s score of 
bad practices is no worse than that in the worst-scoring COIN win, 
but it is more typical of losing cases’ scores. If the violence practiced by 
Mexican VDTOs led to this case being characterized as an insurgency, 
and if the current phase were the decisive phase of the conflict, a com-
parison with 30 historical insurgencies places the outcome between 
winning and losing. Of course, whether the VDTOs should properly 
be characterized as insurgents remains an open question, and even if 
Mexico is facing an insurgency, the current phase is likely an early or 
intermediate phase, not the decisive phase of the conflict. 

Perhaps more informative is a direct comparison between contem-
porary Mexico and specific phases of the historical cases. In a detailed 
comparison with the various phases of 30 historical insurgencies, 
Mexico has the most in common with (that is, the greatest number of 
scorecard factors matching) the first phase of several different cases. 
This suggests that the current struggle with the VDTOs is not unlike 
the first phase of several historical insurgencies, and Mexico would do 
well to avoid making some of the mistakes that were common in these 
early phases, including the historical propensity to fail to acknowledge 
the presence of an insurgency until it is fairly robust.
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The Defense Sector Assessment Rating Tool Indicates That the 
Ability to Control Corruption Is Perceived as Weak, as Are Mexico’s 
Policing Capabilities

Overall, the Delphi panel’s scores on the Defense Sector Assessment 
Rating Tool (DSART) provide the impression that Mexico’s security 
sector has limited capabilities to counter drug trafficking, terrorism 
and insurgency, and porous land and maritime borders. The scores also 
show that Mexico’s capabilities to counter these threats are minimal 
but functioning at best and entirely lacking at worst. 

Capabilities related to border and maritime capabilities received 
the lowest average score among the three security issues. The average 
score for all capabilities related to counternarcotics was slightly higher, 
while the average score for all capabilities related to counterterrorism 
and counterinsurgency was highest. It is important to keep in mind 
that the highest average score across the three security areas was “mini-
mal but functioning.”

The Delphi panel consistently ranked the capability to control 
corruption as the weakest capability across the three security issues 
and a barrier to other capabilities. The findings also indicate that the 
Delphi panel’s impression is that some of Mexico’s weakest capabilities 
are related to policing (e.g., the ability to police, prosecute, and incar-
cerate drug traffickers), the ability to maintain law and order, and the 
ability to integrate military and law enforcement operational support. 

The Delphi Discussion Highlights Certain Factors and Provides 
Mexico-Specific Context

In addition to the specific scorecard scores and associated findings, the 
expert elicitation produced a rich and interesting discussion of the vari-
ous factors and subfactors in the scorecards and their presence, absence, 
or applicability to Mexico.

Some participants asserted that several of the scorecard factors 
do not apply in Mexico or mean something different in the case of 
Mexico. These claims highlight interesting aspects of the Mexico- 
specific context. For example, the Urban Flashpoints Scorecard con-
tains a question that asks whether the city being considered is part of 
a “contested homeland” or “indivisible territory.” The panelists recog-
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nized that this question is aimed at ethnonationalist issues that have 
plagued other countries but are not present in Mexico. However, several 
experts made compelling arguments that territorial contestation plays 
a critical role in understanding the contemporary violence in Mexico, 
because competing VDTOs contest control of the various smuggling 
routes and attempt to establish “zones of impunity” against the influ-
ence of the state.

Similarly, the Urban Flashpoints Scorecard included a factor con-
cerned with the presence of “bad-neighborhood” countries—adjacent 
countries that are having or recently had civil wars or were host to other 
armed conflicts. While none of Mexico’s neighbors has experienced a 
war or civil war within the past five years, several panelists observed 
that bad-neighborhood conditions still pertain, with the neighbor to 
the north (the United States) providing most of the market for illegal 
drugs and a significant flow of weapons and neighbors to the south 
serving as a conduit for drugs flowing from Colombia and as a source 
of trained paramilitary personnel for the VDTOs.

There was disagreement in the Delphi discussion about several 
scorecard factors. In some cases, this disagreement highlighted real 
ambiguity in the current reality, rather than simply disagreement over 
facts or definitions among the panelists. For example, the panel was 
genuinely split over the extent to which citizens in the contested border 
regions view the government as legitimate, participate in free and fair 
elections, support security forces, or perceive security forces as better 
than the VDTOs. The discussion indicated that the answers to these 
questions are not clear-cut and that there are real reasons for uncer-
tainty and real circumstantial and location-specific differences in the 
answers. The discussion among the panelists suggests that, at the very 
least, these are areas in which the Mexican government and security 
forces should seek to improve. 
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Conclusions

The findings from this research effort highlight consistencies across 
the three assessment scorecards and common conclusions among the 
expert panelists. 

First, according to the expert panelists’ responses on the Urban 
Flashpoints Scorecard, Mexican border cities are at risk for continued 
urban unrest, specifically the depredations of the VDTOs. Several con-
cerning factors work in combination to sustain this form of unrest: the 
preexistence of the VDTOs, unmet economic expectations and high  
unemployment, the presence of a demographic “youth bulge,” a  
high level of corruption in government and law enforcement, and weak 
rule of law.

Second, based on the COIN Scorecard, it appears that Mexico is 
in the empirical gap between cases won by insurgents and cases won by 
the government. Whether or not Mexico’s struggle with the VDTOs 
deserves to be characterized as an insurgency, Mexico would do well to 
seek to adopt more of the characteristics of governments that defeated 
the insurgencies they faced.

Third, a detailed comparison with the various phases of 30 histor-
ical insurgencies revealed that Mexico has the most in common with 
the first phase of several cases. This suggests that the current struggle 
with the VDTOs is not unlike the first phase of several historical insur-
gencies and that Mexico would do well to avoid making the mistakes 
common to these early phases, including the failure to acknowledge 
the presence of an insurgency until it is fairly robust. 

Fourth, according to responses on the DSART scorecard, Mex-
ico’s policing capabilities continue to be weak. The Delphi panel’s 
impression was that some of Mexico’s weakest capabilities are the abil-
ity to police, prosecute, and incarcerate drug traffickers; the ability to 
maintain law and order; and the ability to integrate military and law 
enforcement operational support. Unless Mexico’s policing capabilities 
are strengthened, it will continue to struggle to carry out these critical 
functions. 

Fifth, Mexico faces growing challenges in the areas of legitimacy, 
governance, provision of services, and positive regard for security forces 
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in the areas contested or occupied by VDTOs. The fact that the expert 
panel was split on many of these issues suggests that these capabilities 
are not complete losses for the Mexican government but are in jeop-
ardy. The fact that these issues came up in scorecards designed to assess 
vulnerability to unrest and progress against insurgency suggests that 
they are very important and worth seeking to improve.

Sixth, the challenges that Mexico faces from VDTOs are not 
Mexico’s challenges alone. Both its northern and southern neighbors 
contribute to the problem as part of the VDTO extended economy and 
will be instrumental in finding and implementing durable solutions.

Finally, in all three scoring phases of the Delphi exercise and 
associated discussion, corruption was the single biggest (and most fre-
quently mentioned) concern. Corruption undermines defense-sector 
reform, efforts to combat VDTOs, and the legitimacy and support 
offered to the government and security forces by Mexico’s citizens. The 
adverse impact of corruption and the criticality of making improve-
ments in this area cannot be overstated.


