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HOW TO FOSTER EMPATHY IN CONTEXTS 
OF CRIMINAL VIOLENCE?
A PRACTICAL EXPERIENCE FROM MEXICO

WORKSHOP FOR VICTIMS, RELATIVES AND ACTIVISTS
WORKSHOP FOR PUBLIC OFFICIALS RESPONSIBLE OF 
DEFENDING VICTIMS

Laura Flamand*
Sinaia Urrusti-Frenk**

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND
At the beginning of 2017, Amnesty International documented that, 10 years 
after the beginning of the ‘war on drugs and organized crime’ in Mexico, im- 
punity for human rights violations and crimes under international law has 
persisted in the form of torture and other ill-treatment, forced disappearances, 
extrajudicial executions and arbitrary detentions (Amnesty International, 2017: 
250). In general, the Mexico 2016-2017 report on human rights decries a patent 
increase in violence:  

• 36,056 homicides registered by the authorities up until November 2016
(the highest number since the beginning of the presidency of Peña Nieto in
2012);

• 4,715 torture and other ill-treatment investigation files under revision at the
federal level, according to the Special Unit on Torture of the Office of the
Federal Attorney General;

• 29,917 people were reported as missing by the government by the end of
2016;

• In addition, for the third consecutive year, the authorities failed to publish
the number of people killed or wounded in clashes with the police and
military forces.

* Laura Flamand earned a PhD in Political Science at the University of Rochester (NY) and is an associate professor
at El Colegio de México in Mexico City. Email: lflamand@colmex.mx
** Sinaia Urrusti-Frenk was granted a PhD in Economics at the University of California, Berkeley and is an assistant 
professor at El Colegio de México in Mexico City. Email: urrusti@colmex.mx
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Several human rights defenders in Mexico have emphatically stated the 
importance of fostering empathy between victims and authorities as an initial 
step to design and implement measures that progressively halt the steep 
increase in criminal violence. 

In 2011, for example, in the northern state of Nuevo León, Consuelo 
Morales (Sister Consuelo) managed to sit down at the same table the relatives 
of victims of forced disappearances and the State General Attorney. The result 
of this reunion was a series of commitments from the General Attorney to 
address, specifically, the cases of forced disappearances, in particular, with the 
implementation of the Immediate Search Protocol in the state (Protocolo de 
Búsqueda Inmediata) (Martínez, 2016). 

Another example is the submission to the Senate, in 2012, of the General 
Act for the Attention and Protection of Victims (Ley General de Atención 
y Protección de Derechos de las Víctimas or Ley Sicilia) as a result of the 
meetings between social organizations and the federal government. In this case, 
Javier Sicilia, the head of the Movement for Peace with Justice and Dignity, 
together with other social organizations and representatives of victims from 
several states, worked on several occasions with President Calderón (2006-
2012) and other members of his team to discuss the strategy of the government 
on criminal violence (Azaola, 2012). 

The Seminar of Violence and Peace of El Colegio de México, under the 
leadership of Professor Sergio Aguayo, was created in 2013 with the purpose 
of understanding the widespread environment of violence in Mexico and 
the possibilities of peace. The Seminar brings together academics, activists, 
government officials and members of the civil society in a forum to understand 
and analyze the roots of violence as well as to foster a culture of peace. Up 
to now, the Seminar has organized 31 sessions in which a myriad of topics 
has been discussed, for example: “Fast and Furious weapons. Lawsuit against 
the Mexican government”, “The human rights crisis in México: What can be 
done by the international community?”, “Ayotzinapa and the Interdisciplinary 
Group of Independent Experts (GIEI). Balance and lessons”.

In addition, the Seminar for Violence and Peace, in collaboration with the 
National Commission of Human Rights (CNDH), the Office of the General 
Attorney (PGR) and the Executive Commission for the Care of Victims 
(CEAV), has organized a broad array of activities such as workshops, special 
investigations, and other activities for generating and spreading knowledge.

Under the auspices of the National Commission of Human Rights, at the 
end of 2015, the Seminar decided to organize a series of workshops to foster 
empathy between all the actors affected by criminal violence: direct victims, 
family members, activists and public officials responsible of protecting victims. 
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For the design and implementation of the workshops, we adopted a 
simple definition of empathy: “putting oneself in the place of another” or 
“imaginatively projecting oneself into the situation of another” (Allport 1937; 
Buchheimer 1963; Demos 1984; Goldie 1999; Smith 1989). In addition, we 
also consider that “[...] empathy is the spark of human concern for others, the 
glue that makes social life possible”. (Hoffman, 2000).

This report is organized in four sections. The first section presents a 
succinct review of the literature on the importance of fostering empathy in 
the context of criminal violence. The next section is the core of the report and 
presents the basic framework (objectives, profile of the participants, activities, 
and evaluation) of the workshops for victims of criminal violence and their 
defenders, both social and public. The third part discusses the most important 
results of the workshops and presents an agenda for improvements as we plan 
for new workshops. Finally, the fourth section concludes.

WHY FOSTER EMPATHY IN THE AFTERMATH 
OF CRIMINAL VIOLENCE?
The workshops of the Seminar of Violence and Peace are part of an effort 
to understand the causes of criminal violence in Mexico and to develop a 
“peace culture” that can foster new forms of conflict resolution and human 
understanding. Within this framework, one of the workshops’ main guiding 
principles is that fostering empathy as the ability to accurately understand 
another´s affective, cognitive, behavioral, and interactive experience, is an 
important means for peacebuilding and reparation and is necessary to develop 
a working alliance among government, civil society organizations (including 
human rights), and victims.

Indeed, research has documented the key role that empathy plays in 
enhancing prosocial behavior and various measures of social competence 
(Eisenberg et al., 2006; Graziano et al., 2007; Komorosky & O’Neal, 2015; 
Sallquist et al., 2009; Sebanc, 2003; Spinrad & Eisenberg, 2009), and several 
studies ranging from psychology, to public health, public policy, and cri- 
minology, have documented a negative relationship between empathy levels 
and aggression rates (Batanova & Loukas, 2011; Carrasco et al., 2006; Chaux et 
al., 2009; Endresen & Olweus, 2001; Hastings et al., 2000; Jagers et al., 2007; 
Jolliffe & Farrington, 2011; LeSure-Lester, 2000; Mehrabian, 1997; Miller 
& Eisenberg, 1988; Pithers, 1999; Thompson & Gullone, 2003; Wang et al., 
2012). Empathy skills also help in removing stereotypes and lowering prejudice 
(Beyond Conflict, El-Hibri Foundation, and Alliance for Peacebuilding, 2015). 
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With the escalation of criminal violence in Mexico over the last decade, 
however, we have witnessed that empathy among the various sectors in 
society affected by this violence is lacking or extremely rare as we illustrated 
in the introduction. In particular, victims and victims’ advocates on the one 
hand, and government institutions that serve them, on the other, see each 
other with reticence, at best. Several factors contribute to this animosity. In 
Mexico, there is a generalized feeling of mistrust, resentment, and disapproval 
towards the criminal justice system from the organizations and individuals 
that interact within it. Frequently, the design and implementation of public 
policies does not take into account crime victims’ and vulnerable populations’ 
perspective regarding the justice process, and many victims remain outside 
the justice system.1 Victims, on the other hand, may not always be aware of 
the complex institutional and legal context that many victim service providers 
and institutions face, including lack of resources, poor service protocols, and 
scarce training on crisis management, conflict resolution, and resilience skills, 
among others. 

The workshops’ goal is to contribute to, on one hand, the professionalization 
of victim service providers through the knowledge and reflection of their work 
and, on the other, to the development of empathic abilities both of victims’ 
service providers and of the victims themselves in order to enhance their 
interpersonal relationships within and outside the institutions and organizations 
in which they interact. These abilities are important for victims to exercise their 
rights and defend their cases effectively, and for victims’ service providers to 
care for them in a more comprehensive manner.

Several studies have shown that empathic relationships between victims 
and their service providers is crucial for both groups. From the perspective of 
victims, evidence suggests that their feelings of shame, fear of being judged, 
the perception of revictimization risk, and the view that support services are 
not able to help are crucial determinants of the likelihood of engagement 
with support services (Bricknell et al., 2014; Bryce et al., 2016; Farrell et al., 
1995; Jaycox et al., 2004; Lowe et al., 2016; Sims et al., 2005). Moreover, the 
reactions that victims face when offering statements affect law enforcement 
reporting rates (Hayes et al., 2013; Suarez & Gadalla, 2010). Other research has 
shown that victims often perceive a lack of specialized training in interviewing 
skills by service providers (Kinney et al., 2007), which, in turn, may also 
affect reporting rates and the ability to deal with the negative consequences of 

1  These issues are not unique to Mexico. For example, some studies have found that disapproval and hostility towards 
the criminal justice system is also a prevalent phenomenon in the United States (Achilles & Zehr, 2001; Zehr, 2005). 
Similarly, the fact that justice systems do not always consider victims’ perspectives on their own assistance needs, 
protection, and empowerment, has also been discovered in several studies in the United States (Choi et al., 2010; 
OJJDP, 1998; Zehr, 2005).
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victimization (Martin et al., 2007). Empathy can also foster trust, which has 
been found to be crucial to facilitate assistance provided to victims (Bryce et 
al., 2016). 

Several other studies have emphasized the importance of quality interac-
tions between victims and service providers (Campbell, 2005; Havig, 2008; 
Martsolf et al., 2010; McGregor et al., 2006), as well as the importance of 
professional competence when dealing with victims (Campbell et al., 2001; 
Martsolf et al., 2010; McGregor et al., 2006). Not surprisingly, restorative 
justice processes that emphasize interpersonal relationships and problem-
solving dialogue (i.e., empathy) have become increasingly popular across 
many countries and settings (Choi et al., 2013). 

From the perspective of victim services’ providers, a number of papers 
have documented the prevalence of burnout, secondary traumatic stress (STS), 
vicarious trauma, and compassion fatigue (Salston & Figley, 2003; Wagaman 
et al., 2015; Wies & Coy, 2013), and research has found that empathy training 
lowers significantly the occurrence of these problems (Wagaman et al., 2015) 
and is thus crucial for increasing the work satisfaction levels of service provi-
ders. In addition, there is strong evidence showing that numerous service 
providers, such as trauma therapists, have experienced some type of distressing 
event, and are effectively victims themselves (Figley, 1995; Pearlman & 
Saakvitne, 1995). To sum up, research suggests that fostering empathy skills 
among both victims of crime and their service providers is likely to aid both 
groups in dealing with the problems we have described. 

Although there is still some discussion regarding the definition and biolo- 
gical origin of empathy and, therefore, on the same possibility of fostering it, 
there have been several studies that have implemented training with successful 
outcomes for increased levels of empathy (Acton & During, 1992; Clevenger 
et al., 2016; Jagers et al., 2007; Pithers, 1999). Moreover, research has shown 
that empathy is a skill that can be developed beyond childhood (Clevenger 
et al., 2016; Grühn et al., 2008; Komorosky & O’Neal, 2015; Wagaman et 
al., 2015), and even in contexts of widespread conflict (Schoenfeld et al., 
2014). The World Health Organization has also used life skills education to 
foster, among other abilities, conflict management and empathy to prevent 
violence from occurring (WHO, 1998, 2009). In short, the literature suggests 
that empathy is a skill that can be learned and improved, thus supporting the 
workshops’ premise of helping participants develop the knowledge, skills, and 
mechanisms needed for empathic interactions. 
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DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION 
OF THE WORKSHOPS
The main purpose of the workshops was to promote empathy, mutual under-
standing with emphasis on the following questions: How do government 
officials tend to the legal, psychological and practical needs of victims and 
their relatives? Do victims realize that government agents are themselves 
constrained by severe legal and administrative frameworks, as well as scant 
resources? Is it possible to improve the communication between these two 
groups as to foster alliances allowing them to devise and implement joint 
solutions?

In the workshops, we attempted to promote empathy through the following 
means: psychotherapeutic exercises, guided interactions between the victims 
and those government or social actors in charge of protecting them, and, finally, 
readings and sessions with experts on the psychological, economic, social and 
political dimensions of criminal violence in the Caribbean Rim and the Central 
American sub region, including Mexico. 

The workshops also provided practical tools to the participants. First, to 
defend a case systematically from documentation, to self-care and legal coun-
sel and, second, to design more effective public interventions, for example, to 
improve the working conditions of those entrusted with defending victims or, 
in general, to aid victims with more empathetic programs or policies. Thus, we 
now present the general objectives of the workshops:

Workshop for victims, relatives and activists
• To empower victims for the full exercise of their human rights by teaching 

them how to defend their cases with legal, political and communication 
tools.

• To present to participants the most recent and useful findings of academic 
studies on violence and peace. 

Workshop for public officials responsible of defending victims
• To train public officials such that they are capable of protecting the victims 

of criminal violence in and effective, timely and empathetic manner within 
the legal and human rights framework.

• To present to participants the most recent and useful findings of academic 
studies on violence and peace. 
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Profile of the participants
The participants were victims of criminal violence, relatives of victims, activists 
involved in the care of victims or public servants responsible of protecting 
them. We received applications from individuals in six states form a wide 
variety of social, educational and economic backgrounds who had endured 
different types of criminal violence from forced disappearance to homicide or 
torture.

TABLE 1
PROFILE OF APPLICANTS AND PARTICIPANTS IN THE WORKSHOPS

Workshop Profile Number of 
applicants

Number 
of candidates 

accepted

Number 
of participants 

concluding 
the workshop

Workshop for 
victims, relatives 

and activists

Victims, or relatives 
of victims, of torture, 
homicide or forced 

disappearance

Activists who had at 
least two years 

of experience working 
with victims 

of criminal violence

36 26
(72.2%)

24
(92.3%)

Workshop for 
public officials 
responsible of 

defending victims

Officials from the 
National Commission 

on Human Rights

Public officials from 
other federal or state 

agencies working 
directly with victims of 

criminal violence

Private service provides 
of care to victims 
of violence or to 

endangered persons

31 26
(83.9%)

18
(69.2%)

Given that this was the first experience with workshops of this kind at                       
El Colegio, we limited the number of participants to 25 for each group. We 
created a selection committee with members of the Seminar of Violence and 
Peace at El Colegio (5 participants). The committee reviewed the files of 
the applicants2 and selected a final list of 52 participants, most of them were 
awarded full or partial scholarships from the CNDH or El Colegio (78.6%).

2  For victims or relatives of victims we requested a registration form and a letter of intent. For defenders of victims 
we requested, in addition to those documents, a curriculum vitae and proof of their experience working with victims.
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Profile of the workshop and the instructors
The workshop included 48 hours of in-class work and there were three types 
of sessions and instructors: (a) psychotherapeutic sessions led by therapists 
from the Latin-American Institute for the Study of Families (ILEF),3 (b) vio-
lence and peace sessions taught by faculty from El Colegio de México or other 
universities with expertise on violence and peace, and (c) practical sessions 
guided by facilitators who are correspondingly members of social organizations 
with experience on the integral defense of cases or specialists on public policy 
analysis. 

TABLE 2
TWO WORKSHOPS AND THREE TYPES OF SESSIONS 

Workshop
(Apr 5- Jun 25, 2016)

Psychotherapeutic 
sessions

Violence and peace 
sessions

Practical
sessions

Workshop for victims, 
relatives and activists

1. Empowerment
2. Emotional and 

physical self-care

1. Criminal violence 
(determinants and 
perpetrators)

2. Human rights, 
culture of peace and 
attention to victims

3. The demands of the 
victims of criminal 
violence and the 
responses of the 
State

24 hours

Mixed teams of 
randomly selected 
victims and public 
officials (5-6 members) 
developed one the 
following exercises/
documents with the 
support of a facilitator
(a) Public policy 

analysis
(b) Comprehensive 

defense of a case

12 hours

Workshop for public 
officials responsible of 

defending victims

48 hours in total

1. What is a public 
servant for?

2. Self-care of public 
servants

3. Personal and 
institutional 
protection

4. Challenging cases

12 hours

Experiential journal. The experiential diary is a light notebook that the 
therapists delivered to each participant during the first session of the workshop 
requesting from them to write in it every day or as frequently as they desired 
with the purpose of answering “how and where have the ideas presented in the 
workshop moved you?” This is an instrument developed to register and evaluate 
how the participants change their perceptions towards the others (victims or 
public officials) throughout the workshop. In particular, participants were 
asked to write down reflections, feelings or emotions awakened by the subjects 
discussed in the sessions. In the final analysis of the experiential diaries, we 
preserved the anonymity and confidentiality of participants. 

3  In particular, from the Center for the Care of Victims of Violence (Cavida) at ILEF.
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Evaluation and accreditation of the workshops
We considered three aspects to evaluate participants in the workshops: regular 
attendance, assessment of the final report of a team assignment (a public policy 
analysis or an integral strategy for the defense of a case), and the submission 
of the experiential diary. 

Regarding the team assignment, we randomly created 11 teams mixing 
victims or their relatives with public officials that developed either a public 
policy analysis of a real policy problem identified by participants (6 teams) or 
an integral strategy for the defense or an authentic case of criminal violence. 
We decided to assemble mixed groups of victims and public officials to craft 
an additional space of interaction, knowledge and, thus, empathy. We had the 
fortune of recruiting six talented leaders for the sessions dedicated to prepare 
these assignments,4 thus, each leader was in charge of two teams at the most. 
The counseling took two forms: face-to-face on three two-hour workshops, 
and virtual through the submission of interim reports and feedback by email 
or phone.

Regarding the experiential journal, as mentioned earlier, participants had 
to keep, throughout the course, a diary to register emotions, thoughts and notes 
derived from the sessions. This diary was submitted at the end of the course, 
along with the final written report of the team assignment. 

INITIAL FINDINGS AND IMPROVEMENTS 
TO THE WORKSHOPS
We decided not to keep any visual or audio recording of the sessions due to 
the sensible nature of the information discussed (especially the interventions 
of the participants describing their experiences during or in the aftermath of 
the violent crime). In order to keep a constant record of the development of 
the workshops as well as to give testimony of how the participants related 
with the subjects discussed, written minutes of every session of the workshops 
were kept by an expert in oral history, that is to say, a record of everything that 
happened. Technical information of each session was included in each minute 
(such as general subject, name of the speaker, place, participants), as well as 
the report of what happened during the session and the observations derived 
from relevant interactions and the reactions of participants.5 

4  The public policy analysis teams were guided by three full-time professors from El Colegio de México; the integral 
strategies for the defense of cases were counseled by a full-time professor from CIDE and two activists with ample 
experience in cases of forced disappearance, homicide and torture.
5  In order to maintain confidentiality, in the minutes, the names of the course members were replaced by a letter 
and an identification mark, depending on the workshop to which they were assigned, for example: Participant A 
(defender), Participant B (victim), Participant C (official).
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Main findings of the analysis of the minutes
The systematization of experiences recorded in rapporteurs enabled us to 
map how participants interacted throughout the courses. We found that, at 
the beginning of the courses, each group was differentiated as “participants 
from the group of public officials” and “participants from the group of vic- 
tims, relatives and activists”. At the end, although this distinction continued 
formally, the participants started to find common ground across groups, 
collaborated enthusiastically in the various exercises and asked for additional 
sessions in which both groups interacted. This identification was gradual, 
but no less interesting and valuable: on one hand, we observed that public 
officials recognized that they could be vulnerable when dealing with victims of 
violence, and that they were not “less strong” because of that (on the contrary, 
they identified the need of self-care tools to feel better and to improve their 
performance as public officials); on the other, victims of violence, relatives 
and activists recognized the emotions of public officials and expressed their 
awareness that they should, as far as possible, take responsibility for their pain 
and understand that officials were not to be blamed for it.

On several occasions during the course, instructors, facilitators, therapists 
and participants were willing to create an adequate environment for moments 
of recognition among victims, relatives, activists and public officials. One 
example is when public officials pointed out that the system was not conducive 
to empathize with victims of violence and when victims realized that officials 
were also treated cruelly or unfairly within the bureaucratic system. Another 
example is when participants, in the closing session, presented, through graphic 
work, what they had learned, their cases and what they had experienced in the 
sessions. Overall, they realized they shared a common goal, and that they were 
not antagonists.

Another highlight about the development of the sessions is that partici-
pants showed interest and participated in discussing diverse perspectives 
about violence (violence in Mexico, peace culture, international human rights 
agenda, national public policies, implementation of human rights protections in 
Mexico, the perception of citizens regarding violence, etc.). The interventions 
of participants were based on their own experiences, on what they or their 
communities had suffered, their work with civil society organizations, the 
tracking of cases and their work experience. They were also eager to participate 
when there were discussions regarding how to transform methodology and 
theoretical concepts or approaches into useful tools for public officials and 
activists, or interested in becoming involved in the public arena given the 
relevance of the testimonies of victims and their relatives in the process of 
halting criminal violence. 



17

How to Foster Empathy in Contexts of Criminal Violence?
A Practical Experience from Mexico

Main findings of the analysis of the experiential journals
The report elaborated by the team of psychotherapists form the Latin American 
Institute for the Study of Families (ILEF), based on the experiential journals, 
shows that the participants were able to record the emotions that emerged 
during the sessions, for example, compassion for the experiences of victims, 
impotence or annoyance from public officials because at the beginning they 
felt judged, disappointment with institutions, despair regarding the crushing 
data and cases presented regarding violence in Mexico, and hope for being 
able to relate with other people in similar situations who are committed to 
making a difference. 

The report also recorded the conclusions that participants reached from 
the different exercises and activities during the sessions and their daily life. 
For example, that there is a need to rethink and re-signify the concept of vic-
tim, that the pain suffered by victims must be recognized socially, and that 
public officials should listen to the experiences of victims in an open manner. 
Participants concluded that it is key not to give false hopes to the victims about 
their cases and not to presume what they need but to ask them directly and 
in a compassionate manner. Another relevant finding was that both victims 
and public officials associate low trust in governmental institutions with the 
unwillingness to work together, but they also suggested that bridges needed 
to be built to comprehend “the other”, and to try to stand in each other shoes.

The ILEF team evaluated the diaries and concluded that the interaction 
between the two groups was a highly enriching experience and that the courses 
helped to raise awareness towards the issue of violence in general, but also 
towards the manner in which each group (public officials, victims, relatives 
and activists) experiences it. The therapists also emphasized the frequent use 
of specific words by participants in their experiential journals as evidence 
of their most important emotional learnings: healing, recognition, gratitude, 
empathy and compassion. 

CONCLUSIONS
Now, we have introduced five major changes to the workshops since these    
first pilots were carried out in the first semester of 2016. To conclude this 
report, we briefly discuss each one in what follows. 

1. More experience-oriented content
Studies have shown that Active Learning (AL) is an effective strategy to foster 
victim empathy among students (Clevenger et al., 2016). As a result, in the 
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new versions of the workshops we have incorporated more practical and case-
based materials (including audiovisual material and case documentation) to be 
used in each of the topics/sessions taught, in addition to the necessary content 
on relevant academic concepts and findings. The idea is to give participants 
a more “hands-on” learning experience through the use of case studies and 
concrete examples. 

2. Change in grouping categories
In the pilot workshops, participants were divided into two groups: (1) victims of 
criminal violence (including family members) and civil society advocates, and 
(2) government or private officials providing services for victims (i.e., human 
rights government officials). Most of the sessions were carried out separately 
for each group. In the new versions of the workshops, we are going to organize 
groups in the following way: (1) victims (including family members), and (2) 
service providers for victims, both from government and non-government 
organizations. This new setting emphasizes the view that all those who care 
for victims of violent crimes belong to the same group of people and, thus, 
share a common purpose and work towards the same goal. This is a commonly 
overlooked fact in the Mexican context, as many non-government victim 
advocates see themselves as counterparts of government service providers. The 
new group setting will not only aid in fostering empathy between government 
and non-government victim advocates, but it will also permit to tailor sessions 
more adequately according to the needs of each group, as the challenges faced 
by victims are clearly different from those of their service providers (see 
section I. Why foster empathy in the aftermath of criminal violence). 

3. Greater interaction between groups
From the experience and evaluations derived from these pilots of the workshops, 
we learned that one of the most crucial aspects that made those experiments 
relatively successful was the interaction between both groups. As a result, we 
redesigned the format of the workshops to include a greater number of sessions 
with both groups interacting. A few would still be conducted separately, but 
these are to be entirely focused on teaching participants the knowledge and 
skills that are relevant for their own specific needs. 

4. Implementation of additional evaluations
The evaluation of the impact of the workshops on the levels of empathy of 
participants is clearly essential. In the pilot workshops, we implemented 
qualitative evaluations that showed a positive impact of the workshops 
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on knowledge and empathy. In order for us to evaluate the efficacy of the 
workshops more robustly, we have introduced a compulsory confidential test 
that incorporates standard measures of empathy used in the literature, such 
as the Basic Empathy Scale (BES) and the Interpersonal Reactivity Index 
(IRI), which have been validated in Spanish (Salas-Wright et al., 2012; Mestre 
Escrivá et al., 2004). The test has been designed and will be assessed by expert 
neuroscientists in Mexico and will yield a quantitative impact evaluation that 
complements the existing qualitative ones. 

5. Advice from institutional or sector experts
In order to better tailor the workshops to the specific need of each agency (the 
Office of the Attorney General, the Federal Police, the National Commission 
of Human Rights), we have partnered with institutional experts. The inside 
knowledge and advice of these experts has been fundamental for the particular 
focus and design of each workshop, and has enhanced our understanding of 
the main organizational challenges faced by each agency. Our belief is that this 
change, along with the rest of the improvements discussed, will improve the 
targeting of our interventions and, therefore, will brand them more effective. 
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PRESENTATION
This text presents a follow-up of the journalistic management that El País, a 
regional newspaper from Cali, Colombia, gave to forced displacement events 
that took place in Colombia from 1994 to 2005. This was presented in the 
context of a research project about “The social representation that university 
students construct of people in forced displacement situations in Cali”.2 The 
record and analysis of news and editorial information carried out month by 
month, from 1994 to 2005, totals 771 news articles.3 The news articles on which 
the three designed analysis categories would be applied –positive, negative and 
neutral objectification– had to refer, directly or indirectly, to the terms “forced 
displacement” and “displaced people”. Within this categorization for the entire 
research’s universe, 62 news articles were classified in the following way: 21 
under positive objectification, 19 under negative objectification and 22 under 
neutral objectification. The other 709 either shared several terms or couldn’t fit 
at all on some of them. 

The research stems from the idea that a printed medium like El País plays a 
key role as a socializing agent in the kind of social representations that society, 
information sources, experts, other media, and other socializing agents as well, 
such as family, the catholic church and the State itself (including its public 
policies), among many others, build around forced displacement and forcibly 
displaced people. 

In this context, this text aims to account for the elements that characterized 
the journalistic management given by El País4 to forcibly displaced people, 
in order to reflect on how do mass media become key actors in the construc-
tion of public problems and affairs through its journalistic discourse and the 
representations they generate of any given phenomenon. In this sense, mass 
media are social agents that build discourses that can have an impact “on the 
diverse stages of development of a public policy, not only as an information 
tool, but as a factor that contributes explain a) why is it that certain topics 
are adopted as public problems and become part of the governmental agenda, 
b) how is it that the discourse related to any given problem defines the chosen 
solutions for it, c) how are discourses built to convince of and legitimize 

2  The research was done between 2012 and 2014. The results presented in this document had a specific goal concerning 
the role of socializing agents –in this case mass media– in the construction of social representations.
3  Totaling 771 from 1994 to 2004 and a news article from January, 2005. In 1994, 47 articles were recorded from 
October onwards. The years that show the largest news records are: 1995 with 96; 1996 with 87 and 1997 with 84. 
Thus, 2001 and 2002 each showed a record of 78 news articles; 1998 showed 70 news articles; 2000, 66; 2003, 61; 
1999, 53; and 2004, 51. Finally, in 2005, only one news article was revised. All this can be seen in detail on Table 1 
(see annex).
4  El País newspaper is a a regional Colombian publication distributed in Cali. It was founded by Álvaro Lloreda 
Caicedo in the 1950s.
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decisions, and d) how do discourse also affects the implementation and assess-
ment of policy processes” (Cejudo, 2008, p. 2).

To account for all the aforementioned, this text is structured as follows: in 
the first section, as an introduction, we will define the phenomenon of forced 
displacement and the place it occupies in the news and editorial discourse. 
In the second section, we will account for the characterization given to the 
journalistic management that El País newspaper gave to forcibly displaced 
people. In the third section, we will reflect on the role of mass media as discourse 
building agents that affect the way in which public policies are implemented 
and designed. In the fourth section, we will condense all final considerations 
as a conclusion.

AS AN INTRODUCTION, A GLANCE AT FORCED 
DISPLACEMENT AND ITS PLACE ON THE NEWS 
AND EDITORIAL DISCOURSE
Forced displacement –FD from hereon–, in the context of the internal armed 
conflict5 developing in Colombia since the 1960s, carries the adjacent character 
with which the country, certain sectors of urban society and even the State as 
institution regard and understand the development of this war. FD is a social 
fact, a political and public affair, as well as a humanitarian drama, of large 
scale and implications. From this standpoint, internal FD should be taken care 
of by the State, in favor of reaching integral solutions for the impoverished 
lives of the victims of this phenomenon and to avoid that it ever happens again.    

At the same time, the FD phenomenon is an indirect consequence of certain 
political, social and economical models that, hoisted by specific armed actors 
–as well as entrepreneurial companies–, define indigenous people, Afro-
Colombian and peasants and lower-class colonists as victims –all of whom today 
form the poverty belts of major cities like Cali (the capital of the Department of 

5  The dictionary Para desarmar la palabra, of Corporación Medios para la Paz, explains the legal nature of an 
Internal Armed Conflict or Non-International Armed Conflict as follows: “War situation that, at least, presents a 
violence intensity that surpasses internal tensions or disturbances such as riots, isolated actions or sporadic violence. 
a) The one which, from within the territory of a certain State, presents itself among its armed forces and dissident 
armed forces. b) Among the armed forces and organized groups that, under the guidance of one responsible command, 
exert control over a part of said territory, thus allowing them to carry out sustained and concerted military operations, 
and apply the 1949 Geneva Agreements’ additional Protocol II of 1977. CORPORACIÓN MEDIOS PARA LA PAZ. 
“Para desarmar la palabra”, Diccionario de Términos del Conflicto y la Paz. Bogotá D.C.: Corporación Medios para 
la Paz, 1999. p. 63. 
* The synchronous cut in the 1960s is explained and justified by the birth of the ELN and FARC guerrillas, in 1963 and 
1964 respectively, and by contextual circumstances, both endogenous and exogenous, that affected the development 
of the internal armed conflict in several ways. For local case, it is important to remember partisan and bipartisan 
violence; and in the international realm, the triumph of the Cuban Revolution in 1959. 
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Valle del Cauca)–, one of the Colombian cities that receives forcibly displaced 
population (FDP from hereon). According to information from the Counsel for 
Peace of the Mayor’s Office of Santiago de Cali, “the displacement towards Cali 
mostly comes from the Pacific coast of Nariño (Tumaco) and the Pacific coast 
of Cauca (Guapi) and, more recently, from indigenous communities (Embera-
Katíos) in Pueblo Rico (Risaralda), bordering the Chocó. This is coupled with 
the territorial dispute and the strategic interest that different actors have on 
Buenaventura’s economical and territorial dynamics (both urban and rural), 
which have humanitarian consequences that directly affect the municipality 
of Cali, where the deterioration of the situation has generated migration flows 
(displacements)”.6 

Beyond the legal and political recognition of the phenomenon through 
1997’s Law 387, and the efforts of the Colombian Constitutional Court to 
give the phenomenon a special place in the state’s institutions –for example, 
through Sentence T 025–, FD in Colombia has a place in the discourse of 
public policy –PP henceforth–, even if the concept hasn’t penetrated the 
everyday social and political life of a country that is still going through the 
harshness of a demoted internal war that still generates several expressions 
of stigmatization among its victim population.7 The finger-pointing to which 
FDP are victims, is the common expression of a profoundly unequal urban 
context, where undeclared class wars take place through the establishment of 
invisible borders, dangerous city streets, gray areas with no rule of law and 
where civilizing processes, backed by citizen self-control, usually are non-
existent and inefficient for coexistence, respect and a democratic life (Ayala, 
Holguín and Uribe, 2017). That is why, the record of violent events in daily 
newspapers favors the stakeholders8 that follow and use the big newspapers     
–and even the local State itself– to recognize dangerous zones and to assign the 
mechanisms that provide safety to some, and define others as marginal zones. 

The State could respond to this problem through the legitimate use of force 
or social investments (through social public policies) as a formula to reach 
an acceptable level of coexistence; to minimize the social uncertainty that 

6  Counsel for Peace of the Municipality of Santiago de Cali. Territorial Action Plan for Attention to Victims of the 
Armed Conflict in the Municipality of Santiago de Cali, Departament of Valle del Cauca 2012-2015. Retrieved from: 
http://www.cali.gov.co/dagma/descargar.php?idFile=8916.
7  In spite of the advances made up to this point in the negotiation process between Juan Manuel Santos’s government 
and the FARC’s guerrillas. Ever since October 2017, both parts have signed an agreement to end the conflict 
(December, 2016) and are currently moving to agreements on the topics of land, political participation, illegal crops, 
among others. Before the end of 2016, the Final Agreement (II) was signed at the Colón theater at the country’s capital, 
thus ending the armed conflict between the State and Colombia’s largest guerrilla group: FARC-Ep. Up until now, the 
only group that remains at war is the subversive National Liberation Army (ELN), with whom the government of José 
Manuel Santos Calderón is currently on conversations and dialogues for peace at the city of Quto (Ecuador).    
8  The term “stakeholders” refers to any individual or group that can interfere in the achievment of the goals of certain 
public policies.



29

Mass Media as Key Actors in Public Policy:
An Analysis of the Journalistic Discourse of ‘El País’, a Cali Newspaper

urban citizens in poverty share with those that abandoned their land, fleeing 
the dynamic of death of the internal armed conflict. That is how the invisibility 
and the cultural elimination of the displacement victim is guaranteed, whether 
he/she is a peasant, an African descendant or and indigene –who are traditio-
nally considered as obstacles for the development of large-scale– agricultural 
activities (agribusiness projects to produce biofuels), large-scale strip mining 
or as disagreeing social expressions and, therefore, uncomfortable for certain 
social sectors that represent several forms of power within cities (Ayala et al.). 

This way, FD and its victims, the FDP, surface as a complicated pheno-
menon to grapple with, since the State’s mere consideration doesn’t seem 
enough for society in general, civilians in particular and successive govern-
ments to size the huge social, political, cultural (identity) and economical 
problem behind the alienation that millions of Colombians surviving in urban 
spaces, streets and avenues in cities and towns that are profoundly dysfunctional, 
to which an additional problem can be added up: displaced people have a 
negative connotation in the places that ‘accept’ them, denying them access to 
opportunities for “a better life” and excluding them from the possibilities that 
a social rule of law offers, at least from a rhetorical perspective (Ayala, et al.). 

The real presence of FDP –the result of a social diaspora that involves 
the entire country– generates communication encounters based upon the de-
constructed identities of millions of peasants, farmers, indigenous and Afro- 
Colombians, thus creating “new” subjects whose social identities are in cri-
sis, fragmented and beaten by the violent displacement to which they have 
been subjected. The citizenships, identities and life projects of these “new” 
subjects have been restricted, deprived and obstructed by the new contextual 
circumstances in which they must go on with their lives. Under such vulnerable 
and weakened circumstances, these “new” subjects wander city streets and 
avenues, visit the State’s entities, with the clear purpose of finding a decent 
environment in which to go on with their lives, knowing that going back to their 
lands is an option that the State could hardly guarantee them (Ayala, et al.). 

Thus, the phenomenon of forced displacement constitutes a human drama 
in which the invisibility of this collective and individual tragedy becomes a 
decisive factor. “Invisibility acquires sense in the lives of displaced people. As 
long as they do not feel protected, they protest that the State doesn’t recognize 
them as actor-citizens. Consequently, the lives of displaced people go by in 
anonymity and in the underground. In that way, they are stigmatized by an 
insensitive society, thus becoming the expression of the internal armed conflict 
that Colombia is going through” (Correa de Andreís, 2005, p. 90).

That is how multiple discourses come up, not only as an effort to expose and 
warn about the phenomenon of FD, but through which social representations 
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–SR henceforth– around the victims of territorial disputes in the context of 
internal armed conflict between its diverse actors, both legal and illegal, become 
enthroned. The news discourse is only one of many that conceive, represent 
and deconstruct the SR with which audiences, readers, public servants and 
students, among others, understand and account for a social, political, cultural, 
economical and identity problem such as FD. The discourses that flow through 
mass media and everyday social encounters, whether part of the institutional 
discourse or not, can be quite definitive when the time comes to recognize 
or not, hide or not, minimize or not the displacement phenomenon and the 
precarious living conditions of FDP. Thus, FD as a public problem is possible 
thanks to the characterization and meaning that specific social actors –both 
public and private– have given it, assigning it with negative characteristics 
through a discourse that identifies FD with social values (dignity, equality, 
respect, freedom) that they have forsaken. 

CHARACTERIZING THE JOURNALISTIC 
MANAGEMENT GIVEN BY EL PAÍS NEWSPAPER
TO FORCIBLY DISPLACED PEOPLE  
The mass media news and editorial discourse is a key variable in the way 
that the phenomenon of FDP is represented socially and other representational 
forms in Colombia –particularly by people that follow the news on printed 
media and TV–. Following this line of analysis, in this section, we present the 
characterization that resulted from the follow-up and analysis of the news and 
editorial events that were accepted and presented by El País newspaper, in 
relation to FDP in specific historical moments during several administrations: 
Samper Pizano, Pastrana Arango and Uribe Vélez. 

This exercise is supported by an interpretative approach that, under the 
umbrella of the qualitative method and, particularly, the qualitative analysis 
of texts (Isaza Espinosa, 2017), allowed us to identify certain ideas, meanings 
and discourses around FDP. For the development of these characterization and 
analysis exercises, we laid out three analytical categories, from the standpoint 
of the SR discourse (Moscovici)9: 

9  SR are eminently social, since they take place and revitalize themselves within interrelation among individuals in 
their everyday contexts and during a very specific historical moment, which is why they can be modified according 
to social processes and dynamics that, at a social, political, economical or cultural level, take place during the 
signification and re-signification of lived history. The SR allow to circumscribe the ways in which we conceive the 
world, situations, social processes and subjects from the ways in which we perceive certain realities given to us, from 
our very own experience and because of our interrelation with other agents and social institutions.
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a) Positive objectification. It includes information, data and discourses incli- 
ned or directed towards raising awareness among its audience of the con- 
textual conditions in which FDP survive. An example of this kind of objec-
tification can be identified in a news article from March 25, 1998, with the 
headline The armed conflict is the cause. The article includes a complaint 
made by the representative of an international organization that denounces 
the existence of a State policy that is given to reinforcing paramilitary groups 
in certain Colombian regions, with disastrous consequences for the civilian 
population. This article is characteristic of a type of positive objectification 
since it contributes to the construction of a solid, contextualized and ample 
social representation of displacement and its victims:

In Colombia, there is a State policy that allows paramilitary groups –which 
act against the civilian population without any punishment– to strengthen and 
supply themselves with armament, denounced this country’s representative 
of the International Franciscan Organization. Omar Fernández declared that 
a policy of leveling among the civilian population is taking place and that, 
presently, forcibly displaced people are the most intense problem (EL PAÍS. 
March 25, 1998. sec. C. p. 10).

b) Neutral Objectification. It circumscribes data, facts and discourses that 
accounted for the existence of the displacement phenomenon and FDP in 
statistical terms, but under such a media management and exposition that 
wouldn’t have much effect on consumer audiences. An example of this form 
of objectification can be identified on a news article published on October 
16, 1994, under the headline “Without a promised land”, which gathers the 
results of an investigation by the Colombian Episcopal Conference, sta-
ting that, between 1985 and 1994, 586, 261 people, belonging to 108, 301 
families, were forcibly displaced within the national territory because of 
violent reasons. The content of this article and its journalistic management 
can be considered within this category, since they present a series of back-
ground details around academic studies and social research on the phe-
nomenon backed by quantitative information:

In the 1960s, there were some norms and several support actions were 
advanced for people displaced from their regions, but the subject was never 
discussed again, says Jorge Rojas, researcher for the Episcopal Conference’s 
section for human mobilization. Then, the profoundest study on the subject, 
by expert Paul Oquis, assured that, in five years, from 1948 to 1953, about 
two million people were displaced during the period commonly known as The 
Violence (EL PAÍS. October 16, 1994. sec. B. p. 5).



ARTICLES

32

ARTICLES

c) Negative objectification. It mixed notes, texts, textual types, discourses and 
information that, clearly, offered and exhibited a negative motivation to 
create antagonism, grief and similar expressions and emotions, as well as 
the consolidation of the social processes of stigmatization that society, the 
State and mass media set in motion some time ago, to name the identity 
destruction that accompanies those recognized as displacement victims 
or FDP. One example of this form of objectification was put forward on 
Wednesday, September 20, 1995, where the objectification around the phe-
nomenon of forced displacement was negative. The article’s title was “The 
drama reaches Montería” (sic) and its header below read: “displaced people 
are a mess, a setback, a problem…”. The header’s message is clear and 
direct: “This city has no means to face the displaced people mess…” (sic). 
Medium, reporter and official source join to build a negative and harmful 
representation of people victimized by internal displacement:

Army of fear (caption): At Montería, very few are interested in that silent army 
that has arrived to our outskirts. Displaced people, at least for our Mayor, “are 
a group of poor people that have arrived in peace to our city to build their 
shacks”. (EL PAÍS. September 20, 1995. p. 3).

These three examples of types of objectification10 were configured in El País’s 
management of the phenomenon and represent a journalistic exercise subject 
to news production routines that don’t allow for conceptual discussions or for 
the permanent revision of the past or the news events themselves, as recorded 
on the very same pages of this Colombian newspaper, in order to improve the 
management and analyze the representational chaining that is set in motion 
each time an event is elevated to the status of news (Ayala, et al.). 

This sequence of SR comes into play at the precise moment in which the 
news reporter (from his/her own biases, motivations, voids and prejudices) 
considers that an event is newsworthy. It continues once the journalist accepts, 
more or less “naturally” –many times without arguing, evaluating or con-
trasting– the SR that his/her interviewees present them during the meeting 
of reporter and source –which, in some cases, can be asymmetrical–, if the 
source or sources exert some kind of “domain” or “convincing power” over the 
reporter. The representational circle that surrounds a news event is completed 
with the SR that the newspaper’s Chief Editor or Chief of Section “imposes” 
over the reporter, while revising the article’s text, or even, before the repor- 
ting process, through insinuations, recommendations, opinions and estimations 
(Ayala, et al.). 

10  Some more detailed examples of the three types of objectification can bee seen on Table 1 (see annex 1).
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It is important to point out that in 1997, when Colombia recognized forced 
displacement legally and politically, through Law 387, the event was barely 
covered by El País. In a negative note, we must mention that, from 1997 on, 
El País began a journalistic process of “identity fusion”, sustained through 
the common usage of categories such as “peasants” and “expelled” to name 
the population victimized by forced displacement, formed by members of the 
Afro-Colombian and indigenous ethnic groups. Some examples of this kind of 
representation by the mass media can be seen on the following headlines: 

“Downpour affects peasants’ shelter” (sic). 

“200 expelled in the last ten years” 

“Peasant displacement from Putumayo”

“Massacre leaves 13 dead” 

The term “expelled” is added to others such as “refugees”, “eradicated” and 
expressions such as “people that flee” and “massive exodus”. When the jour- 
nalistic exercise uses a group of synonyms to name FDP, it can favor the 
incomprehension of the phenomenon of forced displacement and/or the invi-
sibility, not only of a crime against humanity, but also of hiding the identities 
of the victims of the displacement phenomenon. Thus, the press makes it easier 
on themselves, by covering the facts related to forced displacement, using 
universal terms such as “peasant” which clearly renders the Afro-Colombian 
and indigenous people displacement invisible, as well as the resulting loss of 
cultural identity that comes with the abandonment of their ancestral lands and 
their collective life practices. 

The discontinuity in recognizing displaced people as victims, in the majo-
rity of cases, came at the expense of official sources, constantly consulted by 
the reporters of this Colombian newspaper; in using the category of refugees; 
in the legal vacuums shown throughout this follow-up and the fusing of the 
displaced indigenous and Afro-Colombian identities under the category of 
“peasants”. Because of all of this –together with the journalistic and repre-
sentational judgments achieved in several news articles–, the follow-up and 
analysis allowed us to characterize the news management of El País in this 
regards as discontinuous. Without a doubt, this can play a key role in the 
cognitive processes of audiences that incessantly consumed and consume the 
information provided regarding this phenomenon by the cited communication 
medium. 

El País agreed to recognize the displaced population as victims, exclusively, 
as soon as the official sources did so. In this way, the newspaper excluded or 
trivialized the importance of the legal variable to explain the legal and political 
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nature of displacement. The representational exercises produced through 
published news and editorials facilitated the construction of a partial know-
ledge of the phenomenon of forced displacement and its victims. It is possible 
that before the legal existence of the category of “displaced”, journalism, like 
that of El País, circumscribed their task to inform to repeat whatever their 
sources said; sources which, at that moment in history, were studying and 
following the phenomenon of displacement; or sources that, coincidentally, 
were dealing with facts and humanitarian crisis related to the phenomenon 
of forced displacement, like the Episcopal Conference, the Red Cross, the 
“Defensoría del Pueblo” (the “People’s Defense”), academic research and the 
Codher, among others. By limiting its informative task to specific sources, 
and without any legal framework acknowledging displacements and FDP, 
media like El País newspaper from Cali ended up minimizing a complicated 
phenomenon of multiple aspects, turning it into a very difficult issue to grasp. 
Even worse, these facts were subject to criteria such as newsworthy (values/
news), which validity is not only relative, but arguable11 (Ayala, et al.). 

Representational exercises, held in the three kinds of presented objecti-
fications (positive, neutral and negative) allowed the detection of a disconti-
nued journalistic management that, from the planted and suggested SR 
standpoint, is a product of and/or follow a journalistic routine coverage that is 
hardly favorable to cover a phenomenon so hard to grasp and explain. That is 
why, before the dimension of a complex social and humanitarian phenomenon 
like FD, there is a need to reconsider the values/news that elevated the events 
published on the pages of El País to the level of newsworthy, given the con-
sequence that mass media discourses usually have on audiences that take as a 
principle of reality whatever the media offers them.

To fuse the identities of displaced people has been a resource that has 
condensed through the years in some instruments of PP to address the dis-
placed population. However, the so-called differentiated approaches12 in PP 
are gradually trying to correct this matter whenever it is recognized that FDP 

11  In the editorial of April 19, 1996, the newspaper from Valle del Cauca itself recognized the place it had given 
the phenomenon of forced displacement in its editorials and news articles. In the newspaper’s words, it admitted that 
“the dimension of the violence in Colombia is valued by the number of deads”. We pay very little attention to the 
growing army of displaced people that the armed conflict is creating in our country. In Colombia, there is not enough 
acknowledgement that forced displacement is a flagrant violation of Human Rights. That is why we are constant 
subjects of complaints before the Human Rights Comission. The drama of displacement has become another formal 
argument for a “special narrator” for Colombia, to investigate, control and supervise all topics related to Human 
Rights in our country.
12  To assume a differential approach as course for public policy, implies the recognition to a certain extent of the 
historical debt that the Colombian State has in attention and protection programs inasmuch that, for more than two 
decades recognizing the phenomenon of forced displacement, there have existed and will continue existing govern-
mental programs with serious limitations in terms of formulation, coverage and possibilities from an economical and 
social standpoint, added to a semi-absence of considerations regarding gender (Holguín, 2017). 
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is diverse in age terms, by gender, sexual diversity, among others, and that the 
public authorities should consider these differentiated needs. In this context, 
communication media can become key gauges to define public problems as 
well as to question and guide the course that a PP can take.  

THE ROLE OF MASS MEDIA AS AGENTS 
TO CONSTRUCT DISCOURSES THAT AFFECT THE 
DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION OF PUBLIC POLICIES
Mass media are social and political actors that hasn’t been recognized yet 
(Ayala, 2006), in spite of their penetration power and their high incidence in the 
way audiences assume what’s public, understand and comprehend phenomena 
and the relations between the State and society. Bourdieu considers that, in the 
world of media, “journalists play a central role because, of all discourse pro-
ducers, they are the ones with the most potent media to distribute and impose 
them. Thus, they occupy a privileged position in the symbolic struggle to make 
see and make believe” (2002, p. 65). Not for nothing, mass media have an 
important place in the configuration of behaviors, attitudes and even thoughts 
that revolve around diverse realms of society. 

The journalistic and advertising discourses are key in the generation of 
states in the public opinion and the consolidation of representational exercises 
affected by the moralizing gaze that mass media place over events to elevate 
them to the status of news, from the standpoint of some argued and arguable 
values/news and/or newsworthy criteria. 

The news discourse is one of many that produces, reproduces and de-
constructs the SR with which audiences, readers, public servants and students, 
among others, account for a social, political, cultural, economical, identity 
problem such as ID. 

The discourse forms that circulate through mass media and during every-
day social encounters, institutional or not, can be quite definitive when the 
time comes to recognize or not, hide or not, minimize or not, the phenomenon 
of displacement and the precarious life conditions of FDP. In fact, on several 
occasions, “those who know something about the social world would like to say 
something about it, but clash with those who control the access to mass media 
and select the contents for massive broadcasting” (Bourdieu, 2002, p. 65).

The journalistic and editorial discourse of mass media thus becomes a key 
variable in the way in which Colombians –particularly the audiences that follow 
the news on printed media, radio and TV– create their social representations 
of the displacement phenomenon and the formal representations around FDP.
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This way, media companies, as political and social actors, use their power 
to inform, restricted by their conditions and circumstances as part of important 
economical conglomerates. Journalism, as expressed by Bourdieu, “ends up 
dominating all political, scientific and intellectual life” (Bourdieu, 2002, p. 69). 
That is why information acquires an economical and political value used to 
pressure decisions, hide facts and problems and minimize public affairs –like 
FD–, which was recognized by society and the State itself so late.

It is possible that audiences, and people in general, do not realize the 
direct interference of mass media in the way in which they create an image 
of the news events that they, consciously or unconsciously, “consume” 
through journalistic discourses. This can be true since the low consumption or 
exposition to media messages is countered with the discussion of those events 
that are and were news, in spaces shared by citizens, either within the private 
dynamics of families, as well as within academic and other social activities. 
Either way, there is no way to run from the influence of mass media inasmuch 
their discourses are reproduced, not only by themselves (radio, printed news, 
television, Internet), but by people close to citizen’s lives. 

Even though mass media are recognized for three fundamental functions    
–to educate, to entertain and to inform–, this doesn’t mean that citizens reflect 
on the importance of those functions and suggest other functions or a deepening 
of the aforementioned.

Mass media usually are strategic actors for positioning a discourse, an idea, 
a phenomenon or a problem in the government’s public agenda, as long as the 
direction given to a news event allows it to remain visible before the interest of 
diverse social agents or, on the contrary, pass into the background. It’s not for 
nothing that mediatization is one of the models to subscribe a problem in the 
public agenda,13 by airing the deliberations of different actors in mass media 
(Cuervo, 2007). That is how mass media become representatives and key agents 
in legitimizing a problem that can later be recognized and thus elevated to be 
a PP that –just like the FDP PP– guarantees the construction of a discourse 
which is validated, not only by how the forced displacement phenomenon is 
understood and the attention and the compensation strategies of their infringed 
rights, but also by the type of models of State, society, audience and social 
change that each leader, in turn, tries to elevate as the ideals or rallying cry 
of his/her government. In this sense, mass media, through their discourses, 
narratives and representations, influence, directly and indirectly, in the different 
stages of a PP’s cycle. That is why, as Ayala (2007) affirms it, “Colombian 

13  By public agenda (according to Padioleau, 1982, p. 25), we refer to “the group of perceived problems that require 
a public debate, or even the (active) intervention of the legitimate public authorities” (Roth, 2014, p. 122). For Aguilar 
Villanueva, “by government agenda, literature usually understands the group of problems, demands, matters and 
affairs that governments have selected and ordered as subjects of action and, more properly, as objects over which they 
have decided what must be acted upon or have considered the need to act” (1993, p. 29).
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media have passed from the action of informing and guiding public opinion, to 
direct political action, that is: they exert political and informative control over 
the government’s actions”. 

FINAL CONSIDERATION 
• El País before the phenomenon of displacement and FDP 

Inside the representation that a mass medium such as Cali’s El País gave the 
phenomenon of displacement and FDP, we identified that this medium assu-
med, as a general idea, that displaced people were peasants which, without 
a doubt, showed an exercise of cultural homogenization through fusing the 
identities of indigenes, peasants and Afro-Colombians that were victims of FD. 
By unifying the identities of these three identity groups in the sole category 
of “peasants”, El País favored the construction of a partial and mistaken SR 
(which can affect the construction of public problems). 

Besides the fact that El País is a mass medium anchored in the consumption 
logic of a major city like Cali, and read by the urban sector of the population, in 
spite of the symbolic and representational charge that such conditions carries, 
the informed and fused, from an identity standpoint, ended up favoring the 
emptying the sense out of the lives of FDP. As Correa de Andreis expressed it 
so clearly, a sociologist that worked with the victimized FDP to help the State 
and society to recognize them as subjects of law: “Our displaced citizens are 
not empty vessels, nor disoriented beings, nor lesser people than the rest of the 
population, like the hegemonic cultural makes them look. On the contrary, they 
are carriers of cultural heritages and, of course, of a culture” (2005. p. 56).

This identity fusion (commonly made to indigene and Afro-descendant 
FDP) under the sole notion of “peasants” denies the cultural diversity, the his-
torical processes of people, social differences and the trajectory of all human 
groups that inhabitant the Colombian territory. It even shows a censorship of 
the diversity of identities and their real nature as specific and particular groups. 
From a rational perspective, it is known that these notions and their social 
usage are not naïve. In some ways, this expresses forms of symbolic violence 
perpetrated from the bases of denial and invisibility; from a westernized 
Colombian society, whitened and discriminatory; from a way to encompass 
all cultural, ethnic and racial particularities under the word “peasant”, so that 
these are not recognized for what they truly are. This turns all these differences 
into an identity cliché: the “peasant society”, a posture that even clashes 
with what is established in our constitution. This is a truly deceptive illusion 
of Colombian reality that turns the comprehension of social processes into 
convoluted and ill-defined debates.
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All of this also contributes to making the risk and persecution factors that 
gravitates towards the lives of indigenes and Afro-Colombians invisible. From 
a social, economical, cultural and political standpoint, these people are looked 
upon as inconvenient citizens to the modernization project that has driven 
Colombia to dissimilar mining, agribusiness (single-crop farming of palm oil 
and rubber), livestock projects, among others, that have been set in motion 
close or within the territories of collective properties where indigenous, peasant 
and Afro-descendant communities survive (Ayala, et al.).

It is clear, then, that the social exclusion of displaced people begins from 
the process itself of abandoning their lands or plots. This process continues 
when it is represented by mass media that reduce its complexity to a news 
event, under the logic of a journalistic language that is hardly adequate to 
socialize and distribute the knowledge that, regarding FD, news reporters 
gather from their consulted sources. This process of exclusion continues with 
the social stigmatization reproduced by social, economical, and urban actors 
that end up defending their city and spaces from the “invasion” of hundreds of 
thousand of FDP that not only “ruins and worries” a city like Cali, but disturb 
its inhabitants, who live in relative comfort (Ayala, et al.).

Social, political and economical exclusion persists when the State, weak 
and uncertain, is unable to undertake the identity custody and recovery of FDP 
or of those who survive in such conditions. The delivery of aid, the construction 
of improvised and definitive shelters, the accompaniment of communities that 
try to return to their territories, the offering of industrial projects based on 
administrative logics unknown to the victims, and alert statements because 
of food shortage or the growth of the displaced population, are all part of 
what, in this document, we call “the catalogue of responses and contextual 
circumstances of forced displacement”, recorded every day by El País, and the 
major press in general, without further discussions (Ayala, et al.). In this sense, 
the role of the State’s responses, through the agency of PP, gains importance in 
the proportion that, among other stakeholders, mass media become key agents 
in the way in which a public affair is represented, but also in the way that, as 
political actors, they can contribute to expose how does the State carry out, 
or not, its constitutional responsibilities to the public opinion, when the time 
comes to address and compensate the rights of the victimized population. 

In this way, going back to Cejudo (2008) once more, let us remember that 
mass media are social agents that, by constructing discourses and representations 
around social phenomena, can contribute to explain: why certain topics are 
adopted as public problems and enter the government’s agenda; in which way 
can a discourse related to a problem affect whatever solutions are chosen for it; 
how are discourses constructed to convince and legitimize decisions; and how 
do discourses also affect the implementation and assessment processes of PP. 
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Following the analysis categories we set forward (positive objectification, 
neutral objectification, negative objectification) to follow up El País’s journa-
listic discourse and practice, we can conclude that:   

Among the found journalistic practices is quantizing the phenomenon. 
This avoids describing and analyzing the social, economical, political, envi- 
ronmental and cultural impacts of FDP. Reducing the complexity of a pheno-
menon to a statistical fact, favors the construction of restricted SR and the 
consolidation of cognitive processes among readers and audiences in general, 
that lead to erroneous conceptualizations of what the FD phenomenon and 
its victims actually are. Thus, displacement is objectified as a cold statistical 
data (neutral objectification). This discourse is usually legitimized in the way 
in which certain official sources defend the results of PP, generally based on 
a homogenous fact, instead of revealing the impacts and effects that certain 
public programs have had over any given social phenomenon. This tendency is 
repeated when referencing PP that usually privilege quantitative diagnostics as 
a way to explain the phenomena of society. 

Another identified practice on the research exercise is related to the use of 
melodramatic epithets over the phenomenon and its victims, which doesn’t 
guarantee a human and respectful treatment of those individuals that, for 
several reasons, are forced or decide by themselves, to abandon their territories 
and lives, fleeing the confrontation of public forces and groups outside the law 
(negative objectification). These epithets work as signs and usually reproduced 
in the discourses that hide behind certain PP or of the public servants that 
set them in motion themselves. One only needs to follow news where some 
menacing discourses come into play, regarding FDP, like “displaced people are 
a mess, an inconvenience, a problem”, for example. 

Lastly, our analytical exercise exposed evidence that the social, cultural 
and identity effects of a phenomenon such as displacement, are viewed as a 
sterile collateral effect of adverse situations in public order than as a systematic 
process of human rights violation by armed actors including, of course, public 
forces that represent the State (positive objectification).14 

• About mass media as social agents that construct discourses that can 
affect “in the diverse stages of the development of public policies” 
Mass media become fundamental mechanisms that guide and drive the order 
of public debate about the most diverse aspects of social life; the aforementio-

14  It is important to warn that the penetration and impact power of EL PAÍS is relative if we discuss a direct impact 
upon audiences. Instead, we are facing the exercise of power through indirect impacts since, as Bourdieu would 
say, in information distribution, what is said by the Cali newspaper is reproduced by other media (radio, TV, social 
networks) that, little by little, shape a SR that, in this case, allows audiences that represent the internal displacement 
by themselves to do so from all the common tropes, from the minimal or wrong readings of a press engrossed in its 
own journalistic discourse which, besides being unhistorical, reveals to be quite moralizing.
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ned is a result, not only of the power that mass media have as agents to impose 
discussion and debate topics into the public opinion, but because, above eve-
rything else, they have the necessary resources (technological, economical 
and symbolic) to spread, make “believe” and ingrain affairs that belong in 
the political realm into the imaginary of citizens. It is not for nothing that 
these agents have been attributed functions such as providing contextualized 
infor-mation to different audiences, stimulating the insertion of key social 
topics into the public agenda, thus supervising the actions or inactions of the 
political agents of certain societies. Thereby, present day mass media, besides 
gaining an advertising and commercial importance, also gain a political one as 
mediators in the articulation of social life; as agents that affect the construction 
of reality, particularly, in a context where politics is replaced by the forces 
of globalized markets which, by exacerbating individualism, implies that 
political borders and the limits between what’s public and private are less and 
less defined (Ayala, 2015), thus complicating the possibility to materialize the 
projects that, in the long and medium terms, are planned by public agents.

Mass media as social agents and increasingly more political actors,15 
put the discussion and distribution of the fundamental rights of citizens into 
perspective, as well as the accountability mechanisms that these demand for 
their materialization. The advancement of the right for reliable and timely 
information is not only an obligation of the State, but of these society agents 
as well. Given the nature of their actions, mass media must work for citizens 
to exercise their rights, from a dual responsibility perspective. The above is 
mentioned considering their penetrating power in society.

Mass media can promote the active participation of those groups that 
directly or indirectly are or can be affected by matters of public character in 
the several phases of a PP . In this sense, as social and socializing agents, they 
contribute to the public deliberation, the dialogue and exchange of information 
that allow decision makers to comprehend public affairs from real facts and 
not only from a technical and administrative rationality of public agents that, 
in many cases, is far from the reality of those social actors whose rights haven 
been violated, just like the case of FDP, who await the State’s effective action 
in the process of their restitution. All of this, without a doubt, has an effect in 
the conception of PP not only as a matter for experts, but as something binding, 
as a kind of bridge to improve the relations between State and a society that 
erects herself as democratic.

15  The concentration of media enterprises in economical conglomerates turns them into parts of a political machinery 
where political power ends up dominating politics. That is why information companies in present day Colombia are 
political actors and appendixes to economical powers with clear political interests, like keeping what is known as 
“savage capitalism” in motion. For example, EL TIEMPO, a newspaper of national circulation, belongs to Carlos 
Sarmiento Aguilar, a banker; El País newspaper belongs to the Lloreda family that owns several other companies.
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Finally, mass media help to communicate, hide, or even censor, the real 
interests behind public action. That is why, as mediators, the can put citizens 
in tune with the actions of public authorities, or even question the decisions 
made in the course of action of a PP (contract assignment, subsidies, diversion 
of resources, procedures and paperwork for the effective exercise of rights). 
In the same way, the communicative and informative action of mass media 
is key for citizens, and the State’s control organisms as well, to follow-up 
the agreements between authorities and PP operators. That is why media are 
required not to practice self-censorship as way to protect the interests of groups 
in power or when the time comes to question the public authorities’ lack of 
action in complying their responsibilities.

Judging by the assessment on the journalistic management of FDP in 
Colombia, maybe El País’s reporters overlooked that “the main function 
of journalists is to challenge those versions promulgated and privileged 
from the corridors of power, and divulge alternative versions, declaring its 
epistemological status, that is, in relation to interpretations, conclusions and 
hypothesis that are more or less likely, as well as verified and contrasting 
truths” (Javier del Rey Morato, 1989. p. 35). 

It is also probable that within the team of journalists, actions were taken to 
confront the (State) official versions, but by being subsumed by entrepreneurial 
logic, editorial policies and the moralizing news discourse, journalists had a 
choice in taking the unobstructed route imposed by the fusion of identities 
because, ultimately, it is about people in displacement, a condition that moves 
them away from their status as citizens and subjects of law. 
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ANNEX 1

Examples of the types of objectification identified

Type of 
Objectification Headline Date Observations

Positive

‘Displacement violates Human 
Rights’

The news article mentions “Six
hundred and five people murde- 
red, 101 massacres in 14 years,
hundreds of widows and orpha-
ned children and more than 
15,000 displaced families are the
cruel statistics that generalized 
violence has left in the area of 
Urabá Antioquia, according to
the numbers given by the Per-
manent Committee for Human 
Rights Defense”.  

September 3, 
1995. 

Sec. A. p. 5. 
(Samper 

government)

What the newspaper is doing
is picking up on what was 
expressed by Jaime Córdoba 
Treviño, Defender of the Peo-
ple, who explained: “whoever 
becomes a victim of forced
displacement can –through 
the action of tutelage– claim 
the protection of their right 
not to be forced to migrate 
because of illegal or arbitrary 
decisions before judges”.

The Defender of the People’s 
intervention comes from the
presidential proposal to pro-
tect the lives and wellbeing 
of civil population, through 
evacuations caused by secu-
rity reasons and problems of 
public order, in zones where 
guerrillas attack public 
forces.

Looking for the roots of the 
Embera Chamí.

The news article mentions: 
“Internal conflicts and political 
violence drove them out of the 
Chocó and Risaralda, spreading 
them all over the country. Today, 
they intend to create a new haven 
at Qundío, in order to stop their 
culture from disappearing… This
search has gone on for more than 
five decades since, together with 
other internal armed conflicts, the
end of the 1940s’ political vio-
lence forced them to displace 
from Chocó and Risaralda, the 
Eastern Valleys, Caldas and Ca-
quetá in search of a better life…
For the Embera Chamí that dwell 
the Quindío, the need for shelter 
is a priority. It is a question of 
having a territory where they can 
exert their autonomy, live their 
traditions and develop their own 
government”. 

February 4, 
1996. 

Sec. C. p. 2. 
(Samper 

government)

The social, cultural and iden-
tity effects of a phenomenon 
such as displacement are
clearly explained, thanks to 
an exercise in positive objec-
tification; a phenomenon 
which is often viewed as an
aseptic collateral effect of 
adverse situations of public
order, rather than a systema- 
tic process of human rights 
violation carried out by 
armed actors, obviously in- 
cluding public forces, repre-
senting the State. 
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Type of 
Objectification Headline Date Observations

Positive

‘A people lost in the city…’ Un 
pueblo perdido en la ciudad
The news article mentions: “…
In Cali, we are going through a 
humanitarian catastrophe”, said
Alba Luz Pantoja, Peace Ad-
viser… “A situation that can be 
seen at every streetlight, in our 
91 abnormal settlements, in the
slopes of our city and at the 
offices of Desepaz and the Social
Solidarity Network, where this 
new citizens go for help. Those 
who arrive at Cali believing that
they have reached paradise ignore
that the city has a deficiency 
of 150,000 students, 110,000 
dwelling solutions and more than
100,000 people living without 
any social security”.

July 6, 
2003. 

Sec. A. p. 4. 
(Uribe 

government)

The use of categories like 
“displaced” and “rootless” 
keeps repeating, but terms 
like “refugees” and “victims” 
are not used at all. In this ex-
tensive piece of journalistic 
writing, there is a systemic 
view on the phenomenon of 
displacement that allows to 
it put into context of difficult 
budgetary circumstances and 
Cali’s uncontrolled growth, 
made worse by the massive 
presence of hundreds of 
Colombians that run from the
actions of armed actors. Some 
of its sections include opi-
nions and representations, di- 
rectly related to displaced 
people, that certain official 
sources make out of these 
facts. 

Type of 
Objectification Headline Date Observations

Neutral

The news article mentions 
“Six hundred and five people 
murdered, 101 massacres in 14 
years, hundreds of widows and 
orphaned children and more than
15,000 displaced families are the
cruel statistics that generalized 
violence has left in the area of 
Urabá Antioquia, according to
the numbers given by the Per-
manent Committee for Human 
Rights Defense”. 

September 3, 
1995. 

Sec. A. p. 5. 
(Samper 

government)

The phenomenon is referen-
ced barely as mere informa-
tion, as data to be delivered, 
although the possibility could 
be opened for a negative lec-
ture since it mentions massa-
cres and displaced families 
that, together, are a cruel 
statistic. 

123 thousand displaced people 
(sic), as the headline reads. 

The reference to cold stastistics 
in the news article is given in 
these terms: “During the first six 
months of the year, at least 123 
thousand Colombians became 
part of the list of people who 
were displaced because of the 
war”. 

September 26, 
1999. 

Sec. A. p. 7. 
(Pastrana 

government)

It refers to a list that seems to 
remain open 24 hours a day to
include those who, although
displaced, are not recognized 
as such in it. The article’s sta- 
tistical sense goes on like this:
“26 of the country’s secre-
taries and 356 departments 
have been affected this year 
by forced displacement”.



45

Mass Media as Key Actors in Public Policy:
An Analysis of the Journalistic Discourse of ‘El País’, a Cali Newspaper

Type of 
Objectification Headline Date Observations

Neutral

Displaced people with no way 
out 

The news article’s sub-head 
reads: About a thousand Colom-
bians abandon their homes every 
day (sic). Its summary states 
that “between last January and 
March, 42 people were displaced 
from their homes every hour”. 
Below, the article’s body 
text reads “the phenomenon 
affects 321 municipalities in 
31 departments –excluding San 
Andrés y Providencia–. In most 
localities, the arrival of displaced 
people became an indefinite 
social problem, since the Red de 
Solidaridad’s resources turned 
out to be insufficient”. 

November 18, 
2002. 

Sec. A. p. 3 
(Uribe 

government).

It shows a representational 
exercise based exclusively 
on exposing the phenomenon 
of displacement from a sta-
tistical standpoint. 

The news article refers to 
normative frameworks, but 
it doesn’t specify laws or 
decrees. Thus, it infers that 
the representational exercise 
is omitting facts or is based 
on certain type of neutral 
objectification. 

Type of 
Objectification Headline Date Observations

Negative

The drama goes to Montería (sic), 
displaced people are a mess, an 
eventuality, a problem… 

The sub-head is clear and direct: 
This city lacks the means to face 
the forced displacement mess.
The body text reads: “Six hun-
dred and five people murdered, 
101 massacres in 14 years, hun-
dreds of widows and orphaned 
children and more than 15,000 
displaced families are the cruel
statistics that generalized vio-
lence has left in the area of Urabá 
Antioquia, according to the num-
bers given by the Committee...”.

September 20, 
1995. 
P. 3. 

(Samper 
government)

Media, journalist and official 
source come together to 
construct a negative and 
damaging representation of 
people victimized by forced 
displacement. A section of 
the article reads “Fear army” 
(subtitle): In Montería, very 
few people are interested in
that silent army that has 
come to our city’s outskirts. 
Displaced people, at least for 
our mayor are ‘poor people 
that have come in peace to 
our city to build their shacks’. 
With this harmful description 
of the phenomenon, a human 
and respectful treatment is 
not guaranteed for those in-
dividuals that, for several 
reasons, abandoned their te-
rritories and their lives, for-
ced or by their own choice,
running from the clashes 
between public forces and 
groups outside the law. 
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Type of 
Objectification Headline Date Observations

Negative

More than 150 people displaced 
by violence have arrived to the 
city (sic). Indigenous exodus in 
Cali

The body text reads: “they left 
their territories in the north of 
Cauca to beg in the streets… 
Today, Carmen and María Caecé,
two indigenous women that carry 
their children on cloth parcels, 
wander around Southeastern 
Highway and Calle 17, where 
they take advantage of red lights 
to beg the drivers who, moved 
by amazement and pity, give 
them some coins…”

June 23, 
1999. 

Sec. B. p.1 
(Pastrana 

Government).

The piece includes expres-
sions that evidence a journa- 
listic language that contri-
butes to the consolidation of 
negative social representa-
tions of displaced people that 
enthrone processes of stigma-
tization and social exclusion 
in violent environments and 
urban environments. 

El Valle ‘will observe’ forced 
displacement 

The article reads: “…Yesterday, 
La Oficina de Paz del Valle 
presented the Observatory of 
Conflict and Displacement for 
developing action plans in coor-
dination with the community,
thus focusing efforts to face this
set of problems. The Observatory
will use an information network
to be constituted in municipali-
ties and fed by representatives of 
the government’s ministries, the 
Umatas and citizens”.

June 4, 
2004. 

Sec. B. p. 4.
(Uribe 

Government)

The creation of a Forced Dis-
placement Observatory was 
presented as if it was a project 
or an idea of the department’s 
Oficina de Paz. The article’s 
sub-head reads that the Ofi-
cina de Paz presented a pro- 
ject to control massive exo-
dus. In the journalistic text 
there are no references or 
explanations of whether this 
Observatory accounts for or 
is the very same mentioned 
in 1997’s Law 387. Law 387
states: “Article 13º: About the
Observatory of Internal Dis-
placement Because of Vio-
lence. The National Govern-
ment will create an Obser-
vatory of Internal Displa-
cement Because of Violence 
which will produce biannual 
reports on the magnitudes and 
tendencies…” This type of 
representational exercises ba-
rely contribute to the under-
standing of the phenomenon 
of forced displacement, since 
they omit the legal factor, 
which is key to explain and 
contextualize the State’s res-
ponsibilities before the popu-
lation victimized by forced 
displacement. Thus, the nega-
tive objectifications that serve 
as base for the social repre-
sentations offered by EL PAÍS. 
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THE SOCIAL RIGHT TO MOBILITY 
AS PUBLIC POLICY: THE CASE OF MEXICO’S 
GUADALAJARA METROPOLITAN AREA
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ABSTRACT: The scattered urban expansion and the proliferation of private 
automobiles in the Guadalajara Metropolitan Area (GMA) have created several 
landscapes of profound inequality. The possibilities to access the city and its 
services have decreased for people with lesser resources. It is necessary to 
implement public policies that address mobility as a Social Right, through 
better urban planning and improving public transport systems. Currently, at 
state level, several projects are being developed in favor of public transportation 
and non-motorized mobility. These projects make a considerable contribution 
to the development of a city that is more accessible and equal for all. However, 
there is still much to be done in consolidating a change of vision from a mobility 
model based on automobiles, to one based on the mobility of people. 

KEYWORDS: Social Right to Mobility, Public Transport, Accessibility. 

A MORE URBAN WORLD 
More than half of the world population currently lives in urban areas. According 
to the United Nations (UN), this number will grow to almost 70% by 2050. In 
1990, there were 10 megacities1 in the world. In 2014, there were already 28 
which, altogether, reached a population of 453 inhabitants (ONU HABITAT, 
2014). 

Up until 2014, the Latin American and Caribbean region concentrated 13% 
of the world urban population and harbored 4 of the world’s 28 megacities: the 
Valley of Mexico Metropolitan Area (VMMA), Sao Paulo, Buenos Aires and 

* PhD in Cities, Territories and Sustainability by the Universidad de Guadalajara. He has an extensive academic 
and professional career in architecture, urbanism, mobility, metropolis and sustainability. He is a professor at the 
master’s degree and doctorate studies in Urban Mobility, Transport and Territory in Universidad de Guadalajara. 
Email: mcordova920@me.com
1  According to UN-Habitat, a “megacity” is an urban area with a population of 20 million or more. Fromhttp://www.
un.org/spanish/waterforlifedecade/water_cities.shtml
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Río de Janeiro (ONU HABITAT, 2014). Because of this, Latin America has 
earned the title as the most urbanized region of the planet. 

In the case of Mexico, up until 1950, only 43% of its population lived 
in urban areas. But for the year 2010, this number grew up to 78%. (INEGI, 
2010). According to Mexico’s National Program of Urban Development, the 
country’s urbanization process would grow steadily and, for 2030, 83% of its 
population will live in urban areas (SEDATU, 2014).  

Then phenomenon of global urbanization can be seen in the Guadalajara 
Metropolitan Area (GMA),2 considered to be the second most important 
metropolis in Mexico –only preceded by the VMMA–. It concentrates the 
largest population in the State of Jalisco. The GMA population grew steadily 
from 1980 to 2010 and, even though its growth rates are inferior to the ones of 
the 1960s and 1980s, each decade since then has shown an average growth of 
700 thousands inhabitants (Gobierno del Estado de Jalisco & COEPO, 2010). 

Thanks to the growing housing market, which began an accelerated growth 
in the 1980s, the population in suburban municipalities grew rapidly in a 
relatively short period of time. GMA’s territorial growth process, like for all 
other Latin American metropolis, has surpassed its population growth, thanks to 
a serious problem of expansion and peripheral urban dispersion. Municipalities 
such as Tlajomulco de Zúñiga and Ixtlahuacán de los Membrillos, both located 
south from GMA, showed some the country’s largest expansions during 2010 
(SEDESOL, CONAPO & INEGI, 2010). Meanwhile, the state’s central city 
(the municipality of Guadalajara) decreased its population little by little, going 
from concentrating more than 76% of the GMA’s population in the 1970s, to 
just about 30% in 2015.

However, these accelerated processes of urbanization and migration –but 
not population– in the largest cities have been accompanied by important 
challenges related to resource management and satisfying the inhabitants’ 
needs from a sustainability standpoint, including urban mobility –which is 
closely related to the intelligent distribution of territories and public transport 
for people, goods and services–.  

The weak response that government agencies have given to such needs has 
resulted in complex processes of exclusion and inequality; precarious scenarios 
where people’s access to the city, and the services it offers, has been limited.

2  The GMA is currently comprised by 9 municipalities: Guadalajara, El Salto, Juanacatlán, Ixtlahuacán de los 
Membrillos, Tlajomulco de Zúñiga, Tonalá, Tlaquepaque, Zapopan and Zapotlanejo.
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THE TRAFFIC COLLAPSE OF LATIN AMERICAN CITIES 
In recent decades, Latin American cities, in their disproportionate effort to 
becar-oriented, have reached a state of recurring traffic collapse with negative 
social, economical and environmental consequences. Lewis Mumford’s pre-
monitory quote about our city’s motorized obesity, and their structural and 
technological placebos, has become a reality, barely two decades into the 
21st Century, since no matter how many avenues, beltways, new automobile 
technologies, alternative energy sources and intelligent management systems 
come our way, the fundamental problem will persist and threaten to stay if 
we do not interrupt the high consumption of time and space of the individual 
motorization model. 

From 2002 to 2007, Latin America increased its level of motorization by 
almost 50% –the most important increase worldwide–, even surpassing Asia-
Pacific region’s 20% increase. In Europe, the increase was of 2,6% and in 
North America, it was of 2,9%. It is noteworthy that more than 80% of motor 
vehicles in Latin America are concentrated in México, Brazil, Argentina and 
Colombia (Covarrubias, 2013, pág. 24).

This excessive accumulation of private automobiles is one of the most 
determining factors of these cities’ traffic collapses, as well as of their atmos-
pheric and auditory pollution, all of which have very serious public health 
consequences and, of course, in the social and economical urban life as well. 
Bogotá, Sao Paulo, Mexico City and Río de Janeiro are ranked among the 25 
cities with the highest average of lost hours in traffic in 20163 with 80, 77, 62 
and 51 hours per capita respectively (this ranking is headed by Los Angeles, 
California, with an average of 104 lost hours per capita (Cookson & Pishue, 
2017).

In 2000, the motorization rate in Mexico was of 104 private vehicles 
for every 1,000 inhabitants. In 2015, this number reached 227. In absolute 
numbers, the country went from owning 10.2 million private vehicles to a little 
over 27 million (INEGI, 2015). 

The most important metropolis in the country: VMMA, GMA and the 
Monterrey Metropolitan Area (MMA) tend to replicate the mobility model 
based on individual motorization, thus increasing their motorization rate each 
day. 

For 2015, the GMA had 290 automobiles for every 1,000 in habitants, 
which places this metropolis above the MMA and the national motorization 
rate. The difference between the motorization between the GAMA and the 
VMMA is not large enough, considering that the VMMA has more than 23 
million inhabitants and the GMA is close to only 5 million (see Table 1).

3  The study analyzed 1,064 cities in total.
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TABLE 1. 2015 MOTORIZATION RATES IN THE MAIN MEXICAN METROPOLIS

Mexico 
(country)

Valley of Mexico 
Metropolitan Area 

Monterrey 
Metropolitan Area 

Guadalajara 
Metropolitan Area 

Motorization 
rates (private cars 

per each 1000 
inhabitants)

227 414 274 290

Source: Personal elaboration based on INEGI, 2015. 

In some ways, the high growth in number of vehicles resulted from the com-
bination of diverse factors such as: the subsidy of gasoline, the rent increment 
per capita, the regularization of used foreign vehicles, accessible credits for 
car purchases, the increasing public investment in road infrastructure, the 
dispersed urban expansion and the progressive precariousness of public trans-
port systems, among others.

To the motorization level, that is already suffocating cities, we should add 
the terrible public transport service that predominates in Latin America. Even 
though there are cities like Santiago de Chile or Bogotá, that have taken very 
important steps to improve urban transport, most of them seem to be stuck in 
providing outdated and decadent services. 

Public transport in Mexican cities is not attractive for current or potential 
users of private transport. Only low-income population remains captive to 
public transport –with its predominating low quality and Bus-Man operating 
model4–, and only until their salaries allow them to purchase a private car.

Thus, the everyday scenario in Mexican cities is formed by traffic jams 
caused by large numbers of automobiles and the city’s expansive model; a 
public transport service that, more than a efficient choice, is the only means of 
transport for those who can’t afford a private vehicle, but wish to do so; and 
insufficient infrastructure for those who choose to use alternative transport such 
as bicycles and end up doing so, but in a context of insecurity and  hostility. 

The economical, social and environmental consequences for cities where 
automobiles are at the center of everyday mobility are obvious: traffic jams, air 
pollution, hours of social and productive value wasted in large distances from 
homes to work locations, high energetic consumption and traffic accidents, 
among others.

4  The “Bus-Man” model is an individual operation model in which each dealer manages and controls his unit within 
an established route, with major problems of lack of coordination, and internal and external competition, producing 
low quality of service and high accident rate.
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THE URGENCY TO CHANGE THE PARADIGM: 
THE SOCIAL RIGHT TO MOBILITY 
In the Latin American context, the acquisition of a vehicle is possible only for 
certain sectors of the population, while the large majority uses public transport 
with a very low quality service. Cities are still being planned for automobiles 
with greater and greater negative consequences. 

People with the lowest incomes are the ones who pay the largest price, 
since they have limited access to services such as supply centers, medical and 
educational centers and work opportunities, due to the long distances they must 
travel to reach them, with high costs of money, time and effort. These trips are 
few and generally limited for the heads of family that must work to provide 
for their homes. This situation reduces the rest of the family’s opportunities 
for development and attention. All of these, in the long term, generate more 
inequality, which could be perpetrated for generations to come. 

In Latin America, from 1995 to 2010, the lowest-income population used a 
higher percentage of their total income in transportation, going from 6% to 9%, 
while the highest-income people reduced it from 20% to 13% (ONU Hábitat, 
2014).

In the government sector, public policy tasked with solving the mobility 
problem exacerbated the inequality conditions in Latin American cities by 
deploying actions that favored the use of private automobiles, stimulating dis-
persed urban growth and underestimating the improvement of public transport 
systems. These kind of decisions, ill-advised on time and space, have driven 
cities to serious social, economical and environmental crisis. 

The GMA is a clear example of the aforementioned. The city’s Metropolitan 
Fund5 has mainly been used in traffic infrastructure for automobiles, in the cons-
truction of beltways, viaducts, paving, meek road expansions and parking lot 
construction. It wasn’t until 2013 when investment in non-motorized mobility 
infrastructure and public transport gained importance in the public agenda, and 
there were investments in programs that became very important in the years 
to come like the Public Bicycle Sharing System “Mibici”, the Metropolitan 
Program for Bicycle Roads “Provici”, “Zonas 30” and other infrastructure for 
public transport. 

This change of perspective allowed to set the basis for planning and 
implementing an Integrated Transport System (ITS) that, in the future, will 
generate even better equality conditions among the city’s inhabitants, offering 

5  The Metropolitan Fund is a federal fund of economical resources destined for infrastructure works and metropolitan 
priority equipment that the municipalities that form it decide in conjunction with the federal government for the 
following venues: urban development, territorial order, public service provision and environmental equipment (SHCP, 
2015).
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them better accessibility conditions through decent public transport and other 
alternatives to private vehicles. 

According to the World Letter for City Rights, published in 2004 by UN-
Habitat, cities must guarantee the right to mobility through public transport 
systems that are accessible to all and under a sustainable project (ONU Hábitat, 
2004). In this way, the gap between forms of transport would be reduced, thus 
generating conditions for equality and increasing the wellbeing of those that 
lack the most. 

The access to a city and its services is essential for the wellbeing of its 
inhabitants. Such access generates development opportunities that, in turn bring 
greater equality. This cycle sums up the Social Right to Mobility (Ilustración 1 
the instability of which creates marginalization and lack of wellbeing.

The constitutional recognition to the Social Right to Urban Mobility and 
Accessibility has become an imperative of major public transcendence, one 
that is basic for designing policies capable of pressing public actions towards 
the new paradigm that stems from Sustainable Urban Mobility. The social right 
to mobility is:

[…] the right of every person and community to rely on a quality integral 
mobility system that is acceptable, sufficient and accessible, and allows the 
effective displacement of every person within a territory, in conditions of 
equality and sustainability, to satisfy their needs and their full development.    
(CDHD, ITDP, CIADH, 2013, pág. 34). 

ILLUSTRATION 1. SOCIAL RIGHT TO MOBILITY CYCLE 

 

Source: Personal elaboration. 

We need to remember the primordial function of cities as purveyors of goods 
and services at short distance and as a large source of opportunities for a better 
life. The goal should be to create dense and compact cities, with efficient public 
transport services that bring citizens near. 
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To adopt public policies for Urban Sustainable Mobility, we need political 
leadership committed to long and medium-term transforming actions and sig-
nificant reductions of public spending in infrastructure and equipment for 
private transports. 

We also need legal, normative and regulation frameworks consistent with 
the Social Right to Mobility and Urban Accessibility, in order to achieve cities 
with livable and sustainable environments of greater social, economical and 
environmental interaction. 

THE CASE OF THE GUADALAJARA METROPOLITAN 
AREA 
In the case of the GMA, since 2014, public administration has advanced specific 
programs to improve public transport and to create more options for everyday 
mobility. However, political and cultural obstacles remain and these programs 
have to negotiate them in order to advance further and be consolidated.

Public policies –in the framework of the new paradigm of Sustainable 
Urban Mobility– were designed basically based on five strategies –three of 
which have already been converted into programs, and two that remain without 
concretion–. (Illustration 2). 

ILLUSTRATION 2. SUSTAINABLE URBAN MOBILITY STRATEGIES 

Source: Personal Elaboration

Institutional, Legal and Normative Strengthening
The purpose of this program has been to modify institutions by adapting 
them to the new demands and approaches of Sustainable Urban Mobility. The 
program has also aimed toachieve a profound legal and normative reform that 
gives a new direction to the prevailing inertia towards a mode of mobility that 
is less dependant on cars.

Although there is still much to be done, in 2013, first steps were taken 
and the state governments’ organisms in charge of mobility and transport were 
reconfigured from a responsibility standpoint. Thus, the former Ministry of 
Mobility and Transport became the Ministry of Mobility as head of its sector. 
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With the objective of strengthening technical and normative functions,and 
giving them a new direction towards a sustainable urban mobilitythat takesall 
the aforementioned into account, the Institute of Mobility and Transport of 
the State of Jalisco (IMTJ) was created, with the task of planning, projecting, 
designing, researching and deciding all matters related to mobility and transport. 

The publication of the Law of Mobility and Transport of the State of Jalisco 
was one of the most significant advances regarding mobility. Its aim is to turn 
the current priority given to vehicles above people, prioritizing age, condition 
or limitation of mobility and accessibility; to press for the integration of public 
transport systems; and to improve the management and coordination between 
institutions, governments and their services.

Also published were the general technical standards of public transporta-
tion regarding vehicles, interoperable charging systems, public image, user 
information and quality of service were also published. The correct imple-
mentation of these will guarantee the correct development of the integrated 
systems of public transport and the transformation of the prevailing and 
outdated Bus-Man model towards an integrated model of high quality service.

In relation to non-motorized mobility, in 2016, the Urban Cycling Manual 
was published, in conjunction with civilian cyclist associations. Also, the 
General Technical Standard is about to be published. It deals with the design 
of routes for pedestrians and cyclist alike.

General Public Transport Program 
For decades, public transport services have been characterized by its ineffi-
ciency and low quality. It wasn’t until the state government’s current admi-
nistration (2013-2018) that the issue was resumed with the necessary technical 
and institutional seriousness to transform it.

With the purpose of pressing for an Integrated System of Metropolitan Public 
Transport (ISMPT), the “General Transport Program of the State of Jalisco” 
was designed and published at a metropolitan and state level, postulating a new 
structure for the SMPT, whose current functions are to modify and integrate 
the new network of intermodal public transport. 

The ISMPT is basically being configured based on two subsystems: one 
for mass public transport, integrated up to now by three subway lines (the first 
one of which is being expanded and the third one is still under construction), 
and two BRT lines6 (the first one of which is already operational, while the 

6  Bus Rapid Transit (BRT) refers to the kind of public transport whose infrastructure is designed with the vehicles 
that form it as priority.
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second one is at project stage with the name Peribús),7 aside from the two bus 
and one trolley bus routes that extend the service as an inter-mode of the first 
two subway lines. 

For its part, the bus collective transport subsystem is going through a 
transformation process, based on a network that modifies and optimizes the 
present one and on the mass transport subsystem, with the purpose of opening 
the way for a gradual process of physical, operative and quote integration, an 
essential characteristic of any integrated system. 

At first, the network would be comprised by 18 core routes, their respec-
tive feeds, and more than 100 complementary routes. According to their future 
demand, some of these core routes could be scaled in hierarchy to become a 
BRT or a subway line (Map 1 and Map 2).

MAP 1. MASS PUBLIC TRANSPORT SUBSYSTEM

Source: IMTJ, 2017

The change represents an enormous challenge and, undoubtedly, the nego-
tiation of several pitfalls, resistance and obstacles, mainly within the public 
transportation subsystem, where a mixture of interests of very diverse natures 
and the present rejection of current drivers that, for more than 50 years, have 
operated through archaic schemes of organization and administration, besides 
self-imposed restraints of the corporate kind which, for a long time, have 
prevented its growth. 
 

7  One of the projects that currently is at planning stage is that of the operation of a BRT circuit through the beltway 
overpass, which has a present traffic demand close to 400,000 commuters per day. In spite that this project was regis-
tered in the Mexican Ministry of Finance, it won’t be carried out by the state’s government present administration.
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MAP 2. COLLECTIVE PUBLIC TRANSPORT SUBSYSTEM.

Source: IMTJ, 2017.

The phenomenon of accelerated urban growth and dispersion has brought 
serious problems of urban mobility in the municipalities that form the GMA’s 
urban outskirts. The deficient traffic accessibility and connectivity, together 
with the scarce availability of public transport systems, have become decisive 
factors in the emergence of new and illegal ones, from “three-wheeler taxi” to 
“pirate taxi cabs” and “community vans”, covertly permitted because of the 
institutional incapability to replace them with different options. All of these 
options offer precarious services of dire insecurity for its users, without any 
tariff or schedule regulations.

For the purpose of containing this problem, and addressing the specific 
mobility needs of the urban outskirts, after several studies, the state’s govern-
ment, in coordination with other municipal governments that suffer the very 
same problem, have planned the implementation of a substitute transport 
service as part of the “Law” and the “Regulations of Transport and Mobility 
of the State of Jalisco” as well as in the “General Technical Standards that 
specifies the vehicle characteristics for the service of public transport”. It will 
basically consist of a legal and ordered form of transport service, with the 
purpose of inner urban interconnection and of being a service feed for the core 
and complementary transport routes of the Bus Public Transport Subsystem. 
Small or medium size companies in previously demarcated urban areas could 
operate it. Presently, the first “Service Area” is in its implementation process. 
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It will be located in the metropolitan municipality of Tlajomulco de Zúñiga 
(Map 3).

MAP 3. SERVICE “AREAS”.

Source: IMTJ, 2017.

NON-MOTORIZED MOBILITY PROGRAM 
Public Bicycle Program 

At a metropolitan level, a Public Bicycle Sharing System (PBSS) was imple-
mented. It was called “Mibici” and operated under international standards 
similar to the ones in Montreal, New York and London. This PBSS was 
planned and implemented by the Government of the State of Jalisco, with the 
technological aide of a Canadian company, aiming to offer a non-motorized 
mobility alternative that was safe, efficient and intermodal with other transport 
forms.“Mibici” has grown consistently and, three years since beginning its 
operation, it has accumulated more than 3.8 million trips through 2,000 bicy-
cles based in a network of 236 stations distributed in an area of 2,430 hectares 
that reaches three GMA municipalities. 

Recently, a group of more than 40 citizen organizations has requested 
support from the state’s Congress and Executive for doubling its capacity 
on the short-term, with the purpose of consolidating “Mibici” as one of the 
most important individual non-motorized means of public transport among 
metropolis and Latin American cities (Map 4). 
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MAP 4. MIBICI NETWORK

Source: IMTJ, 2017.

Metropolitan Program of Bikeways
Through the IMTJ, the state’s government designed the Metropolitan Program 
of Bikeways. It was named “Provici” and had the purpose of configuring a 
network of cyclist roads with exclusive lanes for the GMA. According to 
previous specialized studies, this network aims to link important origin and 
destination places related to the PBSS and the mass and collective public 
transport stations.

This program hasn’t received sufficient support, has endured the battering 
of several actors, and it isn’t likely that at least 32 of the 200 kilometers that 
were originally planned will be concluded. (Map 5).

The opposition to bikeways can only be understood from a car-oriented 
culture and its political passivity to change. In spite of all of this, about 100 
kilometers of bikeways have been accumulated through the efforts of the 
municipality and the state, including what was accomplished in other admi-
nistrations and more than 135 kilometers of streets with priority for cyclists, 
which is closely related to Mibici’s service areas –a situation that could be 
substantially increased by doubling this system.

Zones of Preferential Access 
The nicknamed “Calles 30” and “Zonas 30”, are tranquil areas for motorized 
traffic that benefit the preferred mobility for people that walk, use their bicycles 
or public transport. Aside for moderating the traffic’s speed, these areas also 
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recover the social value of public spaces, facilitating preferential mobility and 
universal accessibility. 

The existing preferential accessibility areas in the GMA can be found in 
the historical parts of downtown metropolitan municipalities like Guadalajara, 
Zapopan and Tlaquepaque, in two neighborhoods of the municipality of 
Guadalajara and in a street of mixed uses (Map 6).

MAP 5. PROVICI NETWORK

Source: IMTJ, 2017.

MAP 6. PREFERENTIAL ACCESS AREAS AND STREETS 

 

Source: IMTJ, 2017.
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Urban interventions related to the subway’s Line 3 will be quite relevant to 
public space, whether spaces below the line’s elevated train segments as well 
as where it will go underground, since this will open the door to the extension 
of sidewalks and the construction of bikeways, as well as the very important 
rescue of Av. Alcalde-16 de Septiembre, named as “Paseo Fray Antonio 
Alcalde”. Currently, more than 100,000 cars use it to commute everyday. Now, 
more than 200,000 pedestrians per day will use it. 

In the planning and design of this esplanade, the IMTJ considered five 
essential strategies of urban mobility and transport: 

1. Traffic sorting through a new plan of circulation to solve the flow of passing 
vehicles;

2. Public transport sorting through core and complementary networks of 
bus public transport which, interconnected with mass public transport, 
will facilitate interconnection and transference, improving urban mobility 
within the zone of influence;

3. Creating a liaison circuit of public transport in the central area to decrease 
the incidence and saturation of complementary collective public transport 
routes;

4. Implementing a non-motorized mobility infrastructure, through a pedestrian 
and cyclist network, as well as the extension of the “Mibici” Public Bicycle 
Sharing System; and

5. Time-space sorting and regulation of loading and unloading parking lots, 
as well as municipal incentives for creating parking lots for related users or 
near the routes of massive and collective public transports. 

Goods and Services Logistical Strategy 
(Without concretion in specific programs) 

In spite of the relevance that this represents for the metropolis’s productive 
and commercial competitiveness, it remains a pending subject –and a highly 
prone one to political improvisations–. Due to the great problem of the city’s 
highway access and the lack of urban regulation, a saturation of a mixture of 
urban and regional traffic is being generated, with a high propensity for traffic 
jams and accidents.

There exist growing public and private pressures to solve this problem but, 
unfortunately, there is no knowledge of the needs of the origin and the des-
tination of the metropolitan and regional shipments, as well as of their relation 
with the intermediate and final logistical supply chain of goods and services, 
since the last research studies date from ten years ago.
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Intelligent Mobility Management Strategy 
(Without concretion in specific programs)

To address the dynamic demand for transport, technological advances have 
developed adaptive and responsive systems. In spite of this, the latest integral 
actions in the GMA were carried out 25 years ago, with the implementation of 
the Computerized Traffic Signaling Center in what today is the state’s Ministry 
for Mobility. Ever since then, technological and computer advancement has 
accelerated and, on occasions, dramatically so, in comparison with the outdated 
innovations cited above. 

In this sense, the resources from the United States Trade and Development 
Agency (USTDA), the state’s government, through the IMTJ, and specialized 
consultants from the US carried out pertinent studies to modernize and update 
the metropolis in its use of intelligent systems for managing traffic. However, 
the amount of investment and the lack of financial resource management so 
far, haven’t taken care of the necessary implementation of this important and 
essential project.

THE UNFINISHED URBAN AGENDA 
The constitutional recognition of the Social Right to Mobility is urgent, as well 
as the design of public policies that favor the gradual change from car-oriented 
cities to wellbeing-oriented cities. The recognition of this right is essential 
to change the conditions of inequity and inequality in urban mobility and 
accessibility that reproduce our urban model centered on capital accumulation, 
real estate speculation and individual motorization. 

Cities –and metropolis in particular– face an enormous challenge to achieve 
these changes, after six decades of pursuing a failed project of modernity. The 
change cannot always come instantaneously, but it can come gradually, if and 
when the social and participatory commitment is there and is able to surpass 
the instability and confusion reversals of political leaderships that cannot fully 
understand the pressing need for these changes. 

In the future, very little can be done if there’s persistence on speculative 
and expansive urban development plans and on promoting cars as symbols of 
modernity and social wellbeing. In spite of the fragmentation and the evasion of 
the political discourse, through the sectioning and globalization of the market 
and its problems, the consequences of cities jam-packed with cars, even if they 
are electrical or aerial, will be the city of congestion and the waste of time, for 
automobility, finally, is a problem of space and time. 
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Very little can be done if doubts remain in making walking cities a prio-
rity; cities that can be traveled by bike; cities of short distances; cities working 
towards sustainable public transport –the one that is capable of replacing the 
automobile through offering larger social, economical and environmental 
benefits and the inherent virtue of being able to sustain itself and keep growing, 
adapting through time and space to different urban socioeconomic dynamics–. 

The false debates about what system or subsystem is best must be surpassed 
by invoking the transport principles of classic economics: complementarity,  
transferability and competiveness. The principle of complementarity designs 
integrated systems of public transport; the principle of transferability guarantees 
transport accessibility and intermodality; and the principle of competitiveness 
guarantees the service’s quality through organizational forms, operative models 
and efficient and effective technologies. 

The sustainable public transport agenda cannot wait any longer. The city’s 
needs have overwhelmed the institutional capacity to respond and action must 
be taken, with promptness and through accurate and forceful integral solutions. 

In the case of the GMA, here is a list of matters that are still pending: 

• The mass transport subsystem requires a more intelligent investment so 
that its network can grow more rapidly, promoting the subway and BRT 
lines complementarily and gradually. The BRT systems, according to its 
runner’s demands, are an intermediate mass public transport strategy that 
requires a lesser investment and that can evolve through time into a subway 
line, just like it happened on the current line 1. 

• In the case of the subsystem of collective transport, it is necessary to keep 
up the expansion rhythm of the Company-per-route model so that this 
can become a reality all over the metropolis, without losing any detail in 
its organizational, administrative, operative, technical and infrastructural 
aspects, or else, it could become another conventional bus route with the 
difference of new buses. Dialogue and management with bus drivers is 
vital for this change and these should be sustained until the new model is 
consolidated.

• The integration of mass and collective public transport should open the 
door for a STIM, whose physical, operative and tariff attributes can offer 
greater opportunities for commuting and benefits for its users in terms of 
accessibility, comfort, speed and prices. 

• Non-motorized mobility still faces serious resistance, both publicly and 
privately –a situation that hasn’t improved the city for pedestrians or helped 
the growth of its cyclist infrastructure–. In order to change this, a greater 
social participation will be very important in the momentum and monitoring 
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of actions on sidewalks, safe pedestrian crossings and bikeways, as well as 
the encouragement for a new traffic culture. 

• Three years since it began operations, the Public Bicycle Sharing System 
(PBSS) “Mibici” has become one of the Latin American systems with 
better operating indicators and the best qualified for its users. However, in 
order to be consolidated, it must be expanded to double its capacity. With 
this, it could quintuplicate its trips and the possibility to find a sponsor to 
sustain its operative costs. 

• Even though the course of mobility and transport must be changed, the 
GMA is at the brink of traffic collapse. The last intervention made to its 
traffic intelligent systems was made in 1992, when motorized vehicles 
didn’t exceed half a million units. 25 years later, the city has expanded, qua-
drupling its number of motorized vehicles with a very meek traffic infras-
tructure, without expanding or updating its intelligent systems for traffic 
management. The implementation of an intelligent traffic management 
system –that uses the latest technology already in usage in other cities– at a 
metropolitan scale is urgent and unavoidable in the short-term. The studies 
carried out with USTDA represent a great advance for the GMA to acquire 
the proper management components of an intelligent city. 

• The logistical sorting of goods and services is vital for the city both in the 
regional and the metropolitan contexts. In order to achieve an adequate 
logistical design, it will be necessary to consider the origin and destination 
of goods and services in the context of commercial and productive 
processes. The schedule regulation as well as the first and last “mile” –as 
it is commonly referred to are important, as well as the equipment–, the 
infrastructure and the innovating technology for its management. 

 The uncontrolled urban expansion in the city’s highway accesses have 
complicated the problem even more, which is why its solution is now 
urgent, without forgetting all the logistical and technical requirements 
aforementioned.

The Social Right to the City and Mobility is the ethical and aspiration axes 
that articulate the sociospatial processes of urban transformation in favor of 
equity and equality. This process demands a cross-generational and long-
term commitment that will only be possible in a context of governance and 
governability willing to take on and face the greatest challenges. 



ARTICLES

64

REFERENCES 
AMAI. (2017). Niveles Socioeconómicos. 

Recovered on Sepetmber 11, from 
NSE:http://nse.amai.org

CDHD, ITDP, CIADH. (2013). Informe 
especial sobre el derecho a la movili-
dad en el Distrito Federal. México: 
CDHDF.

CEJ & LAC. (2013). Costos económicos 
y ambientales de los autos en el Área 
Metropolitana de Guadalajara. Guada-
lajara: Latin American Capital y Colec-
tivo Ecologista Jalisco. A.C.

Cookson, G., & Pishue, B. (2017). INRIX 
Global Traffic Scorecard. WA: INRIX.

Cordova España, M. (2016). Management 
of urban mobility and transport in the 
Metropolitan Area of Guadalajara. 
Journal of Public Governance and Po-
licy: Latin América Review, 1(3), 60-85,

 June.

Covarrubias, A. (2013). Motorización tar-
día y ciudades dispersas en América 
Latina. Cuadernos de vivienda y urba-
nismo, 6, 12-43, January-June.

Gobierno del Estado de Jalisco & COEPO.
 (2010). Diez problemas de la pobla-

ción de Jalisco: una perspectiva socio-
demográfica. Guadalajara.

INEGI. INEGI. Recovered on September 
28, 2017, from Cuentame INEGI: http://
cuentame.inegi.org.mx/poblacion/rur_
urb.aspx?tema=P

_______. Vehículos de motor registrados 
en circulación. Recovered on August 
12, 2017, from Instituto Nacional de 
Estadística y Geografía: http://www.
inegi.org.mx

López Romo, H. (2009). Los niveles so- 
 cioeconómicos y la distribución del 

gasto. México: Instituto de Investiga-
ciones Sociales S.C.

ONU Hábitat. Carta Mundial de Derecho a 
la Ciudad. Recovered on September 18, 
2017, from ONU Hábitat: http://www.
onuhabitat.org

_______. Construcción de ciudades más 
equitativas. Políticas públicas para la 
inclusión en América Latina. Colombia: 
ONU Hábitat, CAF, AVINA, 2014.

_______. (July 10, 2014). Naciones Unidas. 
Recovered from United Nations: http://
www.un.org/es/development/desa/
news/population/world-urbanization-
prospects-2014.html

_______. Reporte Nacional de Movilidad 
Urbana en México. México: Senado de 
la República, Grupo Mexicano de Par-
lamentarios para el habitat, 2015.

SEDATU. (April 30, 2014). Programa 
Nacional de Desarrollo Urbano. Diario 
Oficial de la Federación.

SEDESOL, CONAPO & INEGI. (2010). 
Delimitación de las Zonas Metropoli-
tanas de México, 2010. México: INEGI.

SHCP. (2017). Reglas de operación del 
Fondo Metropolitano. Recovered on 
October 11, from Diario Oficial de la 
Federación : http://www.dof.gob.mx



65

No. 3 (Vol. 2)  2017

GREEN CITIES AND SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT: METROPOLITAN 
SUSTAINABILITY INDICATORS IN LATIN 
AMERICA

Marco Antonio Berger García*

INTRODUCTION
Today, urban sustainability indicators have an increasing influence over terri-
torial and environmental planning and management of cities in Latin America. 
Global initiatives such as the UN Millennium Development Goals, UN-Habitat 
and the Post-2015 Agenda for Sustainable Development Goals (SDG), among 
many others, have encouraged metropolitan governments to adopt or develop 
sustainability indexes. Concurrently, an abundant literature regarding applied 
public policy, filed under terms like sustainable cities (Rees & Wackernagel, 
2007), intelligent cities (Marsal-Llacuna, et al., 2015; Valentine & Spangenberg, 
2000) and resilient cities (Milman & Short, 2008; Brand, 2009), incorporate 
sustainability indicators as part of their reference frameworks –all of these 
focused on a city’s sustainable management–. Furthermore, international ini-
tiatives like UN-Habitat recommend the inclusion of sustainability indicators 
in different intervention instruments such as Urban Observatories and the City 
Prosperity Index (UN-Habitat, 2013).

The more structured way to incorporate a set of sustainability indexes into 
the process of public policy is through a monitoring and assessment system 
adapted to the environmental problems of metropolitan areas (Shahidur & 
Koolwal, 2010). In spite of the global expansion of sustainability indicators 
and monitoring and assessment systems –like methodological and manage-
ment instruments, potentially effective and sustainable for metropolitan areas–,
not much has been explored in specialized literature regarding the process for 
selecting indicators itself and the properties of a good monitoring and assess-
ment system should function like an urban observatory, with a better influence 

* He is an economist by Universidad de Guadalajara. He specialized in environmental policy and attainded a PhD in 
Policy Studies by Clemson University. Email: maberger76@yahoo.com
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over the environmental policies of a metropolitan area –which sustainability 
problems are more complex–.  

The present article examines the international tendencies in the process 
for selecting environmental indicators for metropolitan areas. First, based 
on the existing literature on the subject, it presents an examination of global 
good practices, criteria selection and sustainability indicators for metropolitan 
areas, emphasizing the design problems of public policy. In this section, and all 
through the article, the importance of environmental indicators is underlined 
as one of the three basic axes for sustainability (the other two being the social 
and the economical), under the context of metropolitan governance in Latin 
America. The discussion in the second section examines the main findings on 
selecting sustainability indicators, underlining ecological indicators and their 
context in relation to the more recurrent environmental problems among the 
metropolitan areas of Latin America. That is why the diagnoses and problems 
of the environmental situation of 12 Latin American cities with similar cha- 
racteristics are exposed, using the Green City index, developed by The Eco-
nomist Intelligence Unit in 2012, as reference.

The third section analyzes the specific environmental problematic in 
Mexico’s Guadalajara Metropolitan Area (GMA), as well as the convenience of 
developing and selecting a group of sustainability indicators at a metropolitan 
scale, through instituting Urban Observatories as a platform for deliberating 
towards environmental governance, as suggested by UN-Habitat. A study of 
the GMA is developed, including a suggestion of sustainability indicators, 
based on international good practices on the matter, emphasizing the alignment 
with the Post-2015 Agenda and UN-Habitat (Sustainable Development Solu-
tions Network, 2015; UN-Habitat, 2015). And lastly, in the fourth section, 
there is a draft for public policy alternatives for the possibility of introducing 
sustainability indicators, based on the prior definition of a government’s 
strategic objectives, under the premise that the existence of indicators “in a 
vacuum”, without considering a government’s strategic objectives, will never 
become public policy. This article focuses on the environmental indicators 
that form an essential part of the triple dividend broader paradigm that also 
encompasses the economical and social aspects (Sachs, 2015).

Sustainability Indicators in Metropolitan Areas
How can you improve the sustainable development/environmental perfor-
mance within metropolitan areas of Latin America, such as Guadalajara and 
Mexico City, through sustainability indicators? What are the adequate criteria 
for selecting and developing such indicators? And what tensions exist in the 
selection of management indicators and environmental performance in present 
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day cities? These are the three fundamental questions that must be answered 
when designing and implementing a sustainability index at a metropolitan 
scale. 

A first precaution for using sustainability indicators in metropolitan areas 
is the use of internationally accepted ones, such as the Green City Index. Glo-
bal experiences show preference in using sustainability indexes to measure 
environmental performance in an integrated manner at any given metropolitan 
area. Unlike other sustainability indicators, an index integrates the deliberation 
of multiple variables to measure sustainability in cities, in matters related 
to specific public policy objectives like prosperity, development, equity or 
resilience. In spite of the methodological advantages that indexes present, they 
do not capture the local diversity and heterogeneous nature that can be found 
on their level. Mori & Christodolou (2014) examined 14 international indexes 
for measuring sustainability in cities, concluding that the omissions that can 
be made in terms of sustainability and integration, under the triple dividend 
approach –environmental, social and economical– are significant.

The second aspect to assess preliminarily during the design stage is the 
bias on the creation of sustainability metropolitan indexes for contexts within 
developed countries, whether in their development or in their relative importance. 
One of the main reasons that explains such biases is the correlation between 
the income level and some variables related to environmental performance 
like, for example, education, deforestation or the emission of certain polluters.1 
Additionally, the economy’s informal sector and its interactions within the 
social and environmental arena also play an important part in the causal 
map of sustainability indicators in the context of emerging or developing 
countries2. Kemmler and Spreng (2007) summarized this bias by pointing that, 
while developing countries center this discussion on environmental subjects, 
countries in transition give equal importance to equity and poverty topics. In 
fact, “topics related to sustainability have been attacked differently in different 
parts of the world, depending of the environmental and public policy priorities 
of cities and countries” (UN-Habitat, 2006). Because of these selection biases, 
there is a need to incorporate a barrage of indicators/indexes that control –or 
at least consider– the context differences between different types of countries. 

1  In essence, Kuznet’s curve expresses an inverted U-form that reflects the increment in the levels of pollution 
and/or environmental deterioration –measured through a standardized variable like, for example, the carbon dioxide 
emissions in relation to the increments in the levels of economic growth, which are usually measured through the 
GDP–. There is a turning point –that must be empirically estimated by country and by time period–, after which, 
according to this Russian economist, the inequity in income distribution, or the levels of environmental deterioration 
or pollution begin to fall. During the past decade, diverse articles have taken the task of proving the empirical validity 
of Kuznets’s curve in spite of the skepticism that the relation between the inverted U stated on text books could an 
empirical reality (Stern, 2004).
2  For example, brick factories and burnt tires are a significant source of Greenhouse Gas emissions in metropolitan 
areas like Guadalajara and Mexico (SEMADET, 2015).
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Finally, the third preliminary aspect to be considered when designing a 
system of sustainability indicators at a metropolitan scale is the source of 
expertise input that goes into the development of the indexes and indicators. 
In this realm, the debate is torn between models guided by experts vs. 
models integrated by citizens. Turcu (2012) suggests that the integration of 
both models would lead to establishing several levels of knowledge around 
the notion of sustainability, therefore implying a better way to assess it. If 
the model is completely “top-down”, guided by experts and with very little 
social inclusion in its design and assessment, it can lead to implementation 
problems and not very effective results. On the other hand, the “bottom-up” 
approach –in some countries known as “the urban sustainability model”– is 
characterized by initiatives rooted in communities. Generally, once you have 
the urban sustainability indexes, a natural “top down” bias, they are ideally 
complemented with the population’s perceptions regarding their immediate 
environmental surrounding, particularly when passing from a global to a local 
scale. However, Turcu (2012), analyzes 5 lists of urban sustainability indicators 
at a communal level, focused mainly on the United Kingdom and the United 
States, where the most accurate indexes are obtained –but not necessarily 
because they include local participation, which is why they must be constantly 
calibrated in their essence–.3 

INTEGRATION OF INDICATOR SYSTEMS 
AND SELECTION CRITERIA
Most initiatives for metropolitan indicator systems foster adjusting a universe 
to a sample of indicators of convenient handling. But, in order for this process 
to be effective, one just doesn’t take an indicator sample from the wide array 
of existing options, but a careful confection with a systematic approach. As 
Turcu points out, “the challenge lies not in the absence of indicators, but on 
the existence of so many of them and the question of how to achieve the better 
adjustment that is cost-effective in its handling, methodologically robust and 
socially inclusive in its perception and design to cover all the local differences 
that reflect the problematic at hand”. Munier (2011) points that there is a 
practical difficulty in working with large number metrics. The goal is to 
achieve a manageable group of basic indicators that attack several different 

3  Securing the Future is a list of 39 indicators for sustainable communities; the Egan list with 46 indicators for 
sustainable communities; Housing Corporation Toolkit a barrage of 49 indicators; Four Capital´s a list of 18 indicators 
and the Sustainable Seattle´s list of sustainability indicators. The sole definition of a better system of indicators is a 
matter of context and based on a “top down” model. However, this article holds that a selection of comparable indexes 
developed within the global discussion around the environmental problem within cities is a good complement, though 
not a substitue, for the local and participatory approach based on the context.
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topic areas. Eventually, as long as the available information becomes more 
complete –which usually is not very realistic in the Latin American context, 
like we will see below–, a transition must be made, not only towards a selection 
of indicators, but towards the development of base lines, thresholds, values, 
goals and deliberation. Zvadskas et al. (2007) include the criterion of cost-
efficiency in the selection of indicators. In a sense, the exercise of selecting 
sustainability indicators for a metropolitan area implies a cost-benefit logic, 
placing the marginal value of information above all, in order to reflect a specific 
environmental problematic.

Under the international comparative approach, the selection of the sustain-
ability indicators, suggested by different initiatives, usually is also a problem. 
Tanguay et al. carried out a meta-evaluation of 17 validated and globally 
accepted studies with a total of 188 indicators of sustainable development to 
suggest a strategy for selecting sustainable development indicators under the 
parsimony principle, aiming to cover the sustainable development components 
and the categories that constitute them as widely as possible, while the number 
of retained indicators is minimized. The authors use the relative sustainability 
indicator frequencies that repeat the most in all 17 studies. This repetition is 
grouped in three categories that define sustainable development: economical, 
social and environmental. Subsequently, these are sub-classified in the inte-
grated sub-dimensions of those three axes, though Venn diagrams. 

Source: Tanguay, et al., 20104 

4  As a starting point, with certain level of arbitrariness, to emphasize the indicators aforementioned falls on the 
environmental aspect of the diagram, looking for the intersection with the sustainable area. Naturally, any design 
intention in public policy sends a value judgment over which of the three groups –social, environmental or 
economical– must be left out, considering other variables such as local context or public election. However, for 
conceptual purposes, any of the three starting points accomplishes the goal for exposition purposes.
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The main areas of intersection were on the “sustainable” (21.7%) and “fair” 
(30.4%) interfaces of the cases. The identification of frequencies in this field 
is not trivial if used as a resource for designing environmental public policies, 
since the concentration in the diagram could very well be an additional 
preliminary indicator regarding the marginalized sectors of socioeconomic 
and environmental politics that require greater attention.5 All three categories 
–environmental, social and economic–, seen independently, offer scarce added 
value to the design of environmental public policy, since they leave out the 
effects of interaction, displacements, overlapping and synergy. That is why, 
under Targuay’s grouping approach, the “optimal” amount of sustainability 
indicators was reduced from 188 to 17 sustainability indicators. On the other 
hand, Shen examined 9 processes or practices for selecting sustainability 
indicators for decision-making at a metropolitan scale, based on a joint 
selec-tion of 9 cities in developed and developing countries. This selection 
took the urban sustainability indicator database, known as the International 
Urban Sustainability Indicator List (IUSIL), as a reference universe –or pool–. 
From it, two main lessons were reached regarding the selection criterion for 
a barrage of indicators: i) the comparative method is essential to guide the 
discussion on the adequate selection of indicators at a local scale and to avoid 
any endogenous effects6 and ii) the addition of environmental governance 
as a category is relevant within the analysis of the triple dividend approach 
(economical, social and environmental) (Shen et al., 2011). 

System Indicators Effectiveness 
The cost-benefit analysis and the calculation of the ecological footprint have 
been the two methods to measure the return of sustainability indicators, even 
if this is not always possible. The risk of developing a sustainability indicator 
system –without any methodological justification or adequate selection cri-
teria– is the development of ad hoc verification lists. In other words: “to mea-
sure what’s measureable instead of what is important” (incorporate quote). A 
second risk is to develop an indicator system that is methodologically justified 
at a base-year level, but without the adaptive mechanisms, the flexibility or 
the feedback chains sufficient to evolve through time with the problems of the 
object in question’s sustainable development –in this case, the metropolitan 
area being analyzed–. Some international experiences have followed this 
approach. Following Zeijl-Rozema and Martens, frameworks for adaptive 
indicators were developed in Holland, or regional sustainable indicator ranges. 

5  Of course this is not a sufficient criterion for designing public policy –however, it is one criterion more for deciding, 
for example, the cost-benefit analysis.
6  The first lesson implies the need to differentiate local sustainability indicators through methods of communal 
participation with global indicators with a greater level of generalization and duplication.
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In fact, the Post-2015 Agenda, unlike the Millennium Development Goals, sees 
the national and regional scales as the most important ones in the development 
of sustainable development indicators, using international tendencies as 
reference, but only as parameters (Zeijl-Rozema & Martens, 2011, Op. cit.).

The cost-effectiveness criterion is useful to maximize the optimal number 
of indicators to be considered as an objective function subject to budgetary 
restrictions. Under this logic, some empirical estimations have been developed 
at international scale through applying linear programming methods to 
estimate “the reduced number of indicators that represent the greatest quantity 
of possible areas, while providing the greatest amount of information from the 
original database” (Munier, 2011). The use of this kind of analysis provides 
important elements for prioritizing in the cases of establishing a system of 
sustainability indicators when the public budget is limited. As an example, 
Munier used focus groups in a US city to evaluate a group of 16 variables, 7 
criteria and 7 topic areas related with the sustainability indicators’ possible 
universe. After the process, it selected 8 indicators that basically reflected the 
same environmental information. This process took place through 13 decision 
stages to obtain an optimal level of environmental variables. The starting point 
or status quo were the environmental public policy and its objectives, which 
differ from the intervention of committee of experts.

Selection criteria for indicators in metropolitan environments
Considering the use meant for sustainability indicators, there is no exclusive 
frame of reference for applying all the environmental topics or issues. One 
of the main problems of selecting indicators is that there is no consensus 
over each environmental topic regarding the minimal sufficient amount of 
indicators needed for its measurements to be representative, given the com-
plexity and multidimensionality of its nature.7 Two of the main criteria used 
internationally in most sustainability indicator systems in urban areas –either 
explicitly or implicitly– are: i) the concept of strong sustainability and ii) 
the triple dividend approach (social, economical and environmental).8 The 
international evidence shows that both criteria, although desirable, imply a 
tension or trade-off by including them on the design. That is why none of 
the environmental international indexes in urban areas were assessed for 

7  Let’s take air quality for example. At an international level, the most frequent air quality indicator for comparison 
purposes is the PPM at 2.5. However, there are many air quality indicators, relevant for analysis but left out of 
monitoring and assessment systems in many parts of the world for reasons of practicality, communication and 
diffusion for groups of large populations.
8  The concept of strong sustainability places the natural capital at a higher hierarchy and deliberation level in relation 
to other forms of human, physical and technological capital that, in turn, explain economic growth. In this sense, it 
gives a higher relative importance to natural capital in comparison with the concept of Earth used by David Ricardo 
and the classic school of thought in economics.
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complying to strong sustainability and triple dividend criteria simultaneously 
(Mori & Christodoulou, 2012). Furthermore, half of the indexes do not include 
any of the abovementioned criteria (strong sustainability). Generally, in 
international urban sustainability indicators, there is a tendency to use criteria 
related to the triple dividend approach. The most recurring problem among 
this type of indexes is the non-inclusion of external possible impacts in each of 
the sustainability indicators. To affront this limitation, in recent years, criteria 
have been incorporated; criteria capable of covering the external effects of the 
main environmental variables related to each urban sustainability indicator, 
explicitly and methodologically. In this sense, the most important effort is the 
development of the ecological footprint. That is why, metropolitan approaches 
tend to consider more and more indexes or indicator systems that take the 
external effects of public policy into account, in spite of the methodological 
challenges that this implies. 

Theoretically, an environmental sustainability index that is able to capture 
both criteria simultaneously –strong sustainability and triple dividend– could 
eliminate all biases and potential omissions, constituting an ideal methodological 
goal that shouldn’t be avoided in the design of an urban sustainability indicator 
system for cities in Latin America. This article follows the line suggested 
by Mori & Christodolou (2012) in the sense of aspiring towards a group 
of indicators or indexes for sustainable cities that is efficient, comparative, 
cost-effective and that maximizes the capture, as much as possible, given 
the available information, the triple dividend line, without biases, omissions 
or leaks at a metropolitan scale. In conclusion, and following all 4 desirable 
properties for an integrated group of indicators or metropolitan indexes for 
sustainability according to the revision of the literature on the subject, the 
following four principles are suggested: 1) It should capture external effects, 
2) it should cover all the central aspects of the triple dividend politics, 3) it 
should be created under the environmental premise at its core –following the 
strong sustainability concept– and 4) it should include comparable variables 
–as much as possible– for different contexts: developed countries / developing 
countries.

Basically, the sustainability criterion holds that natural capital is not simply 
another explanatory variable of economic growth that can be substituted by 
other forms of capital, like human, physical or technological. On the contrary, 
it is the base of all other forms of capital and, therefore, it should be considered 
as a focal or prevailing point. Likewise, the concept of weak sustainability 
establishes a perfect situation between different types of capital according to 
its cost of opportunity and scarcity. Clearly, the concepts of strong and weak 
sustainability are at the core of the theoretical debate between environmental 
and ecological economies (Daley & Farley, 2004). 



73

Green Cities and Sustainable Development:
Metropolitan Sustainability Indicators in Latin America

The environmental problem of the Guadalajara Metropolitan Area
in the context of Latin America

Guadalajara, economically the second most important city in Mexico, presents 
a set of complex environmental problems, some of them caused by the loss 
of natural capital, others by the exponential growth of its urban settlements 
and population in the last decades. The selected environmental subjects 
to be analyzed are shown on graph 1. To begin with, the selection of Latin 
American cities for the development of the Green City Index was carried out 
due to its similarities in terms of population, size, income level and the relative 
economical importance for its country (The Economist Green City Index, 
2010). This index is an extension of the European Index of Green Cities, with 
some minor adaptations made for Latin America. Clearly, the least developed 
axis is the one for environmental governance at a metropolitan scale. In spite 
of the considerable growth of literature about environmental governance in 
recent years, its transformation into indicators is still to be developed. The 
analysis of the main models of international sustainability indicators –urban 
and general– indicate that the topic of environmental governance still is the 
vaguest in terms of measurements, diffusion and –as we will argue– since it 
is based on a local context, its comparison and treatment are complicated, 
considering the diversity of institutional frameworks for different countries. 
In spite of these empirical limitations, the understanding of the dynamics of 
environmental governance dynamics in cities becomes a necessary condition 
to comprehend the environmental performance of cities. 

In this sense, the Green City Index represents a good exercise in com-
parison and the establishment of baselines. However, 5 years from its creation, 
important areas of opportunity have been found for a sustainability indicator 
system in the GMA (Rockstrom & Klum, 2015), according to the findings 
within the specialized literature. Particularly –and as a first step for improving 
the selection of sustainable indicators for the GMA–, a stronger inclusion of 
the environmental governance axis is suggested. Also suggested is the viability 
of the axis/topic of climate change as a cross section that could become a 
catalyst for the rest of the indicator topics. These two modifications are 
consistent with the observation of preliminary documents of the Post-2015 
Agenda (Sustainable Development Solutions Network, 2015). From the Green 
City Index, we take the information about the environmental performance 
comparison of Guadalajara and other Latin American cities. Table 1 describes 
the main 6 environmental items evaluated in 2012 for the GMA as well as 
its comparison with the average of similar Latin American cities: Puebla, 
Monterrey, Mexico City, Lima, Bogotá, Santiago, Buenos Aires, Curitiba and 
Sao Paulo (The Economist, 2010). 
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FIGURE 1. SELECTION OF TOPICS AND INDICATORS THAT FORM THE LATIN 
AMERICA GREEN CITY INDEX 

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit (2010). Latin America Green City Index.

Overall, the environmental assessment showed relatively low results in the 
GMA in comparison with other cities of Latin America, finishing behind them 
in most categories –particularly on the topics of water, residues and air qua-
lity. On the other hand, there are some comparative advantages in the GMA 
in relation to other metropolis in the subject of green areas and population 
density. Recent studies, however, show that the tendency in deforestation and 
forest service in the GMA, as well as the important increase in the motorization 
and urbanization indexes, has reduced the natural capital drastically in 
the municipalities of Guadalajara and Zapopan and increased the pressure 
environmental indicators (Jalisco a Futuro, 2013). 
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TABLE 1. RADIOGRAPHY OF MAIN SUSTAINABILITY INDICATORS ACCORDING 
TO THE STUDY BY THE ECONOMIST INTELLIGENCE UNIT, 2010.

Factors Description Average Guadalajara Year

Energy and CO2

CO2 emissions caused by electrical 
consumption (kg/person) 

Electrical consumption (megajoules 
for every 1,000 dollars of GDP)

202.2

760.7

332.9 1,e

631.6 2, e

2008

2008

Use of land 
and buildings

Population density (people/km2)

Green areas per person (m2/person)

4,503.0

254.6

1,596.6 3

423.3  3

2009

2005

Transport

Total extension of public transport 
networks (km/km2)

Total extension of superior public 
transport networks (km/km2)

Stock of cars and motorbikes 
(vehicles/people)

5.0

0.13

0.30

2.3 3

0.26 4

0.37 4

2009

2010

2010

Waste

Proportion of adequately collected 
and disposed waste (%)

Waste generated per person 
(kg/person/year)

96.2

465.0

100.0 1,e

472.7 5

2008

2008

Water

Water consumption per person 
(liters per person per day)

Water system leakage (%)

Population with access to drinking 
water (%)

264.3

34.6

97.5

651.2 6,e

37.0 4

89.17

2008

2008

2005

Sanitation

Population with access 
to sanitary installations (%)

Amount of treated residual water (%)

93.7

51.5

94.5 8, e

24.7 1, e

2005

2008

Air quality 

Annual average of nitrogen dioxide 
concentration (ug/m3)

Annual average of sulfur dioxide 
concentration (ug/m3)

Annual average of particle material 
(ug/m3)

37.8

11.4

48.0

41.4 3

11.4 3

41.5 3

2008

2008

2008

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit (2010). Latin America Green City Index.

According to the analysis in the first section of this article, the environmental 
assessment of the GMA –summarized in Table I and carried out by The Eco-
nomist Intelligence Unit– is a useful diagnosis to set baselines in specific 
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indicators such as air quality and water management. They also allow the 
comparative analysis between similar Latin American cities with common set 
of problems from the standpoint of a sustainability indicator system previously 
established an recognized in Europe. In spite of these advantages, the index 
doesn’t include relevant indicators in relation to the environmental agenda for 
the coming years –specifically, on the topic of environmental governance and 
climate change adaptation–, two transversal axes whose incorporation explains 
more and more about the global environmental performance of Latin American 
cities for the coming years. Given the local contextual nature that implies an 
increment in the aspect of environmental governance, climate change and 
resilience to a system of sustainability indicators such as the Latin American 
Green City Index, a lot is won in depth, but lost in comparativeness. That is 
why, in order to complement the first order information that resulted from the 
Latin America Green City Index indicators, ad hoc methodologies have to be 
created to capture, for example, the measures of the adaptation to climate change 
that cities in Latin America are carrying out. Thus, the explicit and detailed 
incorporation of measures that, in matters of climate change adaptation and 
environmental governance, are being taken –or not being taken– in metropolis 
such as the Guadalajara Metropolitan Area, looking towards the environmental 
agenda of the coming years. Table 2 shows an alternative list of sustainability 
categories and indicators for the GMA, typically not found on the sustainability 
boards, but particularly important for the GMA, according to the problems and 
prioritization of the city’s environmental problems.

Although they are useful for diagnostics, the urban sustainability indicators 
that constitute Table I shouldn’t be applied directly with environmental policy 
purposes. If, for example, one takes the indicator of green areas per capita, 
one would find a very favorable result for the GMA. Internationally, it is a 
highly used indicator for the indexes of sustainable cities. However, in order to 
strengthen this base indicator, additional information should be incorporated 
to measure the quality of the environmental services that the GMA’s tree stock 
receives. Recent GMA samples show a low level average for forest services in 
their trees, 30% of which have a plague known as mistletoe (scientific name) 
which, considering recent tendencies, can cause a decrease in the green areas 
per capita in the coming years, considering the propensity to knock down 
trees during rain season (Programa de Acción ante el Cambio Climático 
(PACMUN), Guadalajara 2013). For the purpose of avoiding the effects of 
displacement from one indicator to the other, currently, indexes are being 
developed to take this kind of leaks into account. For example, the Singapore 
Biodiversity Index –which binds together several indicators for environmental 
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services that provide directly and indirectly to city forests and stems from the 
Post 2015 Agenda– would be the most adequate to measure the state of green 
areas in the GMA. Overall, the desirable tendency would be to migrate basic 
indicators towards a more holistic version of them to include their leaks and 
possible externalities towards other indicators. Unfortunately, there are no 
indicator menus available at all times in the specialized literature to face their 
unintentional consequences. In such cases, these should be designed. 
TABLE 2. URBAN SUSTAINABILITY INDICATORS ADAPTED FOR THE POST-
2015 AGENDA, EMPHASIZING CLIMATE CHANGE AND ENVIRONMENTAL 
GOVERNANCE. 

Topic Name Definition Type Scale Source

Environmental 
Governance 

Risk and 
Climate Change 

Resilience 
Management

Implementation 
of strategies to re- 
duce risks, as well 
as locally spread 

and accepted resi-
lience endorsed 
by international 
frameworks and 

protocols (like the 
Hyogo-2 Protocol).

Qualitative Metropolitan Post-2015 
Agenda

Environmental 
Governance 

Third 
Generation 

Human Rights

Participation in 
local communities 
for improving the 

management of water 
and salubrity.

Qualitative Metropolitan Post-2015 
Agenda

Environmental 
Governance 

Environmental 
Conflict

Conflict growth rate 
regarding Property 

Rights in terrains near 
Urban Natural Areas.  

Quantitative Metropolitan Post-2015 
Agenda

Environmental 
Governance 

Environmental 
education

Percentage of children 
that acquire the 

necessary abilities 
and values for 

global citizenship 
and sustainable 
development. 

Qualitative Metropolitan Post-2015 
Agenda

Environmental 
Governance 

City’s 
biodiversity 

index

City’s biodiversity 
index in relation to the 

Singapore index. 
Quantitative Metropolitan Post-2015 

Agenda

Environmental 
Governance 

Compliance and 
application of 
environmental 

laws and 
regulations

Institutional 
Framework 

Effectiveness Index.
Metropolitan Post-2015 

Agenda
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Topic Name Definition Type Scale Source

Environmental 
Governance 

Environmental 
compliance by 
private sector

Percentage of 
companies valued at 
more than 1 billion 
whose integrated 

monitoring system 
adopts sustainability 
information as part of 

its report cycle.  

Quantitative Metropolitan Post-2015 
Agenda

Environmental 
Governance 

Implementation 
of Assessment 
Instruments of 
Environmental 

Policy

Strategic assessments 
of environmental and 

social impact.
Qualitative Metropolitan Post-2015 

Agenda

Environmental 
Governance 

Institutional 
Framework for 
Urban Policy 
Management

Existence and 
implementation 
of public policy 

frameworks for urban 
areas and population 

centers.

Qualitative Metropolitan Post-2015 
Agenda

Climate 
Change 

Incentives for 
the generation 
of low-carbon 

energy 

Implied incentives 
for the generation of 
energies with low-

carbon emissions in 
the electrical sector 

(measured in dollars/
WWh or Dollars per 
avoided CO2 ton). 

Quantitative Metropolitan Post-2015 
Agenda

Climate 
Change

Public Policy 
Related to 
Addressing 

Climate Change 

Availability and 
implementation of a 

detailed deep strategy 
for decarbonization, 

that is consistent with 
the 2 Celsius Degrees 
Projection –or less– 

by the Global Carbon 
Fund and the GEI’s 
emission goals for 

2020, 2030 and 2050.    

Qualitative Metropolitan Post-2015 
Agenda

Climate 
Change

Sustainable 
buildings

CO2 intensity in the 
construction and new 
construction sector 
(kgCO2/m2/year)

Quantitative Metropolitan Post-2015 
Agenda

Climate 
Change Mobility

Percentage of people 
that live at a distance 
of 500 meters from a 
public transport line 

that runs, at least, 
every 20 minutes.

Quantitative Metropolitan
Post-2015 
Agenda/

UN-Habitat

Continuation of table
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Topic Name Definition Type Scale Source

Climate 
Change 

Mortality and 
morbidity in 
relation to 

heat strokes, 
dengue, acute 

diarrheal illness 
or respiratory 

infection

Deliberation index 
that measures the 

affected population 
by the increment in 

average temperatures 
related to climate 

change. 

Quantitative Metropolitan OMS/OPS

Land Use

Improvement 
of illegal 

settlements or 
“shacks”

Percentage of total 
urban population that 

lives in shacks or 
informal or irregular 
urban settlements.

Quantitative Metropolitan
Post-2015 
Agenda/

UN-Habitat

Land Use Urban Density
Relation between the 
rates of land use and 
population growth.

Quantitative Metropolitan
Post-2015 
Agenda/

UN-Habitat

Air Quality Suspended 
Particles

Average 
contamination of 
urban air due to 
matter particles 

(PM10 and PM2.5).

Quantitative Metropolitan Post-2015 
Agenda

Source: Personal elaboration based on Indicators and a Monitoring Framework for the Sustainable 
Development Goals: Launching a Data Revolution. New York, 2015.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
The development of urban sustainability indicators for monitoring and assess-
ment is a growing tendency among the cities of Latin America. In spite of the 
wide array of sustainability indicators in the international realm, the process 
for selecting criteria for developing city-scale sustainability indicators requires 
and patient and careful exercise, since they can have great implications on 
public policy. On the other hand, the better selection of indicators under solid 
criteria will not be insufficient if it doesn’t include strategic objectives for 
public policy. The design and assessment of sustainability indicators is not 
merely a technical exercise, but also about public policy. After reviewing the 
literature, at a technical level, the concluded and recommended suggestion is 
to develop indicators as fluxes, not heritage, and to integrate the right balance 
between qualitative and quantitative indicators. According to the triple dividend 
approach, the prioritization of the socio-environmental and socioeconomic 
viability interfaces is also recommended. The sole-sphere indicators, that do 
not consider leaks, displacements or external factors, although useful as ele-

Continuation of table
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ments for analysis, are insufficient for the correct design of metropolitan envi-
ronmental public policies  in the context of Latin America.

At a public policy level, the incorporation of sustainability indicators in 
public policies must be done, firstly, through a prioritizing process of the 
problem and the public agenda. The aforementioned environmental problems 
like air quality, bio-diversity, territorial development, climate change and 
integral water management fit, by definition, in the category of insufficiency 
and trans-territoriality, which necessarily implies the definition of public policy 
arenas based on local and regional governance. Literature on these topics is 
quite extensive and the binding the selection of indicators and their imple-
mentation together through public policy is above this article’s objective. 
However, the window of opportunity, and the corresponding environmental 
public policy subsystem, that could be configured or reconfigured through the 
existing groups surrounding the international agenda, the Goals for Sustainable 
Development and UN-Habitat, in their local and regional implementation 
mechanisms, constitute a new public policy arena in sustainability –urban 
sustainability in this case– which is already permeating previously existing 
institutional arrangements on the matter. Historically, the most important 
influence for sustainability indicators in political arenas has come from public 
administration, urbanism and environmental sciences studies (Hezri & Dovers, 
2006). However, the present “window of opportunity” opening for the conso-
lidation of a subsystem of public policy that implements indicators lies in 
environmental governance. 

By their very nature, internationally speaking, environmental governance 
indicators are not very comparable, which usually drives to its omission or 
inclusion, in very broad terms, like the case of the Green City Indexes. Besides, 
environmental governance indicators usually carry relatively less weight in 
developed countries than in developing countries, which is cause for one of the 
more common selection biases, as explained in this article’s first section. None 
of the indexes revised by Mori and Chistodoulou (2014) include a category for 
environmental governance. Even though many hypotheses could justify the 
absence of environmental governance indicators among specialized indexes, it 
is true that these are essential to understand the environmental performance of 
Latin American cities. 

In a very similar way, another selection bias happens among measures 
for climate change mitigation and adaptation. Generally, due to its natural 
conditions and its level of economical development, countries such as Mexico 
present urban settlements that are readier to the adaptation rather than the 
mitigation of climate change –which doesn’t mean that the second aspect is 
lesser in any way– (Piguerón, 2011). On average, however, the international 
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sustainability indicator bias towards mitigating measures against climate 
change is quite clear.

While it’s true that the essential sustainability indicators are focused on 
environmental topics (such as air quality, land use and water management), 
it is equally important to capture, as a separate and transversal category, the 
role that institutions –seen as the formal and informal rules that determine 
social interaction– play in environmental governance and metropolitan mana-
gement, as well as the adaptation measures to climate change that, in matters 
of mitigation but particularly adaptation, face the environmental Post-2015 
Agenda and the breadth of the Goals in Sustainable Development. 
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ABSTRACT: Government intervention in the public sphere has undergone 
a great transformation throughout its history. The concept of “governance 
networks” encompasses one of the latest efforts from political sciences to 
understand the process of creating and implementing public policies. This 
document aims to clarify the theoretical and practical implications of the 
concept of “governance networks” in regards to future research agendas 
around it. The conceptual debate suggests the need to analyze its democratic 
implications. 

KEYWORDS: Governance networks, public policy networks, public policies, 
government action. 

INTRODUCTION 
Government intervention in the public sphere has undergone a great trans-
formation throughout its history. During this process, several theories and 
approaches to analyze it have taken place in different disciplines, thus deve-
loping several analytical frameworks to explain public policy decision-making 
and its impact on the public and social spheres. Recently, several concepts 
around this topic have come up from the field of Public Administration, 
among which the term “governance” stands out. This concept adheres to other 
analytical approaches that take government action in the public realm as its 
object of study. It also has been recognized in the academic, social and political 
spheres for the role it attributes to government during the creation process of 
public policies. 
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In this way, the concept of “governance” –first coined by the World Bank 
in reference to the exercise of political power to run a nation’s affairs, or to 
manage economic and social resources in the pursuit of development (Porras, 
2017)– has inaugurated an ample debate in the academic world regarding the 
theoretical implications involved and their significance in broader analytical 
models for understanding government action in the public realm.  

In the studies around the concept of governance, the wide ambiguity in 
which the term has been used stands out. For example, Bevir (2011) uses the 
concept of “governance” in its most general sense, as “the theories and matters 
regarding the social coordination of all the government’s patterns” and, more 
particularly, as “the new government theories and practices, and the dilemmas 
they involve” (Bevir, 2011, p. 3). Although definitions such as these have 
largely benefitted the concept’s development in, for example, opening lines of 
research with more specialized approaches,1 they have also generated certain 
confusion regarding its implications, since the absence of a general analytical 
framework to systematize each line of research successfully has generated 
rather disorganized knowledge.  

In short, considering the wide interest the concept has generated, and the 
relative ambiguity with which it has been defined, there are constant dis-
cussion points around it, which have turned it into an “umbrella” concept 
that, conceptually, has overreached. Because of this, invariably, the concept of 
“governance” is used to account for diverse social, political and economical 
phenomena –earning it several criticisms regarding its analytical objectivity–. 
Particularly noteworthy is the concept’s intimate relation with the concept of 
public policy networks, which is why these two concepts are commonly used 
indifferently.  

Under this perspective, the conceptual overreaching that the indiscriminate 
use of the term has generated implies a confused use of it and an impediment 
for its better development in theoretical and methodological terms as well, 
due to its indefinite object of study. Therefore, it is fundamental to specify the 
concept’s characteristic aspects, while distinguishing its use from other terms 
in order to favor the concept’s further development.

In this sense, the present document aims to analyze, in broad terms, 
government action through the concepts of “public policy networks” and 
“governance networks”. Although both terms are close, they refer to different 
government practices and involve a different democratic reach of the public 
interventions that result from and among its structures. 

1  Based on the aforementioned definition, Bevir opens three lines of reasearch on governance studies: 1) governance 
as theory, 2) governance as a government practice, and 3) governance as a dilemma generator. The object of study of 
this last line of reasearch are the implications of this concept’s practice as a government method, like, for example, the 
democratic implications in public policy management.
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Thus, the present document is divided in three sections: first, a description 
of the role of networks in order to understand government action in the public 
sphere; then, the concepts of public policy networks and –mainly– governance 
networks are analyzed, and their action frameworks and its main characteristics 
are described; finally, a section is dedicated to analyze some open lines of 
research around the concept of governance. The document ends with a section 
for conclusions. 

GOVERNMENT ACTION THROUGH NETWORKS 
The network theory to analyze the process of building the government’s 
decision-making in the public sphere has a great tradition in Public Adminis-
tration studies (highlighting Heclo, 1978; Marsh and Rhodes; 1992; Mayntz, 
1993; Rhodes; 1997; Klijn; 1998; Evans, 1998). The main premise of this lite-
rature is the idea that governments are fragmented in different levels, depending 
of their institutional design and the environment in which they intervene and 
interact with other public and private actors.  

Towards the end of the past century, several approaches to network theories 
gathered strength, such as the public policy networks and governance networks 
approaches –although a large amount of studies on these approaches invariably 
refer indistinctly to any of them–. In fact, one could say that both literatures are 
interrelated among them through the same analytical framework that regards 
networks as objects of study. What holds true is that the governance approach 
does differentiate from the public policy approach. 

Borzel (1998), for example, identifies two schools among public policy net-
work literature. From the perspective of American tradition and British lite-
rature, this school analyzes policy networks as intermediation spaces between 
actors that come up and are structured around certain areas of public policy. On 
the other hand, the German tradition, led by Maynts (1993), and exceptionally 
by Rhodes (1997) in Great Britain,2 view policy networks as a specific form of 
government and public policy decision-making, i.e. as governance networks.3   

That is why, here, we state a semantic separation between both concepts: 
Traditionally, the idea of public policy works more as a representation of 
government action, in which political and administrative authorities hold 

2  This statement should be nuanced since Rhodes (1997) does use the concept of policy networks as the American 
and British traditions do, but he uses it as an instrument to –together with other characteristics– drive the concept of 
governance towards the style of the German and Dutch schools. Thus, the presence of both types of literatures is quite 
obvious in most of his work– particularly in Understanding governance, his classic study on governance that would 
set the general bases for discussing the concept in the academic realm–. 
3  The Dutch school also adheres to this school of public policy networks as a new way of governing. See Kickert, 
Klijn, and Koppenjan (1997), cited by Rhodes (2016).
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hegemonic positions when it comes to treating public problems (Vázquez, 
2013, p. 21). 

While governance, from the perspective of Public Administration studies, 
alludes to “new government theories and practices” (Bevir, 2011, p. 3) and 
particularly to a “new modality of collective steering that consists of inter-
sectional coordination to achieve common goals” (Porras, 2016, p. 15). This 
distinction between both concepts will now be delved into deeper. 

PUBLIC POLICY NETWORKS AND GOVERNANCE 
NETWORKS 
In democratic regimes, the representation of public interests through govern-
ment intervention in the public sphere has led to a continuous adaptation process 
that answers contingently to the economical, social and political variables it 
faces. Regarding the networks of actors around public policy topics, we could 
identify two general ways in which government acts in a network through 
intermediation. 

In the first place, we could describe “policy communities” as networks of 
restrictive character, often referred to as “iron triangles”, in which the relation 
between actors is strong and organized in an oligarchic manner (Roth, 2002). 
As an example, we could mention that the corporatism and neo-corporatism 
phenomenon that took place during the 20th Century in a large amount of Latin 
American countries defines this type of public intervention. The aforementioned 
is characterized by the strong ability of the State to completely organize and 
represent organizations –particularly of the union-kind– that try to influence 
the public sphere through exchanging resources (economical, political, etc.) 
(Jordana, 1995) and that, up to that point, were the main spokespeople for 
citizens before the State (Subirats, 2015).

In contrast, the “issue networks” make up a relatively stable and inter-
dependent horizontal network with actors with operative autonomy, that 
interact through negotiations and that are able to affect the effectiveness of a 
public policy or public decision. Among these, the ones that stand out are those 
with a high technical expertise or professional networks (Rhodes, 1997). 

In short, in the literature about policy networks, one can find that the two 
kinds of aforementioned networks are differentiated from the concept of 
governance in the following sense. Public policy networks are viewed and 
analyzed as a kind of political intermediation (Rhodes, 1997), while gover-
nance alludes to a coordinated process of public policy decision-making and 
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implementation by actors from the public and private realms and volunteer 
associations (Rhodes, 1997). 

Public policy networks are viewed and analyzed as a medium level concept 
that opens the door to understanding the creation of public policy through 
analyzing the interaction of actors around a public policy (Evans, 1998). While 
governance, from a Public Administration perspective, alludes to a new method 
of government, different from the government’s hierarchical and market 
methods (Rhodes, 1997) that involve new collective “steering” mechanisms 
on the government’s side in public affairs (Porras, 2016), recognizing the com-
plexity of the problems it is facing. 

In this sense, the concept of governance has been promoted by several 
social, political and economical phenomena that led to a process of interdepen-
dence among actors to achieve individual and collective goals. Among these 
phenomena are: i) the new public management, which forced governments 
to retract its executive capacities from the State, due to the streamlining and 
pursuit of efficiency through a lesser bureaucratic apparatus, ii) the globalization 
phenomenon, which diminished the association costs between several actors 
all over the world, and resulted in, iii) regional and supranational integration 
processes, through which there would be a loss of directionality and political 
effectiveness of government actions, being conditioned by international 
agreements and agendas, and bilateral cooperation processes among regions 
on the margins of their actions, iv) the growing interest of citizens in public 
affairs, and v) the mayor relevance of sub-national governments (Hirst, 2000; 
Pierre, 2000b; Rhodes, 2000; Sorensen, 2005).  

For all the above reasons, public policies, from a governance standpoint, 
are a contingent result of the joint interaction, negotiation, and decision-making 
between a diversity of actors that form a network –not just of the intermedia-
tion of specific interest groups that aim to influence public policy decisions 
before the government.

In this way, network governance is presented as a new structure of go-
vernment, far from traditional models (hierarchical and market) (Rhodes, 
1997; 2000). This new structure is mainly characterized by its capacity to 
self-regulate, as well as being interdependent and autonomous from other 
organizations and institutions like the government itself, which is why it is not 
bound to specific norms, but the ones agreed as game rules by the participants 
of its network (Rhodes, 2000).4

4  That is how the traditional image of government as an almighty entity, with the passage of time, reduced its 
capacity to make decisions unilaterally and, because of that, when we talk about governance, the idea of governing is 
reconsidered and, once again, a new window of opportunity is opened to continue analyzing the government’s doings 
inasmuch as compared studies (Peters, 2000), as well as the analysis of individuals in society from the perspective of 
political ethnicity (Rhodes, 2000).
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In spite of conceptual advancements, governance is and has been debated as 
an umbrella concept largely utilized indiscriminately, due to the sparse clarity 
and constant debate around its definition (Porras, 2012). With this, I mean 
that such concept has been studied by diverse disciplines, analytical levels and 
approaches that have generated some disarray whenever it is used5. 

Specifically, there are two particular approaches that have turned it 
operational-oriented. The first one did it from a more normative framework 
that has had a large influence in topics like citizen participation and democratic 
governability (Porras, 2012). An example of this approach is the concept 
proposed by the World Bank, an entity that, whenever speaks of “good go-
vernance”, alludes to certain normative elements of good government, such as 
indexes of corruption, transparency, accountability, etc. On the other hand, the 
“German” school (and Rhodes in Great Britain) has placed a special emphasis 
on the informal interaction processes between society and government that 
differentiate this concept from traditional methods to govern through the 
centralization of State or Market (Bevir and Rhodes, 2007). The aforementioned 
–according to this school of thought– has led to a special form of public action 
through a network of actors, public as well as private, together under the 
premise that government has stopped being the only actor with the capacity to 
make decisions that affect the public sphere and public policy topics.6 

This document analyzes governance in the second described dimension, 
since it places “good governance” as a concept more inclined to the field of 
new public management and democratic governability than to governance 
networks. In table 1, you can see this difference between approaches, even in 
comparison with the orthodox approach of traditional policy management.   

In this way, “good governance”, for example, and governance networks, 
al-though both allude to fragmented governability processes, they do not 
share the same substantial characteristics inasmuch the role that each actor 
–government, market, citizens– plays in public affairs. This difference can be 
seen on table 2, which shows the characteristics that each actor plays in the two 
analyzed approaches, stresses that actor capabilities in a governance network 
are shared in relation to the management of public policy, while each actor has 
a specific role in “good governance”.

   

5  Rhodes (2000) alludes, at least, refers to 7 types of governance approaches, depending of the study discipline, 
among which you can find public administration, international relations, organizational affairs, economy, etc.
6  In this sense, it is convenient to stress that these process of incidence of society in the policy processes are given 
through non-formal representational mechanisms, which is why these processes are excluded from participation 
through political parties, bureaucracy, congress or executive power. In this sense, governance, aside from analyzing 
new processes of government action under the inclusion of new actors in the public decision-making, has also awoken 
the interest of the scientific community in relation to the insufficiency processes of the government’s traditional 
institutions to regulate public affairs (Méndez, 2012).
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TABLE 1. PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION, NEW PUBLIC MANAGEMENT 
AND GOVERNANCE

Model / Key 
Elements 

Theoretical 
Roots 

State 
Tradition 

Analysis 
Unit 

Key 
Approaches 

Resource 
Allocation 

Mechanisms 

Fundamental 
Beliefs 

Public 
Administration 

Political 
Science and 

Public Policy 

Unitarian/ 
Federal

Political-
Management 

System 

Counseling 
and Policy 

Implementation 
Hierarchy Public Sector 

Ethos 

New Public 
Administration

Rational 
Election 

Theory and 
Management 

Studies 

Regulatory Organization

Organization 
Resource and 
Performance 
Management 

Markets
Efficiency, 

Competence 
and Market 

 Governance

New 
Institutionalism 

and Network 
Theory 

Differentiated Red

Negotiation 
of values, 

meanings and 
relations 

Networks Trust and 
reciprocity 

Source: Rhodes, 2016.

TABLE 2. GOOD GOVERNANCE AND GOVERNANCE 

Government’s role Market’s role Citizens’ Roles 

Good 
Governance 

- Regulator 
- Policy maker

- Public goods purveyors - “Client”
- Supervisor

Governance 
Networks

- Coordinator
- Policy maker

- Coordinator
- Policy maker

- Coordinator
- Policy maker

Source: The author 

That is how, in a context of high social, political and economical complexity 
governance tries to go against the legitimacy and inequality crisis generated 
by the governing style of State and Market respectively (Subirats, 2015). 
Considering this, and under a principle of interdependence, the government 
assumes the need to interact and cooperate with other social agents to govern 
a society of this kind: complex. Because of this, governance networks are 
not spaces for the intermediation of interests, as policy networks indeed are, 
but allude to a decision-making process coordinated by diverse social actors 
that give more legitimacy to the process of making and implementing public 
policies, and, at that moment, argue for their greater redistributive capacity 
(Subirats, 2015).7 

That is why, the analytical framework provided by governance networks is 
placed before the need to describe the public decision-making process within a 

7  This new structure is mainly characterized by its capacity to self-regulate and interdependence of other organizations 
and institutions like the government itself, which is why it is not subject to specific norms, but to the ones the networks 
participants agree as game rules (Rhodes, 2000).
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context of high complexity characterized by: i) a high concentration of actors 
from different sectors and levels of competence in certain territories around 
a public policy topic, ii) a high decentralization of the necessary resources 
to carry out a public policy between them; and iii) an active participation of 
citizens in topics of public interest. 

That is how the traditional image of government as an almighty entity, with 
the passage of time, reduced its capacity to make decisions unilaterally, due 
to the development of new actors in the public arena like an organized civil 
society or the private sector –which managed to generate their own resources 
and to take an important place in the discussion of public affairs, as well as 
generating logics for action (institutions) that escaped the guidelines imposed 
by the central government or other governmental authorities–. So when go-
vernment is not the only actor than can influence public decisions, it becomes 
a coordinating agent with the main function of getting itself organized with the 
other social, economical and political actors for the design and implementation 
of policies. In short, this is a coordinating or interactive State (Rhodes, 2000)8.  

In this way, the concepts of public policy networks and governance, al-
though related, keep a slight difference between them, which answers to 
each concept’s explanatory locus. In the processes to govern through policy 
networks, the main relevant factor is political intermediation; in governance 
networks, it is interdependence and the network’s stability in time before any 
given problem. But in spite of the above mentioned, both concepts play a 
crucial role in the policy analysis process, since they determine the social, 
political and cultural contexts in which these develop based on the institutions 
that regulate the behavior of the actors that constitute these networks. 

From this perspective, some works like the ones of Pierre and Peters (2000) 
and Peters and Pierre (2005) have pointed an exaggerated dimension of the 
reach of governance networks in the public realm, particularly regarding the 
role that the government plays in them. For these authors, although governance 
networks do involve a new method of “steering” public problems on the 
government’s side, this practice doesn’t necessarily translate into a weakening 
of the central government per se. Even for them, it shows the government’s 
capacity to adapt to new circumstances of greater complexity, which is why its 
resilience capacity “shines”.   

In consequence, research around the concept of governance could be placed 
in a continuous line that goes from authors that believe governance networks 

8  In this sense, Kooiman and Van Vliet (1993, p. 64) note that the concept of governance “points towards the creation 
of a certain structure or order which cannot be imposed from the outside, but is the result of the interaction of a large 
variety of actors that influence the way to govern”.
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are managed by the government (Pierre and Peters, 2000), to those who believe 
that these networks are auto-regulated and that the government doesn’t have an 
important place within them9 (Rhodes, 1997).

Thus, it is necessary to point, in the first place, that government action 
through networks in the public realm is part of a single continuum that, 
according to public policy topics, begins with a hierarchical role for the 
government in public decision-making, and evolves into a shared decision-
making structure in which government doesn’t have a predominant role. In 
other words, government and governance are part of one same action process 
by the government as a network.

For a better understanding of the aforementioned, in terms of network 
structure, we could argue that this continuum can be seen in several types of 
networks, going through “policy communities” (restrictive), “issue networks” 
(plural) and “governance networks” (interdependent). The difference between 
“issue networks” and “governance networks” is the explanatory factor provided 
by the interdependence between actors when the time comes to structure the 
joint decision-making10 (Rhodes, 1997). While the flux of actors that form the 
“issue network” can be constant, in relation to the stage in the public policy 
decision-making process, in which there are no other indispensable actors 
to make decisions besides the government, in the governance networks, the 
structure stabilizes once it presents itself before a specific set of problems, 
generating its own logics of action. The actors that form a governance network 
are vital for the achievement of its objectives and the government does not 
maintain a prevailing role in its decision-making process (Rhodes, 1997), or 
it does so, but at least playing the role of coordinator or manager (Pierre and 
Peters, 2000; Peters and Pierre; 2005)

That is how governance has woken the interest of the scientific community 
dedicated to the study of government and public policies by offering a new 
perspective from which to look at government actions in the public sphere 
through an analytical framework different from the traditional methods of 
State and the Market. But, how can you analyze governance networks? And 
how to know if these methods are, in fact, democratic? The next sub-section 
discusses both questions, while explaining the main challenges that these 
processes involve. 

9  See Rhodes (1997).
10  This characteristic is part of an answer given by Rhodes (1997) to Dowding’s critiques of his network models: the 
Rhodes model. Very often, several works like Evans’s (1998) glorify Dowding’s critique to Rhodes, weakening the 
explicative character of his model, but do not offer any reference to the answer they offer about it.    
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DEMOCRATIC (?) GOVERNANCE NETWORKS
To think of governance in democratic terms is to venture into an area that 
hasn’t been discussed by the academic community that addresses this subject 
matter, because the main interest around governance processes resides mainly 
in the new forms of management and implementation of public policies. That 
is to say that there is a larger interest in the efficiency processes in political 
management than in discussing whether its processes and results are given in 
democratic contexts or if they even generate results of this kind.

Up to this point, the literature that addresses this kind of questionings has 
been scarce, but among it, the work of Sorensen and Torfing (2007a) stands 
out. Through their collective effort, these authors develop diverse postures to 
analyze the democratic adjective of governance networks. Among these pos-
tures to analyze the term, three principal schools of thought that stand out.

The first proposal is the one developed by Bevir and Rhodes (2007). These 
authors argue for the need to rethink the concept of governance in relation 
to contextual mechanisms that disassociate themselves in specific manners 
from the term’s exact definition. They also argue for the need to understand 
the concept of governance and the governance processes as multidimensional 
frameworks that encompass diverse ways to understand these processes within 
the framework of the social and cultural traditions in which they are being 
discussed. For this goal, the authors point to deep ethnography as a first rate 
analytical tool, as well as other kind of data recollection tools that allow for the 
exhaustive knowledge of the phenomenon being studied.   

From a different perspective, Sorensen and Torfin (2007, b;c), using the 
different schools of thought of the new institutionalism, stress the need to 
analyze the network structuring process, since this is the moment when the net-
work’s interpretative framework for action and negotiation among its actors 
will be established and, possibly, will become part of the institution itself with 
the passing of time. They also argue for the need to understand and assess 
governance networks in a different way from the way it is done with orga-
nizations, since governance networks do not flourish within organizations, 
but on relatively institutionalized frameworks that facilitate and compel the 
relations between network actors, therefore affecting its result production (So-
rensen and Torfing, 2007c).11 That is how, through the institutionalization of 
rules and procedures, as well as by the recognition of interdependence among 
actors, it is determined who could be considered a legitimate member of the 
network and who could also be directly benefitted by it in its “democratic” 
aspect.

11  This process of institutionalization happens precisely through the creation of “institutions” which we can address 
as “rules, norms, cognitive models and social imaginary” and are the result of the interaction between the network’s 
participants that regulate its behavior” (Sorensen and Torfing, 2007c, pp. 25).
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Finally, Esmark’s proposal (2007) stands out. He points towards analyzing 
governance networks as a mechanism of complementary representation to 
the traditional areas of democratic representation, under the new post-liberal 
democratic frameworks, mainly based on the term of “competitive democracy” 
suggested by Etzioni, which opens the door to relate traditional mechanisms of 
political and electoral representation with new frameworks for joint decision-
making, such as the governance networks. Esmark proposes that the analysis 
of the democratic reach of governance networks could be carried out based on 
the network’s degree of inclusion, the advertising of the decision being made 
and the degree of responsiveness of those who represent different group of 
actors within it. 

All three proposals encompass an agenda of rather promising active 
research to continue with the analysis of the public policy management 
and implementation processes under a democratic approach. Even if these 
proposals must be complemented with methodological tools, because of the 
data analysis and gathering mechanisms similar to its theoretical hypothesis, 
the line of research remains open to the use of these interpretation frameworks 
that allow us to dismiss or strengthen these perspectives.

On the other hand, the main challenges that this new research agenda 
outlines are mainly centered on the temporal challenge of knowing the 
processes of design and institutional changes within the networks of actors that 
can be analyzed, as well as the methodological instruments at medium level 
that allow for comparative studies. In this final instance, new methodologies 
stand out, such as the Social Network Analysis (SNA) that allows us to 
comprehend the relations between individuals and the network’s structure for 
a greater understanding of its conformation process and the roles that each 
of its members has within it (Ramírez, 2016), which is why it is viewed as 
a rising methodology for analyzing every government action in broad terms, 
particularly the management of public policy and governance networks.

CONCLUSIONS
Government action has gone through an extensive transformation because 
of several social, political and economical phenomena that have taken place 
through time all over the world. This has pushed governments to keep modifying 
its administrative apparatus and its way of acting and conducting themselves in 
the public sphere. This situation has been reflected in the continued generation 
of analytical frameworks that allow a greater understanding of government 
performance in public affairs and its way of participating in the political 
management of public policies.
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Throughout this document, we have mainly discussed government action 
through the concepts of public policy networks and governance networks. This 
journey has shown the constant process of change in relation to the complexity 
of the problems that government action faces. Also, it has provided the ne-
cessary tools to notice how concepts such as governance networks currently 
dominate academic activity due to the complexity of the public problems 
that they presently face and press for public policy actions based on the large 
cooperation between actors from different levels and sectors. 

Specifically, it has been noted that the concept of governance networks can 
be discussed and related to a large variety of other concepts, which has led to a 
confusing use of the term and all the implications that this implies. Regarding 
this situation, in this document we have decided to adopt the perspective of 
analysis that establishes a semantic separation between the concept of public 
policy networks and the concept of governance for a larger understanding of 
both terms. Even though the present document has managed to clear several 
contrasting aspects related to the analysis of the concepts of governance net-
works, it is necessary to continue analyzing the concept in the field, in order 
to keep dismissing or exploring all the factors that can invigorate its empi-
rical success, so that, to a larger extent, we can award it with the adjective 
“democratic”.   
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The complexity of problems in modern societies is a compelling reason for 
exploring alternative ways in which these can be addressed in a more inclusive 
and comprehensive fashion; ways in which governments and non-state actors 
can collaborate towards that end –hence the relevance of governance and its 
implications in the process of governing–.

This paper reviews a collaborative experience between government and 
academia in the Mexican state of Zacatecas. This collaboration, we argue, 
contributes to the broadening of the governance framework, since it brought 
different actors to form a partnership for improving a given process or 
processes. In this particular case, the collaboration was formed to enhance 
policy processes (the foundation of government activity) through developing 
capabilities and performing evaluations.

The first section of this paper addresses the nature of the concept of gover-
nance, as well as some of its fundamental tenets and its implications. The 
concept of collaborative governance is then introduced as a narrower and more 
useful notion to construe our experience collaborating. The second section 
reviews how the collaborative experience was formed as well as its most 
salient features. The third section analyses the experience of Zacatecas through 
the lens of critical success variables of collaborative governance in the form 
of lessons, challenges and pitfalls. We believe the lessons drawn from this 
experience constitute a solid background to explore the formation of partner-
ships for influencing the policy process, particularly at a subnational level.

THE NATURE OF GOVERNANCE 
AND ITS RELATIONSHIP WITH PUBLIC POLICY
The interactions and dynamics between the different actors in a given so-
ciety have been widely acknowledged as a key factor in the formation and 
enlargement of the governance systems over the last 20 years (Fukuyama, 
2014; Kjaer, 2004; Rose-Ackerman, 2017).

The traditional conception of the State as a top-down, authoritative 
manager of public interests has gradually morphed into its conception as 
another stakeholder in a larger framework of stakeholders that coexist in 
an environment rife with tensions stemming from within and without their 
geographical and political domains. Given the exhaustion of the traditional 
managerial modes, the role of the State has evolved into a more horizontal 
and flexible model to manage the different interests –public or private– that 
exist in modern societies, in a more efficient and functional fashion (Aguilar 
Villanueva, 2016).
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The transit to this model goes hand in hand with the reconfiguration of 
the State’s functions associated to the neoliberal era and its crisis in terms of 
legitimacy (in the eyes of the electorate), in terms of efficiency (the alleged 
fiscal imprudence and the inability to deliver public services efficiently) (Bevir, 
2013; Campbell & Pedersen, 2001; Harvey, 2005), as well as for the ensuing 
and growing fragmentation in the delivery of public services imposed by the 
neoliberal dictum (McMichael, 2008; Mkandawire, 2005).

Among many different things, this narrative fed on assumptions that split 
state action into two different phases: a ‘steering’ phase that entails processes 
of decision-making, regulation and coordination; and a ‘rowing’ phase that 
includes the actual delivery of public services (Osborne & Gaebler, 1992). 
This line of argumentation underlines the State’s necessary involvement in 
the ‘steering’ phase and underscores its inherent inefficiency in the ‘rowing’ 
phase, both in terms of poor management of resources and poor achievements. 
Therefore, it is suggested that the State must introduce incentives that stimu-
late private entities to compete –through privatisations, outsourcing– in its 
regulated markets in order to improve efficiency.

These changes were supplemented by the administrative reforms advo-
cated by the “New Public Management”. These focused on efficiency and 
performance assessment, as well as achieving concrete goals and the topics 
of providing incentives to public parties in order to foster competition 
between them (Bevir, Rhodes, & Weller, 2003; Hood, 1991). Simultaneously, 
international organisms such as the World Bank and the International Monetary 
Fund, adopted the concept of ‘good governance’ as a basic criterion for 
granting loans and development aid to developing countries. The problems 
of development –it was argued– were associated to the poor quality and low 
legitimacy of poltical institutions (Leftwich, 1994; Williams & Young, 1994; 
World Bank, 1989). Since economic efficiency was the main goal assumed by 
such organisms, ‘good governance’ was related to the quality of the institutions 
that were supposed to act as an enabling mechanism of the market economy, 
but also as a means to curb the endemic corruption associated to developing 
countries. In other words, governance was conceived as a tool that could 
contribute to the economic liberalisation dictum and the parallel replacement 
of hierarchic bureaucracies by the growing use of markets and networks, 
particularly in the delivery of public services.

The transit to more horizontal decision-making models in the public 
sphere has occurred in such context: on the one hand, from the perspective of 
economic liberalisation as a precondition for a robust and optimal economic 
performance and the need to have a reliable institutional framework in place; 
and on the other, the larger participation of different stakeholders in defining 
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the public agenda. These perspectives have allowed the gradual replacement 
of a vertical and bureaucratic decision-making process with a model that, even 
if it can’t be considered as completely horizontal, can be thought of as a net-
work of different stakeholders actively seeking to influence the policy process, 
producing comprehensive solutions to complex problems (Kooiman, 1993; 
Messner, 1997) under the assumption that not even the traditional vertical 
model of the State with maximum capacities (Aguilar Villanueva, 2006), nor 
the minimalist version of the State, can produce comprehensive answers.

This emergence of broader patterns of social participation helped to 
spread the notion that in order for the State to have and maintain an adequate 
performance, there needs to be a broad, inclusive framework guaranteeing that 
all stakeholders (and their interests) are represented in the policy process (Bevir, 
2010; Salamon, 2002). Also, there needs to be a functional management sys-
tem able to process converging and diverging –and even opposing– interests. 
Said features modify the ways in which the public interest is defined. Within this 
broad conception, the larger participation of society members in the decision-
making process and the interactions amongst different networks sideline –to 
a certain extent– the State’s participation to perform, almost exclusively, the 
roles of coordination and regulation (Pierre, 2000).

Hence, governance highlights the growing relevance that civil society and 
non-state actors have in the definition and implementation of government 
models with higher levels of management and decentralisation capable of 
performing the traditional functions of centralised governments. Governance, 
then, focuses more on processes and interactions linking the State to civil 
society, and less on the traditional State institutions (Bevir, 2010). In general 
terms, governance refers to the relations and processes through which the 
diverse interests and resources that coexist in different environments are 
managed from a multilevel perspective (Ackerman, 2004; Bache & Flinders, 
2004; Liesbet & Marks, 2003; Stephenson, 2013).

Since the initial deliberations on the concept of governance (Kooiman, 
1993), it has been adapted to different conceptual environments with different 
applications, given its plural and multilevel nature. Nowadays, we talk about 
global governance in diverse aspects (Dingwerth & Pattberg, 2006; Messner & 
Nuscheler, 2003; Rosenau, 1999), corporate governance, economic governance, 
environmental governance and even internet governance, just to name a few.1 

However, the conceptions addressed above usually are envisaged as anta-
gonistic versions of the role of the State and the ways in which complex social 
problems should be tackled in increasingly problematic environments. On the 
one hand, governance is conceived as the logical consequence of institutional 

1  See Bevir (2007, 2011) and Kooiman (1999) for different applications and definitions of the concept.
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evolution towards more inclusive decision-making frameworks; on the other, it 
is thought of as an assault on traditional government institutions to undermine 
them, giving way to decision-making frameworks capable of protecting and 
promoting the expansion of corporative transnational interests. In other words, 
the otherwise natural tensions between State and non-State actors are down-
played or exacerbated, respectively. These interpretations, however, may 
lead to a biased, hence distorted, interpretation of the concept of governance, 
obscuring its unquestionable underlying observations: a) the inability of State 
institutions to address the plethora of existing problems, and b) the increasing 
importance and relevance of the role of non-state actors.

An alternative way of interpreting the two positions abovementioned is 
through a narrower concept like collaborative governance.2 It refers to the 
synergic process of formal interaction between different actors to obtain any 
given outcome. Although this concept does not remove the underlying tension 
abovementioned, it does provide a more adequate explanatory framework for 
determined collaborations between State and non-State actors, in a context of 
collective action that takes the nature of different multilevel actors into account 
with the explicit purpose of influencing public policy within a formal process 
of governance. In other words, this process of broadening the governance 
framework entails setting the conditions under which the formal collaboration 
and the sharing of knowledge and experiences between actors is possible.

In that sense, public policy, as the main instrument of governing, shares the 
same elements of governance, namely: its multilevel nature, the involvement 
of a growing number of actors, the coexistence of different perceptions about 
public problems, as well as the multiple strategies and instruments involved 
in its implementation (Bressers & Kuks, 2003; O’Toole, 2000). From the 
perspective of the coexistence of multiple stakeholders and the interactions 
amongst different levels, together with the rising complexity of the challenges 
modern societies face, cross-sector collaborations play a critical role (Agranoff 
& McGuire, 2004; Bryson, Crosby, & Stone, 2006; Goldsmith & Eggers, 2005; 
Rethemeyer, 2005; Schuppert, 2011).

The analysis of multiple experiences of collaborative governance suggests 
that any successful collaboration is grounded on five key variables: a) history 
of conflict/cooperation between actors (which may foster/hinder the collabo- 
ration), b) incentives for stakeholders to participate (expectations and out-
comes), c) power and resource imbalances (proneness to manipulation by 
stronger actors), d) leadership (facilitating the collaborative process), e) ins-

2  In spite of the concept’s potential theoretical breadth, collaborative governance has been explored in greater detail 
through specific collaborative experiences (Ansell & Gash, 2008). For more details about the concept see Fung & 
Wright (2001), Gray (1989), and Susskind & Cruikshank (1987).
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titutional design (protocols and rules for collaboration). It is argued that these 
variables contribute to the development of a virtuous cycle grounded in the 
‘small wins’ of the collaboration, which in turn, deepen the trust, commitment 
and shared understanding between its stakeholders (Ansell & Gash, 2008). 

The conceptual reflections above described, in addition to the variables 
mentioned above, will orientate the analysis of a collaborative governance 
experience between the government and academia in the state of Zacatecas, 
Mexico. We will return to these variables in the third section.

THE COLLABORATION BETWEEN THE GOVERNMENT 
AND ACADEMIA IN ZACATECAS
A longstanding cross-sector collaboration, even symbiotic at times, exists 
between governments and academia. These two sectors have collaborated 
in a number of issues. However, its most prominent collaboration in recent 
times focuses on Research and Development (R&D), as well as innovation 
processes in the realms of agriculture, healthcare, and information technology. 
These collaborations have managed to impact the quality of life for human 
beings in most regions of the planet in a profound and decisive way. The 
importance of this partnership is reflected in the fact that, for instance, 60% of 
the funding in basic research in the United States of America comes from the 
federal government. Furthermore, up to 70% of the funding of key institutions 
in the field of innovation –like the Massachusetts Institute of Technology– is 
provided by the federal government (Katz, 2014).

Even though the collaborations between academia and public policy are 
also frequent, they are not as prominent –at least in terms of funding– as is the 
case of R&D. Mostly, this owes to the fact that public policy is often approa-
ched not as a practical field, but more like an object of study. However, 
this situation has taken a turn over the last two decades with an increasing 
involvement of academia in the experimental design and implementation of 
different policies.3 

Another strand of cross-sector collaboration in which different sectors 
and levels of civil society have been involved, and in which academia has 
played a key role, relates to demands of transparency and accountability of 
governments, not only in terms of processes and resource management, but 
also their actual performance (Behn, 2001; De Leon, 1998), putting to good 
use the old saying about the ability –and we add, the moral obligation– of 

3  For instance, see the works on behavioural economics and its relationship with public policy by Thaler and Sun-
stein (2008), Congdon, Kling, and Mullainathan (2011), Banerjee and Duflo (2012), Chetty et al (2014), and List and 
Gneezy (2014).
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policy analysts to ‘speak truth to power’ (Wildavsky, 1979), also playing a 
vital role in a system of checks and balances.

Collaborations between universities and governments in Mexico are not 
something new and have had some relevance over the years owing to practical, 
even political reasons.4 These partnerships have focused on developing capa-
bilities and improving processes within the public sector through tackling social 
problems, but they have also played a role in expanding the financial capabilities 
of public universities. To a certain extent, the association between these two 
sectors stems from the need to provide comprehensive solutions to complex 
social problems and to generate knowledge that is only attainable through this 
sort of ventures and the integration of different visions. Additionally, through 
these type of partnerships, universities are able to fulfil their social role and 
commit to the actual solution of problems (Castro Martínez & Vega Jurado, 
2009; Gibbons et al., 1994).

In that sense, collaboration agreements between academia and governments, 
whether municipal, state or federal, have gravitated around the commission of 
universities to perform studies and evaluations, and to provide consultancy 
services on a number of topics. Also, universities are hired to enhance the 
institutional capacities of governments through developing capabilities and 
improving certain processes. In other words, these partnerships seek to profit 
from one another, be it through the development of capabilities or financial 
support, on a rationale that underpins their respective independence.

Consequently, one aspect that deserves further exploration has to do with the 
actual possibilities of expanding governance frameworks under the rationale 
of collaboration described in the previous section, that is, the articulation of 
collaborative efforts of the two sectors, government and academia, with a 
more practical orientation, thus establishing a constant feedback cycle for the 
government’s performance under the scrutiny of academia, particularly in the 
field of public policy.

In that sense, the Advocacy Coalition Framework (Sabatier, 1988; Sabatier 
& Jenkins-Smith, 1993) argues that the existence of policy communities, 
formed by actors working around specific areas or topics, enables a learning 
process that allows for the improvement of policies. In a way, such communities 
resemble policy networks, which in turn can be conceptualised as cooperative 
experiences between the State and non-State actors underpinning collaborative 
governance processes. However, unlike processes of collaborative governance, 

4   For instance, the recent creation of the Anticorruption National System (Sistema Nacional Anticorrupción) cannot 
be understood without the active participation of the Centre for Research and Teaching in Economics (Centro de 
Investigación y Docencia Económicas). Another example: the Ministry of Social Development incorporated the 
territorial development approach developed by the Metropolitan Autonomous University to its operative framework 
(Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana).
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collaboration in policy networks works in an informal fashion. This aspect 
may seriously hamper the contributions stemming from such collaboration.

Government and policy evaluation in Mexico have a long history (López 
Rodríguez, 2017; Oropeza, 2005). Not long ago, a vibrant policy community 
formed around the topic, but its institutionalisation is relatively recent 
(Feinstein, 2012; Méndez, 2017; Ríos, 2014). In order to improve policies, 
and considering its relatively low institutional development, a team of 
scholars launched an initiative to integrate a Public Policy Evaluating Body 
(Órgano Evaluador de Políticas Públicas del Estado de Zacatecas, OEPPEZ) 
in the state of Zacatecas. This initiative was built with the explicit aim of 
establishing a permanent monitoring and evaluation system of the current 
policies operating in Zacatecas with a twofold objective: a) to function as an 
independent watchdog for the government’s performance, and b) to provide a 
constant stream of information concerning the design and implementation of 
policies in order to improve them. However, this initiative underwent a rather 
cumbersome process in order to become operational.

The project5 was originally developed by a team of academics from the 
Programme of Studies and Intervention for Alternative Development (Pro-
grama de Estudios e Intervención para el Desarrollo Alternativo, PEIDA) of 
the Autonomous University of Zacatecas (Universidad Autónoma de Zacate-
cas, UAZ), whose objective is to foster local development through social par-
ticipation and involvement in the community. This particular focus gradually 
expanded for broadening the topic’s theoretical understandings in order to 
participate more effectively in the design and evaluation of policies related 
to the problems affecting the local communities in which the programme had 
been active.

The initiative of establishing an evaluating body supported by public funds 
originated in this particular circumstance: on the one hand, the social need 
for reliable information concerning policy performance and, on the other, the 
lack of dedicated funding to cover current expenditure in such endeavours. 
The first attempt to create said body included its integration to the LXI State 
Legislature (2013-2016). The rationale behind this proposal was to provide 
objective analytical information to all legislators, and to consolidate the role of 
the Legislative body in the system of checks and balances of an accountability 
framework, thus giving real weight to policy evaluations. As things stand, most 
policy evaluations do not have a concrete effect on policies due to the lack of 
links between the theoretical exercise (the evaluation) and its implementation. 

5  The whole project is documented in an internal report (PEIDA-UAZ, 2017). In order to systematise the project, 
we used the methodology of systematisation of experiences (Vega González, 2015), by focusing on the categories of 
goals, timeline, context and lessons learned.
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This “missing link” situation could be addressed by establishing a mecha-
nism of policy evaluation within the Legislature. The information provided 
to legislators would have a hypothetical impact in the policy process, given 
the participation legislators have in the budgetary process. In other words, this 
rationale linked the recommendations made by the OEPPEZ with the actual 
capability of the Legislature of allocating specific funds to specific strategies 
and programmes, and with the implementing bodies’ actions oriented to follow 
said recommendations.

The proposed funding model only included the running costs of the 
OEPPEZ. That was possible due to the fact that the academics’ wages would 
continue to be covered by the UAZ. The project was introduced and discussed 
during one of the Legislature sessions, and despite the interest it generated 
amongst an important number of legislators, those associated to the State Go-
vernor’s ruling party (Partido Revolucionario Institucional, PRI) voted against 
the motion of including it in the following year’s budget. The reason –they 
argued– was that the OEPPEZ was a political move against the ruling party 
with the obvious purpose of questioning the merits of the incumbent regime. 
The project –argued legislators of opposing parties– could have been appro-
ved and funded by members of this opposing segment. Nonetheless, to proceed 
in such a way would have undermined the original motive of the OEPPEZ for 
being a Legislature tool, turning it into a political tool. In other words, its social 
and political legitimacy, as well as its objectivity (beyond the scientific rigour), 
would have been tainted from the start. As a consequence of this, the PEIDA 
team decided to put the project on hold.

A second attempt contemplated the integration of the OEPPEZ as part 
of the State’s Human Rights Programme, produced by the State’s Executive 
initiative during its participation in discussion seminars by legislators, scholars, 
and members of the general public. During these seminars, the proposal to 
create the OEPPEZ was suggested under the rationale of guaranteeing and 
protecting the human rights (particularly social and economic rights) of the 
population of Zacatecas, and all related rights through public policies. At that 
moment, the academics’ concern still was that of the links between evaluation 
and policy modification. Within this framework, the OEPPEZ would produce 
recommendations and suggestions related to the improvement of specific po-
licies. These recommendations would automatically be part of the agenda 
of Zacatecas’s Human Rights State Commission (Comisión de Derechos 
Humanos del Estado de Zacatecas). The initiative was incorporated to the 
aforementioned programme and was presented in March 2017. However, the 
person in charge of the programme was selected as Head of the Commission, 
which, once again, put the project on hold due to a potential conflict of interest.
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The third attempt to create the OEPPEZ was approached from a slightly 
different position. The head of the Planning Office of the State of Zacatecas 
Government (Coordinación Estatal de Planeación de Gobierno del Estado 
de Zacatecas, COEPLA6) participated in a seminar in which members of 
PEIDA were also participating. The fact that both parties were participants of 
this seminar established a common ground, which opened the door to discuss 
topics like the OEPPEZ in an informal setting. The debates spurred an interest 
on the issue from the Head of COEPLA, giving the project a real chance to 
see the light of day. Moreover, staff members of COEPLA had also taken part 
in a public policy seminar organised by PEIDA. The interactions between 
academics and bureaucrats gave way to the development of an ambitious 
project that complemented the field of action of the OEPPEZ. Said project 
encompassed the creation of an academic programme in the field of public 
policy –a bachelor and a master’s degree– designed for bureaucrats.

Several meetings took place in the latter part of 2016 in which different 
possibilities of bringing the ambitious project to fruition were debated. Given 
the UAZ’s financial constraints, it was agreed that the Government of the State 
of Zacatecas (Gobierno del Estado de Zacatecas, GODEZAC) would foot the 
bill at least during the project’s initial phases in order to support the programme’s 
consolidation. A cooperation agreement (convenio) was signed by both parties. 
This agreement established the institutional commitments of both parties to 
foster different collaborations to improve policies. Amongst other actions, the 
UAZ committed to: a) link research activities with the actual delivery of ad 
hoc solutions to the problems of the state of Zacatecas, b) develop capabilities 
in order to promote human development, and c) promote cultural production. 
GODEZAC, on the other hand, committed to foster governance processes by 
actually involving social stakeholders in the government process. Furthermore, 
the agreement explicitly stated that UAZ would redirect its academic activity 
towards the actual development needs of the state, while GODEZAC would 
support innovation initiatives aimed at improving government and policy 
processes.

The signing of said agreement gave way to two more agreements (signed 
March 2017): one related to the creation of the OEPPEZ; the other one related 
to the creation of the Development and Public Management Academic Unit 
(Unidad Académica en Desarrollo y Gestión Pública) within the UAZ. This 
academic unit would host the bachelor’s degree programme (Licenciatura en 
Desarrollo y Gestión Pública), aimed at developing a professional bureaucracy 
for the State. It would also host the master’s degree programme (Estudio y 
Solución de Problemas Públicos del Estado de Zacatecas), whose purpose is to 

6  At the time it was known as the Planning Unit (Unidad Estatal de Planeación).
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further the development of the current bureaucrats’ capabilities by linking their 
everyday functions and the problems they aim to tackle, with their respective 
research projects (a dissertation required to obtain the degree) and the works 
of the OEPPEZ. Both of these programmes started with an induction module 
(March-June 2017) that gave way to the selection of the most apt candidates to 
enrol in both programmes. The demand to enrol in the programmes surpassed 
the initial enrolment estimates by over 200%.

The two academic programmes were positively peer-reviewed, also getting 
the approval of the University Council (Comisión Académica del Consejo 
Universitario) in October 2017. Both programmes started in November 2017. It 
is worth mentioning that although the agreements stated that both programmes 
should have started in August 2017, there was an important delay in the process. 
This delay was due to the fact of internal struggles within the UAZ to block 
the initiative. As we will see below, this is an important factor to bear in mind 
when promoting innovative experiences: what institutional procedures may 
help avoiding power struggles that hinder innovative processes.

As for the original purpose of the collaboration, the creation of the OEPPEZ, 
the specific agreement states that evaluation should improve GODEZAC’s 
decision-making processes which, in turn, would create better conditions for 
the people of the state of Zacatecas. In that sense, the agreement still stands. 
There is an imperative need for an evaluation body to conduct research with 
the most rigorous methodological standards. For that reason, UAZ should 
be involved in the exercise. It was originally agreed that the composition of 
OEPPEZ would include a combination of bureaucrats (staff from the planning 
and evaluation areas) and academics (a multidisciplinary team). The academic 
staff would coordinate the works of the evaluation body. The first activity of 
the personnel selected to integrate the evaluating body was its participation 
in a series of seminars (diplomado) in the topic of public policy evaluation 
(April-July 2017). To this end, the PEIDA staff signed another collaboration 
agreement with the University of Guadalajara (Universidad de Guadalajara) 
through its Government and Public Policy Research Institute (Instituto de 
Investigación en Políticas Públicas y Gobierno), with funding obtained from 
the UAZ-GODEZAC collaboration.

As for the integration of the OEPPEZ, the interactions in the seminars 
allowed us to perceive some peculiarities during the in-group dynamics. To 
begin with, the possible topics of evaluation were debated. The discussions 
showed, firstly, the natural differences between the two sectors concerning 
the perceived object of interest and hypothetical nature of the OEPPEZ; and 
secondly, the substantial underlying interests of the two sectors: the academics 
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showed interest in theoretical perspectives and debates, while the bureaucrats 
were more interested in procedural and normative aspects of policy.

The final product of these seminars was the design of evaluation protocols 
on the four agreed policy areas. Fittingly, four mixed teams were assembled 
to deal with one policy area each: 1) employment, 2) food security, 3) security 
and 4) social development (limited to upper secondary education in this initial 
phase). The results from the dynamic in those four groups were quite diverse. 
The employment team could not reach an agreement between academics 
and bureaucrats; this disagreement led to the development of two evaluation 
protocols, one by GODEZAC staff, the other by the academics. Both food 
security and security teams were able to integrate their respective evaluation 
protocols –but the bulk of all this work was done by the academics, while the 
GODEZAC staff only showed a marginal involvement. The social development 
team was the only one capable of diffusing the inherent tensions between the 
two sectors and integrating both visions into a sound evaluation protocol. The 
dynamic of this team was capable of resolving the disagreements stemming 
from the debates as to which idea (social development, social cohesion) should 
be the overarching concept, or what areas should be considered within this 
overarching concept. An agreement was reached between the team members 
to focus on this initial phase on the area of education, specifically on upper-
secondary education, due to it being one of the most salient problems in the 
State.

LESSONS, CHALLENGES AND PITFALLS
The process described above reveals two basic aspects concerning the 
broadening of a governance framework: a) the latent possibilities to establish 
different sorts of partnerships amongst different sectors and stakeholders 
(Schuppert, 2011); and b) the intrinsic difficulties in creating sustainable, 
functional partnerships.

According to the key variables to succeed in collaborative governance 
experiences described in the first section (history of conflict/cooperation bet-
ween actors, incentives for stakeholders to participate, power and resource 
imbalances, leadership, and institutional design), we can derive some lessons, 
challenges and pitfalls of the collaboration between GODEZAC and UAZ.

Concerning the history of conflict/cooperation between the actors, we can 
say that prior to the collaboration described, there was a rather acrimonious 
rift between the parties that became quite evident in the lack of their shared 
initiatives, which did not go beyond the hiring of specific services, in addition 
to two different, even antagonistic, narratives and conceptions of one another: 
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GODEZAC assuming its governing role as exclusive; UAZ proclaiming its 
autonomy. The most conspicuous lesson regarding this first aspect is that the 
broadening of the governance framework is a feasible aspiration, even when 
the creation of partnerships with a real chance to impact the policy process 
is hard to achieve. To a large extent, the inherent difficulties owe to the lack 
of institutional channels that could have facilitated this process otherwise. 
Nevertheless, informal channels and networks can play a substantial role (at 
least during the early phases of a project), allowing for different stakeholders 
to reach agreements that can be formalised at a subsequent stage.

This sort of agreements also reveals the actual possibility of independent 
stakeholders playing an active role in the checks and balances system. A 
previous history of conflict between the parties, like the one mentioned above, 
does not necessarily represent an insurmountable obstacle. Such endeavours, 
though limited, show that the transit to more modern, flexible and inclusive 
ways to exercise power is already a reality in our country. Furthermore, they 
have shown that governments should not only be subjected to independent 
scrutiny of their performance, they should also assume a proactive role in that 
regard.

One of the most evident pitfalls of this sort of experience has to do with 
the existence of informal interactions amongst actors in the governance frame-
work. Even though informal interactions are inevitable to a certain degree, in a 
weak institutional framework such as the Mexican, they only stimulate infor-
mality to the extent that the institutionalisation of processes will continue to be 
the exception rather than the norm.

A more practical challenge goes through the establishment of a robust 
work dynamic within the different evaluation teams. There also needs to be a 
mechanism in place that allows the resolution of the disputes that hamper the 
teams’ progress. So far, as we saw above, the work dynamic is different from 
team to team, and that has produced mixed results.

With regards to the incentives for stakeholders to participate, the collabo-
ration itself involves a series of incentives for both parties. The academics, 
on the one hand, have the incentive of recording the evaluation projects as 
research projects, which gives them two specific incentives: 1) the professional 
reward of witnessing a research project with tangible social results, and 2) 
an economic incentive that facilitates the research project itself. On the other 
hand, the bureaucrats may improve the quality of their work through the 
collaboration, giving them a sounder professional authority, which might also 
translate in political gains.

Concerning power and resource imbalances, perhaps the most conspicuous 
challenge relates to funding, particularly during this embryonic phase. Given 
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that the whole endeavour relies on public funding, the risk of cash flow 
suddenly stopping is always a possibility, for instance on the grounds of 
budgetary restrictions. Even though their respective institutions covered the 
wages of the GODEZAC and UAZ staffs, if the funds had stopped flowing, 
different activities such as the participation of external actors in the exercise, 
fieldwork activities and current expenditure would have been compromised; 
the publication of the OEPPEZ products would have also been at risk. The 
funding scenario is not at all far-fetched.

As for the leadership variable, one of the most important lessons drawn 
from this experience is how leaderships, even when they stemmed from an 
informal interaction, allowed for this project to emerge. This feature, however, 
evidences how a collaboration of this sort might grow to be reliant on informal 
mechanisms (as referred above) rather than on institutional processes. If the 
project does not consolidate over time as an institutional process, it is not 
unlikely to imagine it at risk if any of the current leaderships, whether from 
the government or academia, were to abandon it (be that for administrative, 
political or professional reasons).

Another lesson has to do with the work dynamic in the evaluation teams. 
In our experience, the social development team was able to progress, in a 
more or less steady fashion, because the academics within the team assumed a 
proactive and conciliatory role amongst the team members’ different postures 
and interests. Said leadership enabled the whole team to adopt a productive 
role and contribute to the team’s goals. The next phase of the OEPPEZ relates 
to the functional integration of the evaluation teams and setting the research 
agenda for a first batch of deliverables.

Regarding the institutional design, there are some challenges and pitfalls 
that might limit the success of this collaborative experience. Even when 
there have been numerous attempts to establish evaluation practices within 
the Mexican government since the 1930s, they have all been undermined due 
to internal and external reasons, be that political, economic or legal (López 
Rodríguez, 2017). One of the first positive effects of this experience, in terms of 
institutional innovation, relates to the amendment of the normative framework 
(Planning Law of the State of Zacatecas) to institutionalise the evaluation body. 
The challenge then lies in institutionalising the new practices beyond the mere 
rhetoric and normative amendments.

Moreover, the innovation products that might derive from this collaborative 
experience are somehow previously constrained due to a normative and regu-
latory framework that operates as a straitjacket, thus limiting the impact of said 
innovations. The challenge ahead lies in finding the adequate channels and the 
flexibility to overcome the rigidities of the current institutional setting.
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Besides funding, the most pressing challenge has to do with the consolidation 
and sustainability of the whole endeavour, both as part and parcel of the 
academic exercise as well as the government dynamic. This consolidation 
would give the endeavour institutional reliability that would safeguard it from 
political and financial turmoil.

Another challenge involves the adoption of the recommendations made by 
the OEPPEZ to the State Government. The first two attempts to create the 
evaluation body entailed the way in which an evaluation could be linked to 
policy amendments: in the first case, the link was in the form of budgetary 
modifications and the accountability of executive bodies; in the second case, 
the link took the form of issuing recommendations and monitoring those same 
recommendations. Those two attempts, as we saw, did not come to fruition. 
The third attempt finally bore fruit. However, the link was not as clear and 
explicit as it was in the other two cases. Although the legal framework has been 
amended, the proper channels in which the findings and recommendations of 
policy evaluation link with the planning process and budgetary considera-
tions are yet to be defined. We would be looking for the possibility of at least 
setting an ambitious improvement agenda by the government. The OEPPEZ 
must consolidate a sound work dynamic: autonomy is key in buttressing its 
legitimacy.

Additionally, the academic programme (Master’s degree) faces an impor-
tant challenge related to the developing of research projects relevant to the 
State’s problems and the way they can be linked and shaped into policies. 
Also, the issue of linking those projects with the OEPPEZ remains a challenge 
to be adequately addressed. In other words, to articulate, in a functional and 
productive context, the impact of the teaching-research-policy sequence.

A potential pitfall relates to the sudden vanishing of government pro-
grammes in Mexico without any sort of explanation. It is a well-known fact that 
the extinction of those programmes is largely attributable to political caprice. 
At any given moment, let us think, the results obtained by the OEPPEZ may 
not be to the ruling class’ liking. This situation might easily put an implicit 
or explicit pressure in the evaluating body to censor the publication of those 
results –or even worse: this situation may lead to the alteration of the results. 
All of which, needless to say, would subvert the raison d’être of this endeavour. 
‘Speaking truth to power’ can be highly problematic in this context.

Moreover, we can mention a couple of additional variables that –we      
think– add to the aforementioned in terms of explaining the success of colla-
borative governance experiences. One of those variables is knowledge transfer. 
This collaboration allows for a unique opportunity for knowledge transfer 
between both sectors. First, once the collaboration is institutionalised, the 
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stock of assumptions and knowledge that bureaucrats operate under could be 
updated (be it from the works of the academic programme or from the dynamics 
and products of the OEPPEZ), allowing for the design, implementation and 
evaluation or policy to be more efficient and with defined and explicit purposes 
(Patton, 2008). 

Second, academia may come in close contact with all the roadblocks and 
avenues, whether formal or informal, within bureaucratic structures that may 
determine the failure or success of certain policies. This knowledge might help 
in the devising of alternatives to obstacles, as well as in the establishment of 
links between evaluation and implementation. Stimulating policy learning in 
a local context may also improve the contents of the policies that stem from 
inadequate policy transfers from alien contexts (Ettelt, Mays, & Nolte, 2012).

Even when the underlying vision and interests of academia and the go-
vernment are fundamentally different –even antagonistic– it is viable to find 
a middle ground in which both sectors can establish a fruitful collaboration 
towards the development of functional products that can affect the policy 
process. This conception is compatible with a policy framework flexible 
enough to stimulate experimenting, adapting and learning, and capable of 
delivering robust policies adjustable to an ever-changing scenario (Anderies 
& Janssen, 2013).

Additionally, the interactions between bureaucrats and academics are 
amenable to the stimulation of other innovative collaboration experiences. 
It is well-known that the interaction between bureaucrats and actors external 
to government structures is particularly relevant for encouraging innovation 
processes, especially in local contexts (state or municipal governments) (Con-
sidine, Lewis, & Alexander, 2009).

The other variable we consider as key in explaining the success of colla-
borative governance experiences has to do with power structures. Although the 
history of conflict/cooperation in our case was not an insurmountable obstacle 
(to a great extent due to effectual leaderships), the internal power struggles in 
the UAZ nearly crippled the whole endeavour. One aspect to consider when 
embarking in this sort of innovative experiences relates to the ways in which 
power structures might be affected and to the ensuing resistance to innovations. 
In our case, external pressures defused the internal obstacles, allowing for the 
initiative to continue. However, a lesson we can draw from this variable is 
that power structures ought to be taken into account. Institutional resistance is 
bound to emerge, given that innovations alter the status quo. With this in mind, 
the challenge for similar experiences lies in analysing and devising ways in 
which institutional innovations can be effectively managed.



113

Strengthening the Governance Framework:
The Partnership of Government and Academia in the State of Zacatecas

CONCLUSIONS
In this article we have argued that the governance framework is reshaped every 
day. This feature enables different stakeholders to interact in ways that, some 
time ago, were simply unthinkable. The participation of larger segments of 
the population in different networks, in combination with government arran-
gements that enable said participation, facilitate the transit towards modes of 
collaboration that can ultimately define and shape the policy process. A growing 
cross-sector collaboration, and the different ways to resolve the underlying 
differences amongst them, should deliver a more transparent, comprehensive 
and inclusive policy framework.

The case of Zacatecas as an example of collaborative governance –hence of 
strengthening and broadening the governance framework– constitutes a sound 
experience from which other innovative experiences can learn in order to form 
fruitful collaborations with other actors. We believe that the peculiarities of 
this experience can shed some light concerning similar initiatives that might 
be advocated in the near future amongst different stakeholders with a view to 
strengthening the governance framework. 

The lessons derived from this endeavour give way to imagine different ways 
in which diverse types of partnerships can be established and consolidated. By 
focusing on the five critical variables (Ansell & Gash, 2008), in addition to 
the two additional variables we suggest, this sort of collaboration has a great 
potential of having an actual impact in certain policy processes. During this 
exercise, we learned that, in spite of being a rather long and difficult process, 
the ‘small wins’ we have been obtaining through this collaboration have mana-
ged to make an impact in the way it has been shaped and reshaped, deepening 
the trust and commitments of both parties with a view to have a real impact in 
the policy process.

The challenges and pitfalls are not easy to circumvent, but this type of 
initiatives, once underway, should be able to establish its own value before 
the public opinion, empirically justifying a persuasive narrative of change and 
improvement of the policy process (Shanahan, Jones, McBeth, & Lane, 2013).

To a large extent, said collaborations rely on the drive, capacities and vision 
of individuals or groups of individuals that might advocate for this sort of 
initiatives, even in adverse environments. Adversities notwithstanding, one 
small win at a time might pave the way for bigger wins in the future, allowing 
for all social actors, State and non-State, to contribute to address the many 
problems our society faces. 
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The book is a selection of papers from an International Colloquium on Public 
Policy titled “Teorías y métodos para el análisis de políticas públicas”, that 
took place at the Universidad Nacional de Colombia in 2016. The text’s main 
questions are: What analytical perspectives can be gained by the subjective and 
everyday experience of the actors involved in the implementation of public 
policies and what do these contribute? What innovations have been tried to 
take on complex problems and reach collaborative solutions in the field of 
public policy? What are the possibilities of combining theories and methods in 
public policy analysis?

The importance of this book is that it poses a discussion on Policy Analysis 
as a method for generating solutions to complex and dynamic public problems. 
Its authors state that public policy analysis should be considered as a method 
to generate knowledge “in action” for solving public problems in practical 
ways (Zittoun, 2017). Their research suggests using a pragmatic approach to 
draft solutions and redefinitions for public problems, as well as to improve 
the processes of redistributing resources and powers when formulating and 
implementing public policies.

These works were published in three thematic blocks to show the importance 
of formulating new ways to approach public problems and the strategies to 
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“solve” a society’s multiple ills. The analysts suggest the use of constructivist 
and dialogic approaches as an alternative before the difficulty of delivering 
appropriate solutions to citizens; they warn that rational and normative analysis 
possess serious difficulties to account for public problems, which is why 
it’s necessary to find alternatives to reform, improve or supplement existing 
solutions.

In Latin America, and particularly in Colombia, the foundational approach 
of Policy Analysis emerged during the nineties, guided by technocratic, bu-
reaucratic and rational models led by experts. Analytic guidance viewed public 
institutions as formal organisms in charge of formulating and implementing 
public actions with almost no citizen participation. 

In the current context, characterized by global order, it is argued that public 
policy analysis should adapt to the rapid changes of the times, which implies 
the development of processes for public innovation. New public policies aim to 
build exits, in a deliberative and consensual way, from the public controversies 
among several parties or actors in power and decision-making; larger civic 
participation processes are being sought for affairs of collective interest –a 
complex task in Colombia–, given that it went from using the experts’ approach 
to collaborative processes and networks that increased working in association 
and public deliberation. 

The second part of the book is a reflection on public innovation, an 
approach that comes from different epistemological aspects based on reflexive 
pragmatism that aim to co-create problem solutions that need new strategies, 
concepts, ideas or intentions (Zurbringgen, 2017). Public innovation argues for 
experimentation and learning while solving public problems: it is a method, or 
path, of reflexive research focused on finding solutions to normative, treasury 
and administrative deficiencies, as well as an alternative that opens the door 
to new actors of global and local order that participate in the governance of 
societies.

The relational approach suggested through public innovation cannot be 
understood as a simple administrative and managerial fact. It is the transfor-
mation of traditional administration guided by logics of command and control 
of the vertical kind, a new organizational order that demands the opening of 
spaces for networks of social actors, like private enterprises and communities, 
with the purpose of building tailored solutions for the reality of the context, 
taking all of the different groups of interest’s particularities into account.

The third part of the book presents public policy analysis approaches that 
combine different theories (the network theory and the interorganizational 
theory) or renew analysis approaches like the Bounded Policy Transfer. These 
guidelines offer an analytical framework to understand the transference of the 
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politics, concepts and methodologies that are adopted and developed by other 
political communities. 

Summarizing, the book contributes to the deliberation on the persistence 
of rational, positivist and quantitative logics in public policy analysis –pers-
pectives that can be surpassed by interpretative approaches that value the 
importance of the voices of social actors, subjectivities and normative values–. 
Interpretative approaches (theories, approaches and methods) have managed to 
build rigorous alternatives in the face of a reality that is perceived as absolute, 
as a permanent social construction. The understanding of reality as a whole is 
the knowledge of the chaos of modern societies. That is, what is sought through 
these perspectives is a plea to value the role of subjects and communities in the 
building of knowledge to solve public problems. 
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