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Abstract 

Merit-based systems for hiring and promotion in public sector employment are foundational 
for effective, efficient, and legitimate public administration. Procedures that promote the 
appearance of neutrality, professionalism, and independence are especially important in law 
enforcement, dispute resolution, and the administration of justice. Nepotism —the improper 
public employment of family members—undermines these procedures but it is as relevant in 
analysts’ assessments as difficult to measure systematically. Based on original data, we measure 
nepotism within the Mexican Federal Judiciary in three different ways -counting similar 
surnames, identifying family ties, and capturing perceptions about its likelihood. We evaluate 
the pros and cons of each measure and rank the judicial circuits based on the likelihood that 
nepotism is actually present. 
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Merit-based systems for hiring and promotion in public sector employment are foundational for 
effective, efficient, and legitimate public administration (e.g. Carpenter 2001; Brans and 
Hondeghem 1999; Grindle 2010; Pardo 2005; Longo 2004). Procedures that avoid the 
appearance of corruption, nepotism, and impropriety are especially important in law 
enforcement, dispute resolution, and the administration of justice. The selection and promotion 
process in the judiciary creates incentives that can impact the independence and performance of 
the courts. Although there are many such methods operating around the world, there is 
consensus on the importance of competitive, merit-based selection mechanisms and the reliance 
on formal training and qualifications in law (e.g. examinations, professional record). Judicial 
councils and appointments commissions are an increasingly common set of institutions 
governing selection: in 1985 only about 10% of the world’s jurisdictions used judicial councils 
to select judges by 2015 such bodies were involved in appointments in over 60% of jurisdictions 
(Garoupa and Ginsburg, 2015: 110). All too often, however, existing procedures fail to deliver 
results approaching this ideal. And while there has been considerable research on the causes and 
consequences of certain forms of corruption (bribery or diverting/appropriating public funds), 
there has been relatively little work that explicitly considers improper public employment of 
family members—nepotism.  

The scarcity of systematic studies on nepotism in general, and nepotism in the judiciary in 
particular, is related to the relative ambiguity of the concept and to the challenge inherent in 
producing reliable and replicable measures of it. In this paper, we unpack the concept of 
nepotism into two dimensions: a family tie and the misuse of it. Based on original data from the 
Mexican Federal Judiciary, we evaluate three different approaches at measuring nepotism: 
counting similar surnames, identifying family ties, and capturing perceptions about its likelihood. 
We find that the magnitude and pervasiveness of nepotism within the Mexican judiciary is eye-
opening. We also find considerable variation across the measures of nepotism and across judicial 
circuits and organs. Our three prong strategy for measuring the concept allows to identify those 
circuits and organs that constitute red flags and main targets for officials to address the 
phenomenon.  

Conceptualizing and measuring nepotism 
 
What is nepotism? According to Transparency International (2019, 28), nepotism is a “form of 
favouritism based on acquaintances and familiar relationships whereby someone in an official 
position exploits his or her power and authority to provide a job or favour to a family member 
or friend, even though he or she may not be qualified or deserving”. Similarly, Durante et al 
(2011) define nepotism as “the practice of favouring members of a network based on their family 
ties, independent of their actual qualifications”. The Encyclopaedic Dictionary of Sociology 
defines it as “favouritism and preferential treatment, that damages the principles of fair 
competency, in favour of relatives or friends by influential persons with access to public or 
private resources” (Hillmann 2001, 638). Gianfranco Pasquino, in the Dictionary of Politics, says 
that nepotism is “the concession of public jobs or contracts on the basis of family ties and not 
of merit” (Pasquino 2005, 377).1  
 

 
1 In some works, nepotism is not explicitly defined (e.g. Seyoum Assefa 2020), and in others the definition 
is quite broad and goes beyond kin-based relationships to include “discrimination in favor” of a group 
member relative to the population (Sheheryar, Eckel and Wilson 2020). 



All the previous definitions contain two elements or attributes of the concept (Munck and 
Verkuilen 2002): a family tie, and its instrumental use to obtain a position or a favour that would 
not be obtained without the connection and that is inappropriate in some way. The family tie 
can be consanguine or political (in first, second, third or fourth degrees). The misuse of the tie, 
in turn, can take place in the form of preferential hiring, promotion, or general treatment in the 
workplace. 2 Nepotism in this sense is by definition corrupt when it takes place in public offices 
(understanding corruption as “the use of public resources for private gain”, e.g. Rose-Ackerman 
1999) and also arguably in a broader set of private practices (understanding corruption as a 
“dishonest or fraudulent conduct”, Oxford English Dictionary).  

Most empirical studies underscore this negative connotation. For instance, Dal Bó et al (2009) 
find that in the U.S. Congress the longer the legislator´s tenure in office the higher the likelihood 
that some of her relatives enter Congress. Studies on the Italian public sector show that the 
probability of finding a job or getting higher payment and better conditions is higher for those 
persons whose father is also a public servant (Scoppa 2009; Gagliarducci and Manacorda 2016). 
Cruz et al. (2017) find that candidates running for public office with broader family and social 
networks are more likely to have higher levels of vote share, and they argue that this occurs 
because it is easier for politicians with less social distance to their constituency to exchange 
political favours such as access to clientelist goods, services or vote-buying. Lentz and Laband 
(1989) find that college graduates whose parents are MD Doctors have 14% greater probability 
of being accepted in Medicine School, once you take into account their CV.  Singell and 
Thornton (1997) find that many dairy farmers in Utah regularly make hiring decisions based on 
family and group ties, and that these farms underperform when compared with farmers that do 
not. Finally, in one of the few studies that systematically study this phenomenon in the judiciary, 
Bagües and Volart (2010) find that in the competitions for becoming a judge, prosecutor, or 
clerk in Spain those who are relatives of a judge, prosecutor or clerk have twice the chance of 
getting a passing grade in an oral exam (having controlled for capacity measured by the results 
of all competitors in a written exam).   

Measuring nepotism is not an easy task. Ideally, the two dimensions of the concept would need 
to be assessed, the family link and the instrumental and inappropriate use of it. Not all persons 
who have family ties within an institution are automatic culprits of nepotism. For instance, the 
case of a couple who meets in the working place and get married: there is a family link, but no 
inappropriate or instrumental use of it at least regarding the entry into the institution. 
Establishing whether a family connection was inappropriately used is hard, but it is no less 
challenging capturing the family link in itself, especially for large groups and for blood relations 
that go beyond the first degree (e.g. father-son, brother-sister) not to mention legal relationships 
(e.g. husband-wife). 
 

 
2 Of course, it is also possible that family ties within an organization such as the judiciary have positive 
effects. Family ties may be useful for increasing, not decreasing, the efficiency of an organization because 
the individuals are more willing to “run the extra mile” to help a relative (cfr. Jaskiewicz et al 2013). It is 
also possible that in contexts of institutional uncertainty or potential arbitrariness in external revisions, 
for example, family ties provide the loyalty and trust among the members of an organization necessary 
to make the organization work. Testing for the effects of family ties on performance is beyond the scope 
of this paper. 



Direct measures of nepotism, as the concept is defined, actually make no sense conceptually. 
This is because measuring nepotism actually imply two steps. First, it is necessary to have 
evidence of the family ties among persons within an institution. Second, it is also necessary to 
ascertain whether at least one of the individuals in the family network obtained his position (or 
another privilege) because of those ties. It is hard to have a systematic prima facie single measure 
of the two parts implied in the concept of nepotism, which explains why direct measures of 
nepotism are rare. However, it is possible to have direct measures of the first step, the family 
ties, and then either direct or proxy measures of the second step, the inappropriate use or the 
abuse of the family relationship. The stronger the connection between the measures of the two 
steps, the stronger the evidence of nepotism within an institution. We identify three broad types 
of measures: those based on counting surnames, on identifying family ties, and on perception. 
We briefly evaluate the measures according to their validity, reliability, and replicability (see 
Adcock and Collier 2001; Clark and Golders 2006). Validity refers to the extent to which our 
measures correspond to the concepts that they are intended to reflect. Reliability refers to the 
extent to which the measurement process repeatedly and consistently produces the same score 
for a given case.  Replicability refers to the ability of third-party scholars to reproduce the process 
through which a measure is created.  
 
Counting surnames 
 
The basic idea is to count the occurrence of repeated surnames as a proxy for nepotistic relations 
(Allesina, 2011).  For instance, Durante et al. (2011) determined the presence of family networks 
merely by counting how many members in different Italian academic departments share the 
same surname, then divided this number by the total number of members in the departments.3 
Gagliarducci and Manacorda (2016) add an “external” standard when they contrast the 
coincidences of individuals’ surnames in political office with individuals’ surnames working for 
non-governmental companies born in the same municipality. Grilli and Allesina (2017) count 
Italian academics with the same family name working in the same department, then computed 
the probability of observing a higher or equal number of coincidences of shared surnames from 
what expected at random, and finally they divide the observed over the expected values. And 
Sundell (2014) calculates the number of dyads of persons in the Swedish federal administration, 
and also the number of dyads within each agency. Sundell then divides the number of duplicates 
within agencies by the number of within-agency dyads (and the between-agency duplicates 
divided by the number of between-agency dyads) in order to obtain the probability that two 
randomly drawn persons that work in the same agency share the same surname.  
 
Counting the repetition of surnames measure the probability of family ties (not necessarily actual 
family). In other words, sharing surnames does not necessarily imply family relations (Allesina, 
2011). By analysing only shared surnames nothing can be said about family relationships between 
for instance spouses, nephews, and in general about in-laws (Durante et al. 2011). Moreover, 
randomization methodologies (e.g. Gagliarducci and Manacorda 2016; Grilli and Allesina 2017) 
require making strong assumptions about the data, for instance that the distribution of the 

 
3 Cruz et al. (2017) examine the joint occurrences of middle names and surnames for the candidates 
running for office in the Philippines in order to determine ties between families and calculate the network 
position of politician families. 



population is the same as the distribution of the institution under examination, or that the 
surnames from the sample are well represented across geography and socio-economic groups.4 
 
Counting surnames also does not capture the misuse of the presumed family ties. In terms of 
the validity of this measure to capture the two elements of nepotism this measure would score 
low. Notice, however, that to capture the second element (misuse of ties) this measurement 
strategy usually depends on some standard to decide whether the observed probability is 
“suspicious” and potentially indicative of misuse of the family ties (not necessarily nepotism). 
We believe that in general the higher the standard, the better the validity of the measure. Finally, 
this measurement strategy measure is highly reliable because it usually rests on a list of names 
that is publicly available and is also highly replicable because it uses a transparent procedure to 
get at the probabilities.  
 
Family ties 
 
Capturing actual family ties increases the validity of the first part of the concept of nepotism. 
Finding evidence about how those ties are (mis)used still requires an assessment of the ties 
against some standard that can be more or less objective. For instance, Tantry and Thota (2017) 
find that politicians who are the relatives of previous politicians underperform in a series of 
outcomes and conclude that this is due to nepotism. Their measure is biographical data on past 
and current politicians, identifying those current politicians who are related (in up to a fifth 
degree) to another politician. In terms of reliability and replicability, however, Scoppa (2009) 
shows that if the father is a public employee the probability of this child working in the same 
sector is increased by 44%, controlling for individual characteristics and labor market conditions. 
The data comes from a survey of households (8000 respondents) who are asked about their 
work, age, and other variables that includes their parent’s work. In terms of reliability and 
replicability, however, this measure of direct family ties is highly contingent on the availability of 
the data: data on family ties based on a survey is less reliable and more difficult to replicate than 
data that comes from archival sources (or biographic dictionaries, for instance). However, 
collecting data from archives or dictionaries is of course more difficult. 
 
Perception 
 
Surveys aim at the concept, nepotism, thus this measure implies corruption. In other words, 
rests on the negative connotation of the term. Conflates the two steps: (1) family tie + (2) misuse 
of the tie. This is good in terms of validity, since the measure aims squarely at the concept. An 
obvious concern with measures based on surveys is that people’s perception may be biased to 
the extent that it could reflect other factors, such as differences in the social level of cynicism, 
the degree of identification with the government, or the perceived injustice of social or economic 
decisions made by the institution or organization that is being evaluated (Treisman 2007). This 
problem may be present in studies asking people in an organization how many colleagues they 
think have relatives working in the same organization (see Yasin et al., 2019; US Gov 2015). 
On the other hand, the reliability of this measurement strategy depends on a good strategy for 
selecting the sample, its size, the question wordings, and all the caveats associated with survey 
data. The replicability of these measures is also low given that it is almost impossible that the 

 
4 Grilli and Allesina (2017) try to circumvent the distribution of surnames bias by applying different types 
of randomization. 



same sample will be selected, though this element is less important for truly random samples. 
Surveys to capture nepotism thus score high on validity, but reliability and replicability are 
contingent on the selection of sample.  
 
Nepotism in the Mexican Federal Judiciary 
 
Some facts about the institutional organization of the Mexican Federal Judiciary and the judicial 
career of federal judges are important before introducing the data on family ties and nepotism.  
 
The federal judiciary has four layers: first instance trial courts (called district judgeships or 
juzgados), two layers of appellate courts (called unitary and collegiate tribunals), and the supreme 
court. Geographically, the federal judiciary is organized in circuits that host both layers of 
appellate courts (the tribunales), and also in judicial districts within the circuits that host the trial 
courts (the juzgados). A judicial council, in charge of administering the human and material 
resources of the judiciary, and an electoral jurisdiction (with trial courts and one appellate court) 
are also part of the federal judiciary. According to the 2019 justice census,5 by the end of 2018 
there were 32 circuits (each one coincident with a state), 267 collegiate appellate tribunals 
(composed of three magistrates each), 99 unitary appellate tribunals (composed of one 
magistrate each), and 438 district trial courts.6 At the top is the supreme court that seats eleven 
justices. Next to the supreme court is the judicial council with seven councillors.  
 
The judicial career in Mexico covers five positions: trial and appellate court judges, their 
respective law clerks, and the clerk’s aides called actuaries. Merit examinations are required only 
for district and circuit court judges, but not for other officials working in the judiciary whose job 
is relevant for the administration of justice, including the other positions that are part of the 
judicial career (clerks and actuaries) who are on the track of becoming judges. Those positions 
(there are more than 50 from chofer to judge including secretaries, technicians, administrators, 
and many others) are filled, with different degrees of discretion, by the district and circuit court 
judges in their respective court. In total, by the end of 2018, the Mexican Federal Judiciary 
employed about 45,000 persons out of which about 1500 were judges.   
 
Counting surnames 
 
We have collected a comprehensive list of public officers’ surnames from the Mexican judiciary 
in 2016 and 2019.7 Specifically, those individuals, from all levels in the hierarchy, working at the 
jurisdictional bodies across the 32 judicial circuits (the circuit and district federal courts), and at 
the Supreme Court.8 It includes information such as paternal and maternal surnames, state, 
circuit, position and office in which each public officer works. The complete dataset captures 

 
5 Available at https://www.inegi.org.mx/programas/cnijf/2019/ 
6 The criminal justice reform that started in 2008 and culminated in 2016 motivated the creation of  so 
called national criminal justice centers that deal with criminal cases under the accusatory system. By the 
end of 2018 41 of those centers.  
7 2016: Judicial Circuits 2-18; 2019: SCJN and Judicial Circuits 19-32. 
8 Notice that other Mexican judiciary employees, such as those working at the Federal Judicial Council 
or other specialized federal courts such as the electoral court are not considered. 



information on 35,748 individuals, out of which 13,974 work across 292 appellate circuit 
tribunals,9 12,889 across 351 district courts,10 and 1,236 at the supreme court.11 
 
To find relevant family relations among individuals, we follow Grilli and Allesina’s (2017) 
methodology, in which they counted the number of observed matching surnames’ pairs from a 
list of scholars and compare it to the expected number of pairs after shuffling at random. 
Additionally, we propose a matching algorithm suitable for the Spanish naming convention in 
which the second surname -the maternal- is included in the algorithm because it provides 
additional information to conclude family ties between individuals. Consider a connection as an 
event in which two employees that work in the same judicial circuit and share the same surname. 
To calculate the number of connections (nc) for each shared surname between pairs of employees 
we do the following procedure: 1) we count the total number of repeated surnames (rs) within 
the judicial circuit; 2) we count the number of possible combinations between two employees 
(nc), where 𝑛𝑐 = $𝑟𝑠2 ( =

!"(!"$%)
'

, and; 3) we sum the (nc) per judicial unit (that can be an entire judicial 
circuit, or a particular judicial court or tribunal within the circuit) to obtain the total number of 
connections (tc), where 𝑡𝑐 = ∑𝑛𝑐. Note that (tc) is the observed number of possible family ties 
between individuals (or edges).12 To build this measure of nepotism we compare the observed 
number of connections (tc) with the randomly expected number of total connections (𝑡𝑐& ), so that 
nepotism= !"

!"#
. Naturally, values in the index above one indicates an excess of connections and, 

therefore, a greater probability of nepotistic practices (and viceversa).  
 
We calculate this measure at two levels: 1) judicial circuits and 2) judicial organs such as courts 
and tribunal (workplaces). The former refers to the situation where a pair of individuals with 
shared surname work within the same circuit (that includes many workplaces, including 
courts/tribunals and in some circuits other administrative offices). The latter refers to the 
situation where a pair of individuals with shared surname work at the same workplace 
(court/tribunal/administrative office) in the same circuit. Thus, we count the total of surnames 
pairs in two different ways: observed pairs within each circuit (we call them inter-office) and 
total of surname pairs in each workplace within a circuit (intra-office). Also, for each test, we 
randomize 106 times a sample from the whole dataset (by country), with no repetition, and 
randomize 106 times a sample from the jurisdiction (by circuit), with no repetition. The 
randomization at the country level resamples public officers’ surnames from the whole dataset. 
In contrast, randomization at the circuit level shuffles from the list of public officers’ surnames 
for each circuit, affecting considerably the expected value of repeated surnames within that area. 
 
Figure 1 shows the results. The top panel shows that when counting surname connections 
within judicial circuits and randomizing from the whole dataset (by country), we find that 18 out 

 
9 Including Collegiate Circuit Courts, Unitary Circuit Courts and Plenary Circuits. 
10 Including District Courts, District Courts of Auxiliary Centres, District Courts of the Auxiliary Centre 
with Processing of Matters (Hybrids), District Courts Specialized in Execution of Penalties (within the 
Criminal Justice Centres), and District Courts with competences in Ordinary, Auxiliary and Penal 
Enforcement matters. 
11 Unfortunately, we do not have information on the office variable for circuit 1 (7,649 employees) 
12 When an employee has the same paternal and maternal surname (e.g. i = 2; paternal = a; maternal = a) 
we had to exclude the observation “i = 2; maternal = a” in the variable “pat_mat”, This, to avoid that 
the matching algorithm counted as a match the repeated surname for the same individual. In total, the 
database contains 468 individuals with the same paternal and maternal surname. 



of 33 circuits have an index of nepotism above one (14 of them test significant, solid red bars). 
However, when randomizing by circuit, we observe not a single circuit scores higher than 1 
though none tests significant (blue bars, top panel).  Theoretically, the difference could be 
explained by the geographic distribution of surnames (the national pool of names is more diverse 
than the local one).13 The lack of significant tests when randomizing by circuit indicates the 
absence of regional concentration of surnames at the circuit level). The 14 circuits that score 
significant when randomizing at the country level (solid red bars) indicate a high likelihood of 
nepotism due that the number of observed surnames’ connections are higher than the expected 
at random. This is probably due to the existence of exchange or cross-designation relations.  
 
In contrast, the bottom panel of Figure 1 shows that when counting surnames pairs within 
workplaces by circuit and randomizing at the entire country level (red bars), 27 out of 32 circuits 
have an index of nepotism above one and 17 of them test significant (solid red bars). When 
randomizing at the circuit level, again, we observe a large drop in the index of nepotism (red vs 
blue bars), but this time we observe that 18 jurisdictional bodies tests significant (solid blue bars). 
These results are interesting and might be capturing the existence of inbreeding relations 
occurring (hiring of relatives mostly at the workplace level). 
 
  

 
13 However, we are not sure whether this is the case because federal judiciary employees at the circuit 
level do not necessarily work in the same state that they were born. 



Figure 1. Inter-office and Intra-office surname pairs 
 

 
 
Figure 1. Bars represent the value of the counting-surnames measure of nepotism for each judicial circuit 
(observed/expected number of connections). Red bars stand for randomizing by country, while blue bars 
stand for randomizing by state. Saturated colours indicate that the probability of finding a higher o equal 
number of pairs at random is < 0.10. NOTE: The SCJN was included as jurisdictional organ in this 
analysis. 
 
Family Ties 
 
Our data for this measure was collected by a former member of the Judicial Council, Lic. Felipe 
Borrego and his team of collaborators, during the years 2015 and 2016. It is a unique dataset in 
which the observations are relationships between two individuals who were working in the 
federal judiciary at that time. Each row contains information regarding the exact workplace and 
the position of the first individual, called “the worker”, and the same information on the second 
individual, called “the relative”. In addition, the dataset records the specific type of family tie 
between the two individuals (e.g. brother, sister, son, father, espouse, etcetera). The source of 
this data are judicial records that were accessed by the council member and this team. The total 
number of observations in the dataset is N=6284 (1107 if we restrict the observations to those 
in which “the worker” is a judge). Notice that each relationship contains two persons, the 
“worker” and the “relative”. Because some persons appear twice (once as a “worker” and once 



as a “relative”) in the same relationship when the unit of analysis is the relationship per se we 
exclude those duplicates and the number of observations is N=4731.  
 
The dataset has some limitations, three of them are noteworthy. First, it does not systematically 
record all the possible family ties between the individuals. For instance, suppose there is an entry 
specifying that person A is the brother of person B, and another entry specifying that person A 
is also the brother of person C; then it is possible that there is NOT another entry specifying 
that person B is the brother of person C. Second, the information was collected by circuit, thus 
there is no systematic information of family ties of persons who work in different circuits. Third, 
the database does not contain information about the first circuit (Mexico City), the largest and 
most important in the country, and it contains partial information about the second circuit (State 
of Mexico), the second largest and most important (the database does not contain information 
about the parts of the State of Mexico that are part of the metropolitan area of Mexico City,). 
The database also does not contain information about people working at the Supreme Court 
(about a thousand persons work at the suprema court, eleven of them are the justices). In sum, 
though the dataset is highly valuable it is also incomplete in important ways, so the real extent 
of family ties in the judiciary is no doubt higher. 
 
What is the extent of family ties in the Mexican Federal Judiciary? Figure 2 gives a sense of the 
magnitude of the phenomenon. It shows the percentage by circuit of federal judges (left panel) 
and judiciary officials (right panel) with at least one family member also working in the same 
circuit. The average is 46% for judges, and 29% for judicial officials. There are circuits where 
the number is close to 80% for judges.14 How many family members? The range goes from 1 to 
17 family members working in the same circuit for federal judges (the average is 3 family 
members per judge). Remember that this figure is based on N=6284 individuals working in the 
federal judiciary in 2015-6 (see Figure 3 for a distribution of the number of family relatives per 
circuit). Taking each relationship as the unit of analysis (N=4731), 68% are consanguineous 
relationships and 32% are affinity relationships. Out of the consanguineous relationships, 49% 
are second grade (brothers/sisters, and grandparents-grandchildren), 34% are first grade 
(parents-children), and 18% are third grade (uncle/aunt-nephews). Out of the affinity 
relationships, 65% are first grade (married couples), and 21% are third grade (brother/sister in 
law).  
 
  

 
14 These are the floor figures (the real number is for sure higher because of the limitations of the dataset) 
of the extent and the type of family ties in the Mexican Federal Judiciary. Is this high or low? A survey 
of made across executive agencies in the United States in 2015 shows that in the Department of Justice 
people believe that 15% of officials have a family member working also at the Department (US Gov 
2015, 27). In the Spanish Tribunal de Cuentas an investigation by the newspaper El País revealed that 14% 
of their employees have at least one family member working there (Hernández 2014b). The number of 
judges with relatives in the Mexican Federal Judiciary is considerably high compared to those in the 
United States or Spain, especially if we look at some circuits where close to 80% of judges have at least 
one relative working in the same circuit. 
 



Figure 2. Judges and judiciary officials with at least one relative in the same circuit 

 
Figure 2. Shows the percentage of judges and judicial officials with at least one relative working in the 
same judicial circuit. The dashed line is the overall average. The data does not include Circuit 1 (Mexico 
City) and some areas of Circuit 2 (State of Mexico). 
 
The data on family ties allows also to observe the actual positions that are occupied by persons 
with family ties in the federal judiciary. We focus on the relative of federal judges (trial and 
appellate court judges) because remember that only those two positions are obtained by a three-
part merit examination. Other workers in the judiciary, including law clerks, actuaries, 
technicians and so on are appointed by those judges with different degrees of discretion to fill 
positions in their respective courts. We classified the more than fifty positions into six ordered 
categories depending on the level of meritocratic requirements and how well are they regulated.15 

 
15 Level 1 includes positions obtained by a three-part merit examination and regulated with a high degree 
of detail. Level 2 includes positions obtain by competition but not as highly regulated as those in Level 
1. Level 3 includes positions obtained by direct appointment by a collegial organ and regulated with a 
high degree of detail regarding the requirements to be obtained (including usually an online course, one 
examination, or an essay but without competition). Level 4 includes positions obtained by direct 
appointment by a single judge or administrator regulated with a high degree of detail regarding the 
requirements to be obtained (including usually an online course, one examination, or an essay but without 
competition). Level 5 includes positions obtained by direct appointment by a single judge, and a high 
degree of detail regarding the requirements to be obtained (but no meritocratic component such as an 
exam, course, or essay). Level 6 includes positions obtained by direct appointment by a single judge, and 
a low degree of regulatory detail regarding the requirements to be obtained.  



The data reveal that only 4% of the judges’ relatives occupy positions in Category 1, a mere .35% 
in Category 2, 0% in Category 3, 37% in Category 4 (27% law clerks, and 10% actuaries that are 
the assistants of the law clerks), and 58% in Categories 5 and 6 (of which the most common, by 
far, is the oficial administrativo that takes 43% and the rest is divided across the remaining 40+ 
positions with less than 1% in each). In sum, 95% of the judges’ relatives occupy positions 
obtained by direct appointment by a single judge or an administrator regulated with a high degree 
of detail regarding the requirements to be obtained and with some mild meritocratic requirement 
such as an online course, one examination, or an essay but without competition, or none at all. 
The most common position occupied by judges’ relatives (43%) is one called administrative 
official (oficial administrativo), a Category 5 position with relative low salary but that is permanent 
(basificada). 
 
Figure 3. Number of relatives by circuit 
 

 
Figure 3. Shows the number of relatives per judge, per judicial circuit. The judge who has more relatives 
working in the same circuit has seventeen.  
 
Perceptions 
 
Our data for this measure comes from the World Justice Project (WJP). The WJP created a list of 
12500 lawyers in all fields (civil, criminal, administrative, etc..) in the country from registers in 
the phone book, web searches, individual references, and organization’s records. The WJP 
contacted them and invited to participate in a survey of experts regarding the workings of the 



justice system in Mexico. The online survey was submitted and recollected from October 2017 
to April 2018. A total of 483 surveys were responded in full (see World Justice Project 2018). 
The survey included the question: “Do you agree/somewhat agree/somewhat disagree/not 
agree with the statement: “Having relatives in the judiciary is the key factor in hiring and 
promotion decisions””. As Figure 4 shows, an average of 61% of responded agreed or 
somewhat agreed with the statement, but in some judicial circuits this number goes up to 88%.  
 
Figure 4. Having relatives in the judiciary is the key for hiring and promotions in the judiciary 

 
 
 
Figure 4. Shows the percentage of people who agree and somewhat agree with the statement: “Having 
relatives in the judiciary is the factor in hiring and promotion decisions”. Percentage at the state level of 
the experts’ survey. The dashed line is the overall average. The number in the middle of each bar is the 
total of persons answering agree/somewhat agree in each state. 
 
Nepotism index 
 
Each one of the measures of nepotism -counting surnames, family ties, and perception- reveal 
one part of the same underlying phenomenon. The variance across judicial circuits is interesting 
and can be confusing. In order to create a single measure, we aggregated the measures in the 
simplest way possible: ranking the judicial circuits across all the measures and adding their rank 



number.16 Figure 5 shows the results. The judicial circuits at the top are those that get a higher 
ranking across each measure (hence, the sum of the number position in the ranking is smaller). 
The Red color is for the top ten in the ranking indicating, the yellow color is for the next eleven 
circuits with medium levels in the index, and the green color is for the last eleven circuits with 
the lower scores in the nepotism index.  
 
Figure 5. Nepotism index, per judicial circuit 

 
Figure 5. Shows the sum of the number position in the ranking for each measurement. The smaller the 
number, the higher the overall nepotism. Lines across the dots represent the standard deviation. Dashed 
line is the average of the observations.  
 
Effects of nepotism 
 
Nepotism, both the index and specific measures, apparently are related to larger volumes of 
judicial backlog (the difference between cases that arrive at a court and cases decided by the 
court, per year). Figure 6 shows that judicial circuits with less nepotism according to the 
overall index tend to be those with lower number in backlog cases. Figure 7 shows that a 
specific measure of nepotism, the percentage of judges with at least one relative in the same 
circuit, is positively related with levels of backlog. Figure 8 shows that another measure of 
nepotism, the one based on perception, also related a higher number of people who agree that 
having relatives is key in hiring and promotions with judicial backlog.  

 
16 For each measure of nepotism, we ranked each judicial circuit according its value of nepotism: high 
values of on the top of the list and lower values in the bottom. Judicial circuits ranked in the position 1 
of the list are those with higher levels of nepotism; whereas position 32 is the lowest value of nepotism. 
To build the Overall ranking, we sum the rankings of Counting Surnames, Family ties and Surveys 
measures: Overall ranking = Rank Inter-office within nation + Rank Intra-office within nation + Rank 
Judges + Rank Officials + Rank Agree. The smaller the number of the Overall ranking, the higher the 
level of the overall nepotism. 



Figure 6. Nepotism index and judicial backlog, per circuit  

 
Figure 7. Percentage of judges with relatives and judicial backlog, per circuit 

 
 



Figure 8. Perception of nepotism and judicial backlog, per circuit 

 
 
The measure of nepotism based on family ties allows us to get an idea of endogamic and 
exchange relationships. Judges appointing their own relatives to positions in their own court 
(endogamia), though not prima facie evidence of misuse of the family tie, certainly does not look 
good.  Another practice that is questionable is the exchange of appointments across judges and 
their relatives: “I appoint your nephew, you appoint mine”. In the family links database, there is 
a total of 866 workplaces, the bulk of which (88%) are trial or appellate courts and the rest are 
administrative offices in the judicial circuits. Out of the total N=4731 family relationships in the 
database, 977 (21%) are endogamic (relationships where both family relatives work in the exact 
same place). The number of family relationships per workplace ranges from 1 to 12; 50% of the 
workplaces with endogamic relations have at least 4 relationships. Out of the total N=4731 
family relationships in the database, 991 (21%) are exchanges (where a couple of workplaces share 
family members). The maximum number of exchange relationships between a couple of 
workplaces is 12 (only 2); 50% of the workplaces that have exchange relationships have at least 
4 exchanges.  
 
Figure 9 shows that the overall index of nepotism is negatively related with the number of 
endogamic relationships per circuit. Figure 10 shows that the overall index of nepotism is 
negatively related with the number of exchange relationships per circuit. Figure 11 shows a 
positive relationship between perception of corruption and the number of endogamic 
relationships. This is of course preliminary evidence, but it points to the commonly known 
association between nepotism and impaired institutional performance considering different 
measures of nepotism. Future research could be focused on explaining the rich variation of levels 
of nepotism across judicial circuits and include a more reliable measure of performance such as 
court trials length.  
 



Figure 9. Nepotism index and endogamic relationships, per circuit 

 
 
Figure 10. Nepotism index and exchange relationships, per circuit 

 
 



 
Figure 11. Perception of nepotism and endogamic relationships, per circuit 

 
Conclusion 
 
The sheer magnitude and pervasiveness of family relationships within the Mexican federal 
judiciary is eye-opening. Based on the different measuring strategies -counting surnames, family 
ties, and perception- we have shown that the degree of nepotism varies across judicial circuits 
and (based on one measure) across judicial units within the same circuit. What causes this 
variation, and what are the effects of nepotism on judges’ behavior, are the next questions to be 
answered. Identifying and characterizing the phenomenon is the first step. This is important not 
only in Mexico, but actually for civil law countries specially in Latin America. Judicial councils 
and merit-based judicial selection systems were created first in Europe to increase judicial 
independence from the executive branch, that used to control the administration of human and 
material resources of the judiciary through the ministry of justice (Guarnieri and Pedezoli 2002). 
In Latin America, in contrast, it was the supreme court who had power over budget management 
and judges’ careers and judicial councils were thus created to combat patronage, patrimonialism, 
and nepotism within the judiciary (see Pozas-Loyo and Ríos-Figueroa 2011; Hammergren 2007). 
In countries like Costa Rica, Colombia, Chile or Mexico for a long time a system of cooptation 
(where judges from higher courts appoint judges of lower courts) was in place for a long time 
before more merit-based systems (along with Judicial Councils) were introduced. If the reasons 
why we see in Mexico these levels of nepotism is due to the legacies of those cooptation systems, 
patronage and patrionalism, it is likely that nepotism exists in those other countries as well.   
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