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Abstract
While much has been written on private security expansion in a few English-speaking 
industrialized democracies, less is known about why the industry does not develop 
uniformly around the world. We propose some hypotheses about constraints on 
private security growth in other settings, based on three comparative case studies in 
authoritarian states (Russia and Georgia), developing countries (Guyana and Trinidad) 
and non-‘Anglosphere’ industrialized democracies (continental Europe). In authoritarian 
states, private policing is more politically sensitive than in democratic states, sometimes 
resulting in more draconian restrictions on it. In developing societies, despite widespread 
fear of crime, potential consumers sometimes favour in-house measures over private 
security firms and electronic devices. In developed democracies, variation in private 
security growth reflects regulatory, institutional and ideological differences between the 
Anglosphere and continental Europe. We conclude that constraints on the private security 
industry’s growth potential are more significant than many scholars have acknowledged.
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Introduction

On a recent visit to Georgetown, Guyana, where she spent her childhood, Anne-Marie 
Singh was struck by the lack of a professionalized private security industry in this 
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developing South American country. Stabroek Market—the city’s largest, which also 
serves as its main taxi rank and ferry dock—had no visible private or public police pres-
ence. Likewise, access to the private members club where she stayed was controlled by 
a non-uniformed guard in a sentry post inside the property, who manually operated a 
large metal gate that served as the only access point. Observing similar security arrange-
ments in many homes of well-to-do Georgetown residents, Singh reflected that the pre-
dominant forms of privatized security in Georgetown differed sharply from those in most 
contemporary scholarly studies of the industry. In particular, there was much less of a 
corporatized guard sector, or even perimeter security technologies, than she expected 
based on such studies. Moreover, the security business had not clearly evolved beyond 
the level she recalled from the 1970s.

Through this anecdote, we draw attention to a gap in private policing studies. While 
much has been written on the origins, nature and growth of private security, far less is 
known about why the industry, and particular segments of it, does not develop equally 
everywhere. Dominant explanations for its expansion include rising crime, or fear of 
crime and feelings of insecurity; corrupt or ineffective public policing; changing prop-
erty relations, including the ‘mass private property’ hypothesis; the decline of informal 
social control; and neo-liberal reframing of state and private sector responsibility for 
security. However, few studies have asked why a commercialized security industry flour-
ishes in some countries, but not in others, including in some where such putative predic-
tors of growth are present. The absence or underdevelopment of a private security 
industry cannot be explained simply by pointing to the inverse of the factors listed above, 
at least not without further investigation. Moreover, simply deploying all these factors 
together as explanations makes it difficult to sift out the relative weight of particular 
causes. In fact, private security development exhibits much more variation than is cur-
rently recognized in most theoretical studies (but see Goold et al., 2010; Jones and 
Newburn, 1999; Ungar, 2007). Rather than considering cases in light of existing theories, 
we aim for comparisons that promote the development and testing of new hypotheses 
(Lijphart, 1971: 691).

Drawing together a range of scholarship, this article highlights variation in private 
security development in two authoritarian states, (post-Soviet Russia and Georgia), in 
two English-speaking developing Caribbean countries (Trinidad and Tobago and 
Guyana); and in several Western European democracies. Post-Soviet authoritarian 
regimes, we suggest, constrain private security through repressive policies unlikely in 
established democracies. Trinidad and Guyana illustrate why private security in develop-
ing countries may not always follow the same corporate or even professional path as in 
developed ones. Finally, in Western Europe, we note more significant variation in private 
security growth than is usually perceived within the ‘Anglosphere’, due to regulatory, 
institutional and ideological differences between the UK and continental states.

In taking this wide-ranging approach, we are informed by studies of the ‘comparative 
case approach’ from criminology (Campbell and Schoenfeld, 2013) and political science 
(Collier and Mahoney, 1996; Geddes, 1999; Kaarbo and Beasley, 1999; Lijphart, 1971, 
1975) that suggest new avenues for explaining private security development. In particu-
lar, the existing literature largely focuses on a few countries—primarily the UK, the 
USA, Canada and South Africa—with a robust private security sector. Selecting cases 
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exclusively on particular values of the independent variable—here, rapid private polic-
ing growth—is inevitable in an emerging scholarly literature, when researchers identify 
a problem and suggest explanations (Collier and Mahoney, 1996: 74). However, by now, 
structured comparisons including cases without large or growing private security sectors 
may contribute more to theory-development. First, while cases of growth generate 
hypotheses about its causes, they do not lend themselves to evaluating those hypotheses, 
particularly when the homogeneous universe of cases obscures macro-political or socio-
economic variables that may influence the development of private policing. Indeed, 
focusing on ‘positive’ cases discourages researchers from conceptualizing the uneven 
growth of private security as a distinct problem. Of course, some studies do explore pri-
vate policing in developing societies or authoritarian regimes, and we make use of them. 
Nonetheless, the key scientific publications theorizing private policing tend not to draw 
on such studies. As a result, the private policing literature exhibits the ‘heterogeneity of 
causal relations’ problem (Collier and Mahoney, 1996: 68), meaning private policing 
growth outside developed democracies may involve previously untheorized factors.

As Campbell and Schoenfeld (2013) and Lijphart (1971, 1975) argue, comparisons 
can reveal effects of major systemic differences, such as economic development levels 
or regime types; or effects of relatively minor differences in similar settings; or both. We 
present three sets of ‘comparable’ cases—countries—similar on some key parameter(s) 
of interest, and geographically proximate; but differing in the size of their private polic-
ing sector. Each set of cases differs from the paradigmatic ‘Anglosphere developed 
democracies’ on a major ‘systemic’ factor: regime type; level of development; and cul-
tural background. We find variation in regulation, and its interaction with exogenous 
social and political preferences, may be more important in developed democracies; the 
state’s relative desire for control over private policing may be more significant in author-
itarian regimes; and wealth levels and recent political experiences may determine 
whether professionalized private security emerges in developing countries.

Dominant explanations of private security growth

When social scientists draw largely from a homogeneous set of countries, they may over-
look how local settings influence causal relations and overgeneralize (see Geddes, 1999: 
131). Theoretical development in the private policing field has been largely shaped by a 
few paradigmatic cases: the USA, the UK, Canada and, more recently, South Africa. All 
are English-speaking offshoots of the British Empire, and only South Africa is a develop-
ing country with a distinctive political trajectory. The cultural, political and legal simi-
larities among these cases have yielded hypotheses for private security corporation 
growth marked by strong implicit assumptions regarding key background conditions.

Spitzer and Scull’s (1977) classic structural Marxist account relates the development 
of private policing in Anglo-American societies to transformations in capitalist economic 
organization and systems. In their view, private security reflects priorities of the domi-
nant class at specific periods of capitalist development. The modern private security 
industry, they argue, emerges from the ‘human problems’ engendered in the transition 
from industrial to corporate capitalism, ‘coupled with the deepening fiscal crisis of the 
state […] and the extension of corporate hegemony’ (Spitzer and Scull, 1977: 27). They 
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theorize that the dramatic expansion in both size and function of US policing for profit 
in the 1960s was fuelled by the security demands of big business, which under-resourced 
public authorities could not meet. To safeguard profits, corporations prioritized risk man-
agement, loss prevention and restitution, while the public police were tasked with order 
maintenance and servicing the public realm.

Shearing and Stenning’s (1981, 1983) influential ‘mass private property’ thesis builds 
on Spitzer and Scull’s observations, but from a Foucauldian perspective that de-empha-
sizes the state. They identify shifting property relations as the key cause of the rebirth of 
private security in Canada, the USA and the UK in the 1970s. Analysing the emergence 
of ‘mass private property’—shopping malls, leisure centres, residential complexes and 
other spaces owned and controlled by corporations yet open to public use—they argue 
corporate interest in securing such spaces drives modern private security growth. As a 
result, private security has expanded in both size and scope, eroding the state’s monopoly 
on policing, as more public life comes to be policed by entities serving predominately 
private (corporate) interests.

In subsequent work by Shearing, Stenning and others, such ‘fragmentation’ of public 
policing is traced to neo-liberal policies that have eclipsed welfare-based models 
(Kempa et al., 2004; Shearing, 1991). In this framing, primary responsibility for secu-
rity has been downloaded onto individuals, households and communities, with citizens 
urged to turn to the market for security, at least in the first instance. While private secu-
rity expansion is sometimes presented as a response to particular police failures, other 
studies suggest security has largely come to be seen as a commodity for sale (see 
Johnston and Shearing, 2003).

Jones and Newburn’s (1999, 2002) investigations of the British private security indus-
try call into question the ‘mass private property’ and ‘fragmentation’ arguments. Using 
census estimates and other time-series data, they find the most substantial growth of 
private security occurred some 20 years before mass private property developments in 
Britain. Moreover, while private security has continued to grow since the 1970s, so too 
have public policing resources and functions (Jones and Newburn, 1999: 240). Far from 
a fragmentation of policing, they postulate a formalization of social control. Economic 
changes have led to the decline, if not elimination, of positions such as bus conductors, 
school janitors, park rangers and other staff with a secondary social control role, and the 
resultant security gap has been filled by both private and public police.

While many studies consider economic drivers of private security expansion, rela-
tively few address the political (Jones and Newburn, 2002; White, 2010) or even geopo-
litical dimensions to this dynamic. One exception is Singh’s (2008) analysis of private 
security in South Africa, which highlights the role of the Apartheid state in stimulating 
the industry’s initial growth. In the 1980s, Pretoria encouraged industry development so 
that private security could supplement the public police, thereby increasing the regime’s 
repressive capacity. Even following the democratic transition, the industry (especially 
residential alarms and armed patrols) has expanded amid rampant crime, fear of crime, 
increasing public demand for security, ineffective and corrupt public policing and neo-
liberal economic policies (see also Singh and Kempa, 2007). Indeed, the post-Apartheid 
government regards the industry as an important partner in managing crime, which has 
spilled out of townships into predominately white city centres and suburbs. Private 
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security is now a key performer in crime control, whether in residential spaces, ‘mass 
private property’ or fully public spaces. However, these privatized security arrangements 
did not replace state services. Rather, the responsibility for security placed on all indi-
viduals and businesses includes supporting government efforts to build criminal justice 
capacity and legitimacy. Within the context of these cultural shifts in security logics or 
mentalities, private security corporations have actively and successfully targeted crime 
as a marketing resource.

Although the policing literature generally relies on a few cases, some recent English-
language studies apply these mainstream approaches and hypotheses elsewhere, includ-
ing New Zealand (Bradley and Sedgwick, 2009), China (Zhong and Grabosky, 2009), 
Brazil (Prado et al., 2012; Ungar, 2007), Russia (Nalla et al., 2015; Volkov, 2000, 2002) 
and the Netherlands (Van Steden and Jones, 2010). For example, Van Steden and Sarre 
(2007) analyse private security growth in the Americas, Asia, Europe, the Middle East, 
Africa and Australia, suggesting some traditional answers outlined above. Van Steden 
and De Waard (2013) explain the expansion of the EU private security market from 2004 
to 2011 through high fear of crime and generalized ontological insecurity; public sector 
fiscal constraints; and neo-liberal privatization of state functions, including security. 
Examining the emergence of private security in China since the 1980s, Zhong and 
Grabosky (2009) argue that with the introduction of a market economy, earlier forms of 
social control could no longer address the growing security demands of foreign investors 
or rising crime levels resulting from rural-to-urban migration. Ungar (2007) connects the 
explosion in paid policing throughout Latin America1 since the 1980s to deepening eco-
nomic inequality, rising (fear of) violent crime, state weakness and fiscal austerity.

In contrast, rather than simply illustrating existing hypotheses with new cases, we 
identify cases where conventional explanations fail to explain contrasting outcomes, and 
consider other previously untheorized causal factors (Kaarbo and Beasley, 1999: 375). 
The selection of cases reflects our expectation that macro-level factors—regime type, 
political and bureaucratic institutions, economic development and perhaps even ‘cul-
ture’—likely influence private security growth. In other words, we ‘relax the assump-
tions’ of the mainstream theoretical literature. Following Campbell and Schoenfeld 
(2013: 1388), our three paired comparisons also reveal the ‘dynamic interaction’ between 
systemic (i.e. international), and domestic (country-level) factors. Our research design 
thus answers Jones and Newburn’s (2002: 143) call to analyse ‘the nature, timing and 
reasons for the growth of the commercial security sector’ in different countries.

Private security in post-Soviet regimes: Harnessed to the 
state?

In western countries, security firms are typically interpreted as creatures of the private sec-
tor, reflecting its priorities and either growing at the expense of public security (Bradley and 
Sedgwick, 2009; Mulone, 2011), or at least pursuing basically private interests (Johnston 
and Shearing, 2003). This model does not match post-Soviet private security development. 
Private policing in the post-Soviet region is often discussed incidentally in studies of organ-
ized crime and informal violence (see, for example, Driscoll, 2015; Kupatadze, 2015; Slade, 
2013; Varese, 2001; Volkov, 2000). While some studies (e.g. Favarel-Garrigues, 2011, 2015; 
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Favarel-Garrigues and Le Huérou, 2004; Gans-Morse, 2012; Hiscock, 2006; Lehmbruch 
and Sanikidze, 2014; Nalla et al., 2015; Polishchuk and Sharygina, 2016) address post-
Soviet private security in depth, they rarely take a comparative analysis. We argue that in 
post-Soviet states, and probably in other authoritarian states too, private security regulation 
directly engages the survival of the national regime. In post-Soviet countries, private secu-
rity firms also mediate between business and society, and co-exist with large for-profit secu-
rity services run by national ministries.

The Soviet government did not permit private businesses dedicated to security 
(Ogurtsov, 2011). The industry emerged only in the late 1980s and early 1990s as the 
unplanned by-product of two related processes: the chaotic privatization of state-owned 
enterprises, and the collapse of employment in the major security institutions, the Interior 
Ministry (responsible for public-order or ‘low’ policing) and the Committee of State 
Security (the KGB, responsible for state security or ‘high’ policing) (Volkov, 2000, 
2002). Newly privatized businesses required protection not only from street crime, but 
also from political pressure or corporate raiding aimed at closure or confiscation of the 
business or its assets, or hostile takeovers by better-connected rivals. With non-function-
ing police and judicial institutions, post-Soviet private security also aided firms with debt 
collection (Favarel-Garrigues, 2011). Businesses hired newly unemployed former KGB 
and Interior Ministry officers, whether as ‘in house’ employees of the firm, or as de facto 
contract security. In particular, major firms brought into their security departments high-
ranking KGB officials who often retained connections with their former employer 
(Volkov, 2000: 478). Granted, western private security firms also often employ former 
police officers, in part for their professional contacts and reputation. However, in the 
post-Soviet context, employment of former officials did not indicate a harnessing of 
human resources by private business, but rather colonization of business by officials and 
their former agencies. A 1992 law legalized private security provision in Russia, estab-
lishing a basic regulatory framework, and enabling the security services to establish 
‘selective and indirect’ control over the use of force by private organizations (Volkov, 
2000: 492). An important licensing requirement—that aspiring employees receive ‘pro-
fessional [i.e. police] training’—also helps tie private security firms to the police and 
Federal Security Service (the KGB’s successor) (Nalla et al., 2015: 48).

While private security corporations gradually displaced in-house private security and 
organized crime groups from the private protection market in Russia (Volkov, 2000: 
491), they did not become autonomous from state institutions. Russian firms still face 
security threats from predatory state agencies, or other firms that manipulate such agen-
cies for their own purposes. In response, firms cultivate relationships with corrupt police, 
judges and other officials (Gans-Morse, 2012: 281–282). Indeed, such protection rackets 
(known as ‘krysha’ in Russian) by current or former officials are a sine qua non for firms 
to operate normally, demonstrating the distinctive role of Russian private security firms 
in maintaining state control over business.

In addition, many post-Soviet police ministries feature specialized units offering 
security services for a fee. True, even in liberal states, off-duty police services are increas-
ingly marketed to potential clients (Mulone, 2011). However, in many post-Soviet coun-
tries, such specialized units play a key role in the private security industry. For example, 
the Russian Interior Ministry’s Extra-Departmental Protection Directorate employs 
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nearly a quarter of the ministry’s personnel (Nalla et al., 2015: 47). While Russian firms 
retain private security corporations for problems familiar in the West, such as employee 
fraud and industrial espionage, they turn to the Directorate for threats from state agencies 
(Gans-Morse, 2012: 280). Hiscock (2006: 135, 139) notes similar units in both Ukraine 
and Georgia. They clearly serve as ‘slush funds’ to reward loyal employees or cover 
other illicit off-budget expenses, and also help the government control the private secu-
rity industry, and its use of informal coercion.2

A smaller post-Soviet state, Georgia, illustrates how an authoritarian setting can lead 
to policies that severely constrain private security growth.3 Georgia’s 2003 ‘Rose 
Revolution’ brought to power President Mikheil Saakashvili, who instituted a crackdown 
on organized crime, police restructuring and draconian sentencing (Kupatadze, 2012; 
Light, 2014; Slade, 2012, 2013). More quietly, the Saakashvili government also attacked 
private security firms, whose owners were connected to the security services that 
Saakashvili was purging. Sensing where the wind was blowing, a number of these firms 
closed their doors (Hiscock, 2006: 140). Saakashvili also promoted the ‘Police Protective 
Department’ as a public sector alternative to private security. Against the advice of 
European partners, he gave the Department an enhanced status as an independent agency 
authorized to collect and dispose of revenue (Hiscock, 2006: 142; Lehmbruch and 
Sanikidze, 2014). A conflict then ensued between this agency and private security firms 
over a bill regulating the private security industry, in which the Department and its par-
ent, the Interior Ministry, successfully lobbied for privileged treatment. The resulting 
2008 law imposed high fees and stringent licensing requirements on private security 
companies and prohibited them from carrying weapons (thus excluding work as body-
guards). In a blatant conflict of interest, the law also made the Department the regulator 
for the private security industry, authorizing it to sanction its own rivals. These anti-
competitive policies led additional security corporations to close, and entrenched the 
Department as the dominant private security provider (Lehmbruch and Sanikidze, 2014: 
103). Following these measures, the ratio of private security employees to police officers 
in Georgia (0.33) is now less than half that in Russia (0.80) (Nalla et al., 2015: 45). Of 
course, Georgia’s lower economic development, and since 2003 its lower crime rate, 
probably make the market for such services smaller than in Russia, independent of regu-
lation (Hiscock, 2006: 139). But at least part of the difference likely reflects Georgia’s 
deliberate ‘crowding out’ of private security to benefit its public sector competitor.

Thus, although authoritarian governments face similar concerns with respect to pri-
vate security, they vary in their policies. As noted above, Russia has not allowed a truly 
independent private security industry to develop. Nonetheless, compared with Georgia, 
Russia tolerates more security provision by (formally) non-state actors, as in Favarel-
Garrigues’ (2015) study of hybrid private–public enforcement of court judgments. 
Saakashvili’s more prohibitive approach may reflect his determination to remove figures 
within the security sector linked to Russia (Light, 2014). Likewise, both the ‘political 
control’ and ‘slush fund’ motivations for favouring the Police Protective Department 
ultimately derive from Saakashvili’s policy of fully monopolizing the organized use of 
force. In contrast, several indicators suggest Russia lacks such a policy, including its 
looser private security regulation, as well as the toleration of criminal street gangs 
(Stephenson, 2015) that would certainly be crushed in Georgia. Nonetheless, in contrast 
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to Anglosphere societies, in post-Soviet societies, the initiative for private security devel-
opment came from the state, not the private sector, following a cataclysmic political 
transition. Certainly, factors such as income inequality, incapacity of public police ser-
vices and new ‘mass private spaces’ figure in this story: crime and inequality did rise 
across post-Soviet countries in the 1990s (Slade and Light, 2015), and these trends surely 
generated demand for private security. However, their role is secondary in both signifi-
cance and sequence.

How applicable are these findings to other authoritarian states? On the one hand, by 
definition, all such regimes lack effective popular control over government institutions, 
as well as protections for individual rights, including property (Geddes, 1999; Svolik, 
2009, 2013). While liberal states also vary in their regulatory policies (as in Western 
Europe, discussed below), we would be surprised if a democracy completely suppressed 
private policing (as in the USSR) or created a government near-monopoly over it (as in 
contemporary Georgia). In addition, being more weakly institutionalized than democra-
cies, authoritarian regimes face particular challenges in regulating the use of violence 
(Svolik, 2009: 477), notably the risk of military coups (Svolik, 2013). Because this 
should lend increased political sensitivity to the use of force by private organizations, we 
would be surprised by an authoritarian regime—even a capitalist one—in which private 
policing is as deregulated as in the USA or the UK.

On the other hand, authoritarian regimes differ in their power configurations and 
structures, including one-party states, personalistic dictatorships and military juntas 
(Geddes, 1999). These and other differences likely inflect the regulation of private polic-
ing. Thus, although post-Soviet private security companies are ‘chips off the block’ of 
the state, this may not be true in other authoritarian regimes. As a corollary, relations 
between state and private security in authoritarian regimes need not differ across the 
board from their counterparts in other settings.4 Rather, future research could investigate: 
(1) how differences in regime types inflect that association, and whether private or public 
actors exercise more power in it; and (2) how the resulting regulations influence private 
security development.

On the first point, comparative studies often investigate whether the official or private 
party in a corrupt relationship holds the upper hand, as in Johnston’s (2005) analysis of 
‘syndromes of corruption’. A similar distinction applies between post-Soviet and, say, 
Latin American private policing. Thus, close (if not corrupt) relations between private 
security and officials are widespread in Latin America, as illustrated in a recent study of 
Mexico City (Müller, 2010). Yet in Mexico, the failure to crack down on unregistered 
companies (Müller, 2010: 141–144), suggests the industry may be in the driver’s seat, or 
at least negotiating equally with officials, in contrast to the state domination characteris-
tic of the post-Soviet region. Likewise, although Latin America police also rent their 
services to private actors, this reflects the colonization of security by moneyed interests 
(Ungar, 2007), whereas in post-Soviet countries it reflects colonization of the economy 
by state actors, possibly as a legacy of differences between the Soviet regime, which sup-
pressed private property, and Latin American military regimes, which safeguarded the 
property of economic elites from popular insurrection (Svolik, 2013: 769).5 Indeed, 
some authoritarian regimes actively promote private security, including, as noted above, 
Apartheid South Africa (Singh, 2008).
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Thus, on the second question above, the range of regulatory outcomes in the authori-
tarian regimes we have examined suggests the need to explore more systematically the 
diverse regulatory outcomes across other such regimes. For now, our review indicates 
certain limitations to the influential ‘nodal governance’ (Johnston and Shearing, 2003; 
Wood and Shearing, 2007) and ‘anchored pluralism’ schools (Loader and Walker, 2007), 
which analyse contract security as part of a joint public–private security network. These 
studies may not capture how fraught the state–private security relationship can be in 
illiberal settings. In particular, while regulation of private security can benefit both state 
and industry (White, 2012: 94), in authoritarian regimes, it can also result in state domi-
nation or in the full suppression of the industry.

Guyana and Trinidad: Privatized security vs private security

Research on private policing largely treats it as a distinct industry involving firms spe-
cialized in corporate security or in-house security officers with a specific profile and 
career path (see Van Steden and De Waard, 2013). The literature emphasizes growing 
‘corporatization’ or ‘McDonaldization’ of private security—domination of the field by 
large multinational firms (G4S, Securitas, etc.) with local subsidiaries, and associated 
‘branding’ (logos, uniforms, etc.). According to Van Steden and De Waard (2013), this 
process is well underway in Europe. However, ‘corporatization’ and ‘branding’ are not 
progressing rapidly in some developing societies, where private security remains primar-
ily within the household and enterprise.

Latin America—in particular, its largest country, Brazil—has stimulated more 
research on private policing than any other part of the developing world. As Ungar (2007: 
20–21) notes, private security in the region has exploded since the 1980s, measured by 
both expenditures and employment. Like Huggins (2000) and Wood and Cardia (2006), 
he also acknowledges the diverse forms private security takes across the region. Although 
both large-scale corporate (sometimes multinational) and smaller firms (sometimes unli-
censed) have expanded, there is substantial intra-regional variation in their relative dis-
tribution. Thus, while relatively wealthy Argentina boasts more of the commercialized 
security predominant in the developed world, in Brazil such firms coexist with unregis-
tered agencies, corrupt police and vigilantism (Huggins, 2000; Mota Prado and 
Trebilcock, 2017; Wood and Cardia, 2006). Nonetheless, these studies, even Ungar’s, do 
not distinguish systematically between cases of greater and lesser private security growth 
across the region. They also generally ascribe similar causes to the growth of private 
security, often derived from studies of developed countries, such as inequality, neo-liber-
alism and high crime. True, political factors such as democratization and the legacy of 
former military regimes also figure in these studies, as in Ungar’s discussion of the 
‘mano dura’, draconian anti-crime policies demanded by the wealthy. Yet because all 
these factors are to some degree common to other countries in the region, they cannot 
explain variation in the growth of the private security business within Latin America, or 
between it and other regions of the developing world, including the neighbouring 
Commonwealth Caribbean.

Guyana and Trinidad are neighbouring former British colonies whose people descend 
mainly from African slaves and East Indian indentured servants, with the legacy 
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of colonialism reflected in ongoing conflict between the two groups. There are some 
contrasts between the two countries, however. In particular, while Guyana’s economy 
has stagnated, Trinidad has become one of the wealthiest Caribbean states. Nonetheless, 
private security has developed broadly in parallel in both societies. In their less profes-
sionalized private security, they contrast with (and shed new light on) the Latin American 
cases that have figured in theoretical development. While one could also examine 
Spanish-speaking countries with limited private security growth, shifting the focus to a 
neighbouring region promotes our goal of integrating less-studied cases into theory. 
Moreover, as we suggest below, Guyana and Trinidad differ from most Latin American 
societies in ways that may influence private security development, notably in their lack 
of recent military rule.

According to Anyanwu (2012) and Bishop (2013), Trinidad features many conditions 
for private security expansion, including severe violent crime (especially gun-related 
homicide); widespread fear of crime; corrupt and ineffective police; increasing business-
specific demands for security; social inequality; and a state fiscal crisis and resulting 
privatization. Although some private security regulation is gradually being introduced, it 
is not being used to stymy the industry. Indeed, the most recent legislation, the Private 
Security Industry Bill (2014), would extend police powers (e.g. search and seizure, 
detention, use of force) across all private security sectors. Further, as Anyanwu (2012) 
notes, many private security firms in Trinidad are owned or operated by persons closely 
linked to the public sector, including cabinet ministers and retired police and military 
officers, and these firms secure lucrative contracts guarding schools, hospitals and gov-
ernment offices.

While Trinidad’s private security industry has grown since the 1980s, it remains bifur-
cated (Anyanwu, 2012; Bishop, 2013). A smaller sector, comprising one multinational 
(G4S) and three regional operators (Amalgamated, Guardsman and Executive 
Bodyguard), services large businesses and some government agencies (e.g. the prison 
service). In contrast, small businesses and households still rely on locally owned, smaller 
private security companies without the extensive training and sophisticated electronic 
equipment taken for granted in developed countries. Many such firms provide only 
unarmed guard and escort services, in response to market demand but also because state 
regulations only pertain to firearms.6 Moreover, as in precarious and poorly paid work 
around the world, many of their employees are women.

This bifurcation of the Trinidadian market suggests two potential obstacles to 
corporatization or ‘McDonaldization’ of private security in similar developing socie-
ties. First, large international private security corporations brand themselves with 
electronic surveillance and monitoring services, and highly trained and well-armed 
personnel (Van Steden and De Waard, 2013). Thus, most potential consumers of 
private policing in a developing country would simply not be in the market for their 
services, instead making do with cheaper, ad hoc security solutions. Second, as both 
Anyanwu (2012) and Bishop (2013) observe, most consumers in Trinidad see secu-
rity as a ‘grudge good’ (Goold et al., 2010), not fundamental to either their business 
or social status. As a result, Anyanwu (2012) suggests, the ‘globalization’ and ‘cor-
poratization’ of private security likely mean something very different in developed 
and developing countries.
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We develop this point with a vignette from Guyana, the only English-speaking coun-
try in South America. Like Trinidad, Guyana displays many characteristics assumed to 
promote growth of professionalized, corporate private security, including very high 
crime (especially violent crime) and fear of crime; police lacking capacity and legiti-
macy; ethnic divisions and the racialization of crime; and extreme income inequality. 
While these factors suggest contract security should have taken hold here, as in Trinidad 
its growth appears highly constrained.

Guyana also illustrates other limitations of research on private security in the develop-
ing world: while several recent publications (e.g. Ungar, 2007) examine the Brazilian 
industry, which mirrors that of Canada, the USA and the UK, there is little research on 
the industry in countries (e.g. Guyana and Trinidad) that diverge from these archetypal 
cases. Some security firms operate in Guyana, and have been regulated only since 2011.7 
Determining their current number, and the exact services they provide, would require 
field research. However, during her stay in Guyana, Singh observed the following inci-
dent. On a social visit to a wealthy household, she arrived at their gated residential com-
pound, where a middle-aged woman in the usual ‘guard hut’ asked her name and business 
before admitting her. Neither this woman nor her male alternate wore a uniform. Both 
were unarmed, reflecting the home-owners’ concern that firearms could be dangerous to 
children on the property. Singh also observed the guards were treated as household staff, 
rather than as professional outside experts. Indeed, like the other domestic staff, the 
guards attended the wedding of the homeowners’ daughter. Singh later learned they were 
part of the in-house security team operated by the homeowners, who owned a large fac-
tory, and were permanently stationed at the residence as security for the company’s 
directors. Likewise, most middle- and upper-class Guyanese homeowners apparently 
require their housekeepers, cooks or nannies to perform similar security duties.

Why would a wealthy family in a developing country internalize security within the 
household, rather than hiring professionals? This preference suggests another reason 
why corporatization may not be the juggernaut some studies depict: not every potential 
consumer of private security wishes to hire large multinational firms, even when money 
is not an obstacle. The reasons for this preference require investigation. Perhaps wealthy 
people with a large household staff find it more natural to give them security responsi-
bilities, rather than calling in outsiders with no loyalty or financial ties to the family. As 
a corollary, where private security is considered of poor quality, the incentive to hire a 
professional may be lower (see Goold et al., 2010; Loader et al., 2015). Instead, in 
Guyana and perhaps elsewhere, the quality of private security is often maintained through 
personal ties, rather than specialization. Thus, there may be some interaction between an 
undeveloped market and the tastes of even well-heeled potential consumers. In these 
respects, wealthy households in Guyana may actually resemble those in earlier European 
history, when the security function of family retainers was also taken for granted.

On a related point, electronic security—including CCTV, surveillance systems and 
card access—remains undeveloped in both Guyana and Trinidad. Thus, in Guyana, resi-
dences do not have alarm systems, electrified fences, or motorized access gates. This 
could reflect unreliable electricity: most upper-class Guyanese homes have back-up gen-
erators, as black-outs occur regularly. More likely, however, there is simply no demand 
for electronic security, as suggested by evidence from Trinidad. There, the electricity 
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supply is stable, yet guarding constitutes the biggest market component (Anyanwu, 
2012). In fact, the largest consumers of corporate security in both countries are extractive 
industries (e.g. diamonds and petroleum), whose needs are better met by human guards 
(in-house, or less often, on contract) (Anyanwu, 2012). Moreover, although the plant 
owned by Singh’s relatives is powered by private generators, security arrangements there 
involve on-site personnel who check workers’ bags and enforce health and safety regula-
tions, suggesting these Guyanese entrepreneurs simply prefer staffed security.

Thus, our examples undermine predictions from studies of Latin America that the 
security industry should develop rapidly throughout the region and in the developed 
world in general. They also draw into question the most widespread explanation for pri-
vate security growth in Latin America, inequality, crime and inadequate state services. 
All these factors are present in Guyana and Trinidad, yet have failed to yield private 
security corporatization. Indeed, the difference in mean income between Guyana and 
Trinidad is not reflected in different rates of private security development.

As Loader and colleagues note, attention should be paid to the socio-cultural signifi-
cance that different security products hold for both consumers and providers of security 
(Goold et al., 2010; Loader et al., 2015). The failure of large, corporate private security 
firms to flourish in these two cases suggests the ‘McDonaldization’ of private security in 
developed and some developing societies relies on a preference for technical expertise and 
professionalization not shared even by wealthy people in all developing societies.8 Thus, 
for private security to assume a corporatized form, or even be organized as a business, 
perhaps a sufficiently large national market must exist. In this reading, the contrast between 
South Africa and Brazil, on the one hand, and Trinidad and Guyana, on the other, ulti-
mately derives from the size of GDP (or some related indicator). Or perhaps increasingly 
para-militarized and technologically sophisticated private security in Brazil and South 
Africa reflects institutional legacies of their recent highly militarized authoritarian regimes 
not present in all developing countries, including Guyana and Trinidad. Following armed 
conflict or military rule, private security growth may be stimulated by abundant former 
combatants or security sector workers with specialized skills and professional networks, 
and by state policies to employ such people. In addition, such experiences may accustom 
citizens to highly militarized policing, priming them for private security consumption.

Future studies could more systematically investigate contrasts in industry development 
among comparable developing countries. Indeed, alongside variation in the corporatiza-
tion of private security, other significant contrasts also require more focused investigation. 
Thus, in Latin America, both Huggins (2000) and Ungar (2007) highlight the proliferation 
of gated communities in Brazil, Argentina and Peru. However, such communities may not 
exist in other countries they examine, such as Bolivia. Likewise, gated communities 
appeared in Trinidad only in 1995, and exhibit several differences from those in Brazil 
and the USA, including size and security measures (Mycoo, 2006). Such contrasts have 
not been sufficiently analysed. For example, Mycoo’s mainstream explanation for 
Trinidad’s gating boom—increasing class divisions, crime, fear of crime and loss of con-
fidence in public services such as security and sanitation—cannot explain the lack of 
gating in Bolivia, or indeed Guyana, where only a handful of gated communities have 
emerged in the last decade, and most wealthy people still select the enclosed private com-
pounds described above. In another puzzle, a rise in ‘vigilantism’ in Brazil is typically 
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attributed to the ‘usual suspects’ of crime, fear of crime, racialized political conflict and 
the like (Ungar, 2007). Yet these factors are also present in both Guyana and Trinidad, but 
have not produced similar vigilantism in either country. Our analysis thus also signals the 
need to identify specific sectors that are growing or not growing, rather than assuming 
they will all grow in tandem (Loader et al., 2015). Finally, our review implicates the role 
of culture in the study of private policing. Since both Guyana and Trinidad are former 
British colonies, our observations also suggest British rule per se does not predispose 
countries towards rapid private security expansion. Indeed, also because they are English-
speaking, most criminologists face no language barrier to investigating them, suggesting 
the failure to examine such negative cases does not result from researchers’ linguistic 
constraints, but rather from a self-reinforcing search for positive cases.

Variation across Western Europe: Regulation, politics and 
occupational subcultures

Although variation in private policing growth is far more theorized in industrialized 
democracies than developing societies or authoritarian states, most leading theorists of 
private security rely on a few related hypotheses to explain private security growth. 
Below we identify several other factors shaping the growth of private policing in wealthy 
liberal states, including differences in direct regulation of private security firms; broader 
political and institutional variation across European democracies; and varying occupa-
tional subcultures of the state police. While all these factors interact, and may be present 
outside industrialized democracies, we aim simply to identify particular sources of vari-
ation particularly relevant in wealthy democracies.

The exact role of regulation in the causation of industry growth seemingly varies with 
context. Button (2007) finds more lenient private security regulation in a given state 
promotes private security sector growth. Thus, compared with most continental European 
societies, the main ‘Anglosphere’ countries all feature both lax regulation, and larger 
private security sectors. In the UK, before the 2001 basic framework law on private 
security, security guard training was voluntary, and even now, training requirements 
remain minimal, and there is no licensing procedure for in-house security officers. 
Moreover, the regulatory agency created by the 2001 act works closely with large private 
security corporations and may be fully coopted by them. At the opposite end of the regu-
latory spectrum, countries such as Spain and Sweden impose far more stringent licensing 
rules, and as predicted, have smaller private security sectors (Button, 2007).

However, regulatory contrasts sometimes reflect institutional factors unrelated to the 
sweeping social and economic trends to which the rise of private policing is often attrib-
uted. Thus, Jones and colleagues have compared private policing in the UK and the 
Netherlands (Jones et al., 2009; Van Steden and Jones, 2010). Although some conven-
tional sources of demand for private policing services—such as growing inequality and 
fear of crime—are common to both cases, the Netherlands displays both a smaller polic-
ing profession overall and a smaller, although growing, privatized component. Jones and 
colleagues trace the contrast between the two countries to institutional factors. In the UK, 
the first-past-the-post, constituency-based electoral system has led to the domination of 
the Labour and Conservative Parties, which can win a large parliamentary majority with 
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less than majority popular support. Political systems that produce such one-party majori-
ties have more capacity for major policy initiatives, including relating to security. In 
contrast, the Dutch system of proportional representation necessitates broad coalition 
governments, in which radical innovations are difficult to enact, preserving existing 
policing institutions and practices, including the public police monopoly over most secu-
rity (Jones et al., 2009; Van Steden and Jones, 2010).

All these studies suggest strictly regulating the quality of the private security business 
may result in some marginally profitable actors being regulated (i.e. priced) out of exist-
ence. However, they also demonstrate that regulatory differences across countries some-
times reflect institutional or procedural factors, rather than substantive preferences for 
specific policies concerning private policing itself. Relatedly, state police may influence 
industry growth through cooperating or refusing to cooperate with private security com-
panies. Thus, while Nalla et al. (2009) find generally positive police officer attitudes 
towards their private counterparts, in some societies, notably post-socialist ones, public 
police insist more strongly on their primacy in providing security. Indeed, as in Georgia, 
public police can constitute an interest group that actively opposes the growth of a pri-
vate security sector. Further research could establish how and why public police in indus-
trialized democracies use their institutional power to limit private security.

Other studies suggest regulation and interest group politics are not the only political 
factors influencing private security growth. Thus, Terpstra (2015) departs from the regu-
lation model in his study of Austria, which has one of the smallest private security sectors 
in Europe (relative to population). In Austria, private policing has not been strictly regu-
lated: indeed, the country even lacks a specific statute on private security. As a result, 
some de facto policies on private security officers (such as those governing their posses-
sion of firearms) are actually quite lax. Yet this laxity has not produced rapid industry 
growth. Instead, mass and elite support for public provision of basic services, including 
policing, has prevented a market for private security from developing rapidly, so that 
regulatory questions are simply not raised. Thus, regulation constitutes an ‘intervening 
variable’ that only becomes relevant if the ‘threshold condition’ of demand for private 
policing is present. In other words, private policing will not always expand when unregu-
lated, as in Trinidad and Guyana. Indeed, Terpstra’s findings suggest non-regulatory con-
straints on private security growth are not limited to developing societies.

Such studies highlight the political and social context for private security growth, 
demonstrating that demand for private security cannot be fully theorized by analysis of 
individual-level tastes or wishes, or even by statements about the intrinsic nature of pri-
vate security as a commodity, for example, that it is a ‘grudge good’ (Goold et al., 2010). 
Likewise, while amorphous constructs, such as ‘neo-liberalism’, ‘distrust’ or ‘inequal-
ity’, may help explain private security growth, they too are inflected by historical lega-
cies, ideological assumptions and political mechanisms.

Conclusion: A comparative research agenda

We have suggested several original reasons to expect the private security sector will not 
grow equally, or in the same ways, across contemporary societies. Our post-Soviet cases 
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indicate that in authoritarian and semi-authoritarian countries, private policing holds 
greater political sensitivity than in democracies, creating a different calculus for regula-
tion, closely binding private security firms to the state, and sometimes yielding highly 
restrictive policies. Our Commonwealth Caribbean cases suggest corporate expansion in 
private policing, and even emergence of discrete security companies, is sometimes lim-
ited by consumers’ preference for security within the household or enterprise, perhaps 
reflecting features of the national economy or legacies of previous regimes. Even in 
developed European democracies where the industry ostensibly has a clearer path 
towards expansion, regulatory, institutional and ideological constraints limit its growth. 
Table 1 outlines our findings.

Table 1. Summary of case studies.

Region 
(characteristic)

Finding (case/cases) Theoretical implication For further study

Post-Soviet 
(authoritarian)

Extreme dependence of 
private security on state
Possible extreme 
constraints on industry: full 
suppression (USSR), partial 
state monopoly  
(post-Soviet Georgia)

Distinctive regulatory 
capacity and motivations 
of authoritarian regimes; 
greater political sensitivity 
of private security
Variation in regulation and 
industry growth across 
authoritarian regimes
Regime type constrains 
effects of more familiar 
causal variables

Causes of variation in 
authoritarian regimes’ 
policies towards private 
security, and relation to 
industry growth
Differences and overlap 
between authoritarian 
regimes and democracies; 
specific aspects of private 
security across regime 
types
Interaction between 
regime type and other 
causal factors

Commonwealth 
Caribbean 
(developing 
societies)

Less professionalization 
than in Latin American 
‘paradigmatic cases’; 
preference for human over 
electronic security
Similar outcomes in 
Guyana and Trinidad 
despite differing economic 
development

Conventional approaches 
do not explain variation 
across developing world
Corporate/
professionalized security 
not likely in all societies; 
demand not fully 
explained by income/price 
differences

Comparisons across 
developing world
Disaggregated analysis of 
security services
Paired comparisons 
to establish effects of 
particular factors, e.g. 
armed conflict or military 
rule

Western Europe 
(industrialized 
democracies)

Strict regulation limits 
industry growth (Spain and 
Sweden vs UK)
Regulation sometimes 
reflects institutional factors 
unrelated to private 
security (Netherlands)
Ideological preference 
for public security limits 
demand for private security 
(Austria); regulation as 
‘intervening variable’

Macro-historical trends 
(e.g. neo-liberalism) do 
not fully explain varying 
industry growth outcomes 
across developed 
democracies
‘Overgeneralization’ 
in theory-building 
from overreliance on 
‘Anglosphere’

Countries as unit of 
analysis, alongside 
individual preferences, 
international trends
Examine/integrate new 
cases, including non-
growth, and theoretically 
anomalous cases
Contextualized mid-range 
theories
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As a substantive matter, our findings suggest political, economic and perhaps cul-
tural factors will continue to limit industry expansion, and even private security’s 
potential to assume a professional, corporatized form. As a methodological matter, 
structured comparisons could help explain causes of greater and lesser private secu-
rity growth. The industry’s expansion appears highly contingent, reflecting interac-
tion among local and systemic factors, and exemplifying Lijphart’s (1975: 172) 
problem of ‘case stretching’ (omitted variables, threshold conditions and interaction 
effects). In consequence, large-N statistical analysis may not yield definitive state-
ments about causation, but could establish basic parameters of variation, for example, 
how the cost of particular private security services influences their prevalence across 
countries. Small-N comparative case studies could isolate the role of particular inde-
pendent variables, such as recent military rule or political violence, by examining 
‘most similar’ cases with and without the relevant factor. They could also disaggre-
gate private policing into components (such as electronic security, guards and gating) 
and identify which are present in particular comparable cases. Studies could consider 
all cases with a particular systemic feature (such as regime type, or national income 
level), or particular regions, and examine how a given subsidiary factor (such as 
income inequality, or crime rates) influences outcomes across them. Longitudinal 
studies could establish how events—such as transitions to democracy—influence 
industry growth. Likewise, future studies could both integrate a broader range of 
known cases into theory development, as we have done; and also gather original data 
in societies where private security has not been extensively researched, particularly in 
theoretically anomalous cases. As more comparative analyses and theoretically 
informed single case studies accumulate, they should yield empirically grounded the-
ories at an appropriate level of generality.
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Notes

1. ‘Latin America’ is the preferred term of Prado et al. (2012), Ungar (2007) and others. We use 
the term with caution, noting its homogenizing and racializing effects, and distinguishing it 
from the neighbouring ‘Commonwealth Caribbean’.

2. We thank Barbara Lehmbruch for this insight.
3. Georgia was a ‘competitive authoritarian’, ‘electoral authoritarian’ or ‘hybrid’ (mixed demo-

cratic and authoritarian) regime from 2003 to 2012–2013, when a democratic transition took 
place (Levitsky and Way, 2010).
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4. For example, many residential neighbourhoods in Moscow have been gated, without Kremlin 
opposition (Polishchuk and Sharygina, 2016). Perhaps such unarmed, non-corporate private 
security does not raise the same political concerns for the national regime as private security 
corporations.

5. Also, as compared to other developing countries, post-Soviet ones feature generally greater 
state capacity and stronger links between business and government (Kupatadze, 2015: 210). 
According to Levitsky and Way (2010) and Robertson (2011), informal coercion is character-
istic of post-Soviet ‘electoral authoritarian’ regimes, as is cooptation of potential opponents 
(such as disgruntled police officers) with material incentives (Schatz, 2009). Our argument 
coheres with these findings.

6. Unlike the USA, Canada and other frequently studied cases, in Trinidad contract security 
remains largely unregulated, while in-house security (for banks, mines, estate plantations, 
etc.) has long been regulated.

7. In tabling the Private Security Services Act in 2009, Home Affairs Minister Rohee told 
Parliament there were 18 contract and 76 in-house firms (the latter seemingly left unregulated 
under the new act) (Haniff, 2009).

8. This also indicates the need to investigate how consumers in developing countries select par-
ticular forms of private security, and the role of cost in such choices. Thus, while cheap labour 
in Guyana may lead private security customers to prefer guards over gadgets, this explanation 
would be weakened if equally cheap guard services do not hinder the development of elec-
tronic security elsewhere. Likewise, while widespread private gun ownership in Latin America 
may reflect the low cost of guns relative to other private security (Sanjurjo, 2016), in the USA 
or South Africa, mass gun ownership coexists with spectacular private policing growth.
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