
Study Guide

The ABC’s of 
context analysis
Basic context analysis tools for the search 
for disappeared persons

National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared

FROM THE
AMERICAN PEOPLE

NATIONAL 
SEARCH 
COMMISSION



Study Guide

The ABC’s of Context Analysis
Basic context analysis tools for the search for 
disappeared persons

This study guide is possible by the generous support of the American People 
through the United States Agency for International Development (USAID). The 
contents of the document are sole responsability of the National Search 
Commission for the Search of the Disappeared and do not necessarily reflect the 
views of USAID or the United States Government.

National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared

Editorial Coordination:
National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared

Editorial design:
Daniela Campos

Proofreading:
Eylin Rocha

"The ABC’s of Context Analysis. Basic context analysis tools for the search for 
disappeared persons" is subject to the Creative Commons Attribution- 
ShareAlike 4.0 International License. To view a copy of this license, visit http:// 
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/

Printed in Mexico with 100 copies



3 •

Index
Foreword

Acronym Guide

Introduction

Disappearances and the Universal Right 
to be Search

1. Disappearance as a gross violation of human
rights

2. Disappeared persons and disappearances in the
international legal framework

3. Disappeared persons and disappearances in
Contemporary Mexican Legislation

Context Analysis

1. An approach to a context analysis oriented
towards the search for disappeared persons

2. The use of context analysis at the
international level

3. The mandatory nature of context analysis

1. Stages of context analysis

2. Approaches to context analysis

3. Analytical approaches

5. Tools

Conclusions

Bibliography

4

5

6

8

9

11

12

15

20

21

28

31

36

38

50

61

63

4. The right of disappeared persons to be search

4. Search-oriented context analysis

Context Analysis Methodologies for the 
Search for Disappeared Persons

4. Sources

24

46

47

54



4 • The ABC’s of Context Analysis. Basic context analysis tools for the search for disappeared persons

Foreword

T he General Law on the Forced Disappearance of Persons, Disappearance Committed by 
Private Citizens and the National Disappeared Persons System appoints the Search
Commissions to apply a context analysis method for disappeared searches, and accordingly
mandates the incorporation of Context Analysis areas in local search authorities. As of July 

2021, 20 of the 31 commissions, including the National Search Commission for the Search of the 
Disappeared, have context analysis areas already in place.

Context analysis is a relatively recent methodology in Mexico, and although it has been used 
before, this use was mainly focused on international criminal law, and mainly oriented to criminal 
investigations.

Therefore, the National Commission designed this Guide in order to record and systemize national 
usage of context analyses for disappeared persons searches. The guide is mainly addressed to Search 
Commission public servant; nevertheless, its content can be used by any person interested in carrying 
out and learning about this type of analysis.

Its main objectives include providing tools to understand the phenomenon of disappearance as a 
serious human rights violation and crime, to determine the scope of context analyses, to provide 
basic methodological tools and, finally, to explore the plethora of approaches that intersect with 
context analyses.

The "Study Guide: The ABC’s of Context Analysis. Basic Context Analysis Tools for the Search for 
Disappeared Persons" stands as one of the first efforts undertaken by the National Search 
Commission to provide institutional support in context analyses methods. It incorporates a repository 
of resources available to public servants responsible for disappeared persons searches in Mexico and 
it is aimed at upholding the right of every person to be search.

Finally, the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared thanks Sonja Perkič, 
General Director of Search of the CNBP and Adriana Gonzalez Veloz, Director of Context Analysis of 
the CNBP; for publishing coordination and content supervision, as well as the research and editorial 
team composed of Alvaro Martos, Sara Lopez and Omar Villarreal; and the cooperation of the United 
States Agency for International Development (USAID) through its Human Rights Accountability 
Activity (RED-DH).
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Acronym Guide

• CA: Context Analysis

• AM/PM: Ante-mortem and post-mortem registration

• UA: Urgent Action

• IACHR: Inter-American Court of Human Rights

• CED-UN: The United Nations Committee on Enforced Disappearances

• CLB: Local Search Commissions for Disappeared Persons

• ICC: International Criminal Court

• CNB: National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared

• FGR: Attorney General’s Office

• GLFD: General Law on the Forced Disappearance of Persons, Disappearance
Committed by Private Citizens and the National Missing Persons System

• UN: United Nations

• PHB: Standardized Search Protocol for Disappeared  and Missing
Persons

• PHI: Standardized Investigation Protocol for the Crimes of Enforced
Disappearance and Disappearance Committed by Private Citizens

• RNPDNO: National Disappeared and Missing Persons Registry

• CAU: Context Analysis Unit
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Introduction

C ontext analysis has now become a key tool in the search for disappeared
 persons. Based on a study of key factors and circumstances associated 

with disappearances, context analysis has the potential to offer a broad set 
 of options to guide the search for disappeared persons, in order to 
understand the cases comprehensively (without isolating them from other 
phenomena or events occurring in social contexts, and thus determine the 
causes and conditions surrounding the disappearance of the direct victim), crime 
patterns in the region where the disappearance occurred, victim characteristics 
and risk factors for both victims and searchers. 

In Mexico, the General Law on the Forced Disappearance of Persons, 
Disappearance Committed by Private Citizens and the National Disappeared 
Persons System (General Law) and the Standardized Search Protocol for 
Disappeared and Missing Persons (PHB) recognize the importance and binding 
force of the context analysis and provide basic tools for its implementation. 
However, no specific context analysis methodologies have been developed to 
guide the work of the National Search Commission for the Search of the 
Disappeared (CNB) and the local search commissions (CLB), whose main 
objective is to locate missing and disappeared persons.

The aim of this guide is to contribute 
to the technical training processes of 
the Search Commission’s Context 
Analysis Units. This document develops, 
in different sections, the main 
characteristics of context analyses 
oriented toward disappeared persons 
searches from a point of view focused on 
the daily work of search commissions. 
This guide proposes a specific 
methodology in order to provide options 
(and solutions) for the consideration of 
public servants conducting the context 
analysis.
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abcanalisisdecontexto@gmail.com

The guide is divided into sections based on conceptual and normative 
foundations on disappeared persons established both in international and in 
national legislation. The right to be found is derived from such legislation as well 
as the obligation to conduct a context analysis as part of the search process. 
These normative bases were used to develop the meanings and scope of the 
context analysis, as well to propose a specific methodology that includes a 
procedure, the types of available sources and basic tools for the context analysis. 

Section 1 analyzes the characteristics of disappearances considered human 
rights violations and crimes, as well as their classification in international and 
Mexican legal frameworks. Section 2 reviews the main definitions of context 
analysis and finally, Section 3 proposes a specific methodology for its 
implementation, detailing possible sources for consideration and some basic 
tools for data systematization and analysis.

We welcome any comments or remarks arising from this document and its 
use. These can be sent to the following e-mail address:



Section 1
Disappearances 
and the Universal 
Right to be Search
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D isappearances are one of the manifestations of the crisis of violence in Mexico. When a
 person disappears, their history and life are suspended under a fog that obscures their
 whereabouts and submerges their family members, loved ones and community in a state of
 loss heightened by the ambiguity surrounding that person who is "neither alive nor dead". 
Disappearances infringe multiple individual and collective rights and, in turn, imply a series of State 
obligations to prevent, punish and investigate disappearances, search for the disappeared persons 
and compensate the victims.

Disappearances have a dual nature in normative framework, as 
they are both a violation of human rights and a crime. As a 
violation of human rights, disappearances imply a transgression of 
a wide range of rights, including the right to life, personal integrity 
and liberty, recognition of legal personality and identity, among 
others (Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Human Rights, 2009). Disappearances have been defined as a 
crime in the GLFD, articles 27 (enforced disappearance) and 34 (disappearance committed by 
private citizens). However, it must be noted that these two crimes do not cover the full extent of 
criminal conducts that, presumably or effectively, lead to the disappearance of an individual 
(Inter-American Court of Human Rights, 2020, p. 27; Yankelevich, 2020)1. Regardless of the lens 
through which a disappearance is viewed, whether from the subjective responsibility of the 
perpetrator (crime) or the objective responsibility of the State (human rights violation), 
disappeared persons have the right to be search and the State has the obligation to search [for 
them].

Considering the above, the disappearance of persons has given rise to the evolutionary 
development of a specific right: the right of all disappeared persons to be searched for. The 
recognition of this right rises a series of obligations and guiding principles that include the analysis 
of the context as one of the main methodological tools for locating the whereabouts of 
disappeared persons, learning the truth about the facts and contributing to the processes of 
justice.

1. Disappearance as a gross violation of human rights

Context analysis has been especially relevant for investigations into serious human rights 
violations. This type of violation occurs when there are a series of qualitative and quantitative 
elements that, due to their severity, reach a new threshold of seriousness and force the different 
jurisdictions to give special treatment. The following are specified in particular:

a) Quantity or magnitude, referring to the violation’s massiveness or generality;

“Disappearances have given 
rise to the evolutionary devel-

opment of a specific right: 
the right of every disap-

peared person to be found."

1. Likewise, Articles 37 to 41 of the GLFD establish a series of crimes related to missing persons and their disappearances
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b) periodicity, considering events within a certain time period as a reference;

c) level of planning in the perpetration, emphasizing the perpetrators’
consistency or level of organization;

d) the nature of the right or rights violated;

e) the victim’s level of vulnerability;

f) the impact of the violation on the victims;

g) whether the violation under investigation constitutes a crime under
international criminal law, such as crimes against humanity or war
crimes, and

h) whether there is an obligation to investigate, prosecute and punish human
rights violations (Centro de Estudios de Derechos, Justicia y Sociedad
(Dejusticia), 2015).

In this regard, because they meet the aforementioned characteristics, the disappearance of 
persons and, specifically, enforced disappearances, have been recognized as a gross violation of 
human rights in various international legal systems and decrees. In addition, and corresponding to 
their severity, disappearances can be considered, in certain cases, crimes against humanity. 
Accordingly, the United Nations Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances 
established that crimes against humanity are characterized by their contextual elements and that 
enforced disappearances can only be qualified as crimes against humanity when they are 
committed under a specific context, highlighting the following as contextual elements:

1. whether an attack had taken place;

2. whether the attack was directed against any civilian population;

3. whether the attack was widespread or systematic, and

4. whether the perpetrator had knowledge of the attack2 .

In Mexico, the systematic and widespread nature of disappearances has been denounced by 
relatives of disappeared persons, civil society organizations and international bodies, on several 
occasions, over the last few years (Centro de Derecho Humanos de la Montaña, Tlachinollan et al, 
2019; Centro de Derechos Humanos de las Mujeres et al., 2017; Inter-American Commission on 
Human Rights, 2015; International Federation for Human Rights et al., 2017; Fundación para la 
Justicia y el Estado Democrático de Derecho, A.C. & TRIAL International, 2018; Fundar, Centro de 
Análisis e Investigación, 2015; Huhle, 2019; Villalobos Andrade, 2020). The National Search System 
has recognized the seriousness of the disappearances crisis and, in this framework, the context 
analysis method has been identified as a suitable tool to generate location hypotheses and 
strategies to guide search actions. These provisions are inserted in the national normative 
framework which, as we will see below, are based on international framework, and are adapted to 
the country’s particular circumstances.

2. As referenced in Huhle, 2019. 
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2. Disappeared persons and disappearances in the interna-
tional legal framework

In Mexico, the GLFD establishes enforced disappearances and disappearance committed by 
private citizens as crimes, adopting and adapting three international documents that have been 
subscribed by the Mexican State at different times. The definitions established in those 
documents served as inspiration to build the legal definition of these crimes in Mexico, and 
coincide in four points:

Inter-American 
Convention on Enforced 

Disappearance of 
Persons

Adopted in 1994, in 
force since 1996.

International 
Convention for 
the Protection 

of All Persons from 
Enforced Disappearance

Drafted and signed in 2006, 
in force since 2010.

Rome Statute of the 
International Criminal 

Court 

Adopted in 1999, in 
force since 2002.

1. The crime of disappearance is reduced to the unlawful deprivation of a
person's liberty, as a practice.

2. It is characterized by being perpetrated by State agents or persons acting with
their authorization, support or acquiescence.

3. It is consummated and perpetuated by the refusal to provide information on
the whereabouts of the person deprived of their liberty.

4. The intention to leave the disappeared person outside the protection of the
law is indicated as a motive.

The above international legal framework has undoubtedly been fundamental to impute 
responsibility to the State that, deliberately, by omission or through acquiescence, has intervened in 
forced disappearances. However, the international documents mentioned above are the product of 
particular political phenomena derived from specific historical conjunctures that are useful, but 
insufficient to frame, theoretically and legally, the contemporary phenomenon of enforce 
disappearances in Mexico. In this sense, the current context in Mexico is differentiated from that of 
state terrorism in Latin America (in the second half of the twentieth century) by the difficulty to draw 
a clear dividing line between state and private violence, under a scenario of multidirectional violence 
and corruption; and the widespread uncertainty about the identity and intentions of the 
perpetrators (Yankelevich, 2019). Based on these particularities, the GLFD incorporates a new type of 
enforced disappearance, not recognized in international law, that is characterized by the 
participation of private individuals.

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared with information from Yankelevich, 2019.
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3. Disappeared persons and disappearances in contempo-
rary Mexican legislation

The main intention behind eliminating this distinction is to grant the greatest possible protection 
to the person whose whereabouts are unknown, whether or not the presumption that a crime 
has been committed against them is established at the outset.

The debate and mobilization led by the families of disappeared persons have resulted in a series of 
transformations in Mexican legislation on disappeared persons, resulting in the approval of the 
GLFD in December 2017, which remains in force since January 2018. This new legislation has 
resulted in a process of legislative harmonization at the national level, which is reflected in the 
various state legislations on missing persons and disappearances. This set of laws has as its main 
objective the regulation of processes aimed at facing, punishing and preventing disappearances 
and to promote governmental search actions through various institutions including the CNB and 
CLB.

The GLFD has established two types of persons whose whereabouts are considered unknown, 
the disappeared person and the missing person, as well as two types of crimes possibly committed 
on the former: enforced disappearance and disappearance committed by private citizens.

While the classification of a person as disappeared presumes that they were the victim of a 
crime, their absence, under certain circumstances, could also be associated with the commission of 
one or more crimes. In this regard, the two aforementioned types of persons established by the 
GLFD may or may not, in fact, be associated with a crime. The investigation, search and location of 
the person is what should determine whether or not the disappeared or unlocated person has been 
the victim of a crime. Such crime may consist of an enforced disappearance, disappearance 
committed by private citizens or any other crime that results in a disappearance, as established in 
paragraph 80 of the PHB, where it specifies that the disappeared person may also be the victim of 
other crimes such as kidnapping, human trafficking, femicide, homicide, unlawful deprivation of 
liberty, among others.

Institutional actions implemented for the search for disappeared persons must be aimed at both 
types of legal persons, i.e., it is the obligation and responsibility of the State to search for both the 
persons who are presumed to have suffered a crime and for the missing persons, who are not 
presumed to have suffered a crime. Thus, there is no scenario that does not trigger an immediate 
search for the reported or notified as missing or disappeared to the authorities.

Additional information
Currently, the distinction between missing persons and disappeared persons is 
fading. An example can be seen in the fact that not all state legislations use the 
definition of missing person, as is the case in the states of Jalisco, Mexico, 
Guanajuato and Mexico City.

The ABC’s of Context Analysis. Basic context analysis tools for the search for disappeared persons

https://periodicooficial.jalisco.gob.mx/sites/periodicooficial.jalisco.gob.mx/files/03-05-21-ter.pdf
http://legislacion.edomex.gob.mx/sites/legislacion.edomex.gob.mx/files/files/pdf/ley/vig/leyvig260.pdf
https://www.congresocdmx.gob.mx/media/documentos/c6fdf6aff215c7deeb16403b8db783b5fb47d2f7.pdf
https://www.poderjudicial-gto.gob.mx/pdfs/Ley%20para%20la%20Busqueda%20de%20Personas%20Desaparecidas%20en%20el%20Estado%20de%20Guanajuato%203%20junio%202020.pdf
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In the case of disappearances where the absence of persons is presumed to be associated with a 
crime (disappeared person), in parallel to launching an immediate search, the ministerial 
authorities must also launch an investigation. In addition, they must presume the commission of a 
crime and open an investigation file from the moment they receive the news or complaint, without 
any delay, based on the presumption of a possible commission of a crime against the disappeared 
person or persons when the victim falls under any of the following categories:

a) When the person is a child or adolescent, or was at the time when
contact with them was lost;

b) when the person is a woman;

c) when the person is a journalist or human rights defender;

d) when, in accordance with the context analysis, it is determined that
the conditions of the disappearance of the person correspond to the
probable commission of a crime;

e) when any indication in the initial statement of the circumstances of
the disappearance shows the possible commission of a crime against
the person whose whereabouts are unknown;

f) when, after 72 hours from the last contact between the
person reporting or denouncing the disappearance and
the person whose whereabouts are unknown, they
become aware of the impossibility of locating them;

g) when 72 hours have elapsed since the last contact with
the person reported disappeared prior to that period;

h) when, without 72 hours having elapsed since the last contact with a
person reported as not located, any indication subsequent to the
report indicates the probable commission of a crime;

i) in any other case that internal protocols or state regulations
mandate.

Source: prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared with information from 
the Standardized Search Protocol for Disappeared and Missing Persons, 2020, par. 216.

A missing person, whether they are considered a victim of a crime or not, creates a rupture both 
at the family level and at the social/communal level, violating the rights of many people in more 
than one way. In this sense, not only is the right to liberty violated, but the disappearance of persons, 
in itself, may be aimed at concealing the commission of various crimes such as sexual abuse and 
exploitation, forced labor, physical and psychological torture, mutilation and violent death, or loss of 
identity (in the case of babies stolen or born in captivity).

The disappearance also indirectly affects the network of people from which the victim was cut off 
and taken away. For family members and loved ones searching for a disappeared person, the 
absence of their loved ones entails psychological and affective consequences that translate into:
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Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared with information from the GLFD.

A missing person, whether they are considered a victim of a crime or not, creates a rupture both 
at the family level and at the social/communal level, violating the rights of many people in more 
than one way. In this sense, not only is the right to liberty violated, but the disappearance of persons, 
in itself, may be aimed at concealing the commission of various crimes such as sexual abuse and 
exploitation, forced labor, physical and psychological torture, mutilation and violent death, or loss of 
identity (in the case of babies stolen or born in captivity).

The disappearance also indirectly affects the network of people from which the victim was cut off 
and taken away. For family members and loved ones searching for a disappeared person, the 
absence of their loved ones entails psychological and affective consequences that translate into:

1. physical ailments;
2. social stigmatization;
3. loss of income, jobs and impoverishment;
4. forced displacement;
5. threats of new violence;
6. extortions and swindles;
7. revictimization by officials and institutions;
8. the destruction of a common life project.

Missing and disappeared persons and associated crimes are classified in the 
General Law on the Forced Disappearance of Persons, Disappearance 
Committed by Private Citizens and the National Disappeared Persons System.

Disappeared

Missing

Article 4, XV.

A person whose whereabouts are unknown and it is 
presumed, based on any evidence, that their absence is 
related to the commission of a crime.

Article 4, XVI.

A person whose location is unknown and whose absence is 
not related to the probable commission of a crime 
according to the information reported to the authorities.

Type 
of crime

Enforced 
Disappearance

Article 27
The crime of enforced disappearance of persons is 
committed by any public servant or private 
individual who, with the authorization, support or 
acquiescence of a public servant, deprives a person 
of their liberty in any manner, followed by the 
abstention or refusal to acknowledge such 
deprivation of liberty or to provide information on 
the same or its fate, destiny or whereabouts.

Disappearance Committed by 
Private Citizens

Article 34
The crime of Disappearance Committed by  
Private Citizens is carried out by anyone who 
deprives a person of their liberty with the 
purpose of concealing the victim or their fate or 
whereabouts. Whoever commits this crime 
shall be sentenced to twenty-five to fifty years 
of imprisonment and subjected to a fine of four 
thousand to eight thousand days.

Preliminary inquiries or 
investigation files may not 
be closed as long as the 
victim's whereabouts are 
unknown.
(Article 13)

Amnesties, 
pardons or similar 
measures must 
not be granted. 
(Article 15)

They shall be 
imprescriptible
(Article 14)

They shall be 
prosecuted ex officio 
and shall consist of a 
permanent or 
continuous nature 
(Article 13)

The ABC’s of Context Analysis. Basic context analysis tools for the search for disappeared persons
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4. Right to be Search

According to the PHB:

The obligation to search for the disappeared or 
missing person is as important as the obligation to 
investigate the facts that cause or caused the 
impossibility of locating them. In other words, every 
person has the right to be search, independent of and 
parallel to the right to a diligent investigation of the 
facts surrounding their disappearance. It is also 
undeniable that the search for persons is a joint 
participation and, therefore, it is a function entrusted 
to the CNB and the CLB, to the prosecutors' and 
attorneys' offices and to the authorities at the three 
levels of the government, as established by the GLFD 
(Standardized Search Protocol for Disappeared and 
Missing Persons, 2020, par. 73).

Case Analysis

The rights that are violated against disappeared persons and their families, as well as the crimes 
of which they are victims, can only be established on the basis of the elements that an exhaustive 
investigation and search can provide.

In this sense, the relatives are considered victims of the disappearance in terms of the 
corresponding victims' laws and have, among others, in accordance with the GLFD, the right to 
participate in search tasks, including their design and implementation.

In the case of Christian Tellez Padilla, the United 
Nations Human Rights Committee determined that 
his forced disappearance is considered an act of 
torture that is also exercised against the relatives of 
the disappeared persons.

In this regard, there have also been public reports 
showing the psychosocial effects of disappearances 
on family members.

See: Antillón Najlis (coord) (2018). Yo sólo 
quería que amaneciera. Informe 
de impactos psicosociales del caso 
Ayotzinapa.

The search for disappeared persons is a human right (Quintana, 
2020) that must be governed under the presumption of life and 
that presumption cannot cease until their fate or whereabouts 
are determined, regardless of whether the criminal investigation 
has been concluded (United Nations Committee on Enforced 
Disappearances, 2019).

http://ayotzinapa.fundar.org.mx/wp-content/documentos/DocAyotziFINAL.pdf
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Concept

Search for missing
or disappeared persons

Although it may seem obvious, it is important to point out that the act of searching means to 
deploy actions aimed at locating. This is to differentiate a search process from an investigation 
process aimed at establishing responsibility for a crime, although in these cases both are related. 
Considering the above, on the side of the search processes, a distinction must be made:

a) the non-criminal nature of the search processes;

b) the necessary social mediation between victims and authorities entrusted
to the search commissions;

c) the search for truth, memory, non-repetition and reparation;

d) the attempt to characterize disappearance and its effects as a social and
cultural phenomenon, identifying its patterns for prevention purposes.

a) the concrete identification of perpetrators with a view to prosecution; and

b) of the specific conditions of the commission of the offense with a view to
establishing responsibility; and

c) the identification and prosecution of state agents who practice or cover up
the disappearance of persons.

Regardless of these differences, the context analysis and the search for disappeared persons are 
common obligations of the CNB, the CLB, the Attorney General's Office (FGR) and the state 
prosecutors' offices.

Persons whose whereabouts or 
locations are unknown must be 
searched for and, for this to be 
accomplished, it is essential to 
understand who is being searched for. 
The GLFD, as has already been pointed 
out, establishes two concepts, that of 
missing person and that of disappeared 
person. Regarding the latter, the 
definition established in the law enables 
practices to investigate and establish 
responsibility for the possibility that a 
crime may have been committed 
against the missing person. However, 
whether there is a possibility of a crime or 
not, all persons whose whereabouts are 
unknown have the right to be searched 
for, i.e., both missing persons and 
disappeared persons. Thus, due 
diligence must be applied in the search 
and investigation of both types
of persons.

And on the criminal investigation side:

Set of actions aimed at 
obtaining information on the 
status, fate and whereabouts 
of one or more persons whose 
whereabouts are unknown, to 
provide them with assistance 
if they are captive, lost or in 
danger and, if they have lost 
or been deprived of their lives, 
to locate their remains, 
recover them, identify them 
and return them with dignity 
to their families.

Standardized Search Protocol for Disappeared  
and Missing Persons, Par 66

The ABC’s of Context Analysis. Basic context analysis tools for the search for disappeared persons

https://www.dof.gob.mx/nota_detalle.php?codigo=5601905&fecha=06/10/2020
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Search 
by pattern

Consists of actions aimed at 
locating a set or subset of persons 
whose disappearances have been 

linked to specific patterns of 
disappearance. This type of search is 

undertaken based on case 
association, which is a specialized 

aspect of the context analysis carried 
out by the Context Analysis Areas of 

the search commissions.
(PHB, paragraph 305).

Personalized 
search

Consists of actions aimed at 
locating a disappeared person, 
against whom it is presumed 

that a crime has 
been committed 

(PHB, paragraph 226).

Immediate 
search

Consists of the urgent 
deployment of the first actions 

aimed at locating and, if necessary, 
providing assistance to one or 

more persons whose 
disappearance or vanishing is 

known to the authorities, 
regardless of whether or not it is 

presumed that the commission of 
a crime is related 
to their absence 

(PHB, paragraph 143).

The PHB establishes five types of non-alternative complementary searches, aimed at "[...] 
reaching the same end goal, which is to discover the whereabouts of missing or disappeared 
persons, for which authorities must simultaneously execute all possible search operations for the 
case" (Standardized Search Protocol for Disappeared and Missing Persons, 2020, page 9).

The PHB defines each of these types of search as follows:

Generalized
search

Consists of actions aimed at 
the collection, generation and concentration 

of homogeneous information on search 
scenarios, and mass and routine matching with 

the National Register of Missing and 
Disappeared Persons (RNPDNO), or with any 

other reference system that notifies them that 
someone found is being searched for. The 

collection of ante mortem and post mortem (AM 
and PM) information and routine 

procedures to identify human remains 
are categorized as Generalized 

Search methods in this Protocol 
(PHB, paragraph 342).

Search 
for relatives

Consists of actions aimed at 
reestablishing contact between a family 

and one or more of its members who, 
for any reason, are considered 

incommunicado (lost, in a coma, 
homeless, etc.), without a report or 

notification of their being disappeared. 
It also includes actions aimed at 

notifying a family of the discovery of the 
body or remains of one of its members, 
and returning those remains to them 

(PHB, paragraph 409).

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared with information 
from the Standardized Search Protocol for Disappeared and Missing Persons, 2020.

Types of search according to the PHB
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Not all search and investigation obligations must be carried out exclusively by one institution, nor 
do all institutions have the same obligations. The search for missing or disappeared persons is the 
responsibility of the CNB, the CLB and, in general, of Mexican State Institutions (all authorities from 
the three branches of the government). Institutional levels of participation differ according to the 
nature of their functions and attributions.

The PHB divides the authorities by function into primary, transmitting, informing and 
disseminating institutions.

The CNB, the CLB, prosecuting authorities (Prosecutor and Attorney General's offices), public 
security institutions and courts involved in amparo/habeas corpus regarding enforced 
disappearances bear the greatest responsibility in the search because they are the ones who, 
actively and in coordination, must act to find the whereabouts or location of missing or disappeared 
persons, assist them if they are captive, lost or in danger, and locate, recover, identify and restore 
their remains to their relatives with dignity in the event that they have lost or been deprived of their 
lives (Standardized Search Protocol for Disappeared and Missing  Persons, 2020, paragraph 89).

CNB

(Prosecutor and Attorney 
General’s offices)

CLB Prosecuting 
authorities

Public 
security 

institutions
(Amparo / Habeas Corpus)

Courts

1. Find the whereabouts or location of
missing or disappeared persons.

2. Assist them if they are captive, lost or
in danger.

3. Locate, recover, identify and restore their
remains to their relatives with dignity if
they have lost or been deprived of
their lives.

They bear the greatest responsibility 
during the searches and must 
actively and jointly act to:

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared with information 
from the Standardized Search Protocol for Disappeared and Missing Persons, 2020, paragraph 89.

The ABC’s of Context Analysis. Basic context analysis tools for the search for disappeared persons
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Evaluating the content 
and scope of this right

Right to an investigation 
conducted with due diligence.

We must rethink how certain actions have been carried out in other countries that 
had been considered exclusively within the purview of the obligation to investigate, 

but have a double aspect due to their impact on the search. Two examples are:

The processing of contexts in which human remains are found.

Biological samples taken from relatives of disappeared 
persons and from human remains or bodies.

The evolutionary development of the universal right to be search implies 
the following:

While it is true that such actions are 
within the framework of the 

obligation to conduct an 
investigation, they are directly related 

to the search.

They aid in human identification, 
which is why they should also be 

carried out under this perspective.

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared with information 
from the Standardized Search Protocol for Disappeared and Missing Persons, 2020, paragraph 72.

In any case, both the search and the investigation must be conducted with due diligence.

The human right of every person to be searched for must be understood as an autonomous right, 
that is, the search cannot be subsumed to the investigation. Rather they are independent 
obligations that must be carried out in a parallel and coordinated manner. As part of the actions 
necessary to uphold this right, a context analysis is necessary in order to establish the strategies that 
will lead to determining the whereabouts and fate of the disappeared persons.



Section 2
Context 
Analysis
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a) What is context analysis?

b) What is and what is not context analysis?

1. An Approach to a Context Analysis Oriented Towards the
Search for Disappeared Persons

Techniques

The PHB defines context analysis as a 
multidisciplinary set of:

• Production
• Compilation
• Systematic 

data 
processing

• patterns of disappearance
• causes and circumstances
• crime patterns and 

modus operandi of 
criminal structures

Aimed at 
identifying

To
produce

• possible locations
• search strategies

• It is a frame of reference for the
criminal investigation and trial.

• It includes geographical, political,
economic, historical, social and
cultural aspects relevant to
understanding the
disappearances.

• It takes into account
statements and testimonies
about the dynamics of violence
and criminality linked to
the disappearance.

• It must explain the interests
and motives behind the
disappearance and the cover-up
that keeps it unpunished.

• It is situational: it refers to a
limited space and a specific
period, although this does not
mean that it is isolated.

• It is neither a historical nor an
academic study.

• It is not a factual recounting, nor
is it something meticulous and
exaggeratedly detailed.

• It is not a collection of scholarly
opinions or the highly valued
judgment of a single individual.

• It is not always necessary to build
context, but when there are
associated cases, patterns are
identified that link them or
requests, sentences or
recommendations are issued to
link them.

• Not exclusive to high-severity
situations. It can be used in
common judicial matters.

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared with information from 
the Standardized Search Protocol for Disappeared and Missing Persons, 2020 and Chica Rinckoar, 2019.

Yes No
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c) Multidisciplinarity and Contexts

Ideally, a context analysis should be carried out by a multidisciplinary team in which each element 
brings their expertise within an integrative framework defined by the objectives of understanding 
violence and criminality dynamics that lead to the disappearances in order to contribute to 
generating hypotheses regarding locations and search strategies.

The team should ideally consist of the following profiles:

Social 
sciences

Statistics

Criminology

Forensic 
science

Political and 
policy analysis

Risk and 
safety analysis

Context 
analysis

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared with information from Chica Rinckoar, 2019.

Additionally, the professional profiles of the multidisciplinary teams can be defined by the 
following disciplines:

1. Sociology, ideally specialized in research methodologies, use of quantitative
and/or qualitative data processing software and reporting.

2. Psychology, ideally specialized in data analysis and profiling.

3. Geography, ideally specialized in georeferencing and hot spot identification.

4. Computer science, ideally specialized in computer management and
creation of unified databases, data processing in free software, descriptive
statistics.

5. Criminology, specialized in identifying patterns, modus operandi,
displacements and applying criminological theory in the investigative
criminal prosecution process (Guajardo García et al., 2018).

The ABC’s of Context Analysis. Basic context analysis tools for the search for disappeared persons
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d) What does the context analysis allow?

The causes and 
conditions surrounding 
the disappearance of the 
direct victim.

The conditions 
surrounding the 
circumstances of locating 
a direct victim. 

The identification of 
crime patterns in the 
region where the 
disappearance occurred.

The characteristics of 
disappearance victims in a 
specific area and at a 
specific time.

The geographic conditions of the 
areas in which the events took 
place, as well as the historical, 
political, economic, social and 
cultural conditions that the local 
population face.

Risk conditions at the 
scene for both direct and 
indirect victims.

Compensation 
measures for victims 
and their relatives.

Link cases under a 
common spectrum.

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared with information 
from the Standardized Search Protocol for Disappeared and Missing Persons, 2020, page 123.

According to Chica Rinckoar (2019), thinking about context in cases where the crimes and human 
rights violations acquire severity, systematicity, concealment and impunity is akin to trying to find 
shapes in a kaleidoscope given that, in general terms, characterizing a context allows us to:

According to the guide “Caminos para la Búsqueda en Vida para los familiares de víctimas de 
personas desaparecidas” (2020), context analysis (as a methodology) provides tools to construct a 
global vision of the disappearance. By observing characteristics of other cases and visualizing 
elements of the environment in which the persons disappeared, patterns can be identified and 
cases can be associated. Cases are linked when they have characteristics in common, such as: they 
occur around the same time, in a similar way (mode) or in the same region (location) (Robledo 
Silvestre et al., 2020).

d) Review a set of facts to explain a given situation.
e) Find new facts, reviewing the past from a new angle.
f) Find new relationships, causes and consequences to explain what happened.
g) Find "unexpected connections" that can "map out" what happened.
h) Describe the scenario where the disappearances took place with the victim at

center stage.

Specifically, context analysis serves to better understand:

Context analysis
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Additional information

2. International Use of Context Analyses

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared with information 
from the Standardized Search Protocol for Disappeared and Missing Persons, 2020, page 123.

In summary, context analysis, as a methodology, is an analytical tool that makes it possible to 
identify crime patterns in a given time and location, in order to understand any phenomenon (in this 
case, the disappearances) in a comprehensive manner; that is, without isolating it from all the 
aspects that determine it.

Without isolating it

Comprehensive

Space

Identification of a 
series of facts, 

behaviors, discourses

Location

Time

Understanding 
a phenomenon

- Methodology
- Analytical tools

Context analysis is used in International Criminal Law as an indispensable tool to determine 
individual responsibility for international crimes, especially crimes against humanity.

In the field of human rights, it is a tool to understand the way in which violations operate, as well 
as their causes and consequences. In the case of disappeared persons, it is used to understand the 
context under which the disappearances occur in a given space and time.

Video: Para qué sirve el Análisis de Contexto 
[What is Context Analysis is Used For?] at the 
International Seminar on Context Analysis.

The ABC’s of Context Analysis. Basic context analysis tools for the search for disappeared persons

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dqRyYW_2iFo
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a) Cases heard by the Inter-American Court of
Human Rights (IACHR)

Context analysis has been used by international bodies in the following manner:

International Criminal Court

It analyzes the material elements 
or objects of the crimes. These 
elements refer to various 
categories expressly provided for or 
argumentatively constructed by 
the courts.

Inter-American Court 
of Human Rights
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Disappearances refer to enforced 
disappearances committed as part 
of a widespread or systematic attack 
against a civilian population with 
knowledge of such attack.

For the assessment of crimes under 
the Rome Statute of the International 
Criminal Court, provided:

1. There is an armed conflict 
(international or internal).

2. There is a plan or policy that 
articulates the commission of 
the crimes (systematicity).

3. The commission of crimes occurs 
on a large scale (generality).

4. Attacks are directed at the 
civilian population.

1. Analyzes the framework in which 
the collective, massive and 
systematic violations of human 
rights take place.

2. The collective, massive and 
systematic violations themselves.

3. Violence against groups of 
people characterized by some 
common factor.

1. For a better understanding of 
human rights violations.

2. To frame concrete facts within a 
broad scenario of State conduct.

3. To identify patterns in human 
rights violations.

4. To determine the international 
responsibility of a State.

5. To determine the origin of 
reparation measures.

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared with 
information from Ansolabehere et al., 2017.

As seen above, the context analysis methodology has been used to determine the context under 
which crimes against humanity occur (disappearances are considered a crime against humanity), 
without forgetting that it is only considered as such when it occurs in a systematic or generalized 
manner. Therefore, the context analysis method allows us to determine the setting surrounding 
the disappearances.
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However, in addition to being an auxiliary tool to understand the background of serious human 
rights violations, there are some cases that reached the IACHR in which the Mexican State was 
sentenced for enforced disappearance and, for these cases, the Court used the context analysis as a 
tool for different purposes, as highlighted below.

On December 29, 2009, 
Nitza Paola, Jose Angel 
and Rocio Irene were 
detained by around 
eight to ten people 
wearing military 
uniforms in the Benito 
Juárez ejido, Chihuahua, 
as part of the Chihuahua 
Joint Operation and the 
fight against organized 
crime.

FactsCase 
Alvarado 
Espinoza 
and others 
vs. Mexico

The IACHR 
concluded that the 
Mexican State 
incurred 
international 
responsibility for the 
enforced 
disappearance of 
the victims.

Sentence

• To confirm that there was a high
level military presence at the
scene of the incident.

• That the militia carried out
functions related to the control
of public order.

• Use of investigative methods to
arrest citizens allegedly linked to
organized crime.

• To verify structural and
generalized patterns of impunity.

Use of Context Analysis

Case of 
Radilla 
Pacheco 
vs. Mexico

Case of 
Gonzalez 
and others 
("Campo 
Algodonero"
) vs. Mexico

Facts Sentence Use of Context Analysis

Facts Sentence Use of Context Analysis

On August 25, 1974, 
Rosendo Radilla Pacheco 
was deprived of his 
liberty by members of 
the Mexican Armed 
Forces on a bus in Atoyac 
de Alvarez, Guerrero. He 
was later seen in the 
barracks showing 
evidence of torture.

The IACHR concluded 
that the State was 
internationally 
responsible for the 
enforced 
disappearance of 
Rosendo at the hands 
of the Mexican Armed 
Forces, as well as for not 
conducting an 
investigation or meting 
out any punishment.

To determine that the forcible 
detention did not occur as an 
isolated case, but was part of a 
systematic and generalized 
practice against militants and 
leaders of the Mexican guerrilla, 
attributable to the army.

The victims disappeared 
between September and 
October 2001 in Cd. 
Juarez. Their relatives 
filed complaints with the 
authorities (without 
further investigation), 
and on November 6, 
2001, their bodies were 
found showing signs of 
sexual violence.

The IACHR 
determined that 
Mexico had violated 
the victims' rights 
to life, personal 
integrity, personal 
liberty, judicial 
guarantees and 
judicial protection, 
among others.

To prove that in Cd. Juarez, at the 
time of the incident, there was a 
pattern of systematic 
discrimination against women, as 
well as a lack of response by the 
authorities to crimes committed 
against women. 

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared with information from the sentencing of the 
Cases: Alvarado Espinoza et al vs. México, Radilla Pacheco vs. México and González et al (“Campo algodonero” [Cotton Field]) vs. México 

issued by IACHR.

The ABC’s of Context Analysis. Basic context analysis tools for the search for disappeared persons
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b) Urgent Actions in the United Nations system

Additional information
Video: Urgent actions, Nayarit case

The United Nations Committee on Enforced Disappearances 
(CED-UN), in use of its conventional powers, issued in August 2020 a 
series of urgent actions (UA) for the Mexican State to urgently take 
all necessary measures to search for, locate and investigate 
thirty-nine victims of enforced disappearance in the state of Nayarit.

for and locate the disappeared person and inform the Committee of their situation. The Committee 
makes recommendations to the State regarding the search and location of the disappeared person 
and the investigation of their disappearance using the information provided by the State and the 
individuals requesting the urgent action, which may be key to locating the disappeared person.

An urgent action (UA) is a request issued, among 
other UN procedures, by the United Nations 
Committee on Enforced Disappearances 
(CED-UN), addressed to a Member State to 
immediately take all necessary measures to search 
for and locate a disappeared person.

Established by the International Convention for 
the Protection of All Persons from Enforced 
Disappearance, the urgent action procedure allows 
families, relatives and representatives of the 
disappeared person to submit a request to the 
CED-UN after having reported the disappearance 
to the relevant national authorities (Committee on 
Enforced Disappearances, 2020).

The requests are registered by the CED within 
48 hours and transmitted to the State so that it 
may urgently take all necessary measures to search 

It should not be forgotten that, due to the Inter-American Court’s casuistic dynamics, the use of 
one or another element as a constituent of the context may vary from case to case.

In the cases mentioned above, context analysis was used primarily to understand the 
phenomenon and determine responsibility, but it can also be used for search and tracing purposes. 
We will delve into the subject later.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qKehrKodICw
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3. The Mandatory Nature of Context Analyses

a) Context analysis in the GLFD

Furthermore, considering the recent resolution of the SCJN, stating the binding nature of the 
recommendations issued in the context of urgent actions (Suprema Corte de Justicia de la Nación 
[National Supreme Court of Justice], 2021) for search commissions, it is useful to identify that the 
application of a context analysis can be one of the actions possible for the search and investigation 
of a disappeared person and find their whereabouts. This recommendation should be addressed in 
general terms by the Mexican State and in particular by the CNB, the CLB, the FGR and the state 
attorney's offices.

In Mexico, the legislation regarding disappeared persons3, makes context analysis method an 
obligation and an attribution of the Mexican State that is exercised through the CNB and the CLB, as 
well as the specialized prosecutors' offices. Below we will review some important points of this 
legislative framework. 

The context analysis is specified in the GLFDas part of the functions of the CNB and is a requirement 
in the conformation of the internal structure of the CNB and the specialized prosecutors' offices 
(context analysis area), and as a specific method of analysis oriented to contribute to the search and 
location of disappeared persons in episodes of past political violence and the definition of the 
contexts of disappearances as part of the minimum contents in the National Search and Locating 
Program.

3. We appeal to a hierarchical chain of legislation and recommendations that range from the first article of the Constitution, oriented to the obligation of the Mexican 
State to protect human rights and individual guarantees; the GLFD in its articles 53, 54, 58 and 68; the PHI in its section 10; the PHB and its annex II; the guiding principles 
for the search of the Committee Against Enforced Disappearance in its numeral 8; the jurisprudence of the SCJN; that of the IACHR; and the recommendations issued 
by the GIEI and the CED: CED/C/MEX/CO/1, paragraph 28. A complete list of the recommendations to Mexico on Enforced Disappearance issued to Mexico by
international human rights bodies which can be referenced in (Huhle, 2019).

The ABC’s of Context Analysis. Basic context analysis tools for the search for disappeared persons
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b) Context analysis in the Standardized Search Protocol and the 
Standardized Investigation Protocol

The National Search Commission and 
the Local Search Commissions, must 
include the following in order to 
undertake their activities:

ll. Context Analysis Area, which shall 
perform, in addition to the functions 
assigned by this Law or legal provisions, 
the functions referred to in section XLIX 
of Article 53 [...].

Duties and powers of the 
search commissions (GLFD)

Article 58

The FGR and the state attorney’s 
offices must have Specialized 
Prosecutor's Offices for the 
investigation and prosecution of the 
crimes of enforced disappearance 
and disappearance at the hands of 
private citizens, which must be 
coordinated and provide permanent 
impetus to disappeared person 
searches.

Duties and Powers of the 
Prosecutors' Offices (GLFD)

Article 68

XLVIII. To prepare context analysis 
reports that incorporate sociological, 
anthropological and victimological 
elements to the search processes, in 
order to strengthen search actions [...].

XLIX. To carry out the necessary actions 
to collect and cross-check the 
information contained in the databases 
and registries established by this Law, as 
well as with the information contained in 
other systems that may contribute to 
the search, location and identification of 
a Missing or Disappeared Person [...].

Article 53

The Specialized Prosecutor's Offices 
referred to in the first paragraph of 
this article must have the specialized 
and multidisciplinary human, 
financial, material and technical 
resources and a context analysis unit 
required for their effective operation, 
including substantive ministerial, 
police, expert and psychosocial 
support personnel.

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared with information from the GLFD.

There are two guiding protocols for the attributions established by the GLFD, depending on the 
institutions involved, one which involves search processes carried out by the CNB and the CLB. 
Other on the search and investigation processes focused on establishing criminal responsibility 

carried out by the Prosecutors' offices. Both protocols specifically mention the context analysis as 
a search and investigation tool:
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There are two guiding protocols for the attributions established by the GLFD, depending on the 
institutions involved, one which involves search processes carried out by the CNB and the CLB. 
Other on the search and investigation processes focused on establishing criminal responsibility 

carried out by the Prosecutors' offices. Both protocols specifically mention the context analysis as 
a search and investigation tool:

The context analysis is a non-criminal investigative tool that clarifies the institutional, 
political, social, economic and cultural patterns surrounding disappearances.

On one hand, it understands the 
investigative process as a social 
mediation that contributes to 

guarantee the human rights of the 
victims, in particular, and of the 

population in general.

That is, it understands that the 
clarification of the facts [...] is a 

fundamental tool that contributes to 
achieving truth, memory, non-repetition 

and the reparation of social justice.

On the other hand, it assumes that the 
analytical approach implemented is not 

restricted solely and exclusively to the 
identification of the causes and effects of 
the disappearance, but aims, in a central 
way, to characterize the manner in which 

this phenomenon is socially and 
culturally inserted.

The context analysis identifies organized structures that commit these human 
rights violations in a certain geographic space, at a given moment in time, under 
specific conditions.

Prosecuting authorities must consider the following during 
investigations on human rights violations:

On one hand, the conditions under 
which the crime or serious human rights 

violations took place.

On the other hand, the identification of 
crime patterns that suggest the 

organized action of a group or structure 
to carry out these behaviors.

In this sense, context analysis has been used to identify organized 
criminal groups, whether conformed by federal authorities or organized 

groups of non-government actors.

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared with information from the 
Standardized Investigation Protocol for the Crimes of Enforced Disappearance and Disappearance Committed by Private 

Citizens, 2018 and the Standardized Search Protocol for Disappeared and Missing Persons, 2020.

The ABC’s of Context Analysis. Basic context analysis tools for the search for disappeared persons
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4. Search-oriented context analysis

Based on the HUPIDOCS model (Dueck et al., 2007) for the documentation of human rights 
violations, three general questions are the guiding thread for search-oriented context analyses:

Each of these general questions can be answered through other more specific questions focused 
on inquiring about the perpetrators, the victims, the facts and the probable locations, as follows:.

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared with information from Martos, 2020.

Who 
“disappeared” 
whom?

What 
happened?

Where is the 
disappeared 
person?
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Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared with information from Martos, 2020.
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m
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(probable location sites)

What types of perpetrators are disappearances 
associated with?

What is the context of criminality?

Are there authorities linked to the disappearances?

Are there macro-criminal networks associated with 
the disappearances?

What kind of involvement do the different 
perpetrators have in the disappearances?

What are the profiles of the disappeared victims?

Are there any specific groups that have been 
targeted by disappearances?

What are the relationships between the different 
disappeared persons?

What other forms of victimization are associated with 
the disappeared persons?

What are the most frequent discovery 
sites of disappeared victims?

What are the location patterns of disappeared 
victims?

What are the most likely places to find 
a disappeared victim?

Where was the search carried out and 
what was the result?

What are the causes of the disappearances?

What are the modus operandi of the disappearances?

How are disappearances distributed in time and 
space? (Where and when did the victims disappear?)

How are the different types of disappearance linked?

What other forms of violence are associated with the 
disappearances?

During the context analysis process, it is important to progress from the formulation of questions. 
Therefore, genuine curiosity to inquire about the facts and creativity to ask new questions are key to 
guide the analysis. In turn, these questions must be associated with research hypotheses for which 
we must take into consideration at least two key aspects: the uses of violence in the study region and 
the configuration of the territory (Martos, 2020). These two dimensions are merely enunciative and 
not limiting, so it is necessary to complement them with other variables that appear to be relevant 
according to the characteristics of the case or set of cases under analysis.

Specific 
Questions

The ABC’s of Context Analysis. Basic context analysis tools for the search for disappeared persons
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a)  Disappearance and uses of violence

b) Chain of stages of disappearance

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared with information from Martos, 2020.

Disappearance, whether as a crime or as a criminal social action, should always be considered within 
the framework of the different uses of violence that are technically articulated and make up a 
specific regime of violence. In this sense, it is important to highlight that disappearances do not 
occur in a vacuum, but are regulated by a set of formal and informal rules that structure the patterns 
of violence and criminality in a given region (Ansolabehere & Martos, 2021).

Understanding the various forms of violence surrounding disappearances allows us to learn more 
about the perpetrators, their victims and, in the case of the disappearances, the possible modus 
operandi that shape the events.

Gender 
violence

Family 
violence

Human trafficking 
and smuggling

KidnappingTorture

Extortion

Dispossession 
and forced 

displacement

Homicides 
and femicides

In a search process, disappearance must also be broken down into stages that allow us to question 
the fate or whereabouts of the missing person.

Disappearances 
can be a 

consequence of 
several crimes
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Martos proposes the following stages:

Previous 
contacts

Capture

Transfers

Captivity 

Transfer

Unraveling 

Was the victim threatened? Was there 
previous contact between the victim and 

the perpetrator? Had the victim ever 
been in a similar situation?

Was the victim moved from one 
point to another? Where? How 

far? What are the characteristics 
of the roads used?

Was the victim transferred between different 
types of actors (state agents, private 

individuals, others)? Who, where and how?

How was the victim captured? Where and 
when? How many people participated in the 
events? Is it possible to identify them? Did they 
disappear individually or along with other 
victims? Were vehicles used in the 
disappearance? What vehicles? Were weapons 
used? What weapons?

Was the victim held at any point? Where and 
for how long? What are the characteristics of 
the location where they were held captive?

If the victim is found: Where and when did 
the victim appear or was found? In what 
condition? How was the victim located?
If the victim is still disappeared: Where is the 
victim most likely to be located?

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared with information from Martos, 2020.

c)  Configuration of the territory

To answer the question "where are they?" it is imperative to understand the situated character of 
disappearances. In this sense, "the sites of concealment can be identified from the intersection 
between the geophysical and human characteristics of the territory" (Martos, 2020, p. 107).

Territory

Geophysical characteristics Human characteristics

1. Natural space markers.

2. Factors such as: climate, soil, water 
bodies, flora, fauna, surfaces, etc.).

1. Markers associated with human 
activity and its disposition of the 
territory.

2. Factors such as: population, space 
allocation, economic patterns and 
processes, political delimitation.

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared with information from Martos, 2020.

Example of stages of disappearance and questions to identify patterns

The ABC’s of Context Analysis. Basic context analysis tools for the search for disappeared persons
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d) Returning to the pattern search

What is a pattern?

Both types of characteristics limit or enable the concealment of people and their knowledge 
comes not only from recognized or validated sources, but also from local sources: the general 
population, searching families, residents of the areas determined for the searches, among others.

In turn, there are certain 
concealment techniques 
focused on the destruction 
of bodies and remains 
through incineration or 
cremation, dissolution in 
chemicals or other 
techniques that make it 
necessary to analyze not 
only the geophysical and 
human characteristics of the 
territory, but also the 
treatment of the bodies and 
their link to the forms of 
concealment in the territory.

From the five types of search established in the PHB, the pattern search allows both the formulation 
of hypotheses of location and joint search strategies and the generation and use of inter-institutional 
coordination mechanisms to jointly undertake the search for disappeared persons since its objective 
rests in establishing connections between apparently isolated cases.

Context analysis is indispensable for the development of pattern search; however, it must also be 
used in other types of search such as personalized or general searches. In addition, context analysis 
in the searches by pattern method requires information from all other types of search.

A set of disappearances [that] can be interpreted or explained on the basis of the existence of two 
or more factors that are related in a similar way and producing similar effects, that is, when there 
are two or more cases that present similarities (PHB, paragraph 307).
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T he context analysis is based on a methodology as it consists of a series of sequential,
 systematic and recursive steps that guide the search and investigation. Just as each         
 disappeared persons case is unique, each context analysis also has particularities and its   
 characteristics will vary according to the aims or objectives of the study. A context analysis 
aimed at the identification of criminal responsibility is not the same as one aimed at a search or 
one whose objective is oriented to the search for truth and remembrance among the victims.

In this sense, the plurality of methodologies that are integrated into a context analysis should be 
emphasized, and this is derived from the multidisciplinary character that defines a context 
analysis. Thus, the context analysis as a set of techniques aimed at the production, collection and 
systematic processing of information, draws on various methods and techniques from the 
disciplines involved and represented by the different profiles in the teams. Context analysis 
generally uses mixed methods that combine the two main methodological orientations of the 
social sciences:

Quantitative
Methods

Qualitative
Methods

1. They seek numerical measurement of 
observed phenomena.

2. They measure factors such as the regularity or 
variability of a phenomenon from a 
quantifiable sample.

3. Statistics is the central method and its main 
tools are the data bases.

1. Diverse and variable, they are defined by an effort to 
describe and interpret the quality of the phenomena 
observed in terms of the relationships that articulate their 
components: actors, practices, time and space.

2. They are focused on cases or snippets of the phenomenon; 
they allude to particularities and not so much to generalities.

3. They emphasize the ethnographic method but also 
discourse analyses as relevant methods for context analysis, 
and their tools can consist of interviews, focus groups, or 
life stories.

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared with information from Cortés, 2000.

Given the methodological diversity that 
characterizes this type of analysis, the 
teams of the context analysis units should 
consist of professionals with at least six the 
following basic skills:

a)  Data management and collection;

b)  Data consultation and validation;

c)  Data analysis;

d)  Dissemination of results;

e) Development of appropriate strategies, and

f) Evaluation and feedback on the initiatives 
implemented (Tudela in Guajardo García et 
al., 2018, p. 12).
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1. Context Analysis Stages

Within the framework of this diversity of methods for search-oriented context analysis, we 
proposed a series of stages made up of steps that serve as a guideline for those responsible for 
carrying out this process. We grouped all the necessary steps in the following stages, which we will 
examine in detail in a subsequent section:

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared.

Define limits and scope

Collect and analyze data

Prepare and submit 
the report

The ABC’s of Context Analysis. Basic context analysis tools for the search for disappeared persons
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a) Stage 1: defining boundaries and scope for the context analysis

We hereby clarify that these dimensions are inseparable: the micro presupposes the macro, and 
the macro is fundamental, as it serves as a framework for grouping all cases of disappearance that 
require an investigation or search process and that can be entrusted to the search commissions' 
CAU. Thus, assuming that the CAU of each search commission will respond to search requests 
from their localities, we recommend developing the analysis in both dimensions simultaneously: 
taking the state or region as a space of reference and establishing the general conditions of the 
dynamics of violence, macro-criminality and disappearances and placing each case within this 
general framework.

Macro,
general conditions 
related to:

• violence;
• criminality and;
• disappearances.

Micro,
specific conditions that:

• are related to a disappeared persons case or;
• to a set of cases for which there are presumed to

be common patterns in terms of the
commission of the crime or search possibilities.

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared.

We proposed recognizing the macro and micro dimensions of the context analysis in order to 
define its limits and scope:
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The initial steps of the analysis that shape this first stage are described below:

Define limits and scope
Stage

Step Step

Action
To identify the source 
motivating the analysis and 
preliminary information inputs.

Action
To determine the dimensions 
of the analysis.

Guiding questions
• Who is requesting the analysis and

for what purpose?
• What is the case or cases that

motivate the analysis?
• What preliminary information

is available?
• What is the starting point of

the search?

Guiding questions
• In what space and time frame does the

case(s) focus on?
• What political, social, economic, cultural or

criminal aspects are relevant to
understanding them?

• What patterns are already preliminarily
recognized in the region under analysis?

Goals
• To identify the case or cases.
• To collect preliminary information.
• To determine the type of search.

Goals
• To determine a time and space for the CA.
• To determine the political, social, economic,

cultural and crime aspects relevant to the CA.
• To determine, on a preliminary basis, the

general patterns of disappearance in
the region.

• To identify, in a preliminary manner, possible
location and discovery sites.

The ABC’s of Context Analysis. Basic context analysis tools for the search for disappeared persons
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Step Step

Guiding questions
• What characteristics of the disappeared persons 

allow us to associate cases and find patterns?
• What derived motives can be deduced from the 

preliminary information on the disappearance?
• Towards whom (actors) does the preliminary 

information point as perpetrators of the 
disappearance?

• In what circuits of criminal activity are the known 
facts of disappearance framed?

• Where might disappeared persons be located or 
found?

Guiding questions
• What are the objectives of the 

analysis?
• Who will perform which tasks and 

using which human, technical and 
material resources?

• How much time is available for the 
analysis and how will it be distributed?

Goals
• To establish the objectives of the CA.
• To assign responsibilities and tasks.
• To design a timetable that 

establishes deadlines for each stage 
and work dynamics.

Goals
• To establish the profile of the disappeared 

persons.
• To establish, in a preliminary manner, the 

possible motives for the disappearance.
• To characterize, with the available information, 

a profile of the potential perpetrator.
• To characterize possible circuits of criminal 

activity related to the disappearance.
• To determine, on a preliminary basis, location 

hypotheses and search strategies.

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared 

Action
To raise preliminary hypotheses about the disappearance 
and possible location of the persons involved in the cases.

Action
To develop an analysis plan 
that establishes objectives, 
tasks, responsible parties and 
a timetable.
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b) Stage 2: Collect and analyze data

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared .

A context analysis involves accumulating information that must be collected and systematized in 
an organized manner in data sets that allow access for consultation and analysis. This is the only 
way for those analyzing the information to avoid getting lost in a world of meaningless information. 
These sets are referred as analysis techniques, which we will discuss at a latter point. For now, we 
will only describe the steps that make up this second stage:

Collect and analyze dataStage

Step Step

Action
To collect and study the relevant 
information available. 

Action
To classify the information collected in 
sets: defining the analysis techniques.

Guiding questions
• By what criteria will the relevance of 

information and sources be defined?
• What kind of information is relevant to 

explain the disappearances?
• Which sources to consult and why?

Guiding questions
• In what sets can we group the collected information?
• What criteria do we use to carry out this classification?
• With what tools do we record the information 

thus classified and keep it available for 
easy consultation?

Goals
• To establish criteria to define the 

relevance of the information and the 
reliability of 
the sources.

• To identify and classify sources according 
to their reliability and usefulness.

• To gather all available information from 
sources that are considered reliable.

Goals

• To define the analysis techniques.
• To group the information collected in sets 

represented by the analysis techniques.
• To design or train in the use of registration and 

consultation tools.
• To highlight the most relevant aspects of each 

set in relation to the disappearances.

The ABC’s of Context Analysis. Basic context analysis tools for the search for disappeared persons
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The collected, systematized and analyzed data will be used:

a) To characterize communities, populations, to identify vulnerable groups or
groups at risk of vulnerability and victims.

b) To explain through narratives the political, social, economic and cultural
relationships that make it possible, in a given period of time, for
disappearances to increase, maintain their numbers or decrease.

c) To determine the dynamics of violence and its evolution in a given context.

d) To infer and deduce causes and consequences associated with violence, in
general, and disappearances, in particular.

Step

Action
To establish relationships between the data belonging 
to the different techniques.

Guiding questions
• How does the data from each set link with other data from the sets?
• What patterns of disappearance do we get from the articulation of these sets?
• Which of these patterns best explains the disappearance of people in most cases?
• How can cases that are not satisfactorily explained or that fall outside the majority of associated

cases be explained?
• What do these relationships tell us about possible location sites and finds?

Goals
• To articulate the aspects of each set that are relevant to the disappearance.
• To identify patterns of disappearance in terms of perpetrators, modus operandi and

criminal plans or criminal circuits.
• To identify victim profiles and associate them with the identified crime circuits.

The above in order to determine:

1. Victimological profile.

2. Characterization of probable perpetrators.

3. Motivation and modus operandi.

4. Location patterns, findings and search hypotheses.
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c) Stage 3: Report Preparation and submission

Stage Prepare and submit the report

Action
Collect the information and write the report

Guiding questions
• What were the main findings of the context analysis?
• How did I determine them?
• How can these findings contribute to the search?
• What actions should be taken for the search based on the context analysis?

Goals
• To write a report with, at least, the following sections:

1. Introduction
2. Methodological section that defines:

a) Objectives
b) Steps in the construction of the analysis

3. Presentation of findings
4. Location hypothesis
5. Follow-up actions

c) Preliminary hypothesis for the disappearance
d) Analysis techniques

*Each report has its own structure that varies according to the techniques defined for its
preparation. In this sense, this structure only suggests some of the minimum criteria that
may be considered in order to submit the report in writing.

The ABC’s of Context Analysis. Basic context analysis tools for the search for disappeared persons
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Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared.

Step Step

Action
To submit the report.

Action
To record feedback on the report 
and evaluate the context 
analysis process.

Guiding questions

• How can I submit my findings?
• What is the target audience?

Guiding questions
• What feedback did the report generate?
• How can I incorporate the feedback to 

support the analysis?

Goals
• To create different materials that

represent the relevant aspects of the 
report in formats suitable for its 
dissemination, considering the different 
types of audiences and forums: 
presentation at meetings with public 
officials, family members, groups, civil 
society organizations, international 
organizations, among others.

• To discuss, previously, the presentation
with the work team in order to
streamline and support the
communication of the findings.

Goals
• To record and evaluate the opinions and

comments raised by the presentation of the
report, paying special attention to the
questions raised.

• To critically appraise the results and the
process of analysis based on audience
feedback.

• To identify areas for improvement of the
internal processes of the work team.

• To integrate new corrections to the report and
provide feedback on the analysis.
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2. Approaches to Context Analysis

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared with information from the GLFD and the PHB

Both the GLFD and the PHB establish the following approaches or perspectives as general 
principles that should direct the search processes and which should be considered during the 
context analysis:

HUMAN RIGHTS Approach

Uphold the rights of the missing or disappeared persons and their families to be treated with respect 
and ensure their human rights.

DIFFERENTIATED Approach

Consider all characteristics (ethnicity, nationality, language, religion, age, gender, sexual preference or 
orientation, gender identity, disability, social, economic, political or cultural status, job or profession) 
that function as social differentiators and constitute a vulnerability factor associated with the 
disappearance of the person.

GENDER Approach

Examine practices, roles and power relations assigned to people based on the attribution of a sexual 
identity, sexual orientation or gender identity, especially when dealing with the disappearance of a 
person based on their specific gender condition or identity: women (girls, adolescents or adults) and 
persons belonging to the sexual diversity population (LGBTTTI+). It is important to consider that the 
majority of family members searching for a disappeared person are women, so this approach should 
be extended to family members in their dealings with search commissions.

Approach for GIRLS, CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS

Applies to all persons under 18 years old, including children under 12 years old and adolescents 
between 12 and 18 years old. It implies recognizing that children and adolescents have rights and that 
they are vulnerable to multiple types of crimes and human rights violations. This approach places 
their rights at the forefront and recognizes all the ways in which disappearances directly or indirectly 
affect this specific population group, regardless of whether they are victims or family members.

LONG-STANDING Approach

Recognize that persons who disappeared before this Protocol was ratified have the same right to an 
efficient and effective search, no matter how much time has passed since contact with them was lost. 
It implies considering, recognizing and caring for persons who were forcibly disappeared during the 
counterinsurgent State terrorism of the “Guerra Sucia”.

HUMANITARIAN Approach

Search actions will focus on alleviating the suffering and uncertainty of the families of missing and 
disappeared persons, providing support, relief and protection to persons whose whereabouts are 
unknown. It involves attending and responding to requests on search progress.

The ABC’s of Context Analysis. Basic context analysis tools for the search for disappeared persons
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3. Analysis approaches

a) Territorial and geostrategic characterization

The analysis approaches are categories of a broader order (we could call them macro categories) 
that group other categories of a subordinate or descending order in a hierarchy. A very clear 
example are the categories of time and space which, because of their generality, are fundamental 
in any effort aimed at understanding any social phenomenon.

The analysis approaches have the following functions within the framework of the search 
processes for disappeared persons:

They allow relevant topics, data and events obtained through 
the analysis of sources to be classified into groups that can 
be pre-established when defining analysis objectives.

They are, at the same time, schemes for organizing the 
information compiled using technical tools to record and 
arrange the information in accessible formats or sets.

By ordering the information and keeping it accessible, they 
facilitate the task of establishing links to generate hypotheses 
and search strategies.

Although each analysis to be carried out should define its own approaches, below are general 
suggestions for consideration in any context analysis:

Definition: characteristics of the territory and geostrategic resources whose dispute determines the 
dynamics of violence, criminality and disappearance.

Objective: to produce a georeferenced representations of how the different crime factors related to the 
disappearances are distributed in a given space or territory.

It can be defined by asking the 
question: who controls what 
and in what spaces within the 
area of interest, and how are 
these control dynamics linked 
to the disappearances?

It involves producing a spatial 
representation of the statistical 
indices relevant to the 
disappearance of people, such as 
the incidence of crime, the 
dispute for geostrategic resources 
or for specific criminal economies 
in the region under study, or the 
control of routes and even 
population sectors.

It uses geographic and statistical 
tools and approaches and its 
most concrete product are maps.
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b) Sociohistorical context

c) Political dimension and institutional capacity

Definition: characteristics of the most relevant events and processes of the dynamics of violence, 
criminality and disappearance reconstructed from a narrative/chronological approach.

Objective: to identify the historical characteristics of violence, criminality and disappearance dynamics 
and their behavior over time.

Sociohistorical context is 
defined by the questions: 
How have violence, 
criminality and 
disappearance dynamics 
evolved over time? What 
temporal trajectories or 
patterns are possible to 
identify? What factors 
explain the changes in these 
dynamics over time?

The context takes the form of 
narratives defined as 
chronological stories of events 
associated with crime, 
violence and disappearances 
over a given period. It involves 
identifying the main events 
linked to disappearance, as 
well as trends (trajectories 
over time) and critical 
junctures (breaking points).

Characteristics can be organized 
through a narrative document that 
compiles relevant events to 
establish crime patterns related to 
the disappearances following a 
chronological timeline. The most 
relevant and useful aspects for 
establishing relationships can be 
summarized in a chronological 
synthesis and then represented 
in timelines.

Definition: a detailed description of the dynamics inherent in the exercise of the three branches of 
government (federal, state and municipal) and how they are linked to disappearances and responses to 
the public problems of violence

Objective: to describe the characteristics of the political regime and its relationship with the main 
dynamics of violence, criminality and disappearance, as well as the development of public policies in 
relevant fields to understand disappearances, such as public security and law enforcement.

The description is based on 
the following questions: 
How does the government 
respond to disappearances? 
How does the government’s 
speeches and actions relate 
to the dynamics 
of disappearances?

A detailed description of the 
institutional infrastructure of 
the State and its political 
resources, as well as the 
degree of pressure it receives 
from de facto powers.

The concrete products of this 
analysis approach are the 
organizational charts of different 
government branches, the mapping 
of political actors, the narrative, 
chronological synthesis and 
timelines of the political dynamics, 
particularly focused on the arenas 
linked to security and justice policies.

The ABC’s of Context Analysis. Basic context analysis tools for the search for disappeared persons
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d) Analysis of criminal networks 

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared.

Definition: a description and analysis of the criminal organizations operating in the region under analysis 
in terms of leadership, operating structure, known perpetrators and modus operandi.

Objective: to establish patterns of criminal action and report how criminality dynamics are organized in a 
criminal plan.

Focused on criminal practice, 
answering the questions: 
What do criminal actors do 
to achieve their plan 
objectives? What are their 
criminal practices and how 
are they articulated in terms 
of modus operandi, patterns 
of criminality and gross, 
massive or systematic 
violations of human rights? 
How are these criminal 
networks linked to the 
disappearances’ dynamics?

We propose a complex analysis 
that does not isolate some 
organizations from others, but 
rather-within the 
spatial-temporal axis traced by 
maps and dynamics-comprises 
for a given territory the 
geographic and narrative 
reference of how some 
organizations relate to others 
(dispute, open conflict, 
temporary alliance or other 
logics related to competition and 
coordination).

As concrete products of this analysis 
approach, we propose organization 
charts and fact sheets of criminal 
actors, a description of their criminal 
plans and their impact on the 
disappearances dynamics.

e) Victimological profile

Definition: a detailed description of the physical, social and cultural characteristics that are relevant to or 
may be related to the disappearance motive and development.

Objective: to know, as much as possible, the characteristics of the victims and the vulnerability factors 
associated with the disappearance.

Focused on this general 
question: What social, 
cultural, political, economic, 
physical, age, identity or 
other characteristics are 
associated with the 
vulnerability of certain social 
groups to disappearance?

Applying the differential and 
gender approach by recognizing 
the characteristics of individuals 
based on specific categories 
such as sex, gender identity, age, 
language, ethnicity, social class, 
etc., to establish the risks and 
vulnerabilities associated with 
disappearances from an 
intersectional perspective.

The profile involves technical files 
that describe the victimological 
profiles and victimization patterns 
of disappeared persons and whose 
characteristics help to identify 
victimological factors that may 
contribute to clarifying the facts.
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4. Sources

The association of cases through the context analysis at the basis of the Pattern 
Search requires information from all other search types. Authorities responsible for 
Immediate and Individualized Searches provide it through the RNPDNO (vid 
supra, 1.1 and 1.3), RNFCFC, RNPFNINR (vid supra, 2.5, and vid infra, 4.7.5), and the 
Immediate Search Exhaustion (vid supra, 1.8) and Tracing (vid infra, 6) reports. The 
authorities responsible for the Generalized Search through multiple searches (vid 
infra, 4) and canvassing reports (vid infra, 4.7.5), and those for the Family Search 
through tracing reports (vid infra, 6) [BPa3]. (PHB, paragraph 33).

The use of sources for the context analysis is 
established by the Standardized Search 
Protocol. Sources respond to a variety of 
typologies, however, the PHB divides them into 
the following three aspects. First, the sources 
related to the different types of searches. 
Second, the sources that supplement the first 
searches. Finally, all those sources that are 
produced by the prosecuting authorities and 
that can provide essential data for carrying out 
the context analysis. Thus, with regard to the 
sources produced by the search types, the 
protocol establishes the following: 

In turn, the sources of information used for the context analysis not only feed the Pattern Search 
through the association of cases, but are also useful in the other search types. For this reason, there 
are other sources that are supplementary, which, in turn, help to identify the characteristics and 
dynamics of each of the analysis approaches determined for the context analysis.

[...] the areas of context analysis can resort to any other type of relevant source: 
printed, electronic and digital media, websites, search engines, official statistics, 
social networks, documentation contained in institutional files of any type, reports 
or publications produced by civil organizations, international bodies, universities 
and academic research centers, and information from preliminary investigation 
files or investigation folders, among others [BPa3]. (PHB, paragraph 314).

The ABC’s of Context Analysis. Basic context analysis tools for the search for disappeared persons
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Type of INFORMATION

Primary

Secondary

Although the PHB establishes that the 
authorities must share information with the 
context analysis units, in the event that 
institutional coordination (or lack thereof) does 
not allow for immediate availability of the 
information and makes it difficult to carry out 
the analysis, it will be important to consider the 
use of other types of sources, complementary 
to those established in the PHB. Thus, to 
facilitate their use, the following table presents 
the different types of sources used for the 
context analysis, which follow three guidelines: 
the origin of the information, why or for what 
purpose were they sourced, the manner in 
which the information can be accessed, how 
and where it can be consulted; and finally, the 
format in which the information is produced or 
recorded.

They are "original and unique~ (Miranda, 2008, p. 72) "...that directly gather the 
description of certain facts that occurred..." (Zorrilla Sánchez, 2014, p.16) (See also 
the General Transparency Act, article 3, section VI, paragraph g).

They are those prepared "...from primary documents. Therefore, it is an indirect 
document, made with information based, in turn, on other information" (Miranda, 
2008, p. 72).

Documents "…whose creation is entrusted by law, within the limits of its 
competence, to a public official vested with public faith, and those issued by public 
officials, in the exercise of their functions. The quality of public documents is 
demonstrated by the regular existence, on the documents, of the seals, signatures 
or other external elements that, as the case may be, are provided by law" (Federal 
Code of Civil Procedures, Article 129).

Documents that do not meet the conditions for public documents set forth in the 
Federal Code of Civil Procedures. Their origin usually comes from 
non-governmental sources, such as investigations, reports, reports or technical 
articles produced by the media, researchers or civil society organizations, to 
mention a few. Academic research published by public educational institutions 
(such as the National Autonomous University of Mexico) is considered unofficial, 
since it does not represent the government's position (Federal Code of Civil 
Procedures, Article 133) (Soberón & Acosta E, 2009).

Type of ORIGIN

Public 
origin

Private 
origin
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Type of ACCESS

Classified 
access 

(closed)

Open 
access

Sources whose information is determined by the obligated subject as reserved 
or confidential (General Law on Transparency and Access to Public Information, 
article 100).

Sources that are public, that is, that they, "… are accessible online and can be 
used, reused and redistributed by any interested party and that have the 
following characteristics: a) accessible; b) integral; c) free; d) 
non-discriminatory; e) timely; f) permanent; g) primary; h) machine-readable; 
i) in open formats; j) free to use" (General Law on Transparency and Access to 
Public Information, article 3, section VI).

Type of INFORMATION RECORDS

Documentaries

Testimonials

Include those that can be obtained through "files, reports, studies, minutes, 
resolutions, resolutions, offices, correspondence, agreements, directives, 
guidelines, circulars, contracts, agreements, instructions, notes, 
memorandums, statistics or any other record that documents the exercise 
of the powers, functions and competencies of the regulated entities, their 
public servants and members, regardless of their source or date of 
preparation. The documents may be in any medium, whether written, 
printed, audio, visual, electronic, computer or holographic" (General Law on 
Transparency and Access to Public Information, article 3, section VII).

Do not meet the conditions for public documents set forth by the Federal 
Code of Civil Procedures. Their origin usually comes from non-governmental 
sources, such as investigations, reports or technical articles produced by the 
media, researchers or civil society organizations, to mention a few. Academic 
research published by public educational institutions (such as the National 
Autonomous University of Mexico) is considered unofficial, since it does not 
represent the government's position (Federal Code of Civil Procedures, 
Article 133) (Soberón & Acosta E, 2009).

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared with information from the General Law on 
Transparency and Access to Public Information, Federal Code of Civil Procedures, Miranda, 2008; Ortega Soriano & García Huerta, 2012; 

Standardized Search Protocol for Disappeared and Missing Persons, 2020; Soberón & Acosta E, 2009.

The data obtained from these source types should be collected and systemized through 
previously established questions that have are linked to the analysis approaches in order to 
determine the local and regional context of disappearances, criminality or any other related topic. 

The ABC’s of Context Analysis. Basic context analysis tools for the search for disappeared persons
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DiversityAlways use the greatest variety of sources 
and information available and avoiding 

basing search hypotheses on a single piece 
or source. Consulting multiple sources 

helps in validating the information and 
detecting coincidences and 

inconsistencies among them. Testimonial 
sources are key during the search, but they 

cannot be the only sources
Relevance

Quality

Context 
specific 

The information used in the analysis must 
be verifiable, objective and accurate. Avoid 

sources of dubious origin, based on 
falsehoods or with obvious errors. The 

quality of the information and its relevance 
for the search can be determined by 

answering the question "Where is the 
disappeared person?

Information sources must be 
relevant. Avoid distracting 
information, “noise”, during the 
analysis process.  
Although it is difficult to judge the 
relevance of a source in advance, it is 
possible to discard those that have 
been shown not to meet this 
criterion in previous analyses. It is 
advisable to discuss and agree on the 
relevance criteria collectively to avoid 
individual bias.

Information sources must be 
associated with the time and location 
of the events. Local, up-to-date 
sources with knowledge of the 
territory, such as families engaged in 
the search for their loved ones, are key 
to locating disappeared persons.

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared with information from Martos, 2020, p. 103.

For example, when using sources to determine the victimological profile, they must be 
consulted based on previously established questions such as: Who are the victims (sex, gender 
identity, age, occupation, among others)? How were they forcibly disappeared? Where did they 
disappear?

In turn, when working with sources it is important to consider the following characteristics 
and criteria:
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5. Tools

a) Databases

Sources and tools are key for the 
disappeared persons search-oriented 
context analysis. A tool is a set of 
approaches applied through specific 
instruments to collect, systematize and 
analyze information. These tools include 
instruments ranging from the simplest, 
such as an interview scripts or 
questionnaires, to complex criminal 
intelligence analysis programs. You must 
adapt the tools to the capabilities and 
human, technological and computer 
resources of each UAC, with the aim of 
optimizing the disappeared persons search 
and locating process.

Although each of the context analysis 
units can develop different instruments to 
collect, systematize and analyze 
information, it is important to generate a 
set of basic tools to standardize processes 
and methodologies. Below are some basic 
tools for context analysis that can 
complement those already employed by 
the search commissions.

Spreadsheets are possible tools for information collection and systematization. This type of tool 
makes it possible to generate information in a quantifiable and standardized manner, which is why 
they require variables, concepts and categories for analysis.

There are two types of databases. The first are generated to collect and systematize data from 
open sources-primary and secondary-as well as sources that may not necessarily be comparable 
with each other. For example, CNDH recommendations or context reports for the findings issued 
by civil society organizations.

The second type of databases are those designed to analyze, through digital media monitoring, 
various topics such as the following:
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55 •

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared.

Acts of extreme 
violence

Focused on acts 
of extreme 

violence.

Disappearances

Focused on events composed 
of a series of chronologically 

ordered acts that revolve 
around a victim.

Context 
of Findings

Focused on the 
findings and their 

context.

To identify the types of 
violence and their 

characteristics by region

To identify the 
modus operandi of 
the disappearances.

To determine the characteristics 
of findings and the steps to 

achieve their location.

Search:

To determine when, where 
and against whom the acts 
of violence are committed.

To identify the degree of 
violence and how it is 
exercised against the 
bodies of victims of 
extreme violence.

Search:

To characterize the victim.
To identify the events 

surrounding a disappearance.
To understand the before, 

during and after of a 
disappearance (stages).

To identify the individuals or 
groups that perpetrate them.

Search:

To characterize the context of 
the findings.

To identify the people, groups 
and institutions involved in 

the finding.
To determine how and 

through whom the finding 
was reported.

These three databases are intended to characterize violence on a general scale and 
disappearances in particular. The tools are designed to allow follow-up-whenever required in any 
part of the country through online communication mediums.
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b) Narrative tools

What are narrative tools?

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared.

Regarding the database focused on disappeared persons, this work focuses on the follow-up of 
open access sources and does not intend to replace the forms for interviews or disappeared 
persons registrations. Hence, the database has been structured based on information that is 
commonly documented by the media. Therefore, it is essential to follow up on the cases of 
disappeared persons reported by the press, since according to article 80 of the GLFD: 

[...] Any person can request searches for missing or disappeared persons 
through different channels: news, report or complaint. The only requirement is for 
the authorities to be notified or to become aware of someone who is untraceable. 
Thus, the media plays an important role because reporters can find out and make 
these situations public. In this way, the authorities can learn of other cases and 
searches can begin, even if no one formally notifies the competent institutions 
(Salazar & Terra, 2020, p. 111).

Data sets organized around temporal or chronological approaches of the dynamics of violence, 
macro-criminality and disappearances. These are considered a product of the sociohistorical 
context of the analysis approach within the framework of a contextual analysis limited to a region 
or space:

To classify and represent information 
from a chronological perspective.

To recover the qualitative and 
chronological value of the information:
To search for patterns and relationships.

To assume that criminal patterns have 
a history and, therefore, are dynamic 
and not static.
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What are the objectives?

What are the narrative tools?

Source: Prepared by the National Search Commission for the Search of the Disappeared.

Narrative documents
Text documents.

Chronological summary
Matrix of relevant events.

Timelines
Graphic representation for the 
socialization and 
dissemination of information.

Narrative tools consist of a series of three related templates or types of documents. These 
templates or documents include:
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a) Narrative documents

Definition
Narratives constructed on the history of violence, macrocriminality and 
disappearances where the chronological or temporality criterion structures the 
information based on the identification of events.

Composition and organization
Included in the sociohistorical context approach as well as information from the 
other approaches. It is structured on the basis of a text document where the main 
events related to disappearance dynamics and their contexts are narrated, 
considering the historical processes involved.

Working with sources
Requires a selection and follow-up of documentary sources (mainly periodicals) and 
testimonials. It implies the application of diversity, relevance, quality and limitation 
criteria related to the specific context.

Professional profile
Any person with basic skills in source discrimination, information analysis and 
synthesis as well as the handling of basic word processing software. Preferably 
linked to the social sciences and with knowledge of research methodologies.

Relationship with other tools
They are prepared in a general text document that supply the other two tools.

The ABC’s of Context Analysis. Basic context analysis tools for the search for disappeared persons
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Definition
Matrix that retrieves the main events around disappearances dynamics, identifying 
their date, place and a description of the event, the analysis approach to which it is 
linked, its relevance for the context analysis and the source.

Composition and organization
An information matrix or spreadsheet table that orders the events according to a 
chronological, spatial or thematic criterion (analysis approach). Includes the events 
identified in the narrative document and those that emerge from the research itself.

Working with sources
Requires the selection and follow-up of documentary sources (mainly periodicals) 
and testimonials. It implies the application of criteria of diversity, relevance, quality 
and limitation to the specific context.

Professional profile
Any person with basic skills in source discrimination, analysis and synthesis of 
information and handling of basic word processing software. Preferably linked to 
the social sciences and with knowledge of research methodologies.

Relationship with other tools
They are prepared from the inputs generated by the narrative document and are 
fed to the timeline tool.

b) Chronological summaries
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Definition
Graphic representation of a chronological sequence of events associated with the 
context of a set of disappearances in a given period. Timelines display processes, 
dynamics, patterns and contexts in an orderly manner, facilitating the integrated 
understanding of a disappearance or a set of disappearances in their short, medium 
and long term contexts.

Composition and organization
Composed of the different events identified from the narrative documents and the 
chronological syntheses placed in a line or set of lines organized according to the 
analysis approaches and ordered chronologically.

Working with sources
Requires selecting and following-up documentary sources (mainly periodicals) and 
testimonials. It implies the application of diversity, relevance, quality and limitation 
criteria to the specific context and, specifically, verification of the start and end 
dates of each of the events.

Professional profile
Any person with basic skills in source discrimination, analysis and synthesis of 
information and handling of presentation programs (PowerPoint) or design. 
Preferably linked to social sciences, design and communication.

Relationship with other tools
They are prepared from the inputs generated by the narrative document and the 
chronological syntheses, and generate graphic representations of the information.

b) Timelines
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T he search for disappeared persons requires a broad, integrated and 
 comprehensive understanding of disappearances. The importance of 
 context analysis lies in the possibilities it offers for understanding 
 disappearances, establishing the fate and whereabouts of disappeared 
persons, searching for disappeared persons and generating, based on evidence, 
better responses to the challenges facing the country.

Context analysis is one of the State's obligations to guarantee the right of every 
person to be searched for. To improve the search capabilities of the institutions 
involved, it is necessary to systematize methodologies that offer basic guidelines 
for carrying out the context analysis. Context analysis requires three key 
elements: information, tools for analysis and people to apply these tools. This 
guide focuses on the second of these three aspects, but includes implications for 
the other two.

In the field of tools for analyzing information, the methodological guide 
proposed here is a first systematization exercise aimed at strengthening search 
capacities. This guide should be complemented by the practical knowledge and 
experience of the search commissions and other institutions involved in the 
process of searching for and locating disappeared persons in Mexico. The 
approaches, procedures and tools developed here constitute the ABC’s of context 
analysis from which new methodologies can and should be developed to 
strengthen search strategies.

In the field of information, the typology of sources detailed here must be filled 
with content based on the production of data generated and shared by the 
institutions themselves, as well as data from civil society and families. In a 
phenomenon such as a disappearance, where one of its main characteristics is 
the concealment and lack of information, the production of new data-based on 
questions that guide the collection of such data-must be a constant driving force 
in the search.

Finally, the people in charge of applying the context analysis are the main 
element that articulate the information and tools for analysis. The basic skills 
developed in this guide, as well as the profiles indicated, must be complemented 
by a strong service vocation and commitment to the families and their 
companions, who are the ones for whom, ultimately, the search institutions work.
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Although the General Law on the Forced Disappearance of Persons, 
Disappearance Committed by Private Citizens and the National 
Disappeared Persons System mandates search commissions to prepare 
context analyses for the search for persons, in Mexico the use of context 
for the search for persons is relatively recent, as previous experiences 
have focused mainly on its use in criminal investigations.

For this reason, the National Search Commission for the Search of the 
Disappeared publishes this guide aimed at public servants of the 
search commissions with the objective of providing tools to 
understand the phenomenon of disappearance, to know the scope 
of the contextual analysis, to provide basic methodological tools for its 
elaboration, and to explore the plurality of approaches that go 
through the contextual analysis.

In this way, this guide is part of a repository of resources available to 
public servants responsible for searching for persons, in the hope that it 
will contribute to the development of their functions in the fulfillment of 
the right of all persons to be searched for.
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