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PREFACE 

Taking forward the �ght against transnational organized 
crime requires robust, evidence-based strategies that build 
upon international frameworks.

With the adoption of the United Nations Convention against 
Transnational Organized Crime more than 20 years ago, the 
international community agreed to unite around global 
responses to this global challenge, forgoing fragmented actions 
against organized criminal groups operating across borders, in 
favour of a concerted and comprehensive approach. 

�e launch of the review mechanism for the Convention and 
its Protocols in 2020 has created an unprecedented opportu-
nity to strengthen the implementation of these global instru-
ments and enhance measures against organized crime. 

To support States in this endeavour, the United Nations 
O�ce on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) has developed the 

present Organized Crime Strategy Toolkit. �is practical publication o�ers a set of objectives and 
measures that States are advised to consider in the formulation of integrated strategies against organ-
ized crime, in line with the Convention. 

�e Toolkit envisions a response which prioritizes respect for human rights obligations, incorporates 
gender perspectives and protects victims and those most vulnerable in our societies. It also places a 
renewed emphasis on preventive measures, and stresses the importance of strong partnerships. 

Ultimately, this Toolkit seeks to foster inclusive, coordinated and e�ective approaches that leave no 
one behind, in keeping with the central objective of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

�is publication was made possible through collaboration with a large number of partners worldwide, 
from national institutions to international and regional organizations, civil society and the private sector. 
UNODC will continue fostering these essential partnerships and forging new ones within the framework 
of its Global Programme on Implementing the Organized Crime Convention: from �eory to Practice.

I thank all stakeholders for their valuable inputs in the formulation of this Toolkit. I am particularly 
grateful to the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland for its generous �nancial contri-
bution and steadfast support for our work, which will also allow UNODC to provide targeted techni-
cal assistance for strategy development at the regional and national levels. 

Working together, we can build comprehensive and e�ective responses against transnational organized 
crime. I hope that this Toolkit will be a valuable resource in support of States’ coordinated e�orts 
towards more peaceful, just and inclusive societies. 

Ms. Ghada Fathy Ismail Waly
Executive Director of the United Nations O�ce on Drugs and Crime
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�e United Kingdom �rmly believes that international coop-
eration is essential in the e�ective tackling and prevention of 
serious and organized crime. 

Transnational organized criminal groups pose a threat that 
transcends all our borders. �ey have demonstrated their 
ability to in�ltrate societal, political and governance 
 structures globally, o�en through corruption and illicit 
�nance, creating a vicious cycle that weakens institutions and 
democratic systems, compromises human rights and 
entrenches social and economic inequalities. 

It also fuels instability, exacerbates con�icts and in�icts the 
highest economic cost on the lowest-income countries, while 
threatening progress on women’s rights, gender equality, chil-
dren’s education and global health.  

�e United Kingdom actively works with global partners to 
target both the underlying drivers and enablers of organized crime, as well as to relentlessly pursue 
those individuals who engage in it – wherever they may be in the world.

We believe that through a whole of society approach, we can e�ectively and collectively confront and 
tackle this threat.

As part of our e�orts, we are proud to have funded, supported and collaborated with the United Nations 
O�ce for Drugs and Crime (UNODC) to deliver a new strategy development toolkit designed to help 
countries develop and enhance their own national serious and organized crime strategies. 

Our support for this work underlines the commitment of the United Kingdom to the United Nations 
Convention against Transnational Organized Crime and the launching of the United Nations Review 
Mechanism into how the Convention is being implemented globally. Our hope is that the strategy 
toolkit will amplify our collective international e�orts in this space by strengthening our ability to 
share best practice and methodologies.

Our experience shows that when we commit internationally to acting together, the results are be�er, 
and we see real change.  

I would like to thank all the stakeholders involved in this project for their valuable insights and contri-
butions. I would also like to pay tribute to UNODC for its drive, professionalism and commitment in 
seeing this project through to fruition.  

Transnational organized crime is a global challenge that demands global solutions, so it is vital that we 
continue working together to confront this varied, evolving and complex threat.

Baroness Williams
Minister of State at the Home O�ce
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�. Introduction

OVERVIEW: The purpose of this Toolkit is to assist the development and production of 

national and regional strategies to counter organized crime. As such, it provides guid-

ance on strategic principles relating to preventing and countering organized crime 

while describing some of the more speci�c approaches, capabilities and instruments 

that can be adopted in order to address the problem. 

More than two decades since the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime 
was adopted, it is clear that organized crime remains a complex phenomenon that cannot be fought by 
any State in isolation. Agile and multidimensional in character, organized crime feeds o� inequality 
and marginalization while at the same time adapting to new technologies. Organized criminal groups 
and their modi operandi evolve rapidly as a result of structural changes at the national and inter national 
levels (having, most recently, exploited opportunities created by the global coronavirus disease 
(COVID-19) pandemic1), are generally a�racted to new pockets of political instability and are o�en 
quick to exploit new illicit business opportunities and spaces le� void of governmental control.  

�e e�ects of organized crime are felt all around the globe, eroding governance, in�ltrating political 
processes, fuelling corruption and violence, exploiting vulnerable persons, undermining legitimate 
markets and posing a growing environmental threat. Global connectivity has provided a conduit for 
organized criminal groups to operate as highly capable trading networks with e�cient supply chains, 
access to new markets and expertise and a capacity to launder illicit pro�ts on an unprecedented scale. 
Indeed, most forms of organized crime now involve cross-border activities, linkages or relationships.

It follows that any response to organized crime must therefore equally be inclusive, addressing the 
many drivers and enablers which, together, form the backbone and machinery of the global criminal 
economy. It is precisely the acknowledgement of the transnational nature of organized crime and the 
need for increased international cooperation that led to the passage of the Organized Crime 
Convention. 

1  On this topic, see United Nations O�ce on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), “�e impact of COVID-19 on organized crime”, 
Research Brief (Vienna, 2020).
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Figure 1. Organized crime as a transnational system

To that e�ect, this Toolkit will:

 � Start by brie�y highlighting the Convention’s enduring utility and the key tools it provides for a 
coordinated response against organized crime. In turn, these tools can be incorporated into 
e�ective strategies to tackle this phenomenon

 � Outline overarching principles that can help guide the development of organized crime 
strategies

 � Provide a breakdown of objectives that can be pursued, together with a menu of indicative activi-
ties, tactics and capabilities serving each objective

 � O�er recommendations relating to the implementation and monitoring of strategies

In doing so, the Toolkit draws on both the existing evidence base relating to di�erent approaches to 
countering organized crime and on the analysis of existing national strategies. In order to prepare the 
Toolkit, more than 70 strategies were examined, aimed at combating organized crime as a whole, 
addressing speci�c crime types that are o�en associated with it (such as human tra�cking, cybercrime, 
corruption and money-laundering) and/or employing measures such as asset con�scation that are 
particularly relevant in the �ght against the problem. A number of these strategies are also regional 
in�nature.2

2  Such as the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) Plan of Action to Combat Transnational Crime or the 
Binational Strategy for the Prevention and Control of Tra�cking in Wild Fauna and Flora in the Colombia-Ecuador Border 
Integration Zone. 

Note: Organized criminal groups operate as highly capable, cross-border trading networks with access to new markets and expertise.
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Article 1 of the Convention. 
Statement of purpose

“The purpose of this 
Convention is to 
promote cooperation to 
prevent and combat 
transnational organized 
crime more e�ectively.”

�.  United Nations Convention 
against Transnational 
Organized Crime

Collective action against transnational organized crime requires e�ective cooperation mechanisms at 
both the national and international levels. �e United Nations Convention against Transnational 
Organized Crime, as the main international instrument in the �ght against transnational organized 
crime, provides many of these mechanisms which, in turn, can be built into national strategies, as will 
be explained in this Toolkit. It is therefore important to brie�y highlight from the outset the role of the 
Convention, as well as some of its key provisions and tools to facilitate international cooperation and 
prevent and combat transnational organized crime more e�ectively. 

Adopted in 2000, at a time of growing concern about transnational organized crime, the Organized 
Crime Convention marked a signi�cant milestone in the global response to the problem. It was 
intended to encourage States that do not have provisions against organized crime to adopt relevant 
countermeasures and establish the necessary legislative frameworks. It also sought to eliminate safe 
havens for organized crime, ensuring a more e�cient and e�ective global e�ort to prevent and combat 
the phenomenon.

While a detailed examination of the Convention is beyond the scope of the present publication, it is 
important to highlight the continued relevance and utility of the Convention, which recognizes the 
importance of speci�c criminal o�ences and the role of law enforcement, prosecution and adjudica-
tion in combating organized crime. It does so by se�ing out four speci�c o�ences that States parties are 
required to criminalize in their domestic laws: participation in an organized criminal group (article�5), 
which may be criminalized either on the basis of a conspiracy-style o�ence or as an o�ence based 
on� criminal association, or both; money-laundering (article� 6); corruption 
( article�8); and obstruction of justice (article�23). 

Beyond the prevention, investigation and prosecution of these four o�ences, the 
scope of the application of the Convention extends to all “serious crimes”, de�ned in 
article 2, paragraph (b), to mean crimes for which the maximum penalty is at least 
four years of deprivation of liberty or a more serious penalty. �e introduction of 
the “serious crimes”�formula�at the core�of the Convention�is integral to the adapt-
ability and �exibility of this legally binding international instrument as it allows 
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States�parties to�cooperate�on the basis of the Convention�also�in tackling new and emerging forms of 
crime.3 

Of particular relevance is the Convention’s focus on promoting international cooperation through 
measures such as extradition (article�16), mutual legal assistance (article�18), joint investigations (arti-
cle�19), law enforcement cooperation (article�27), transfer of sentenced persons (article�17) and the 
transfer of criminal proceedings (article�21). �e Convention also places a strong emphasis on preven-
tion (article 31), encouraging countries to take appropriate measures to, among other things, shield 
their legal markets from in�ltration, reintegrate persons convicted of organized crime-related o�ences, 
increase public awareness of the threat, (re)evaluate their relevant legal instruments and administrative 
practices in order to detect their vulnerabilities to misuse by organized criminal groups, and safeguard 
the integrity of public and private entities.

Despite close to universal�adherence to the Organized Crime Convention,�some States have yet to 
ratify or accede to the Convention. It is also clear that rati�cation or accession in itself is not su�cient 
to translate the Convention into practice. In this context, the review process of the Mechanism for the 
Review of the Implementation of the Organized Crime Convention and its supplementary Protocols4 
launched at the end of 2020 (Conference of the Parties resolution 10/15) o�ers additional opportuni-
ties for States to share knowledge and experience, discuss common issues and identify areas for coop-
eration. In its resolution 10/4,6 adopted the same year, the Conference requested the United Nations 
O�ce on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) “to continue to provide technical assistance and capacity-
building to Member States, upon request, to support their capacity to prevent and combat trans-
national organized crime, including through [...] the provision of assistance in the development of 
national strategies to prevent and �ght” this phenomenon. 

�e production of this Toolkit and the work that will be carried out by UNODC to support States in 
the development and strengthening of their strategic frameworks against organized crime stems from 
this speci�c request, while building on the provisions of the Convention highlighted above. Taken 
together, the Convention, relevant Conference resolutions and the wider literature on organized crime 
also demonstrate the need for nuanced, multisectoral responses to the problem. �ese, it is increas-
ingly recognized, need to go beyond treating the phenomenon purely as a ma�er of national security 
by also promoting sustainable development, respecting human rights obligations, incorporating 
gender considerations and protecting victims. �is means providing people and communities with 
digni�ed economic, social and political opportunities, while recognizing that individual needs and vul-
nerabilities may di�er. Understanding these needs and vulnerabilities is key to formulating tailored, 
human rights-compliant responses that truly leave no one behind.7

3  As long as these crimes meet the threshold of “seriousness” as de�ned in article 2, paragraph b, are transnational in nature 
and involve an organized criminal group. �e scope of application of the Convention is de�ned in article 3. 

4  �e Convention is supplemented by three Protocols, which target speci�c manifestations of organized crime: the Protocol 
to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Tra�cking in Persons, Especially Women and Children; the Protocol against the Smuggling of 
Migrants by Land, Sea and Air; and the Protocol against the Illicit Manufacturing of and Tra�cking in Firearms, �eir Parts and 
Components and Ammunition.

5  Resolution 10/1 of the Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime 
entitled “Launch of the review process of the Mechanism for the Review of the Implementation of the United Nations 
Convention against Transnational Organized Crime and the Protocols thereto”. 

6  Resolution 10/4 of the Conference of the Parties to the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime 
entitled “Celebrating the twentieth anniversary of the adoption of the United Nations Convention against Transnational 
Organized Crime and promoting its e�ective implementation”.

7  To support these e�orts, UNODC has developed two issue papers, on integrating gender considerations, and on human 
rights considerations, in the implementation of the Organized Crime Convention. 

https://www.unodc.org/documents/treaties/UNTOC/COP/SESSION_10/Resolutions/Resolution_10_1_-_English.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/treaties/UNTOC/COP/SESSION_10/Resolutions/Resolution_10_1_-_English.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/treaties/UNTOC/COP/SESSION_10/Resolutions/Resolution_10_1_-_English.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/treaties/UNTOC/COP/SESSION_10/Resolutions/Resolution_10_4_-_English.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/treaties/UNTOC/COP/SESSION_10/Resolutions/Resolution_10_4_-_English.pdf
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�. Role of strategies and toolkits 

�e overall purpose of a strategy is to align ways (activities) and capabilities (means) systematically to 
achieve clearly de�ned aims (ends) – in this case that of countering transnational organized crime. 
Strategies are therefore useful tools in that they o�er a mechanism through which to bring together 
multiple actors from all across society and disparate capabilities in pursuit of common visions and 
goals. �ey also constitute a strong signal of political intent both nationally and internationally, 
 justifying increased action and the mobilization of e�ort and resources. 

By bringing together di�erent sectors and nations, national and regional strategies can e�ectively help 
to build international networks of resilience that can defend against the problem at both the local and 
global levels. Strategies can also provide the basis for higher-impact responses that can leverage a vari-
ety of tools, tactics and techniques to achieve de�ned objectives. �ese, when applied simultaneously 
against organized crime vulnerabilities, can add up to more than the sum of their individual parts.

In order to do this, strategies need to o�er a clear logic that starts by describing the overall ends and 
work backwards, clarifying the change that is required by way of objectives and supporting measures, 
activities, capabilities and tactics. �ese steps are also important in order to guide the allocation of 
resources, including funds. While the overarching goal of the strategies described in this Toolkit is to 
combat organized crime, the shape of the problem and therefore, of the response, will vary depending 
on the context. 
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Toolkits can assist the development of such strategies by providing overarching principles drawn from 
the evidence base as well as a menu of more granular objectives, tactics and capabilities that can be 
tailored to those di�erent contexts. In order to be e�ective, a toolkit therefore needs to be su�ciently 
prescriptive so as to provide a guiding framework for strategy-making, while at the same time o�ering 
�exibility in the selection and application of speci�c activities and instruments. In doing so, it should 
allow for various combinations of activities to be adopted to meet individual needs. Strategy toolkits 
can also provide an indication of the ways in which to measure e�ect and impact when devising strate-
gies. �ey can achieve this by providing a broad range of monitoring and evaluation criteria that, once 
again, can be tailored to individual contexts.

�e study of organized crime and, more speci�cally, what constitutes an e�ective response to the phe-
nomenon continues to be a ma�er of signi�cant debate. Similarly, existing strategies vary signi�cantly 
in terms of emphasis, detail and scope – a product of di�erent policy priorities, legal frameworks, 
resources and cultural norms. Such di�erences are in fact o�en necessary as the character of the prob-
lem will also vary between countries and regions. Together, and when combined with the wider inves-
tigation of the literature, these do nevertheless point to overarching trends, pa�erns and best practices 
that can act as building blocks for a toolkit such as this one. 

�is means that tailored strategies can e�ectively be devised regardless of the level of available 
resources. Di�erent approaches and strategies applied within varying contexts, when combined with 
robust evaluation processes and information exchange, can also help to further build the evidence base 
on the e�cacy of di�erent interventions.
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�. Analysis and strategy-making

Analysis provides the foundation and evidence base for strategies. When e�ectively conducted, it can 
identify many of the characteristics of organized crime as well as its vulnerabilities, paving the way for 
the development of objectives that are focused on the more serious aspects of the problem.

Because of the complexity and multifaceted nature of organized crime, it is recommended that analysis 
should be either conducted jointly, by various experts, or at least draw on as wide a range of stakehold-
ers as possible. �ese may include academics, researchers, criminal justice practitioners from the vari-
ous relevant departments and agencies (such as the police, customs and tax authorities, as well as those 
departments or agencies with mandates related to di�erent aspects of organized crime), civil society, 
private sector representatives and think tanks, to name only a few. Conducting joint analytical pro-
cesses and involving the many sectors that are a�ected by the problem will increase buy-in for strate-
gies and provide a stronger basis for a subsequent integrated, multi-stakeholder response. 

�e strategic analysis of organized crime needs to cover at least three dimensions. 

Firstly, it should seek to understand the structural and environmental drivers of organized crime – fac-
tors that allow it to establish roots and gain support within society. �ese include instability, economic 
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Figure 3. Mapping organized crime: an example

Note: A generic example demonstrating how organized crime markets as well as operating locations, spheres of in�uence and 
relationships of organized crime groups can be mapped via the analytical process.
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Analysis can help to ensure 
that strategies are realistic 

both in scope and ambition.

inequality, political or social exclusion, a lack of access to key services, (endemic) corruption and 
grievance narratives. Such an approach can also help to identify sources of legitimacy for organized 
crime as well as the role of criminal actors and interests in shoring up the existing political system.

Secondly, analytical products need to map organized crime markets, more speci�cally, the di�erent 
sectors, goods, services, enablers and infrastructures that together constitute criminal economies. 
Examples of sectors might include the �nancial sector, including the di�erent mechanisms used to 
transfer funds; the property sector, which may provide a conduit for the acquisition of assets as well as 
for money-laundering; and transport services, which are critical in the movement of illicit goods. 
Geographical hotspots such as borderlands, urban centres and transhipment points should also ideally 
be identi�ed at this stage. 

�irdly, the analysis should cover organized criminal groups involved in organized crime, including 
their structure, activities and cooperative and competitive relationships, including with other organ-
ized criminal groups located both inside and outside of the country (this la�er activity may also require 
international cooperation). Certain approaches such as social network maps of organizations can help 
to be�er understand the linkages between di�erent organizations and key enablers. 

Together, these di�erent components can lead to a more nuanced understanding of the political econ-
omy of organized crime, as well as help to understand the various risks and trade-o�s associated with 
the di�erent interventions and policies contained in strategies. For example, in some contexts, organ-

ized crime may be perceived as a source of local stability, providing services and livelihoods 
to marginalized communities. In others, the removal of organized criminal groups can 
create power vacuums, triggering violence and turf wars between such groups. In that 
regard, approaches that are overly focused on security concerns can exacerbate instability 
and grievances, particularly if those approaches fail to respect human rights. Identifying 

these risks may therefore help to predict second-order e�ects, thus guarding against unintended conse-
quences and further harm. �is approach, which is also sometimes described as “crime sensitivity”, 
also requires guarding against the risk that development e�orts, including trade, technology, 
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Figure 4. Components of e�ective analysis
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infrastructure and post-pandemic economic recovery investments, inadvertently provide a platform 
for organized crime to grow and thrive.8

�e early, analytical phase of strategy-making may also involve a stocktake and/or audit of existing 
measures and capabilities used to combat organized crime. Examining these alongside an assessment 
of the problem by way of a gap analysis9 can help to identify capability or resource de�ciencies, which 
can subsequently be addressed through the strategy-making process. It can also help to ensure that 
strategies are realistic and guided by existing resources (even if new capabilities may subsequently be 
acquired or provided by donors as part of the strategy development process).
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Figure 5. Analysis and assessment: products and sources

Case study 1.  Technologically enabled approaches to mapping and 
reporting crime in Kenya

It can be challenging for relevant authorities to access, coordinate and share existing 
national crime data that are spread across multiple sources. In Kenya, the National 
Crime Research Centre (NCRC) plays an important role in this sense, as it collects 
national crime-related data and facilitates access and use of those data among rele-
vant national authorities. Harnessing the widespread access to mobile phones, NCRC 
launched in 2017 a crime-reporting app allowing Kenyan citizens to anonymously 
report crimes online. The app has been widely used in the country, allowing NCRC and 
other relevant national authorities to pro�le crimes as well as to collect important 
crime-related information at the national level. The research and data collection under-
taken by NCRC also enables the elaboration of national trend analyses on new and 
future organized crime challenges..

8  �e implication here may be that due diligence processes (including with respect to public procurement, large contracts and 
post-crisis/con�ict recovery) are required in order to shield the economy from organized crime in�ltration.

9  A gap analysis would in this case consist of developing a baseline of existing capabilities and testing the extent to which these 
are su�cient to meet strategic ambitions.

Note: A range of di�erent sources can be combined when conducting strategic analysis of organized crime.
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�. Strategic principles

Organized crime comes in many forms and manifests itself at multiple levels. It follows that, similarly, 
any response needs to be nuanced and multisectoral in nature. An e�ective strategy needs, �rst and 
foremost, to be clear about its overall aim (or “ends”), de�ne the change that is desired with respect to 
organized crime and build backwards from there – an approach sometimes referred to as a “theory of 
success”.

While every country and region is unique, the analysis of strategies and responses to organized crime 
around the world points to four overarching principles that are broad enough to be applied to most 
contexts. �ese are useful as they act as broad pillars and conceptual starting points under which 
 di�erent objectives and capabilities can be situated. �ese principles are as follows.

PREVENT organized crime from (re)in�ltrating communities, the economy and political 
institutions. �is principle seeks to build resilience to organized crime, denying it the ability to 
 penetrate society. 

PURSUE organized criminal groups and their illicit gains, as their activities increase business 
costs and risks. �is principle is aimed at degrading and disrupting the organized crime economy. 

PROTECT vulnerable persons and victims from (further) harm. �is principle recognizes the 
damage and harm that organized crime in�icts on individuals by emphasizing a victim-centred 
approach that incorporates human-rights and gender considerations.

PROMOTE partnerships and cooperation at all levels, including across international borders – 
a whole-of-society approach. �is principle, which lies at very heart of the Organized Crime 
Convention, highlights the importance of partnerships at the local, national and international levels, 
working across the government, non-governmental and private sectors. 

Again, while these principles are relatively universal, their application and the balance of e�ort and 
resources between them will need to be adapted depending on the characteristics of the problem in 
any given country or region. �is will need to be achieved through the development of more granular 
objectives. 
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�ese principles, moreover, are, of course, �uid and overlapping. For example, the coordination and 
collaboration highlighted in the principle of PROMOTE and the emphasis on human rights and 
gender considerations outlined in in the principle of PROTECT – including placing the needs of indi-
viduals at the heart of interventions – are fundamentally cross-cu�ing in nature and should therefore 
be re�ected across all strategy objectives.

Translating principles into clearly de�ned objectives
�e development of objectives is a critical component of any strategy. Objectives are the means used 
to clarify the more detailed goals and desired e�ects that are sought within any given context, as well as 
any associated requirement. 

As well as being drawn from the analysis of the problem, objectives should, wherever possible, be 
developed using a variant of the SMART principle,10 by ensuring that these are:

 • Speci�c – clearly describing the desired impact or result.

 • Measurable over time so that results can be monitored, and lessons learned.

 • Accepted – organized crime objectives will require buy-in from relevant stakeholders.

 • Realistic – re�ecting political and social factors, recognizing available resources and acknowledg-
ing the scale of the problem in any given context.

 • Time-bound – so that clear milestones can be formulated as part of the objectives-se�ing process.

10  Slight variations of this principle exist although the following are assessed to be the most relevant to the formulation of 
counter-organized crime objectives. 
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Figure 6. Four overarching strategic principles: the “four Ps”
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Developing SMART objectives will require testing, re�nement and consultation during the strategy 
development and dra�ing process to ensure that these can actually be implemented in the real world. 
One best practice is that of establishing a small “challenge team”, whose role is to identify potential 
issues with objectives and/or the ways in which organized criminal groups might respond to the 
approaches and activities contained under those same objectives. 

�e development of these objectives can also bene�t from listing the core assumptions underpinning 
the objectives, such as the fact that organized criminal groups are rational, pro�t-seeking actors that 
decide to commit crimes based on a complex calculation of risks and bene�ts, which 
strategies need to be able to capture and address. Making such a list of assumptions can 
then o�er a means by which to test these, including through additional research and 
analysis and/or identify accompanying objectives. For example, it may be that research 
demonstrates that certain risks alone – for instance, punitive measures such as incar-
ceration and/or drug seizures – do not act as a deterrent in a particular context as indi-
viduals involved in organized crime do not have alternative economic opportunities or social pathways 
and/or have accounted for seizures as part of their business costs. Here, one of the implications might 
be that developing alternative economic opportunities should be an additional or accompanying 
objective si�ing alongside measures targeting the security threats posed by organized criminal groups 
(one that would likely �t under the PREVENT principle). 

In order to be speci�c and measurable, objectives should also build towards clearly de�ned outcomes 
(or, more speci�cally, the desired strategic results in any given context). �ese outcomes essentially 
constitute a more detailed description or vision of what the four overarching principles look like in the 
speci�c, national context in which the strategy is produced. For example, in the case of the principle of 
PREVENT (and as will be seen in the next section), an outcome statement seeking to address the root 
causes of organized crime might be as follows:

   Local grievances, pockets of instability and “breeding grounds” are addressed, and opportunities 
for organized crime to take hold are limited or closed, challenging the authority and legitimacy 
narratives of organized criminal groups.

Once again, developing such outcome statements can provide a means to test whether such change 
can realistically be achieved, as well as the likely timescales required to achieve it. �ese can also pro-
vide the basis for widespread consultation with relevant stakeholders (in this case, including local 
community actors and civil society). 

As a general rule, strategies to prevent and combat organized crime and the outcomes contained within 
them will need to re�ect a long-term view and accept the need for strategic patience. However, tightly 
de�ned objectives and clear outcomes are critical to ensuring that these can add up to the type of 
 systemic change that is required to address the organized crime phenomenon. It follows that objectives 
should also work together as an integrated and systematic response by addressing the di�erent vulnerabili-
ties identi�ed during the analysis phase that make up the various components and enablers of the 
organized crime system.

Establishing a “challenge team”  
during the dra�ing process can  

help to test existing assumptions  
and institutional biases. 
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Finally, as already highlighted, strategies will inevitably vary in ambition, given both the extent of the 
problem within the country or region and the available resources. For this reason, a good strategy is 
not necessarily one that does everything but, rather, one that strives to achieve realistic outcomes (the 
“R” element in the SMART formula) in any given context and that is able to mobilize and maximize 
the use of available resources (even when they are relatively limited). 
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Figure 7. Integrated responses aimed at systemic change
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�.  Objectives and associated 
activities and capabilities

PREVENT objectives
Prevention, it is o�en said, is be�er than cure. In the case of organized crime strategies, prevention 
consists of making it harder for criminal groups to take hold within societies, recruit new members, 
gain support, co-opt political institutions, in�ltrate the economy and, ultimately, challenge the author-
ity of the State. �is, correspondingly, requires increasing social, economic and political resilience to 
organized crime, particularly within vulnerable communities, closing pathways to recruitment into 
criminality and averting the in�ltration of the licit sector and economy. 

Translating the principle of prevention into objectives should be guided by a clear understanding of 
the ways in which organized crime takes hold within any given context – something that should be 
clari�ed through the process of conducting strategic analysis. 
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Figure 8. E�ective organized crime prevention: some key components
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High-level objectives can then be formulated and be linked to corresponding outcomes that clarify 
desired results and e�ects, while following the SMART principle. For example, the following objec-
tives and corresponding outcomes can be applied in most contexts (although to varying degrees, 
depending on the extent of organized crime penetration within society).

Objectives

�. Address local drivers of recruitment 
into organized crime, including social 
and political exclusion, economic 
inequality and unemployment. 

�. Strengthen the integrity and resilience 
of local political institutions and 
economies to organized crime 
in�ltration. 

�. Challenge the narratives and 
perceptions of organized criminal 
groups, including those depicting 
them as legitimate actors.

�. Provide “ways out” for organized crime 
members, including through 
rehabilitation and reintegration.

Desired outcome  
(essentially the vision of success)

Local grievances, pockets of instability 
and “breeding grounds” are addressed 
and opportunities for organized crime to 
take hold are limited or closed, 
challenging the authority and legitimacy 
narratives of organized criminal groups.

Objectives can subsequently be re�ned through the process of clarifying the speci�c domains or areas 
that the strategy will address (in other words, subobjectives). �ese can in turn provide a clearer indi-
cation of the type of activities that will be conducted and the capabilities that will be required. Such an 
approach for aligning objectives, subobjectives and more granular activities/capabilities is outlined 
below.
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Clearly, these objectives and activities will need to be designed and delivered by a wide consortium of 
stakeholders including government, civil society, the private sector (including local businesses) and 
the education sector – a theme that will be covered in more detail under the PROMOTE pillar.
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Figure 9.  Preventing organized crime: objectives, subobjectives and activities/capabilities

Figure 10. Developing prevention partnerships
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PURSUE objectives
�e logic of pursuing organized criminal groups is typically aimed at disrupting their business model 
(or the economic system comprising criminal actors as well as supply and value chains), in addition to 
increasing the operating costs and risk involved.11 �is approach broadly follows the principle of 
 deterrence, where risks are increased to the extent that they outweigh the rewards associated with 
involvement in organized crime.12

11  Police and law enforcement in general play a key role in achieving the PURSUE objectives highlighted in this section. In 
this context, it is paramount that enforcement action is subject to an e�ective system of accountability and oversight. �e United 
Nations has produced a number of publications providing guidance to Member States on this topic, among them, the UNODC 
Handbook on Police Accountability, Oversight and Integrity and the Training Manual on Policing Urban Space.

12  �is could also be described as shi�ing the balance of incentives associated with involvement in organized crime. 

Case study 4. Mexico’s approach to changing societal norms

One of the main objectives of Mexico’s National Public Security Strategy is the ethical 
regeneration of society through an emphasis on transparency, human rights and inclu-
sion, increasing awareness of the impact of crime, advocating for alternative societal 
attitudes and improving life conditions of all citizens.

Case study 2. ‘Prevention �rst’ in New Zealand

“Prevention �rst” is one of the main principles of the New Zealand transnational organ-
ized crime strategy for the period 2020–2025, with an emphasis on proactive manage-
ment of o�shore risks and raising awareness of organized crime among government, 
the private sector and the general public. The strategy is complemented by the “Resil-
ience to Organized Crime in Communities” programme, which is a prevention-oriented, 
community-led approach to addressing the harms and social drivers of organized 
crime. Together, these initiatives form an end-to-end approach to addressing the full 
supply-demand spectrum of organized crime, with a focus on prevention at every stage.

Case study 3. The Global Initiative’s Resilience Fund 

In recognition of the need for multi-stakeholder strategic approaches to organized 
crime, in 2019, the Global Initiative against Transnational Organized Crime created the 
Resilience Fund aimed at identifying and selecting civil society and grassroots actors, 
including activists, community resilience groups and journalists. Support is then 
 provided by the Fund to those actors to enhance local initiatives and create a global 
network of resilience against organized crime, connecting initiatives in di�erent 
 geographical locations. The Fund not only bolsters civil society’s capacity to respond 
to organized crime but also helps them to play their part in developing whole-of-
society approaches to combat the phenomenon.


	Acknowledgements
	Preface 
	Contents 
	1.	Introduction
	2.	�United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime
	3.	Role of strategies and toolkits 
	4.	Analysis and strategy-making
	5.	Strategic principles
	Translating principles into clearly defined objectives

	6.	�Objectives and associated activities and capabilities
	PREVENT objectives
	PURSUE objectives
	PROTECT objectives
	PROMOTE cooperation and partnerships for the achievement of the objectives


	7.	Delivery and implementation
	8.	�Monitoring and evaluating impact
	Annex. Strategy development checklist

