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Foreword

In a world marked by rising uncertainty, democracies are 
under pressure–Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) is 
no exception. Yet the region also stands out for a defining 
achievement: it has expanded and sustained democracy 
as its predominant form of governance, becoming the 
most democratic region in the developing world.

Over the past decades, democratic institutions have 
taken root across LAC, competitive elections have 
become the norm, and fundamental political freedoms 
have expanded. Never before have so many citizens 
in the region lived under governments chosen through 
democratic processes.

This achievement matters. It represents one of the 
most significant political transformations in recent history.

Yet, democracy’s endurance across the region does not 
guarantee its sustainability. Many citizens are increasingly 
dissatisfied with how democratic institutions function. 
Electoral stability has not always translated into systems 
that respond effectively to people’s expectations. A 
significant share feel that their voices are not adequately 
represented, that public decisions often reflect narrow 
interests, and that the benefits of development remain 
unevenly shared.

These tensions are unfolding at a time when 
democracies are also confronting new and interconnected 
pressures. Political polarization has intensified. 
Organized crime and illicit economies have expanded 
their influence in some contexts. Digital platforms and 
artificial intelligence are transforming the public sphere 
and how citizens engage with politics. Climate pressures, 
economic uncertainty, and large-scale human mobility are 
testing the capacity of institutions to respond effectively.

At the same time, the global environment is becoming 
more volatile. Geopolitical tensions, economic 
fragmentation, and growing uncertainty are reshaping 
international relations. For a region deeply connected 
to global markets and institutions, these dynamics bring 
both risks and new possibilities.

Against this backdrop, the Democracy and 
Development Report 2026 introduces a simple but 
powerful conviction: democracy and human development 
are not separate agendas. They reinforce each other. And 
their interaction can generate virtuous cycles of progress.

Democracy creates the space where societies debate, 
negotiate differences, and make collective decisions. 
Human development expands the freedoms and 
capabilities that allow people to shape their lives and 
participate fully in public life. The State connects these 
two dimensions, translating collective decisions into 
public goods, effective policies, and guaranteed rights.

When these elements reinforce one another, 
societies are better equipped to expand opportunities 
and strengthen democratic legitimacy. But when gaps 
emerge across them, tensions intensify. Democracies 
that struggle to respond to social demands risk losing 
trust, while societies marked by inequality and limited 
opportunities face greater difficulty sustaining strong 
democratic institutions. Much of the region’s current 
experience reflects this tension.
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The challenge ahead is therefore not to replace 
democracy, but to renew it. Democratic systems must 
become more responsive to citizens’ expectations. 
Institutions must be capable of translating participation 
into results. Governance systems, in turn, must ensure 
that democratic freedoms including economic and 
cultural rights–translate into tangible improvements in 
people’s lives.

LAC has repeatedly demonstrated its capacity 
to adapt and move forward in times of change. 
Its democratic trajectory reflects resilience, civic 
engagement, and a persistent aspiration for greater 
justice and opportunity.

At the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP), we remain committed to supporting countries 
in this effort. Through knowledge, dialogue, and 
collaboration, we work with governments, institutions, 
civil society, and international partners to strengthen 

democratic governance and advance human 
development across the region.

The Report is offered as a contribution to that 
shared endeavor: to deepen democracy, rebuild trust 
in institutions, and help reimagine a future where 
democracies and human development advance together 
for the benefit of all.

Alexander De Croo
Administrator
United Nations Development Programme
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Foreword 

In recent decades, Latin America and the Caribbean 
(LAC) underwent one of the most profound political 
transformations in its history: democracy became 
consolidated as the predominant political system in the 
vast majority of the countries in the region. The processes 
of decolonization in the Caribbean in the 1960s and the 
democratic transitions of the 1980s and 1990s in Latin 
America established more robust electoral institutions, 
strengthened checks and balances among branches of 
the government and progressively subordinated military 
power to civilian authority. Simultaneously, autonomous 
bodies were created and mechanisms for transparency 
and accountability were adopted, contributing to the 
integrity of democratic systems and positioning the 
region as the most democratic in the developing world.

Today, however, democracies in LAC are under 
pressure. While citizens continue to regard democracy as 
the preferred form of government, dissatisfaction with its 
functioning is growing. Fewer than half of the population 
report being satisfied with how democracy works and 
more than 70 percent believe that governments respond 
primarily to specific interests. The 2002 Global Human 
Development Report, Deepening Democracy in a 
Fragmented World, and the first Regional Democracy 
Report 2004, Democracy in Latin America: Towards a 
citizens’ democracy highlighted that democracy extends 
far beyond the organization of elections. Citizens don’t 
just want to vote; they also aspire to live better lives, with 
security, justice and opportunity. When democracy fails to 
respond to this hope, its foundational promise loses force.

Today, democratic disillusionment coincides with 
a context of growing uncertainty. In recent years, the 
accumulation of crises and profound transformations 
exposed vulnerabilities in the region’s development 
trajectory. From daily life to the highest levels of 
governance, societies now operate under a constant 
and intensifying sense of pressure. The rules that once 

anchored political and economic life have lost their power 
to provide certainty and stability.

At the same time, new, more complex and 
interconnected pressures have emerged, interacting with 
long-standing structural challenges. High levels of political 
polarization, accelerated technological transformations, 
the expansion of illicit economies and organized crime, 
and the escalating impacts of climate crises are redefining 
the environment in which institutions operate. When large 
segments of the population lack mechanisms to cope 
with crises without suffering significant declines in well-
being, trust in institutions weakens. When opportunities 
are distributed unequally, social tensions intensify. And 
when institutions struggle to respond effectively and in a 
timely manner, democratic disillusionment deepens. 

Against this backdrop, the Regional Human 
Development Report 2025 proposed the concept of 
resilient human development as both an objective and 
organizing principle for development in the region. In a 
world marked by uncertainty, moving forward is no longer 
enough. Societies must also be able to protect the gains 
they have made in order to avoid setbacks, as well as 
adapt to profound transformations and increasingly 
interconnected pressures.

Strengthening the resilience of our societies and 
reimagining pathways towards better futures requires 
a comprehensive approach, one that recognizes 
the interrelationships between democracy, human 
development and the State. Democracy as a political 
regime and space where societies debate, channel 
their conflicts and make decisions about their future. 
Human development as a process of expanding well-
being, capabilities and agency. Finally, the State as the 
institutional capacity to realize these aims and connect 
them with one another. This is precisely what the 
Democracy and Development Report 2026 seeks to offer.
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When democracy, human development and the State 
are strengthened simultaneously, they can generate 
more prosperous, inclusive and sustainable dynamics 
of progress. Legitimate democracies produce more 
representative public policies; higher levels of human 
development expand citizen’s capacity to participate; and 
capable States ensure that collective decisions translate 
into tangible outcomes. But when these dimensions 
present simultaneous shortcomings, tensions intensify. 
Democracies that fail to respond to citizens’ demands lose 
legitimacy. Societies marked by persistent inequalities 
struggle to sustain strong democratic institutions. And 
States with limited capacities are unable to transform 
political decisions into social progress.

This Report has, thus, been conceived both as a product 
and a starting point of a process. It invites us to reimagine 
the future of democracy by simultaneously reconsidering 
these three interconnected dimensions: the quality of our 
democracies, the opportunities for human development, 
and the role of the State as the bridge between them. 

The history of LAC shows that its societies possess 
an extraordinary capacity for adaptation and renewal. 
The democratic transitions that transformed the regional 
political landscape were made possible by citizen 
mobilization, commitment to civil liberties and the 
conviction that democracy, dialogue and public policies 
geared toward the common good were the way to build 
more just societies. 

Today, in the face of new challenges, that spirit of 
renewal is once again indispensable. The future of 
democracy and development will depend on the ability of 
our societies to transform pressure into progress without 
sacrificing agency or human freedoms. This is a collective 
and unavoidable challenge. By vocation and mandate, 
the governments and societies of LAC can rely on the 
renewed support and commitment of the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) to move forward 
together in this direction.

 

Michelle Muschett
Assistant Secretary-General and 
Regional Director for Latin America and the Caribbean
United Nations Development Programme

 

 vFOREWORD – REGIONAL DIRECTOR FOR LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN



Acknowledgements

We would like to express our profound gratitude to 
Alexander De Croo, UNDP Administrator; Michelle 
Muschett, UNDP Regional Director for Latin America and 
the Caribbean; Linda Maguire and María del Carmen 
Sacasa, who served as Deputy Regional Directors at 
different points in the process of preparing the Report, 
and Almudena Fernández, Chief Economist, for their 
leadership and guidance through the process of 
developing this document. Their vision of democracy 
as an enabler of human development, combined with 
their constant support and understanding of the region’s 
political, social and economic dynamics, guided the 
conceptual and methodological reflection that shaped 
this Report. 

Our special recognition is extended to the leadership 
and coordination of Magdy Martínez-Soliman and José 
Cruz-Osorio, as well as to the contributions of Jairo Acuña, 
Fernando Aramayo, Rodrigo Barraza, Javier Bronfman, 
Juan Felipe Cardona, Lais Galinari, Andrea Guevara, 
Rodrigo Márquez, Paloma Morazo, Eileen Ng, Camila 
Olate, Ana Pirela, Santiago Rodríguez-Solórzano, Marcela 
Smutt and Johanna Saenz, whose work supported 
the various stages of developing this Report. We are 
particularly grateful to Gerardo Munck for his significant 
contributions to the conceptualization and final drafting of 
the Report, which have left their mark on the narrative and 
ideas presented within. A special thanks goes to Isabel de 
Saint Malo and Pablo Gago, who generously offered their 
time and knowledge, and provided ideas and comments 
throughout this process.

The Advisory Board supported this effort with insights 
that contributed to sustaining a broad and pluralistic view 
on democracy and development in the region. Thank you 
to Jaime Abello, Dr. Armstrong Alexis, Marisol Argueta, 
Epsy Campbell, Jorge Castañeda, Iván Chanis, Sergio 
Fajardo, Laura Flores, George Gray-Molina, Miroslav 
Jenča, Marta Lagos, Sara Lister, Otilia Lux de Cotí, Jorge 
Mijangos, Eduardo Moncada, María Victoria Murillo, Laura 
Oroz, Leire Pajín Iraola, Felipe Paullier, Julissa Reynoso, 
Marcela Ríos and Eduardo Stein for their generous 
disposition and valuable contributions.

We are also grateful for the generous contributions 
of the authors of the background papers, whose critical 
thinking and commitment to the democratic agenda laid 
the conceptual and methodological foundations for this 
Report: Mariana Caminotti, Thomas Carothers, Lucía 

Dammert, Daniel Innerarity, David Khoudour, María Vanina 
Martínez, Marco Enríquez-Ominami, Adam Przeworski, 
Carolina Sampó, José Ugaz, Carol Watson-Williams 
and Daniel Zovatto. We also want to thank Mariana 
Mazzucato, Camila Nunes Dias, Érika Rodríguez Pinzón, 
José Fernández-Leost, Álvaro García-Mayoral and Andrea 
Mila-Maldonado.

The process was further enriched by high-level 
interviews, in which various political leaders shared their 
perspectives on the challenges and future prospects of 
democracy. We are grateful to Beatriz Argimón, Bernardo 
Arévalo, Michelle Bachelet, Alicia Bárcena, Iván Duque, 
Leonel Fernández, Enrique V. Iglesias, Luis Alberto 
Lacalle, Susana Malcorra, Evelyn Matthei, Carolina Mejía, 
Moisés Naím, José Paliza, Dorothy Pérez, Mariano Rajoy, 
José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero, Francisco Sagasti, Julio 
Sanguinetti, Rosângela Lula da Silva and Leslie Voltaire. 
We also extend our appreciation to their teams, whose 
collaboration made these exchanges possible.

A special thanks goes to those who contributed to the 
“Voices of Democracy” section, whose texts bring insight, 
experience and perspective to the regional debate. We 
would like to thank Gerardo Caetano, Thomas Carothers, 
Iván Duque, Marco Enriquez-Ominami, Jessica Faieta, 
Eva Granados, Luis Felipe López-Calva, Rubén Mercado, 
Gerardo Munck, Heraldo Muñoz, Gerardo Noto, Marcela 
Ríos, José Manuel Salazar-Xirinachs, Elizabeth Salomón, 
Isabel de Saint Malo and Daniel Zovatto for their valuable 
contributions, which enrich this Report by broadening 
the dialogue on the challenges and future prospects of 
democracy in Latin America and the Caribbean. We would 
also like to acknowledge the collaboration of our strategic 
partners, who supported this process from various 
institutional and regional perspectives: Centroamérica 
Cuenta, Carolina Foundation, Gabo Foundation, IDEA 
International and Latinobarómetro.

Thanks to the contributions of several experts, the 
Dialogues on Democracy and Development made it 
possible to gather and contrast diverse experiences in 
the region. Our appreciation goes to Mario Andrésol, Dalí 
Ángel Pérez, Alberto Belaunde, Esmirna Beltre Geraldo, 
Iván Chanis, Mariana Caminotti, Donna Cox, Jean-Charles 
Enex, Roberta Eugênio, Cynthia Figueredo, Natalia 
Gherardi, Joseph Gracien, Jason Jones, Toribia Lero, 
Alicia Mondesire, Pastor Elías Murillo, Sara Omi, Cindy 
Quesada, Samantha S. Rampersad, Ana Irma Rivera 

vi DEMOCRACY AND DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2026



 

Lassén, Tarcila Rivera Zea, Bianka Rodríguez, Elizabeth 
Solomón, June Soomer, Guadalupe Ixel Wer Chutá and 
Roberto Zúñiga for their valuable contributions. 

We would also like to thank Lani Anaya, Darío Arias, 
Cristian Báez, Line Bareiro, Érika Brockman, Daniel 
Cáceres, Jomar Carreño, Emma Chacón, Dominga 
Cucul, Alexus D’Marco, Marla Dukharan, Keyla Escoe, 
Flavia Freidenberg, Verónica Forte, Sharda Ganga, Luisa 
Rebeca Garza, Laura Michelle Godoy, Miriam Gomes, 
Nelkys Guzmán, Sara Hernández Cepeda, Ruth Hidalgo, 
Rigoberto Juárez, Matías Lara, Dane Lewis, Florina 
López, Otilia Lux de Cotí, Luis Enrique Martín, Sibelys 
Mejía, Cristina Melo, Matías Mendieta Duarte, María 
Elena Méndez, Loreiny Morán Rodríguez, Paola Narváez, 
Marcelo Paixao, Mireya Peart, Ana Pavón, Verónica Pérez, 
Suyapa Portillo, Krystel Quintero, María Rachid, Miosotis 
Rivas, Diane Rodríguez, Karolina Rojas, Laura Rojas, Rocío 
Rosero, Ana Cláudia Santano, Mayra del Pilar Santos, 
Mayra Santos Febres, Diana Shaw, Teresa Valdés, Ari 
Vera Morales, Claudia Vidal, Joshua Caleb Villalta, Paola 
Yáñez and Lía Zevallos Malásquez, whose contributions 
broadened the collective understanding of the link 
between democracy and development.

The UNDP Resident Representatives for Latin America 
and the Caribbean played a key role in linking this Report 
to national realities, and providing strategic guidance 
and substantive revisions. The country office teams 
complemented this work with technical input and field 
knowledge, and helped to reflect the diversity of contexts 
in the region. A special thank you to Stefano Pettinato 
in Uruguay, Ana María Díaz in the Dominican Republic, 
Renata Rubian in Bolivia and Carlos Benitez in Guatemala, 
whose leadership, together with that of their teams, made 
the launch of this Report possible.

Our appreciation goes to our UNDP colleagues, 
whose collaboration made it possible to carry out the 
consultations with coherence and quality across the 
different stages of the process, including those who 
participated in the foresight exercise, as well as those 
who contributed to the administrative and operational 
processes. Their collaboration allowed consultations to 
be carried out with consistency and quality throughout 
the various stages of the process. We would like to 
thank Fernando Adames, Claudia Aguilar, Clara Arango, 
Graciela Basset, Ugo Blanco, Flor Bolaños, Laura Bolé, 
Claudia Bresanovich, Javier Brolo, Aníbal Cárdenas, 

Blanca Cardona, Harold Causil, Daniela Chaparro, Betty 
Chemier, Pedro Conceição, Mildret Corrales, Enrique 
Crespo, Luis da Silva, Marco de Luca, Ana Carolina Díaz, 
Vladimir Domínguez, Bryan Drakenstein, Moema Dutra, 
Francesca Edgerton, Jean-Reginald Espady, Djenanne 
Feliz-Désir, Lina Fernández, Sara Ferrer, Lyes Ferroukhi, 
Diego Gálvez, Veronique Gerard, Viktoryia Geyler, Itziar 
González, María González, Silvana Gramajo-Barboni, 
Ana Grijalva, Olivier Guillot, Fernando Gutiérrez, Maribel 
Gutiérrez, Jennifer Hotsko, Lorenzo Jiménez, Anish 
Kutamballi, Lavonne Leong, Eldo Lopez, María López, 
Ana María Luey, Guillermina Martin, Carlos Mazariegos, 
Xavier Michón, Verónica Millington, Claudia Monzón, 
José Morán, James Mudge, Jorge Munguía, Rafael 
Nazar, Mariana Olcese, Irma Ovelar, Yaisa Palacios, 
Cristhian Parra, María Pinedo, Francisco Pons, Claudio 
Providas, Sandra Racines, Sandy Ramírez, Gabriela 
Ríos, Mónica Ríos, Jesús Rodríguez, Alberto Saavedra, 
Rafaella Sánchez-Mora, Idda-Carola Schwarzbauer, Rita 
Sciarra, Narue Shiki, Nikola Simpson, Georgina Siqueiros, 
Gregory Smith, Juliet Solomon, Heriberto Tapia, Jordanna 
Tennebaum, Claudio Tomasi, Ivonne Urriola, Cynthia 
Valdez, María Andrea Voria, Cecilia Vuyk, Shamar Ward, 
Bronwyn Williams, Bettina Woll, Montserrat Xilotl and 
Diego Zavaleta.

We also want to extend our appreciation to the 
Communications team, in particular to Sharon Grobeisen, 
Vanessa Hidalgo, Melina Loayza, Valeria Maduro, Carolina 
Moreno, Eleonora Nun, Sandra Pérez and María Gabriela 
Urbanc for their continued support. A special thanks goes 
to Christian Gallardo for his creative vision, which made 
the design of this Report possible.

This Report is the result of a deeply collaborative 
process. We express our sincere thanks to all the people 
and institutions who, with their knowledge, time and 
commitment, made this work possible. Their contributions 
helped shape a shared vision of democracy and 
development in the region, and have enriched this Report 
with a diverse and rigorous perspective that is connected 
to the challenges of the present.

 viiACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



Contents of the Democracy  
and Development Report 2026

PART I
Democracy, Human Development and the State in  
Latin America and the Caribbean 

CHAPTER 1

Democracy in the 21st Century: A Comprehensive Approach

1.1 The current state of democracy

1.2 Democracy and its value

1.3 Democracy, human development and the State: A 
comprehensive approach

1.4 Democracy in relation to human development and the State 

CHAPTER 2

Democracy in Latin America and the Caribbean: Progress, 
deficits and risks of backsliding

2.1 Enduring democracies, accumulating tensions	

2.2 Democratic expansion: The success of the transitions

2.3 Problems with the quality of democracy: A political equality 
perspective	

2.4 The crisis of political representation

2.5 Signs of democratic erosion: A democratic crisis in LAC?

2.6 The role of the State: A State for democracy? 

CHAPTER 3

Human Development and Democracy in Latin America and the 
Caribbean: An essential link	

3.1 A well-established conceptual link	

3.2 The overall state of human development: Achievements and gaps	

3.3 Fragmented human development: The key dimensions	

3.4 Democracy and human development: A two-way relationship	

3.5 The role of the State: A State for resilient human development?	

3.6 Democracy, human development and the State: The Latin 
American and Caribbean triangle 

PART I I
Emerging Pressures on Democracy 

CHAPTER 4

Political polarization: Putting democracies in Latin America 
and the Caribbean to the test

4.1 Between disagreement and divide: Polarization at the center of 
the democratic debate	

4.2 Defining polarization as poles of identification and alienation	

4.3 Polarization as an evolving phenomenon and emerging 
challenge in LAC	

4.4 Polarization impacts the triangle of democracy, State and 
human development

4.5 From pressure to opportunity: Strengthening agency to 
address polarization 

CHAPTER 5

Democracies under digital pressure: AI, disinformation and a 
changing information ecosystem

5.1 Democracies under digital pressure	

5.2 The transformation of the public sphere as a structural pressure	

5.3 Disinformation as a systemic distortion	

5.4 Digital pressure on democratic mechanisms and State capacities	

5.5 From pressure to opportunity: An integrated agenda for 
strengthening democracies in the digital age 

CHAPTER 6

Democracies under criminal pressure	

6.1 The struggle for the monopoly of coercion in LAC	

6.2 From illicit economies to the fight for power: The 
transformation of organized crime in LAC	

6.3 Organized crime: Undermining every stage of the democratic 
process	

6.4 The limited capacity of the State to deal with organized crime	

6.5 Negative impacts of crime on human development	

6.6 Feedback loops and low-performance equilibria	

6.7 From pressure to opportunity: How to transform the low-
performance equilibrium	

viii DEMOCRACY AND DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2026



CHAPTER 7

Migration and internal displacement in Latin America and the 
Caribbean	

7.1 Migratory flows as a source of democratic tension in LAC	

7.2 Migration and the triangle of democracy, human development 
and the State: A two-way relationship

7.3 The current migration landscape in LAC

7.4 Tensions between mobility, democracy, the State and human 
development

7.5 From pressure to opportunity: Public policy guidelines and 
agency-based approaches 

CHAPTER 8

Democracy and development in times of planetary crisis	

8.1 The “triple planetary crisis”, the tragedy of the commons and 
democracy	

8.2 The planetary crisis as a pressure point for  
development and democracy	

8.3 Agency and planetary imbalances: The challenge to act for 
the planet	

8.4 Nature, human development and environmental democracy	

8.5 LAC and the challenge of green transitions	

8.6 From pressure to opportunity: Reimagining democracy in the 
Anthropocene 

PART I I I
Democracies Under Pressure in the Caribbean 

CHAPTER 9

Democracy and human development in the Caribbean, a 
heterogeneous region of young republics	

9.1 Common origin, republican recency and heterogeneity	

9.2 Historical and institutional foundations of Caribbean democracy	

9.3 Progress in human development in the Caribbean and 
remaining challenges	

9.4 A deeply democratic region under pressure	

9.5 Recent pressures on Caribbean democracies	

9.6 Opportunities for strengthening democracy in the Caribbean 

PART IV
Reimagining the futures of democracy 

CHAPTER 10

Reimagining the futures of democracy: Reconnecting 
democracy, human development and the State

10.1 Democratic renewal: A strategic direction for action

10.2 Safeguard the core of democracy: Electoral integrity and 
political competition

10.3 Organizing challenges for action: A strategic framework for 
renewing democracy

10.4 From pressures to turning points: Leveraging critical areas

10.5 Towards a State for democracy and human development

10.6 From proposal to practice: Agency, coalitions and windows 
of opportunity

 ixCONTENTS OF THE DEMOCRACY AND DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2026





Enduring democracies 
with restrictions on 

political freedom and 
political equality

Persistent debts and 
unequal access 
to basic needs

Heterogeneous functional 
capacity and 

territorial presenceLAC’s distinctive 
traits and challenges

Democracy Human
development

State

Democracy, human development and 
the State: A comprehensive approach 
This Report revisits the notion of “citizens’ democracy” 
introduced by UNDP in 2004. This concept extended beyond 
elections, to encompass the full exercise of citizenship, 
including civil, political, economic, and social rights. Building 
on this foundation, this Report analyzes three interconnected 
dimensions: the political system (democracy), the processes that 
build wellbeing, capabilities and agency (human development) 
and the institutional capacity to guarantee and connect both 
(the State).

From this perspective, the political and social reality of 
LAC can be understood as a triangle that captures the 
interaction between: i) imperfect but enduring democracies,  
characterized by constraints on political freedom and  
equality; ii) human development that has advanced 
significantly, albeit with accumulated shortcomings, 
persistent inequalities, and vulnerabilities; and iii) States 
that combine formal and professional features with 
clientelistic practices and uneven capacities and territorial 
reach.

Within this framework, democracy is understood as a 
political system in which governments are formed through 
competitive, inclusive, fair, and periodic elections; exercise 
power according to pre-established rules and through 
political pluralism; and guarantee fundamental rights such 
as freedom of expression, association, and the press. Its 
core function is to manage social conflicts peacefully within 
shared institutional frameworks. This definition allows for an 
important distinction between problems of democracy (e.g., 
the restriction of political freedoms or the lack of legitimate 
elections) and problems for democracy (which arise from the 
gap between citizen expectations and outcomes). 

Democracy interacts directly with human development, 
understood as the expansion of people’s freedoms to live lives 
that they have reason to value (Sen, 1999). While democracy 
enables agency–the capacity to act and shape the future 
through participation, representation and rights—it does 
not, by itself, create it. It is the interaction between human 
development and democracy that endows citizens with 
agency. Without minimum levels of education, security, income 
and autonomy, the effective exercise of political rights remains 
limited. In this sense, human development is a pre-condition 
for a well-functioning democracy. 

OVERVIEW
Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) can draw on a fundamental asset in shaping its future: Democracy. Yet today, this asset  
is under strain. While the region remains the most democratic in the developing world, its democracies are facing mounting 
pressure. A combination of internal transitions and external shocks is testing the relationship between citizens and their institutions. 

This Report examines both the strengths and weaknesses of democracies in LAC, as well as the factors that are reshaping, and in 
many cases, straining their functioning. Its central message is a call to action: democracies persist in the region, but sustainability is 
not guaranteed. They must be protected against the risk of erosion, while also being renewed to respond to evolving public demands. 
This requires not only safeguarding democratic processes but also improving the outcomes they generate and strengthening the 
capacity of States to make them effective.

Figure 1 Democracy, human development and the State:  
A comprehensive approach

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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This interaction is mediated through the State. Its ability to 
guarantee rights, provide public goods and exercise authority 
throughout the territory shapes both the quality of democracy 
and human development outcomes. When these dimensions 
fail, negative dynamics arise: incomplete democracies limit 
the expansion of capabilities, and stagnation or setbacks in 
development erode democratic legitimacy. Breaking this vicious 
circle is one of the region’s main challenges.

Enduring democracies, mounting 
tensions
Just over four decades after the democratic transition, 
democracy in LAC has undergone a profound transformation. 
The region succeeded in expanding and sustaining 
democracy as the predominant political system, becoming 
the most democratic region in the developing world. In the 
Caribbean, this process unfolded alongside independence and 
decolonization during the 1960s and 1970s; in Latin America, 
it took shape with the transitions of the 1980s and 1990s that 
brought authoritarian regimes to an end. As a result, never 
before have so many countries in the region been considered 
democratic regimes. Today, more than four out of five citizens 
in the region live in democratic countries.

However, this progress has not translated into fully functioning 
democracies. While democratic regimes have expanded and 
become established, they have not consistently achieved 
full standards of political freedom, pluralism and equality. 
The consolidation of elections and the continuity of electoral 
processes have not been matched by sufficient improvements 
in the quality of democracy. As a result, structural shortcomings 
persist in key dimensions of democratic functioning, limiting its 
capacity to respond to social demands and sustain its legitimacy. 

These shortcomings manifest in several areas. First, the extent 
to which economic inequality translates into political inequality. 
This dynamic is evident in tax systems, for example, where 
reforms and exemptions have often reflected the influence 
of powerful economic actors. Second, tensions persist in the 
exercise of political freedoms. Indicators such as freedom of 
expression and of the press have shown signs of deterioration 
since the 2010s (IDEA International, 2025). Third, progress in 
the inclusion of historically excluded groups, such as women, 
Indigenous and Afro-descendants populations, among others, 
remains incomplete. 
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Figure 2 LAC is the most democratic region in the developing world

Notes: The Electoral Democracy 
Index is calculated based on the 
indicators freedom of association, 
clean elections, freedom of 
expression, elected authorities, and 
suffrage. The countries included 
in The Caribbean were: Barbados, 
Cuba, the Dominican Republic, 
Guyana, Haiti, Jamaica, Suriname, and 
Trinidad and Tobago. The countries 
included in Latin America were: 
Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, 
Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama, 
Mexico, Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, 
Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Paraguay, 
Peru, Uruguay, and Venezuela.
Source: UNDP’s calculations based 
on V-Dem (2025).
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The region has made important progress towards more 
inclusive democracies for women, and has even established 
itself as a global benchmark. LAC leads the world in female 
representation in parliaments (World Bank, 2024). Yet parity 
remains an unfulfilled promise. Formal inclusion coexists with 
persistent barriers and emerging forms of exclusion, including 
rising levels of political violence against women, particularly in 
digital spaces. In some countries, as many as 4 out of every 10 
social media interactions directed at women are considered 
violent (De los Santos et al., 2025).

Shortcomings in the quality of democracy do not operate 
in isolation; they converge in political representation.
Representation is the mechanism that aggregates citizens’ 
preferences and translates them into public decisions. When 
this mechanism is distorted–because not all voices are 
included, do not carry equal weight, or cannot be expressed 
freely—democracy’s capacity to manage social conflict is 
weakened.

In the region, this is reflected in a growing disconnect between 
citizens and institutions: broad sectors perceive their demands 
are not taken into account, while others appear to exercise 
disproportionate influence. This imbalance translates into high 
levels of dissatisfaction with democracy.
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Figure 3 Women’s political representation has increased in recent decades, but the region has yet to achieve gender parity

Notes: Regional averages are population-weighted, covering the period 1998–2024, and using the most recent data available for each country and political arena.
Source: UNDP’s calculations based on CEPAL (2024) (supreme courts, local mayors and councils) and World Bank (2024) (ministerial cabinets and national 
parliaments).
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Figure 4 More and more people in LAC are dissatisfied with democracy and indifferent to any kind of political system 

Notes: The chart shows responses to the question: “In general, would you say 
you are very satisfied, quite satisfied, not very satisfied or not at all satisfied with 
the way democracy works in your country?” The “Satisfied” category combines 
“very satisfied” and “quite satisfied”, while “Dissatisfied” combines “not very 
satisfied” and “not at all satisfied”. 
Source: Latinobarómetro (2025).

Notes: The chart shows responses to the question: “Which of the following 
statements do you most agree with?”: “Democracy is preferable to any other 
form of government”; “In some circumstances, an authoritarian government may 
be preferable to a democratic one”; and “For people like me, it doesn’t matter 
whether we have a democratic or non-democratic regime”.
Source: Latinobarómetro (2025).
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The gaps in representation are clearly reflected in the crisis 
of political party systems across the region. In the absence of 
solid party organizations with strong territorial presence and 
capacity to develop coherent policy agendas, representation 
does not disappear, but is transformed: it becomes more 
volatile, more personalized and more unequal. The growing 
appeal of personalistic leadership may intensify the link between  

citizens and politics, but weakens structured participation and 
reduces citizens’ capacity to influence outcomes collectively. 
In this context, voters increasingly act as spectators or 
commentators rather than as citizens with effective capacity 
to influence political outcomes. As a result, political parties 
lose their intermediary role, weakening one of the fundamental 
pillars of democracy.
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Figure 5 The chain of political representation and its distortions

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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In this context, the region is experiencing processes of 
democratic erosion. Rather than abrupt breakdowns, these 
take the form of gradual trajectories of institutional weakening 
that unfold from within democratic regimes themselves. 
These dynamics include challenges to electoral processes, 
the erosion of electoral authorities, the concentration of 
power in personalistic leaderships, the weakening of checks 
and balances, and the spread of polarized narratives that 
undermine trust in institutions. The evidence reflects these 
trends clearly. Trust in electoral authorities fell from 47 
percent in 2016 to 34 percent in 2024, while the share of 
people who believe elections in their country are fraudulent 
rose from 48.5 percent to 60.6 percent over the same period 
(Latinobarómetro, 2025). Although these processes have not 
led to a widespread collapse of democracy, they have 
significantly affected its quality and legitimacy.

The role of the State is central to understanding these 
dynamics. The States of LAC uphold democracy, but do not 
always guarantee its proper functioning. The coexistence 
of institutional capacities with patrimonial practices and 
corruption, combined with uneven territorial presence, limits 
the effective guarantee of rights and creates spaces where the 
law is only partially enforced. In such contexts, groups such as 
organized crime can influence political competition, restrict 
participation and directly affect electoral processes. Moreover, 
subnational disparities mean that democratic rights are not 
exercised uniformly across the territory.

The result is a paradox: democracies that have endured over 
time, but under increasing strain. The region does not face 
a uniform democratic crisis, yet neither is it experiencing a 
period of consolidated stability. Instead, it is undergoing a 
process of transformation in which democratic institutions 
continue to function, but with increasing limitations in their 
ability to represent and respond to citizens’ demands. The main 
risk is not necessarily the disappearance of democracy, but 
rather its gradual hollowing out: the persistence of electoral 
systems that retain certain formal democratic features, 
but progressively lose their capacity to peacefully manage 
conflicts and produce development outcomes.

Progress in human development, yet 
uneven and persistently deficient
Advances in human development have been among the most 
important sources of legitimacy for democracy in the region. 
In LAC, the expansion of democracy coincided with significant 
improvements in human development, and, in many countries, 
with a period of accelerated economic growth. The Human 
Development Index (HDI) for the region rose from 0.648 
in 1990 to 0.783 in 2023, reflecting consistent progress in 
income, education and health (UNDP, 2025a). These gains were 
underpinned by the expansion of rights, the strengthening of 
social protection systems, and substantial improvements in 
education coverage and public health services.
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Figure 6 The region has made significant progress in human development over the past 30 years

Notes: The “pre-2020 trend” projects HDI levels for 2025 using regional pre-pandemic HDI values and growth rates. The “2022–2023 trend” uses HDI levels and 
growth rates for those two years. All regional aggregates are population-weighted and were calculated by the UNDP Human Development Report Office (2025a). 
Source: UNDP’s calculations based on UNDP (2025a).
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Figure 7 Inequalities continue to shape development progress in LAC

Yet development progress in the region has been uneven, 
has slowed in recent years and remains highly vulnerable 
to reversals. Although income inequality declined in recent 
decades, LAC continues to be the most unequal region in the 
world. When adjusted for inequality, the HDI falls by 21 percent. 
Income concentration also remains extreme: the richest 10 
percent account for almost 37 percent of income, while the 
poorest 40 percent only have access to 13 percent (UNDP, 
2025a).

This persistent disconnect–progress without full inclusion, 
growth without cohesion–has hindered the consolidation of 
a social contract capable of forging an effective link between 
citizens and their institutions. The promise of progress has 
not translated into tangible improvements for large sections of 
the population. For individuals, voting is not enough: they also 
demand security, justice and opportunity. When democracy 
struggles to live up to these expectations, its promise loses 
credibility.

For this reason, the most recent UNDP Regional Human 
Development Report (2025b) emphasizes the urgency of 
moving towards resilient human development: one that not 
only reduces poverty, but also enables the consolidation of 
middle classes capable of leading dignified, productive and 
fulfilling lives. In contexts marked by high uncertainty, only 
resilient human development–capable of helping people cope 
with adverse events and thrive despite risks–can endow 
citizens with the agency that democracy enables, but does not 
guarantee.

Democracy in LAC under emerging 
pressures
Democracies in LAC are facing multiple and overlapping 
pressures. Some are structural, rooted in the region’s 
development trajectory. Others are emerging, stemming from a 
more volatile global environment and the growing uncertainty, in 
which polarization, rapid technological change, disinformation, 
transnational organized crime, human mobility and the 
climate crisis are reshaping the relationship between citizens 
and power. While not exhaustive, these pressures emerged 
repeatedly during the extensive consultations conducted for 
the preparation of this Report. Importantly, these phenomena 
are dynamic and do not replace inherited structural problems; 
rather, they interact with them, amplify pre-existing tensions 
and create new challenges for democratic governance. 

Political polarization has intensified across the region. It has 
ceased to be merely a difference of opinion and become a 
confrontational divide between us and them. When antagonism 
reaches the point where political opponents are perceived as an 
existential threat, democratic institutions lose their capacity to 
channel, contain and resolve conflict peacefully.

Notes: Years of schooling refer to the number of years of education by income quintile among adults aged 25 to 65, where the poorest 20 percent corresponds to the 
first quintile and the richest 20 percent to the fifth quintile. The regional average is calculated as a simple average of years of schooling by quintile across countries 
with available data. The inequality-adjusted HDI accounts for disparities in each HDI dimension, adjusting the average value of each according to its level of inequality. 
Source: Human development indices are from UNDP (2025a); poverty rates are from ECLAC (2024); and years of schooling are from CEDLAS & World Bank (2024).
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The central challenge for democracies in LAC is to ensure that 
these tensions do not escalate into rupture and violence, but 
instead remain manageable through institutional channels. 
However, evidence indicates that conflicts between different 
social groups are becoming increasingly violent. Political 
violence has risen in recent years; currently, four of the ten 

countries with the highest levels of political violence in the 
world are located in LAC (ACLED, 2026). Protest, as a legal and 
legitimate form of expressing discontent, has declined after its 
peak in 2022, suggesting not a reduction in social conflict, but a 
shift toward more antagonistic forms of confrontation.
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Figure 8 Political polarization in LAC has grown rapidly in recent decades and now exceeds the global average
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Figure 9 Social groups are increasingly resorting to violence to resolve their conflicts

Notes: The indicator uses a five-
point scale, with 0 indicating that 
supporters of opposing political 
camps generally interact in a friendly 
manner, and 4 signifying extreme 
polarization where opposing 
political camps generally interact 
in a hostile manner. All aggregates 
are population-weighted and are 
presented as calculated by V-Dem. 
Source: Varieties of Democracy 
Project (V-Dem). The values 
correspond to data for 2024.

Notes: The first panel shows cases of political violence, including violence against civilians, riots, non-peaceful protests, battles and remote explosions or violence. 
The second panel presents the total number of protests, both peaceful (with or without State intervention and without affected persons) and non-peaceful (when the 
State used excessive force). The third panel presents cases of violence against civilians (attacks, sexual violence and forced disappearance) perpetrated by the State 
or by political militias. Data are included for 33 countries in Latin America and the Caribbean. 
Source: UNDP’s calculations based on ACLED (2026).
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The technological revolution, for its part, is redefining not 
only the boundaries of power and deliberation, but also the 
limits of freedoms, rights and opportunities for present and 
future generations. While digital platforms have expanded 
access to information and freedom of expression, they have 
also introduced significant risks, including manipulation, 
algorithmic bias and forms of censorship. This has profoundly 
reshaped the public sphere: it changed who speaks, how 
information circulates and how opinions are formed. Although 
social networks have become the main source of information 
in the region, more than 60 percent of people distrust them 
(Latinobarómetro, 2025).

Algorithms, information bias and artificial intelligence 
can amplify disinformation, polarization and political 
violence, while also undermining public deliberation 
and trust in electoral processes. These concerns 
are compounded by the growing threats to privacy and data 
protection. Furthermore, although technology has the potential 
to expand human capabilities, unequal access and digital skills 
gaps are creating new forms of exclusion that limit opportunities 
for the most vulnerable groups. The central challenge for 
the region is therefore to ensure that digital transformation  
benefits citizens and social cohesion, rather than becoming a 
source of fragmentation and restriction on freedoms and rights.

Organized crime has evolved beyond a sector-specific 
security issue into a systemic and transnational challenge 
that contests the State’s monopoly of coercion, distorts 
political representation and constrains human development 
trajectories. Beyond direct violence, criminal organizations 
embed themselves within communities and extend their 
influence over governance, economic activity and the 
provision of informal services. Their capacity to coerce elected 
authorities allows them to influence public policy and public 
administration. This form of criminal governance has allowed 
networks to diversify and expand their sources of income, as 
well as to expand their operations throughout the region. They 
finance campaigns, control resources and disrupt elections. 

As a consequence, democratic representation loses autonomy 
and legitimacy. As people feel more insecure, their satisfaction 
with the functioning of democracy tends to decrease. Where 
persistent exclusion, weak State capacity and institutional 
capture converge, low-performance equilibria emerge in 
which violence, democratic erosion and developmental 
stagnation reinforce one another.
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Figure 10 High levels of distrust but widespread use of social networks 

Source: UNDP’s calculations based on Latinobarómetro (2025a) and Newman et al. (2023).
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Human mobility reflects both development shortcomings 
and the limitations of democracies in guaranteeing freedoms, 
security and justice. Although mobility has long been part 
of the region’s history, its dynamics have changed and have 
become predominantly intraregional. LAC’s recent history has 
been marked by large-scale population movements linked to 
political, economic, environmental, security and institutional 
crises. Lack of economic opportunities remains the principal 
driver: six out of ten people planning to migrate cite economic 
reasons as their primary motivation (LAPOP Lab, 2023). 

Mobility has also become a source of political polarization, both 
in public discourse and public perception. Part of the political 
discourse is fuelled by criminalizing migrants, reinforcing the 
divide between us and them. In 2024, 51.4 percent of people in 
the region considered the arrival of immigrants in their country 
to be detrimental (Latinobarómetro, 2025). 
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Figure 11 Perceived insecurity determines political attitudes and 
support for democracy in LAC 

Figure 12 Migration in the region has slowed in recent years, with intraregional destinations gaining prominence

Source: UNDP’s calculations based on UN DESA International Migrant Stock (2025).

Notes: The chart includes data for 25 LAC countries. Respondants were 
considered as satisfied if they answered very satisfied or quite satisfied to the 
question: “Overall, would you say that you are very satisfied, quite satisfied, not 
very satisfied, or not at all satisfied with the way democracy works in (country)?”.
Source: UNDP’s calculations based on LAPOP Lab, Americas Barometer (2023). 
Vanderbilt University.
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The “triple planetary crisis”–climate change, biodiversity 
loss and pollution–also challenges democracies’ ability 
to manage the commons and redistributive conflicts in a 
context of shrinking ecological limits. The planetary crisis 
is not only environmental; it constitutes a structural test for 
both democracy and human development in LAC. Recent 
development gains have been accompanied by growing pressure 
on natural systems, revealing tensions between progress, 
sustainability and intergenerational equity.

How the region governs its natural resources (commons) and 
reconfigures its development model will shape not only its 

ecological sustainability, but also the quality and legitimacy of 
its democracies. Economic and political structures that favour 
extractivism and weaken the governance of the commons 
remain deeply entrenched in a context marked by institutional 
fragmentation and limited environmental investment. Although 
public concern about climate change is high, as is the demand 
for climate action, transforming the ecological crisis into 
a democratic opportunity requires strengthening State 
capacities, improving multi-level coordination and expanding 
citizen agency through participation, transparency and 
accountability.
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Figure 13 Half of the population in the region believes that the arrival of immigrants is detrimental to their country

Notes: The figure presents the percentage of respondents who answered “Harms the country” to the question “Do you think the arrival of immigrants is beneficial or 
harmful to the country?”. The regional aggregate is calculated by Latinobarómetro.
Source: UNDP’s calculations based on Latinobarómetro (2025).

10 DEMOCRACY AND DEVELOPMENT REPORT 2026



Panel A

Panel C

Panel B

Crisis

Planetary Social

Democracy Human
Development

State

Planetary Social

Pressures

Inequali-
ties

Biodiversity
loss

Climate
change

Pollution

Planetary Social

Biodiversity
loss

Climate
change

Pollution

Risks

Finally, geopolitical tensions have become an additional source 
of pressure on democracies in LAC. Intensifying competition 
among global powers is reshaping trade, security, migration and 
access to strategic resources, while also influencing national 

debates over sovereignty and development. These dynamics 
can deepen polarization, influence political decisions and put 
new strains on democratic institutions.

Figure 14 Democracy, the State and human development function within the context of the triple planetary crisis 

Source: Authors’ elaboration.

 11OVERVIEW



Democracies under pressure in the 
Caribbean

Beyond challenges shared across the region, the Caribbean 
exhibits distinctive characteristics rooted in its colonial 
history, including the predominance of Westminster style 
institutional arrangements (including parliamentary and 
semi-parliamentary systems), as well as persistent structural 
vulnerabilities. Caribbean democracies face a convergence of 
structural pressures that simultaneously strain their economic 
stability, social cohesion and capacities. Small and highly open 
economies, heavy dependence on sectors such as tourism, 
fiscal constraints, high levels of public debt, recurring exposure 
to natural disasters and growing security challenges generate 
constant pressure on State capacities and institutional 
legitimacy. Each shock–whether climatic, economic or security 
related–affects human development and puts democratic 
resilience to the test.

In most of the Caribbean, however, electoral democracy 
remains stable, preserving its institutional continuity, 
procedural soundness and consolidated international 
legitimacy. The region is not facing a widespread erosion of 
electoral democracy. On the contrary, it has been recognized as 
a bastion of representative democracy, underpinned by respect 

for the rule of law and strong institutional traditions. These 
characteristics are reflected in consistently high performance 
on the core dimensions of the V-Dem Electoral Democracy 
Index, including free and fair elections, elected officials, 
inclusive suffrage, and freedoms of association and expression. 
This institutional strength is also expressed in comparatively 
lower levels of political polarization than those observed in 
Latin American countries.

Nevertheless, sustaining democracy in the Caribbean will 
require strengthening State capacity, improving security 
governance, and consolidating mechanisms of transparency, 
participation and accountability. While these challenges also 
affect Latin America, they unfold in the Caribbean under 
tighter fiscal constraints and greater vulnerability to external 
shocks. The future quality of Caribbean democracies will 
therefore depend on the region’s ability to integrate economic 
resilience, climate change adaptation, and social cohesion 
into an institutional framework capable of protecting human 
development in an increasingly uncertain global environment. 
This task is conditioned by the unique characteristics of the 
Caribbean: small scale economies, high levels of indebtedness, 
acute climate vulnerability, and the profound influence of 
transnational migration and security dynamics all generate 
governance challenges distinct from those experienced in Latin 
America.
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Figure 15 Lethal violence has increased in the Caribbean in recent years

Note: Regional averages are 
population-weighted.
Source: UNDP’s calculations based on 
UNODC (2023).
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Reimagining the futures of democracy

Democracy in LAC has demonstrated a remarkable capacity 
for endurance, yet faces mounting pressures that affect both 
its functioning and legitimacy. The challenge is not only 
to protect democracy from the risks of erosion, but also to 
renew it so that it can effectively channel citizens’ demands, 
manage conflict and generate human development outcomes 
in contexts of growing uncertainty.

No single actor can offer a comprehensive solution to 
democracy’s challenges. Responses emerge through the 
interaction between diverse actors and the construction of 
agreements in complex settings. In this spirit, this Report does 
not present a rigid blueprint; rather, it proposes elements to 
guide debate and action in contexts characterized by high 
institutional and political complexity. 
 
Reimagining democracy involves understanding how its 
processes interact with State capacity and human development 
outcomes. Democracy cannot be sustained solely on electoral 
rules; it requires States capable of implementing decisions and 
producing results that reinforce legitimacy. 

At the core of these challenges lies a fundamental issue: the 
unequal distribution of political influence within the democratic 
system. Different forms of power–economic, coercive, 
informational or institutional–translate into unequal capacities 
to shape collective decisions, distorting political competition 
and limiting democracy’s ability to represent and manage social 
conflict fairly.

This Report calls for safeguarding and renewing democracies. 
It identifies one strategic priority and five critical areas of 
intervention. While these do not resolve every challenge facing 
democracy, they focus on key dynamics capable of generating 
broader systemic effects. Rather than pursuing immediate and 
comprehensive transformations, the objective is to identify 
areas where strategically targeted actions can drive positive 
dynamics, break vicious cycles and contribute to rebuilding the 
legitimacy of the democratic system.

At the center of this agenda is the need to preserve the minimum 
conditions for political competition, particularly in the electoral 
sphere. Strengthening the autonomy of electoral bodies and 
rebuilding public trust in electoral processes are essential 
tasks. Free and fair elections are a fundamental pillar of 
democracy, as is the ability to contain dynamics that jeopardize 
the peaceful alternation in power or undermine the foundations 
of the democratic system. A strong democracy requires arbiters 
who are independent and are also perceived as such by citizens. 
It is critical thus to ensure that electoral authorities act with 
and are recognized as guarantors of transparency and fairness, 
even in contexts of polarization and disinformation.

Around this electoral core, several interconnected priorities 
emerge, all linked by a common objective: correcting distortions 
in the distribution of political influence. One central priority 
is rebuilding the foundations of political representation by 
restoring its social roots. This means reconnecting citizens 
with politics by strengthening the capacity of political parties 
to structure competition and channel social demands in a 
sustained and programmatic manner. This means reinforcing 
their links with society, improving policy coherence, and 
rebuilding their bases of representation, so that politics does 
not depend exclusively on personalistic leaderships or short-
term political arrangements.
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Figure 16 Electoral democracy remains stable in the Caribbean, albeit with some setbacks

Notes: The Electoral Democracy Index 
is calculated based on the indicators 
of freedom of association, clean 
elections, freedom of expression, 
elected authorities, and suffrage.  
The regional aggregate is  
population-weighted.
Source: UNDP’s calculations based on 
V-Dem (2025).
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It is also essential to restrain the influence of economic 
power and its conversion into political influence. This entails 
preventing both legal and illegal resources from distorting 
democratic competition and amplifying inequalities in political 
influence. This requires greater transparency, oversight and 
fairness in political funding.
 
Restoring the conditions for competition also requires 
strengthening the capacity and presence of the State, so that 
political participation is not subject to coercion by non-state 
actors. This entails constraining the influence of organized 
crime and guaranteeing that rights can be exercised under 
conditions of freedom and security.
 
Another fundamental task is ensuring the integrity of public 
deliberation. This involves revitalizing the information 
ecosystem, reducing the spread of disinformation, preserving 
the conditions for the informed formation of opinions, and 
maintaining an open civic space. 

It is also necessary to limit the concentration of power by 
reinforcing institutional checks and balances and protecting 
the autonomy of oversight institutions.

Strengthening democracies also depends on their ability to 
produce tangible human development outcomes that reinforce 
their legitimacy and are resilient to the new pressures 
facing the region. This requires leaving the approaches of 
the past behind: what worked in more stable contexts will not 
necessarily be sufficient today.

Building resilient human development involves renewing 
the instruments, institutions and infrastructure needed to 
navigate highly uncertain environments; preparing societies 
to cope with risks; responding effectively to unexpected crises; 
and enabling recovery and progress after adverse events. 
In essence, it requires shifting from a reactive approach to a 
preventive and adaptive institutional framework, capable of 
protecting people’s agency even in times of adversity. 

The functioning and quality of democracy depend, to a 
large extent, on balanced State action. Elected governments 
must possess the capacity to lead so that electoral promises 
can be translated into tangible results. That is, they must be 
capable of providing public goods and services in an equitable 
and efficient manner throughout the territory. At the same 
time, it is equally important to avoid excessive politicization 
and ensure that the State operates under the rule of law and 
ensures compliance throughout the territory. This balance 
between political control and institutional constraint tends 
to be strengthened by professional, merit-based public 
administrations, an effective State presence, and a judiciary that 
is independent of political actors and other particular interests.

These transformations will not occur automatically, nor as 
a result of institutional design alone. They depend on the 
ability of actors to build coalitions, exercise leadership, and 
seize windows of opportunity in complex political contexts. 
Democratic renewal is therefore not a single, isolated 
event, but a sustained process of collective action involving 
governments, political parties, organized civil society, 
the private sector and citizens. As a starting point, broad, 
purposeful, and multi-stakeholder national dialogues are 
needed to reconnect democracy, the State and development.

The future of democracy in LAC will depend on its ability to 
transform pressure into renewal and promises into results. 
Democracy will prove resilient if it succeeds in reconnecting 
the legitimacy of democratic processes with meaningful 
human development outcomes–a democracy capable of 
channelling demands and conflicts, building collective projects 
and, delivering concrete improvements in people’s lives. 
This balance ultimately rests on the quality of governance. 
Effective governance–able to anticipate risks, adapt to 
change, and respond with resilience–is the central enabler 
of human development, agency, and social legitimacy, and an 
indispensable condition for sustaining democracy, protecting 
freedoms and preventing democratic setbacks.

Safeguard the integrity of 
political competition and renew 

democracy's capacity to 
represent citizens and process 

conflict

State

Build a State for democracy and 
development, and strengthen 

its capacity to exercise 
authority, implement decisions, 

and limit the capture of its 
institutions across the entire 

territory

Generate tangible and resilient 
outcomes that strengthen 
democratic legitimacy and 

expand people’s agency

Democracy Human 
development

Figure 17 Renewing the links between democracy, human 
development and the State

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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