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Overall, the region’s national populations firmly prefer democracy (elected 
leaders and broad popular participation—63.7%). Focusing for a moment on the 
undemocratic options offered in these two questions, however, we observe inter-
esting nuances among the replies. Looking at the second question, in no country 
does more than 18% of the voting age population prefer a strong leader who has 
not been elected (the highest percentages are in Guatemala, Panama, Peru, and the 
Dominican Republic). An “iron-fisted,” that is, a very strong leader, an option in 
the first question, appeals to almost a third of Latin Americans. Between 39% and 
44% in Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Costa Rica, Panama, Paraguay, Chile, 
and the Dominican Republic opts for such strong leadership. When we consider 
responses to both questions region wide, we see that three quarters of all those who 
choose mano dura leadership prefer that the leader also be elected. Interestingly, 
advocates of strong leadership tend to concentrate in Central America, including 
long-democratic Costa Rica. We speculate that Costa Rica’s constitutionally weak 
presidency and scandals in recent administrations influenced Costa Ricans’ 
responses. Among Latin Americans overall, only 7.5% prefer both an unelected 
and iron-fisted ruler.
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Figure 5.1  Preference for Democracy Over Authoritarian Rule

Source: AmericasBarometer 2010 surveys, www.LapopSurveys.org.

Note: Cases weighted for equal size per country.

Error bars: 99% CI.


