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ABSTRACT

This article explores growing support for mano dura (iron-fist) policies in four historically safe Latin American democracies: Chile, Costa Rica, Ecuador, and Uruguay. Through 32 focus groups with 259 participants, we find that mano dura narratives are popular, but cross-national variations are sharp. Ecuador shows the strongest support for extreme, often extralegal measures, whereas participants in Uruguay favor an institutional “law and order” approach. Chile and Costa Rica occupy a middle ground, with contested trust in mano dura. We argue that two factors condition the intensity and form of support: (1) perceptions of institutional fragility and (2) the availability of social scapegoats—dynamics embedded within deeper historical legacies. These comparative findings reveal a reality with implications beyond Latin America: insecurity can fuel mano dura’s appeal even in stable democracies, but robust institutions can curb its most extreme manifestations. 
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INTRODUCTION
On February 4, 2024, Nayib Bukele won El Salvador’s presidential elections for a second consecutive term by a landslide, as almost 85 percent of Salvadorans cast ballots in his favor. His overwhelming victory confirmed the growing popularity of his own brand of mano dura in a country historically plagued by gang-fueled violence and instability. Spanish for “iron fist,” mano dura refers to highly repressive policies and political strategies aimed at tackling crime and/or its associated fear. Though Bukele’s approach is an extreme version of mano dura with clear authoritarian tendencies, many of its policing initiatives are not novel to Latin America. Throughout much of the region, especially since the late 1980s when drug trafficking gained increasing salience, leaders have progressively responded to citizens’ anxieties, fear of crime, and anger by adopting mano dura policies (Malone, 2023). Often ignoring the root causes of violence, governments from all sides of the political spectrum have promoted heavy-handed initiatives that frequently undermine democratic institutions, erode protections for civil liberties and human rights, and rely heavily on the military forces to raid neighborhoods and carry out mass incarceration (Rubio & Cacique 2024). While governments across the political spectrum have turned to mano dura to fight crime and assuage fearful citizens, since such policies neglect the root causes of crime, very rarely are they successful (Rosen & Cutrona, 2023).[footnoteRef:5]   [5:  Contemporary El Salvador appears to be an exception to this trend, but questions about the long-term sustainability of Bukele’s brand of mano dura and its viability outside the country have persisted (Meléndez-Sánchez & Vergara 2024).  ] 

	Mano dura policies have historically prospered in contexts of high homicide rates and pervasive fear of crime (Bateson, 2010, 2012; Singer et al., 2020; Rosen, Cutrona, and Lindquist, 2022). In recent years, however, public and political support for mano dura has emerged in some surprising places—relatively stable democracies widely regarded as security success stories. In Chile, a 2024 survey revealed that Nayib Bukele held an 81 percent approval rating and 42 percent would like to have a president like him (Cadem 2024a). In Uruguay, the 2024 presidential campaign was largely dominated by concerns over rising homicides and robberies, with the left-leaning ruling coalition pushing a tough-on-crime approach that contrasted starkly with its earlier more progressive and comprehensive policies. In Costa Rica, President Rodrigo Chaves awarded Bukele the National Order of Juan Mora Fernández in November 2024—the highest distinction granted to presidents—describing his security policy as an “historic feat” (Infobae, 2024). Meanwhile, in 2021, a surge in homicides transformed Ecuador into Latin America’s most violent country, prompting the national government to deploy the military to combat drug trafficking groups, declare a state of emergency, and embrace mass incarceration to curb the chaos.
The popularity of mano dura raises important questions: Can mano dura gain traction in stable democracies? Are citizens willing to shoulder the costs that mano dura policies have on their democracies? To answer these questions, we examine citizen perceptions of public security, mano dura, and democracy in a previously overlooked context: Latin America’s former security success stories. We are particularly interested in how citizens in Chile, Costa Rica, Ecuador, and Uruguay balance perceptions of democratic ideals with demands for hardline policies. We draw on data from 32 focus groups (with a total of 259 participants) that we conducted across these four countries in 2024. While the literature on mano dura reports a wealth of empirical analyses based upon nationally representative surveys, analyses of focus group data have been rare. We contribute to the literature by providing citizens more rhetorical space to explain why they support mano dura policies or not, and to discuss their perceptions of public security and democracy in their own words. These focus group data are not nationally representative, but they are a valuable complement to surveys that typically measure participant opinions and perceptions at one point in time. With a more thorough appreciation of citizens’ policing preferences and rationales behind them, we are able to gain a deeper understanding of not just what individuals support, but why they do so. Our analyses allow us to engage more deeply into debates surrounding the potential tradeoffs citizens perceive between security and democracy in Latin America.
We find that mano dura narratives are relatively popular across all four countries. Our analysis, however, reveals a clear cross-national spectrum of support. In Ecuador, where institutional distrust is particularly profound and both corruption and immigrants are identified as major threats, we observe the most extreme support for tough on crime measures, including a clear willingness to sacrifice democracy for security. In Uruguay, by contrast, participants register the lowest and most legally-bounded support for mano dura, suggesting that institutional legitimacy can decisively curb support for extreme tactics, particularly when scapegoats are absent. Chile and Costa Rica fall somewhere in between these extremes, with participants showing ambivalent and contested endorsement, accompanying security demands with concerns for democratic stability.  
[bookmark: _Hlk219793682]To explain this national variation, we argue that two factors condition the intensity and form of mano dura support: (1) perceptions of institutional fragility and (2) the availability of social scapegoats. Where citizens regard domestic institutions as weak or corrupt, they are more likely to endorse not just punitive policies in general, but also their most extreme and nondemocratic manifestations. Support for mano dura is also contingent upon “othering:” the presence of convenient scapegoats, such as immigrants or corrupt government officials, for the perceived crime crisis makes these hardline measures appear more targeted and justifiable. These dynamics are embedded within and shaped by deeper historical legacies, where past experiences with democracy critically inform contemporary perceptions of state policing actions. 
This article proceeds in six sections. We begin with a concise overview of mano dura policies in Latin America, then turn to focus on the recent evolution of the security environment in each specific country. The methodology section describes our data collection, the analytical procedures employed to critically analyze our focus group narratives, and the practical limitations of this methodological approach. The fourth section presents the main empirical findings, noting key similarities and differences across these four cases. Finally, the discussion section situates these findings within the broader literature and explores their important implications for democratic governance and public security in the Latin American region and beyond.
UNDERSTANDING MANO DURA 
[bookmark: _Hlk218503677]As memories of military rule fade across Latin American democracies, governments from all sides of the political spectrum have adopted hardline policies to tackle crime and associated fear. The Latin American version of mano dura captures a broad array of policing tactics, narratives, and political strategies, largely developed in response to the growing salience of  criminal violence experienced during the late 1980s and 1990s. Cutrona, Dammert, and Rosen (2024, p. 27) define mano dura as “state repressive policies and political strategies aimed at tackling crime or its associated fear through formal, informal, and rhetorical tactics.” In this conceptualization, mano dura comprises three different but associated dimensions: (1) formal, (2) informal, and (3) rhetorical practices. While harsh penalties,[footnoteRef:6] militarization, states of emergency, and other initiatives often developed within the legal framework fall into the first dimension, there are also informal measures such as extra-legal detention, limits on due process, police violence, or racial profiling that fall into the second.[footnoteRef:7] Yet not all the elements or tactics of mano dura have clear material foundations. There is also a rhetorical or theatrical dimension, which includes punitive discourses or different performative practices intended to convince the audience that citizen security is taken seriously (Wade, 2023). This final dimension of mano dura, which could include pictures or video posts portraying large military units raiding targeted neighborhoods in peripheral areas, or gang members kneeling in rows in prison, are not necessarily accompanied by specific outputs or the implementation of actual security policies.  [6:  Several tactics fall under “harsh penalties,” including tougher punishment for minor offenses, expeditious and longer sentences, increasing penalties, the expansion of the definition of criminal behavior, and the introduction of discretionary crimes. ]  [7:  Mass incarceration, albeit a result of such policies, is often considered a key tactic of mano dura. ] 

Echoing the initiatives implemented in many Western industrialized countries, mano dura in Latin America slowly emerged as a more extreme version of “zero tolerance” policies seen in cities like New York, however, without solid police training, oversight, coordination with social services, and a court system capable of processing detainees effectively (Dammert & Malone, 2006). Mano dura policies gained traction in the Andean Ridge as part of the U.S. “War on Drugs,” initially crafted to disrupt cocaine flows from source countries and dismantle criminal organizations. As the political economy of illicit drugs underwent transformations at the turn of the century, driven largely by U.S.-led counterdrug initiatives in the region, mano dura policies also gained increasing visibility in Mexico (Rosen et al., 2023) and, more recently, in places such as Argentina (Flom, 2023) and Brazil (Ferreira & Gonçalves, 2023). Yet these initiatives also took root in countries less affected by drug trafficking. In Northern Central America, where political violence gave way to criminal violence, the focus shifted from combating insurgency to confronting violent street gangs, with El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras becoming laboratories for mano dura (Jütersonke, Muggah, and Rodgers, 2009; Cruz, 2010; Wolf, 2012). 
A growing literature has sought to provide empirically grounded explanations to understand Latin American citizens’ punishment preferences. Scholars have found that personal victimization tends to increase punitivism and support for hardline strategies such as mano dura (Bateson, 2010, 2012; Price, Sechopoulos, and Whitty, 2019). Other studies suggest instead that the relationship between crime victimization and demands for mano dura initiatives is not straightforward, but rather affected or mediated by broader economic, political, and social insecurities (Malone 2012; Rosen & Cutrona, 2020). In some cases, the relationship between crime victimization and support for punitive measures may even be reversed when citizens perceive issues like drugs and mandatory minimum sentences as sources of insecurity (Míguez, 2013).
Other scholarly works highlight the importance of socioeconomic and demographic factors in shaping punitive attitudes. Some studies have found that females and younger individuals are more likely to support mano dura (Price et al., 2019), a tendency that may be linked to subjective perceptions of crime proximity or vulnerability rather than the actual likelihood of victimization (Miller, Rossi, and Simpson, 1986). Indeed, extant statistical evidence suggests that punitive attitudes are driven more by subjective insecurity and broader social factors (e.g., gender and age) rather than by objective crime rates. Consistent with studies conducted in the United States (Hogan, Chiricos, and Gertz, 2005; Costelloe, Chiricos, and Gertz, 2009), Singer and colleagues (2020) find that non-crime related factors, such as negative perceptions about the national economy, can increase support for punitive measures.  Scholars have linked support for mano dura to the media (Marroquín, 2007; Vasilachis de Gialdino, 2007; Bonner, 2019), particularly sensationalist coverage of violent crimes like homicides (Krause, 2014). Others have focused on the importance of partisan competition and ideology (Holland, 2013; Yashar, 2011), civil society activism (Bonner, 2019), and even pressure from external actors like the United States via decertification or the imposition of new tariffs (Cutrona, 2017, 2019; Zilberg, 2011). 
Empirical studies have also demonstrated that fear of crime can foster non-democratic policy preferences and lead to forms of democratic backsliding in Latin America (Levitsky & Way, 2024). Rising crime rates and associated fear undermine trust for political institutions and democracy (Cruz, 2003a; Cruz 2003b; Carreras, 2013; Smithey & Malone, 2014); weaken social capital (Moser & Holland, 1997; Moser & McIlwaine, 2003); and increase openness to authoritarian solutions (Briceño-León, Camardiel, and Ávila, 1999; Seligson, Cruz, and Macías, 2000; Briceño-León & Zubillaga, 2002; Pérez, 2003; Cruz, 2008; Bateson, 2012). Scholarship on legitimacy and extra-legal social control showed that such perceived institutional ineffectiveness can also favor citizen support for extra-legal punishment (Nivette, 2016). Our analysis draws upon this line of research to examine how perceptions of institutional efficacy shape support for mano dura.  While we attempt to control for demographic and socioeconomic factors, our main focus is on the ways in which citizens’ perceptions of institutional efficacy shape their attitudes towards the forms of mano dura identified by Cutrona et al. (2024). We also examine the extent to which the availability of social scapegoats (e.g., immigrants) can condition these attitudes. 
CRIME, FEAR, AND POLICING IN (FORMER) SAFE HAVENS
While mano dura practices have been recently linked to decreasing homicide rates in El Salvador (Meléndez-Sánchez & Vergara 2024), the vast majority of evidence indicates that these initiatives are associated with increasing homicide rates in other cases, particularly through criminal group competition and fragmentation (Espinosa & Rubin, 2015; Escaño, McDowall, and Pridemore, 2025). Nevertheless, these policies remain highly popular in Latin America. Unlike in the past, however, mano dura seems to have gained traction in countries that historically escaped the region’s high levels of criminal violence such as Chile, Costa Rica, Ecuador, and Uruguay. Drawing on data on homicide rates and surveys measuring victimization, perceptions of insecurity, and trust in institutions, the following section briefly discusses the nuances of these four cases, nations often seen as Latin America’s outliers for their relative stability and security.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Except for data from UNODC (2025) and LAPOP (2023), the national sources used in this section (e.g., CADEM, CEP, Observatorio Ecuatoriano de Crimen Organizado, CIEP, etc.) lack cross-national comparability largely due to different methodologies, definitions, and sampling frames.] 

Latin America and the Caribbean are home to 8 percent of the global population but account for 33 to 40 percent of all homicides (Escaño, McDowall, and Pridemore, 2025). As shown in Graph 1, until recently, Chile, Costa Rica, Ecuador, and Uruguay reported consistently lower rates of criminal violence and intentional homicides than their regional counterparts. Nonetheless, their security landscapes have worsened rapidly over the last decade, along with public perceptions of insecurity, potentially paving the way for the arrival of mano dura policies.
Graph 1: Homicide rates in Chile, Costa Rica, Ecuador, and Uruguay versus Latin America’s average, 2000-2023[footnoteRef:9] [9:  The Caribbean and Guyana, Suriname, and French Guiana were not considered in the graph. Likewise, the Latin American average presented excludes Costa Rica, Chile, Ecuador, and Uruguay. Additionally, data for Ecuador are unavailable for the years 2003-2006. The graph was generated in Excel using data from UNODC (2025). ] 


 Source: created by authors with data from UNODC (2025) 
Chile
Chile has long been considered a bastion of stability in Latin America. Following the transition to democracy in 1990, which unfolded incrementally through a negotiated process with surviving authoritarian enclaves (Heiss, 2021), the country has maintained electoral continuity, persistent and broad coalitions, and stable legislative voting patterns (Bunker, 2025). Its institutional stability, coupled with sustained macroeconomic performance, was long accompanied by relatively favorable security indicators. Indeed, until recently, Chile had avoided the high levels of criminal violence and corruption that have plagued many Latin American countries. 
Since the early 2000s, the country has been regarded as a regional model in policing strategies, crime prevention, and the implementation of impact assessments.[footnoteRef:10] Yet violence has intensified in recent years. While victimization levels have been relatively stable at around 23 percent of the population (LAPOP, 2023), the homicide rate per 100,000 inhabitants surged nearly 180 percent between 2014 and 2023, reaching 6.76 in 2022—a rate that represents an historical high, but still remains below the Latin American average of 15.6 for the same year, and is the lowest among these four cases (UNODC, 2025). Furthermore, intentional homicides have become increasingly violent, with greater prevalence of firearms and other weapons, pointing to the growing influence of drug trafficking and organized crime (Dammert et al., 2024).  [10:  Since the return to democracy in 1990, Chile has maintained a set of stable neoliberal economic policies and solid democratic institutions (Borzutzky, 2020).] 

Even though Chile’s homicide rates are still well below the Latin American average, the perception of insecurity remains constant and high. In a March-April 2025 survey conducted by Centro de Estudios Públicos (CEP),[footnoteRef:11] for example, a national sample of 1,493 adults across 121 municipalities identified crime, assault, robbery, and drug trafficking as the top issues requiring greater government attention, with health and education trailing far behind (CEP, 2025).[footnoteRef:12] Chileans’ fear of crime has been recently associated with immigrants. According to a November 2023 telephone survey of 705 adults conducted by Cadem across the 16 regions of the country, 55 percent of respondents believe that immigrants are the primary reason for the rise in crime in Chile, ranking above other critical issues such as drug trafficking (Cadem, 2024b).[footnoteRef:13]  [11:  CEP is a private, non-profit academic foundation founded in 1980. ]  [12:  While high levels of fear of crime in Chile today occur against a backdrop of rising rates of violent crime, it is important to note that Chileans historically have tended to register high levels of public insecurity even when rates of violent crime have been low (Dammert & Malone, 2003).  ]  [13:  CADEM is a weekly tracking poll that measures public opinion on current political, social, and economic issues.] 

High levels of fear of crime have implications for institutional legitimacy. While Chile ranks third in the region—after Uruguay and Costa Rica—in support for democracy with 70 percent approval (LAPOP, 2023), data from CEP indicate a decline in citizens’ trust in institutions between 2018 and 2020 (CEP, 2024). However, confidence in Carabineros, Policía de Investigaciones, and the military remains high, suggesting that citizens do not necessarily blame the police themselves for the increase in crime and violence. Punitive measures have gained traction since the early 2020s, with a marked intensification during the administration of President Gabriel Boric, whose government approved 65 laws related to public security. According to a 2024 survey of a national sample of 1,478 adults, 49 percent of respondents believed that all public and private freedoms should be abolished to control crime, and 71 percent agreed with granting the police broader guarantees regarding the use of firearms (CEP, 2024).
While Chile has been a pioneer in implementing community policing programs, these measures exist side by side with punitive policies such as tougher penalties and greater investments in strengthening police forces. Even though governments have developed crime prevention programs, most of them have had low stability over time and limited evaluation. The penitentiary system has prioritized infrastructure investments, although these initiatives have done little to address issues of overcrowding or the challenges of prisoner reintegration (Dammert, 2025).
Costa Rica
Costa Rica has long been considered the exception to Central America, differing from its neighbors on a variety of fronts, including public health, sanitation, environmental protection, democratic governance, and educational achievements (Seligson, 2007). The country, renowned for abolishing its military forces after the 1948 civil war, has avoided the armed conflicts characteristic of the region, developing instead an expansive welfare state that has coexisted successfully with a dynamic private sector (Colburn & Prado, 2025). Costa Rica’s so-called “exceptionalism” is also cited to explain why the country has largely avoided Central America’s relatively high crime rates.[footnoteRef:14] For instance, between 1990 and 1999, Costa Rica’s intentional homicide rates fluctuated between 4.1 and 6.3 per 100,000 inhabitants, whereas Panama, Honduras, El Salvador, and Guatemala registered double and triple digits (UNODC, 2025).  [14:  Nicaragua has also shared this distinction during most of the 21st century.] 

In 2008, crime began to challenge Costa Rica’s peaceful reputation, however. As Graph 1 reports, homicide rates rose to 11.5 in 2008, and despite a slight dip in subsequent years, returned to 11.5 in 2015, where they remained high. By 2023, the country registered 17.7 homicides per 100,000 inhabitants, increasing 38 percent compared to the previous year (UNODC, 2025). While this rate remains slightly below the Latin American average of 17.8 homicides for that year, citizens reacted with alarm to such a sharp change in the security status quo. Victimization from other types of crimes has also increased, peaking in 2018 to 22.2 percent and remaining at that level through 2023. The most common crimes reported are robbery and theft (LAPOP, 2023).
Not surprisingly, citizens have become increasingly concerned about crime. Since 2004, more than half the population has consistently expressed feeling very unsafe or somewhat unsafe in each round of LAPOP’s AmericasBarometer—levels comparable to those recorded in many Central American countries with objectively worse records on public security and violence (LAPOP, 2023). Costa Ricans’ fear of crime has been linked to the growing role of organized crime, especially drug trafficking, which is often associated with foreign actors (Solano, 2017). In a national telephone survey of 1,000 adults with near-universal coverage, conducted by the Center for Research and Political Studies (CIEP) in April 2023, 64.4 percent of respondents reported the highest level of fear that drug trafficking would take control of their community (CIEP, 2023). Public perceptions have worsened as Costa Rica became an increasingly important hub in the cocaine supply chain, serving as a transit country, growing domestic market, and center for money laundering (Parkinson, 2013; Riesenfeld, 2015). Port areas such as Limón and Puntarenas have been particularly affected by violence, especially due to cocaine trafficking (Ford, 2022).
As fear of crime increased in Costa Rica, public confidence in institutions has declined. Surveys show that only 12.6 percent are very confident that the government can solve the country’s main security problems, while 26.2 percent had some confidence (CIEP, 2023). Under these circumstances, Costa Ricans have shown a willingness to concentrate more power in the president while reducing the influence of other institutions such as the legislature and the judiciary, which are largely viewed negatively by the population. A common public perception is that Costa Rica’s justice system allows impunity to flourish (Dammert et al., 2024). 
Ecuador
Ecuador inaugurated the so-called “third wave of democratization” in 1979, transitioning from a military junta towards a relatively stable democracy, with a structured party system and regular elections (Moncagatta, 2023). However, over the last three decades, Ecuador has encountered several problems, many of them inherited from the past: weak channels of formal representation due to party fragmentation; conflicts between branches of government; volatile institutional rules; a commodity-dependent economy; and patrimonialism (Polga-Hecimovich & Sánchez, 2021). Most notably, Ecuador has shifted from a relatively safe country to leading Latin America’s ranking of intentional homicides in just a few years. While the country’s ongoing crisis has deep historical roots, the rapid escalation of criminal violence and the scale of the security problem are certainly unprecedented. Official estimates indicate that before the surge of violence in 2022-2023, Ecuador had never surpassed the threshold of 20 intentional homicides per 100,000 inhabitants and had even maintained single-digit rates for several years in the last decade (UNODC, 2025).
However, between 2020 and 2021, Ecuador’s homicide rates practically doubled. Between 2022 and 2023, the growth in violence was exponential. Indeed, the 8,004 deaths recorded in 2023 marked an unprecedented event for the country. With 45.7 homicides per 100,000 inhabitants, Ecuador became the most violent country in Latin America, more than doubling the average rate of approximately 17.8 intentional homicides recorded in the region that same year (UNODC, 2025). Ecuador also ranks first in terms of reported victimization, with approximately 36 percent of those surveyed declaring they have been a victim of a crime in 2023 (LAPOP, 2023). 
The rise in criminal violence has occurred alongside major transformations in the political economy of illicit drugs. Interdiction initiatives targeting Latin America’s traditional drug trafficking routes have increased Ecuador’s role in the supply chain of illicit drugs—primarily cocaine—destined for the United States and, more recently, Europe (UNODC, 2023; Pontón, 2025). Amid growing institutional weakness and the socioeconomic disruptions of the pandemic, drug trafficking has severely affected the country’s main ports, fueling the territorial competition among criminal groups. As a result of this trend, homicides are concentrated in coastal areas. In 2023, for example, the province of Guayas—where Guayaquil serves as the capital city—recorded 47 percent of all homicides nationwide (Observatorio Ecuatoriano de Crimen Organizado, 2023). 
[bookmark: _Hlk211412297]Ecuador’s criminal landscape is both complex and dynamic. Two dominant groups, the Choneros and the Lobos, wield national influence and maintain strong international ties (Pontón, 2022). Some organizations have emerged from the fragmentation of these groups (e.g., the Chone Killers), while others operate with relative autonomy. In his declaration of internal conflict, President Daniel Noboa identified 22 criminal groups, which he labeled “terrorists.” Many of these criminal organizations exert significant control within the penitentiary system, which is characterized by poor state control and overcrowding. In early 2021, for example, official reports from the National Service for Comprehensive Care for Incarcerated Adults and Juvenile Offenders (SNAI) showed that Ecuadorian prisons were almost 30 percent over capacity (SNAI, 2024). 
The security crisis has significantly shaped public perceptions. According to LAPOP (2023), security is the country’s top concern, cited by 49 percent as the most important problem facing the country—far surpassing the economy (25 percent), unemployment (8 percent) and corruption (6 percent). Trust in the president and key political institutions such as the National Assembly, the National Court of Justice, and political parties is notably low. Compared to other Latin American countries, Ecuadorians exhibit lower trust levels in these institutions. The armed forces are the exception, which maintain confidence among 63 percent of the populace, making them the only institution with majority support among Ecuadorians (LAPOP, 2023).
Given the wide public support for the armed forces, Ecuador has gradually shifted from a relatively less punitive approach that included some social inclusionary initiatives such as the legalization of street gangs[footnoteRef:15] to increasingly full-fledged tough-on-crime policies (Brotherton & Gude, 2021). The deployment of the military alongside the National Police through states of emergency has become routine (González Becerra, 2021).  [15:  In 2007, the Rafael Correa administration launched a social rehabilitation policy that contemplated the legalization of street gangs such as the Latin Kings. After turning them into youth associations, the policy sought to persuade their members to abandon their illegal activities.] 

Uruguay
Uruguay is renowned for a strong state presence, solid democratic institutions, and low corruption rates. Like Chile, Uruguay also experienced military rule (1973-1985), but since the transition to democracy the country has been considered one of the most democratic, transparent, and stable nations in the world (Piñeiro Rodríguez & Scrollini Mendez, 2019). With a long history of a welfare state that began early in the twentieth century (Cason, 2000), Uruguay has more recently been on the frontline of multiple progressive policies, including legalizing same-sex marriage in 2013, and implementing a novel state-led model to regulate the local cannabis market (Cutrona & Garcia, 2025). For many years Uruguay has managed to escape the violence experienced in other countries of the region such as Brazil, Colombia, or Venezuela, which have faced multiple drug trafficking organizations, left-wing guerrilla groups, paramilitaries, or political turmoil. 
More recently, however, Uruguay has witnessed highly unusual levels of violence, which have worsened rapidly during the 2010s. Intentional homicide rates per 100,000 inhabitants oscillated between 5.7 and 7.0 from 2000-2012 (just slightly higher than the homicide rates of the U.S.), then rose to 8.0 in 2012 and to 12.4 in 2018 (UNODC, 2025). Similarly, robberies and thefts per 100,000 inhabitants also rose sharply throughout much of the late twentieth century, in some cases doubling past figures. Survey data confirm this pattern, with 24 percent of respondents reporting being a victim of a crime in 2023 (LAPOP, 2023). It is estimated that approximately 80 percent of the robberies take place in Montevideo, the country’s capital (Cid, 2019).
Violence has exacerbated national security concerns. In 2017, four out of ten Uruguayans considered security the country’s most important problem, with 31 percent of respondents feeling “somewhat insecure” and 13 percent “very insecure” (LAPOP, 2017). As the security landscape continued to deteriorate, it became an even more pressing concern among citizens, thereby emerging as a major topic in the subsequent presidential elections. In this context, support for extraordinary measures to combat crime and violence appears to have grown steadily.
Yet Uruguay does not experience the same levels of violence related to organized crime as other countries in the region (Rojido, Cano, and Borges, 2023; Tiscornia & Pérez Bentancur, 2024). Although several criminal actors operate in Uruguay, especially after the country became a key trafficking hub for cocaine bound for Europe and West Africa, criminal organizations do not reach the scale of cartels or the more dangerous groups of other Latin American countries. Instead, family clans predominate, operating as flexible networks, as illustrated by the case of Sebastián Marset, Uruguay’s most notorious trafficker (Fynn, Pérez Bentancur, and Tiscornia, 2024). 
Uruguay upholds solid political institutions and a robust democracy. In LAPOP’s AmericasBarometer, Uruguay ranks as the country with the highest level of democratic endorsement in Latin America. Uruguay also exhibits relatively high levels of public trust in key political institutions, with 42 percent expressing confidence in the president and 47 percent in the legislature (LAPOP, 2023). Given this particular institutional landscape, it is not entirely surprising that criminal actors appear to have been unable to penetrate the national state or exert influence over its democratic institutions, as they have in other countries in the region.
Since the end of the military dictatorship in 1985, policing practices have remained consistent with democratic standards. The police largely protect human rights, operate within constraints on the use of force, prioritize citizens’ protection, and are accountable to the law rather than to the ruling party (Sanjurjo, Trajtenberg, & del Castillo, 2021). With the military largely restricted to combating external threats, the police have gradually regained control of domestic security. As a result, the police became reasonably open to adopting community-based initiatives (Vila, 2012). Although scholars note that the citizen security paradigm is not yet fully consolidated, over the past two decades, the police have taken steps towards a model that emphasizes crime prevention and community-oriented practices (Sanjurjo & Trajtenberg, 2022). 
METHODOLOGY 
To explore public perceptions of mano dura in these four less-frequently compared case studies, this article draws on data from 32 focus groups with a total of 259 participants. Between May 18 and 30, 2024, we conducted eight focus groups in each of the four countries, asking participants to evaluate the security landscape. We also asked them to unpack the concept of mano dura and clearly explain why they supported or opposed these harsh policing initiatives in their respective countries, considering their perceived implications for democracy. 
Drawing on the definition of mano dura proposed by Cutrona et al. (2024), our study not only explores participants’ perceptions of formal repressive tactics like increasing penalties or deploying the military forces, but also their views on informal (e.g., police violence) and rhetorical initiatives (e.g., punitive discourses) aimed at tackling crime or its associated fear. We are particularly interested in examining how their specific perceptions of crime, fear of crime, and broader feelings of insecurity shape their policing preferences and evaluations of mano dura.[footnoteRef:16] In defining democracy, we move beyond the “procedural minimum” focused on elections and civil liberties to a definition that incorporates effective institutional check and balances (i.e., horizontal accountability).[footnoteRef:17] This conceptual approach is pertinent in Latin America, where mano dura often prospers in contexts of unconstrained presidentialism or forms of authoritarianism.     [16:  In this study, we distinguish between participants’ perceptions of crime and fear of crime. While the former is linked to their beliefs about the nature and prevalence of crime, the latter denotes an emotional response to a danger or threat of an actual or potential criminal incident (Reid et al., 2020). Since we are also interested in their views of the national context, we also explore broader feelings of insecurity, which we understand as a perceived generalized lack of control combined with individual perceived risk of victimization (Farrall, Gray, and Jackson, 2007). While personal experiences of victimization may arise in some focus group discussions, these are not included in the discussion guides (see Appendix). This allows us to focus on understanding how more diffuse perceptions, rather than individual experiences and trauma, informs policing preferences.]  [17:  In addition to the “procedural minimal” definition of democracy proposed by Dahl’s (1982), O’Donnell (1998) emphasizes the relevance of effective “state agencies that are authorized and willing to oversee, control, redress, and if need be sanction unlawful actions by other state agencies.”] 

Designed to capture the nuances of these perspectives, focus groups were held in the capital cities, with the exception of Ecuador, where Guayaquil was also included due to its relevance in the country’s security landscape. Participants were divided based on their gender, age, and the socioeconomic level (Table 1). The groups consisted of both men and women, just men, and just women to prevent the environment hampering the discussion of sensitive topics. Participants were categorized into three broad age groups—Young, Young Adult, and Adult—to capture different life stages and their experiences with crime, policing, and democracy. While age ranges varied across countries, reflecting local demographic structures and recruitment strategies (e.g., Chile: 18–34; 35–59; 60+; Costa Rica: 18–29; 30–54; 55–65; Ecuador: 18–29; 33–54; 55–65; Uruguay: 18–29; 35–55), these national categories were subsequently harmonized into common analytical groups for cross-country comparison. The proposed harmonization prioritized comparability across life stages rather than strict uniformity in age cut-offs, a common approach in comparative qualitative research. Likewise, information on political orientations was collected, but groups were not structured around this category to facilitate more open discussions. 
Table 1: Distribution of focus groups and participants by country according to sex, age group, and socioeconomic level

	Country
	Gender
	Age group
	Socioeconomic background
	Total

	
	Men
	Women
	Mixed
	Young
	Young Adult
	Adult
	Low-Middle
	Middle
	Upper-Middle
	

	Groups

	Chile
	2
	3
	3
	2
	1
	5
	2
	5
	1
	8

	Costa Rica
	2
	4
	2
	3
	2
	3
	4
	3
	1
	8

	Ecuador
	4
	4
	-
	4
	1
	3
	3
	3
	2
	8

	Uruguay
	4
	4
	-
	4
	-
	4
	4
	-
	4
	8

	Total
	12
	15
	5
	13
	4
	15
	13
	11
	8
	32

	Participants

	Chile
	25
	44
	-
	16
	10
	43
	17
	42
	10
	69

	Costa Rica
	19
	30
	-
	19
	12
	18
	25
	18
	6
	49

	Ecuador
	43
	38
	-
	39
	9
	33
	29
	30
	22
	81

	Uruguay
	29
	31
	-
	32
	-
	28
	29
	-
	31
	60

	Total
	116
	143
	-
	116
	31
	122
	100
	90
	69
	259


    Source: created by authors
After conducting preliminary fieldwork across the four countries, the research team collaborated with local partners to recruit participants, conduct focus groups, and process collected data. Recruitment followed a non-probabilistic quota sampling method, meaning that the findings are therefore not representative of the entire national population. Participants across the four countries were recruited by local partners through community networks and social media advertisements. Meetings were conducted in person, in spaces specially equipped for this type of qualitative technique such as mirror rooms or focus group meeting rooms, which allowed the sessions to be properly recorded and ensured the confidentiality of the participants. 
Before focus group conversations started in each location, the moderator explained the goals of the project and the rules of respectful dialogue. A common discussion guide with defined questions, informed by relevant scholarly literature, regional public opinion polls, and preliminary field work, was consistently used across all four countries. Moderators maintained a degree of flexibility within this framework to capture emergent group dynamics. Engaging with local organizations in Chile, Costa Rica, Ecuador, and Uruguay was also instrumental in refining the discussion guides and moderating conversations to reflect country-specific nuances, as these partners had on-the-ground deep knowledge of the social and political contexts.
The processing of data began with the transcription of the audio recordings from each of the 32 focus groups of this study. Transcripts were then systematized using the software MAXQDA (version 2024). Informed by the questions developed in the discussion guides, a preliminary thematic analysis was conducted to organize the transcribed data into relevant topics and issues within each country case study. Subsequently, these preliminary codes were reviewed comparatively across the four countries to ensure consistency. The thematic framework was refined through an iterative process that captured the patterned responses. Our analytical approach then further categorized data after reaching saturation, ensuring the final thematic framework reflected patterned meaning across the dataset (Gibbs, 2018). As a result, three overarching themes emerged, each comprising codes that capture both the semantic and conceptual reading of the data, while also connecting statements to broader theoretical concepts.
 The first theme, “security landscapes and threat narratives,” captured the participants’ perceptions of crime and included the codes “crime,” “criminal groups,” “violence,” and “immigration.” The second theme, “democratic ideals,” illustrated the participants’ perceptions of democracy and views on authoritarian responses to crime, containing the codes “closing the Congress,” “closing the Supreme Court,” “governing by decree,” and “respect for human rights.” The final theme, “policing responses: mano dura,” captured their understanding and approval of tough-on-crime policies in their own countries, encompassing the codes “increasing penalties,” “extra-legal policing,” “military policing,” and “civil responses.” 
In an effort to improve the qualitative “palpability” of the processed data (Small, 2022), the results of the thematic analysis are presented through the selection of illustrative quotes under the following criteria: (i) quotes that clearly express the opinion of a participant and (ii) diversity in sources, to guarantee that statements from different people within the same focus group or the same country are included in the analysis. While most quotes reflect broad consensus among participants, dissenting perspectives are also incorporated and explicitly identified. This approach allowed us not only to confirm pre-established themes but also to trace reasoning processes, revealing how focus group participants construct and contest meaning through interactions. We paid particular attention to moments of contestation, persuasion, and consensus-building among participants. Finally, the original statements were translated into English, attempting to keep them as close to the original meaning and language used by the participants in the focus groups. 
Limitations
This study does have limitations. Our focus groups were conducted in capital cities (except in Ecuador) and recruitment was non-probabilistic. The findings are therefore not statistically representative of the national populations of Chile, Costa Rica, Ecuador, and Uruguay. Since perceptions of insecurity, threat narratives, and trust in institutions can vary significantly across regions within countries, this approach likely underrepresents voices from some non-metropolitan areas (e.g., rural territories). Furthermore, we stratified groups by gender, age, and socioeconomic status, but we did not systematically collect data on specific neighborhood characteristics. Critical factors such as gang activity in the residency area or housing (e.g., whether participants lived in gated communities) are not rigorously considered. Despite these limitations, these focus groups complement the survey data collected by organizations like LAPOP, as they go beyond measuring public attitudes at one point in time and help explain why people hold these attitudes.
	This study relies on qualitative thematic analysis of focus group discussions. While this approach is valuable for capturing the nuances in narratives and their contextual meaning, it entails inherent challenges in measuring and comparing subjective constructs and concepts like “fear of crime” or “institutional trust” across groups. Even though we did not employ standardized, validated indicators in the discussions, which may limit the precision of cross-national comparisons, we sought to mitigate this issue by using thematic discussion guides (see Appendix 1) informed by scholarly literature and regional public opinion surveys. As a result, the prominence of certain topics around security and democracy across focus groups were largely shaped by these discussion guides and not solely by participants’ lived experiences or subjectivity. 
This research was funded by USAID and conducted in collaboration with trusted local partners, who assisted in recruiting participants, conducting focus groups, and the initial processing of data. The research team maintained full autonomy in the design, development, and dissemination of the findings of the present study. It is, however, impossible to fully certify that the role of our local partners, albeit they followed an established and common protocol, was entirely uniform across countries. Some autonomy remained, particularly in the categorization of participants (e.g., by socioeconomic status) and the facilitation of discussions. 
Altogether, these limitations suggest that our findings should be interpreted as a nuanced exploration of narratives around insecurity, democracy, and policing preferences within specific contexts, rather than as a definitive portrait of national public opinion. The study’s value, therefore, lies in its ability to reveal patterns in discursive logics, emotional significance, and contextual factors that contribute to the growing popularity of mano dura in formerly safe havens.
FINDINGS
Security landscapes and threat narratives  
The deterioration of the security landscape was a central topic of discussion in all four countries. Drug trafficking groups and other forms of organized crime were mentioned consistently, as focus group members identified these actors as the main contributors to their respective countries’ security crises. Conversations frequently described how criminal organizations exploit poor law enforcement and other institutional vulnerabilities to carry out different illicit activities. 
Yet beyond drug trafficking and organized crime, each country exhibited nuances regarding the nature of the threat. In Chile, Costa Rica, and Ecuador, participants perceived that foreign actors were the primary drivers of insecurity. Migrants from countries like Mexico, Colombia, and Venezuela were often viewed as threats, disrupting the “long-standing” social peace. This shift was commonly expressed with a sense of nostalgia for a more secure past. As participant 4 from focus group 8 in Costa Rica observed:
Unfortunately, the personality of the tico (Costa Rican) many years ago was a pura vida personality—sociable, kind, easygoing. Sure, there were a few bad guys—we used to talk about ‘El Gato Félix,’ and honestly, they stood out because there were so few of them. But foreigners realized: in Costa Rica, it’s easy to commit crimes. In Costa Rica, there’s no army. In Costa Rica, the police response is slow—very slow. So, they figured they can do whatever they want, and it’s unlikely they’ll get caught. And the country’s borders are completely open—by land, it’s super easy to leave, super easy. And just as easy to come in.
Although in Costa Rica participants often attributed the growth in organized criminal activity to foreign actors, there was recognition that not all migrants were involved in crime, particularly at these high levels. In focus group 3, after participant 1 noted that “foreigners get involved in illicit activities and come here to make easy money,” another responded: “Not all foreigners are bad, but many come to do harm.” These moments of ambivalence became even more striking when some participants introduced structural explanations, noting that the precarious conditions that migrants faced led them to engage in criminal activities: “Migrants without resources fall into local gangs because of necessity” (participant 2, focus group 6).
In Chile, where the number of immigrants increased from 1.3 million to 1.9 million between 2018 and 2023 (i.e., a 46.8 percent rise) (SERMIG, 2025), anti-immigrant sentiment was more pronounced than in the other countries, with little room for nuance.[footnoteRef:18] Focus groups comprised of participants of lower socioeconomic backgrounds and individuals with somewhat more pronounced right-wing political tendencies expressed the strongest discontent with migration. In most focus groups, participants rapidly introduced the “foreigner threat” not only when asked about what scared them the most but when consulted about their country’s security situation, suggesting that meaning emerged spontaneously and was collectively reinforced. Indeed, when participants introduced immigrants as security threats, almost no sustained counter arguments emerged. In focus group 5, for example, after participant 1 linked immigrants with Chile’s security challenges, participant 5 added that immigrants brought “bad practices” and were not willing to work in the country, equating them with “mafias,” “clans,” or “drug cartels.” No participant offered counter-perspectives, and the discussion moved on without a consistent dissent.  [18:  The immigrant population has increased in Chile in a short period of time, but its migration history and trends are not necessarily unique.  Costa Rica, for example, has long hosted a large migrant population, with approximately 10 percent of its population foreign born.  ] 

Participants not only framed migrants as drivers of a deteriorating public security landscape but also as threats to the country’s national culture, introducing customs that were perceived to be incompatible with Chilean identity. The framing of immigrants as culturally incompatible was frequently used to justify extraordinary measures. In focus group 4, after participant 2 linked Chile’s security challenges with migration, participant 3 rapidly claimed that Chile “is no longer a mono-functional country” and listed imported threats like “Caribbean reggaeton and all that crap, guns from Colombia,” calling for greater control measures such as checking documents in the slums of Santiago. This perceived “foreign contamination,” therefore, commonly served as a causal argument: because crime was considered imported from culturally different countries, the adoption of more aggressive measures appeared not just acceptable but necessary to participants.  
A widely shared perception among participants was that crime and violence have evolved not only in scale but also in nature. Concerns were not only linked to the perceived increase in the number of crimes, but also to the fact that those crimes were seen as more violent and sophisticated, largely attributed to the growth of organized crime. In Chile, Costa Rica, and Ecuador participants noted that criminal portfolios were rapidly changing and that organizations were introducing new types of violence that were not considered to be local. “Portonazos” (violent carjackings at gates) in Chile, kidnappings in Costa Rica, and “vacunas” (extortion payments) and sicariato (contract killings) in Ecuador were frequently cited as practices imported from other countries. In Chile, participant 7 from focus group 3 asserted: 
The borders are open and anyone can come in whenever they want. So, they end up being undocumented, and most of those people come to commit crimes. All the crimes we’re experiencing now are generally imported, you know? Like the motorcycle thieves—that's imported. That didn’t exist here. The 'portonazos'... But now we have violent crimes every day—people turning up dead in the street. That never used to happen in our country. Chile used to be like the golden child of Latin America, let’s say—we had a strong economy. This country was growing more than any other in Latin America. But suddenly, we went downhill. Now we’re in an economic crisis, right? A social crisis, and on top of that, out-of-control crime....
In addition to migrants from Colombia, Mexico, Venezuela, and other countries in the region, participants in Ecuador also identified Albanians as major security threats. Immigrants were widely perceived as key drivers behind the country’s security crisis, which participants—especially those in Guayaquil—frequently defined as a “war” or “internal conflict.” Nevertheless, unlike Chile and Costa Rica, conversations in Ecuador also pointed to a prominent domestic source of the problem: the state. Focus group participants repeatedly cited corruption among government officials, including the police, lawmakers, and judges, as fundamental drivers of insecurity, illustrating how perceptions about institutional fragility and the availability of social scapegoats can become mutually reinforcing, amplifying each other to intensify support for mano dura initiatives. As participant 4 from focus group 2 in Guayaquil explained: 
Now, we not only have to watch out for criminals but also for the police, because now the police come around my neighborhood on motorcycles. They follow you and say, ‘What are you doing out here at this hour—8 or 9 at night? Show me your papers, let me see.’ And then they go, ‘Come on, cooperate with something.’ You don’t have anything, and they go, ‘Alright, give me 5 dollars for the trouble.’ At this hour, two people aren’t allowed to ride a motorcycle, but it’s family—it’s my husband. And they’re like, ‘No, get off or I’ll take the bike and you’re going to the station.’
Interestingly, the notion that insecurity is a domestic problem also emerged in Uruguay. Unlike in Ecuador, participants in Uruguay did not place blame on corrupt government officials. This divergence is analytically significant: where most Ecuadorian participants rapidly embraced immigrants or corrupt government officials as convenient scapegoats for insecurity, Uruguayan actively rejected such framing. Instead, they often acknowledged their own role in the deterioration of the security landscape by highlighting notorious Uruguayan criminals like Sebastián Marset. The absence of scapegoats was not merely an individual opinion, but a collectively reinforced argument. Many expressed that identifying foreigners as criminals was “xenophobic” and failed to illuminate the true nature of the problem. For example, participant 5 from focus group 5 said: 
I think that in Uruguay it goes beyond just being an immigrant, and I feel that what’s really happening is more of an attempt to fragment things a bit, or to generate a certain rejection of immigrants that’s unfounded in Uruguay. Because I don’t feel that, since migration rates have increased—especially due to all the political conflicts in Latin America—crime has gone up because of them. In fact, when you look at who’s actually being convicted, they’re generally all natural-born citizens of Uruguay.
[bookmark: _Hlk218841929]Consistent with the findings of previous scholarly works (Singer et al., 2020; Rosen, Cutrona, and Lindquist, 2022; Dammert, 2022), linking the national security situation (whether framed as moderately or severely critical) to “threats” posed by minorities such as migrants or other foreign actors can serve to boost public support for tough-on-crime policies like mano dura. This is especially true when the state is also seen as culpable, as in Ecuador, where corruption was widely cited alongside immigration as a driver of insecurity. Our focus group data, however, reveal an important nuance: the embrace of scapegoats, often serving as a causal argument for the adoption of aggressive measures, is not always automatic but can be also shaped by group dynamics. While in Chile this sentiment emerged spontaneously and was reinforced through interactions, in Costa Rica the association between immigration and crime surfaced when the moderator explored the topic and was also contested by some participants during discussions.
Democratic ideals
Many participants acknowledged that mano dura is not always compatible with democracy. They recognize that adopting such tough-on-crime initiatives can involve human rights violations by police or military forces. In more extreme cases, to tackle the problem of crime in times of crises, this may include closing the Congress or the Supreme Court and governing by decree, suggesting that some citizens in these countries are willing to exchange democracy for greater security. 
	In some of the focus groups, human rights were often seen as external to criminals. In Chile, several participants expressed the belief that criminals forfeit their human rights upon committing a crime. There was a prevalent perception that human rights often hinder policing strategies, particularly in the cases where insecurity is associated with immigrants. This sentiment emerged vividly in focus group 6, when two participants started discussing the benefits of tougher policing strategies like those allegedly prevalent in the United States. Participant 3 intervened without being contested, illustrating this view by stating that “all the foreigners rely on human rights [to commit crimes], human rights and all that stuff. So, no one can touch anyone.” 
Building on the idea that human rights protected criminals rather than law-abiding citizens, increasing police discretion to fight crime was considered a viable approach. Discussions in Chile suggested that the Carabineros, the national police force which generally enjoyed a positive reputation among participants, lack the necessary tools to effectively combat crime. Not only human rights constraints but also the fear of facing legal consequences were viewed as barriers to policing. In this context, participant 1 from focus group 3 remarked: 
I think the ideal here is that everyone should just use their weapon right away, no hesitation. Right away—that's the only way for people, for the criminals, to start feeling fear. Even if it’s just aiming at their feet.
While the potential for human rights violations did not deter many Chileans from supporting mano dura policies, some focus group participants approached more drastic initiatives with caution. Although some voices advocated dissolving the Congress or partially limiting its authority in contexts of crises in favor of a greater presidential role to combat crime, resistance to rolling back democratic advances was evident in many discussions. This tension between punitive urgency and democratic caution was not a mere individual opinion. Concerns and suspicions about the prospect of a new authoritarian government played an important role in many group dynamics, suggesting that the legacy of the military dictatorship remains fresh in the minds of many Chileans and can serve as a counterweight to punitivism even among those who supported mano dura measures to tackle crime. This tension was captured by participant 4 from focus group 1: 
In Chile, I think that even though there’s a lot of corruption and crime, and drug trafficking has infiltrated all the institutions, I believe we still have a bit of democracy left—it’s not something to just throw away so lightly.
	In Costa Rica, by contrast, the absence of the armed forces rendered some citizens less cautious about the implications of drastic measures like temporarily closing the General Assembly to combat a surge in crime. Unlike in Chile, focus groups revealed that several participants supported temporarily closing the General Assembly in moments of high crime rates, while others urged caution. Some participants saw this as a pragmatic solution that would allow the president to tackle crime more effectively. Participant 3 from focus group 4 in Costa Rica contested: 
I say yes, that it should work without deputies, because sometimes the deputies are just an obstacle, a stumbling block. The president should be able to say, 'Well, I was elected for a reason, and I made promises,' so in that moment, he should have the opportunity to say, 'This is how it’s going to be, this way and that way, because I say so, because I’m in charge, and because I believe it’s what’s best'—without any intermediaries saying, 'No, it’s just that…' So yeah, I say yes.
Nevertheless, resistance emerged when participants discussed further expanding undemocratic initiatives to fight crime. While some individuals favored allowing the president to overrule the General Assembly, extending this extreme measure to the Tribunal Supremo de Justicia (Supreme Court of Justice) was widely rejected. This distinction was not presented as an isolated principle but emerged through direct contestation. In focus group 2, after several participants accepted limiting the role of the legislative power, many linked the closure of the Supreme Court to a coup d’état, highlighting Costa Rica’s democratic exceptionalism in the region compared to some of its neighbors. The response from participant 1 was direct and forceful:
[Closing the Supreme Court] would turn [Costa Rica] into a dictatorship, let’s say—because if that worked for him once and he wants to do something else, then it would be like Nicaragua, where one thing worked, then he got rid of this, got rid of that, and now no one can make a move, he eliminated the branches of power.
In contrast, focus group discussions in Ecuador revealed a striking willingness to sacrifice democracy in exchange for security, representing the most drastic case among the four countries. When asked about the possibility of closing down the National Assembly to fight crime more effectively during a crisis, many participants in both cities claimed that governing with the National Assembly was untenable, with some even arguing that “the president should create his own law” (participant 3, focus group 1, Guayaquil). While this drastic institutional stance was more tempered in Quito, where many participants often accepted the temporary closure of the legislative branch but opposed suspending the Supreme Court, the broad trend was clear. 
Unlike Chile and Costa Rica, countries where certain non-democratic initiatives were endorsed by some participants, a majority of participants from Ecuador accepted allowing the president to extend their term without holding elections. Such a drastic measure, which was not contested with sustained counter arguments across focus groups, was contingent on delivering tangible security improvements rather than being evaluated against historical democratic ideals. Participant 1 from focus group 2 in Guayaquil expressed: 
If during the term he fulfills the security promises and certain things they were supposed to, then fine—let them stay a little longer, no problem. But if they don’t, what’s the point of keeping them in office?
Finally, Uruguay stood in sharp contrast to the other three case studies. Focus group discussions demonstrated no willingness to compromise democracy to achieve security. When the moderator raised the possibility of limiting the system of checks and balances and concentrating power in the executive, participants uniformly rejected such measures with conviction. This dynamic suggests that robust institutions can limit support for the most extreme manifestations of mano dura. Indeed, the voices favoring the concentration of power and the dissolution of the system of checks and balances witnessed in the other countries were completely absent in Uruguay. There was particularly strong opposition to close the legislature or the Court of Justice, which many participants consistently identified as fundamental pillars of democratic regimes. 
Yet perceptions of institutional strength alone do not determine the intensity of mano dura support. Comparisons between Chile and Uruguay indicate that institutions may not be sufficient to safeguard democracy. Like Uruguay, Chile also upholds strong institutions and Carabineros maintain high levels of legitimacy among the citizenry. Yet overall, there was more support for mano dura initiatives that violate democratic principles in the Chilean focus groups than in their Uruguayan counterparts, despite Chile’s lower levels of crime. This divergence is explained not by institutional quality alone but by how participants reasoned about the source of insecurity. While Chileans spontaneously embraced foreign actors as convenient scapegoats, helping to justify radical measures, Uruguayan participants largely rejected blaming immigrants, dismissing such attempts as “xenophobic” and pointing instead to homegrown criminals. The presence or absence of well-defined scapegoats, in other words, can help explain why countries with relatively similar institutional strength produce different levels of support for mano dura.
Policing responses: Mano dura
In discussing different initiatives to combat crime across the four countries, the mano dura narrative, largely shaped by perceptions of insecurity, fear of crime, and trust in institutions, dominated the discussions across all focus groups. There was an overwhelming consensus in favor of punitive measures, with participants typically downplaying or ignoring public security approaches that emphasize prevention or rehabilitation. Only in limited occasions—especially in Uruguay—did some participants note the need to adopt preventative policies. This punitive consensus, however, was largely confined to the formal dimension of mano dura, such as penalties and other legal initiatives. In all four countries, existing penalties were widely viewed as lenient and overly flexible, often seen as favoring criminals rather than protecting citizens.
In this context, specific tough-on-crime initiatives like increasing penalties, or even the adoption of more radical measures like life sentences, gained traction among participants across all four countries. In Uruguay and Costa Rica, support converged around a version of mano dura that participants viewed as law and order. They emphasized the need for tougher penalties to keep criminals behind bars. In Costa Rica, for example, participant 3 from focus group 6 observed: 
I feel that, really, the very approach should involve a punishment—let's say, a strong one—for those who commit crimes. But I also feel that Costa Rica has leaned too much into its image as a pura vida country, one that forgives everything, like, 'Oh, they did that? No problem, nothing happens.' So, they don’t take a hardline approach to solve certain issues, trying to be a friendlier, more peaceful country—one that ends up forgiving too many crimes that should never have been forgiven, or releasing criminals who should never have been let out, simply because we don’t want to make the country look bad because of it.
Calls for tougher penalties were accompanied by demands of greater effectiveness within the criminal justice system, in some ways viewing mano dura as strengthening the rule of law. Several participants across the four countries described prison facilities as “puertas giratorias” (revolving doors), highlighting the general perception that criminals frequently evade punishment even in the presence of tough legislation. In Chile, for example, participant 4 from focus group 1 asserted:
[Mano dura] is basically that the laws are upheld—they exist and apply in all areas… So mano dura is simply making sure the laws are respected. I mean, why do we have laws? Nothing is being respected. The family is a firm hand. Now, how you make it respected, well, that can be a bit more or a bit less strict. But it's about making things work.
While in Chile mano dura was largely associated with law and order, some participants expressed support for more drastic measures to address the country’s security challenges, placing them in a somewhat more punitive position compared to their counterparts in Uruguay and Costa Rica. Discussions revealed, for example, that the adoption of the death penalty became increasingly appealing, as participants view such measures as rational responses targeting specific types of crimes. Participant 7 from the focus group 4 in Chile contended: 
I believe the death penalty could be justified and applied in a highly rational manner—not out of emotional vengeance or hatred toward an individual, but as part of a broader set of measures for punishing repeat offenders whose actions demonstrate they’ve become fundamentally incompatible with society. I’m reconsidering as I speak, but yes, for certain types of recurrent, extreme crimes, I think the death penalty could be appropriate.
Among those expressing the most punitive views, the military emerged as a critical actor in fighting crime. Prior scholarly works show that trust in the armed forces is often associated with increased support for punitivism (Rosen & Cutrona, 2020), and the military is one of the most trusted institutions throughout Latin America (LAPOP, 2023). Historical experiences, however, tempered this support. Participants from countries with relatively recent past military dictatorships like Uruguay and Chile, or from Costa Rica where the military was abolished in 1949, were more cautious about military intervention in domestic security operations. 
In Chile, for instance, some participants acknowledged that the armed forces could play a crucial role in fighting drug trafficking. While the Carabineros were generally viewed positively, many participants doubted their ability to cope with more sophisticated threats such as organized crime, calling for military involvement. The “deterrent effect” of deploying the armed forces was often cited as a key benefit over the Carabineros. This pro-military sentiment, however, did not go uncontested. In focus group 4, after participants noted the difficulties Carabineros face when dealing with well-equipped criminal organizations, another immediately raised concerns about the military’s lack of training to address domestic security issues and their historically problematic role in the country. Participant 1 observed:
I wanted to point out that the presence of the military is a dilemma, because I don’t know if the soldiers are really as well-trained as you said. I actually think they’re less prepared when it comes to dealing with civilians—they don’t know how to handle that kind of confrontation. What they’re trained for is... to kill. So, it’s complicated. It’s unsettling to see soldiers with weapons in a neighborhood. What happens if a kid is high on something, I don’t know, and he flips out and throws stuff at a soldier? Or starts messing with him? These are the kinds of tensions the military might not be prepared to handle. Situations could happen...
While positions about the armed forces were divided in Chile, participants in Uruguay maintained a broad consensus that their role should remain limited to external threats even if they supported mano dura. This consensus was not simply a collection of individual opinions but was actively reinforced through group interactions. Such views were frequently tied to the military’s perceived limited training in domestic policing and, most importantly, its association with the country’s authoritarian past. Focus groups repeatedly emphasized that memories of the military’s involvement in domestic security and the atrocities committed remain “still very fresh in society.” Participant 1 from focus group 8 captured this sentiment, claiming that Uruguay would never adopt such a drastic measure to tackle crime because the country is “still searching for the disappeared.”
In Uruguay, opposition to more drastic measures extended beyond militarization. Participants not only rejected radical formal initiatives like the adoption of the death penalty, but also strongly resisted more informal expressions of mano dura such as expanding the discretionary power of the police to tackle crime. In the few instances where support for increased police authority was observed during focus group discussions, participants made such support contingent on greater police education and professionalization. Men were more likely than women to back such measures. Ultimately, when the adoption of mano dura expressed itself beyond law and order, it was widely resisted, largely due to its association with the country’s recent authoritarian past. But, unlike Chile, where the legacy of dictatorship was invoked by some participants to oppose those who endorse more radical measures, in Uruguay this memory functioned as a rigid boundary: what was debated in other countries was largely framed as part of the dictatorship before it could gain traction. As participant 4 from focus group 5 asserted: 
Generally, people refer to the dictatorship when they talk about mano dura, and that’s why they mention the military—because they were the ones in charge and had the monopoly on force, the monopoly on violence. There were far fewer regulatory mechanisms, because we were under a dictatorship, there were security measures in place, and I think that’s what people are referring to....
Similarly, in Costa Rica, despite certain exceptions suggesting that the absence of the armed forces made the country attractive for criminal organizations, the militarization of domestic security was largely not considered as a viable option. Across focus groups—particularly among mixed-gender, older adults, and participants from higher socioeconomic backgrounds—many acknowledged that reintroducing the armed forces would represent a significant step back, stressing that Costa Rica has managed to address several security concerns over the years through less radical means. Discussions not only highlighted this “exceptional” nature of Costa Rica’s politics, but also identified the failures of military policing in other countries of the region. For example, participant 6 from focus group 1 observed: 
[I]f you look at countries that do have an army, right, where the military actually has control, they’re in the same situation or even worse. You look at Mexico—I mean, when I went to Mexico, you’d see these trucks, like Hilux-type trucks, and they’d show up like that, literally with a gun, and you better not even look at them too much, right? Same thing in Nicaragua—don’t even look back at them. So, there’s an army, and yet Mexico is one of the most dangerous countries in the world, right? So that also makes you think.
In Ecuador, extreme policing tactics gained more traction among many focus group participants. Mano dura was not only understood as law and order, including the adoption of radical measures like life sentences or the death penalty, but also encompassed greater military presence and state violence. These elements had a widely positive connotation. In focus group 1 in Quito, this sentiment emerged spontaneously when the moderator asked about their understanding of mano dura. After participant 1 said “death to criminals… It suits me very well; I agree that criminals have to die,” others in the group reaffirmed this position and participant 3 escalated further by adding: “not even a life sentence—straight to the firing squad.” No one in the group offered a counter perspective. In these conversations, terms often associated with masculine ideals and traditional male roles in the household like “pants,” “character,” and “courage” were frequently invoked by participants to justify the need to adopt such punitive initiatives. 
In this context, many participants expressed support for expanding the discretionary powers of the police forces, a trend particularly pronounced in Guayaquil where violence reached historical levels. Past initiatives like the “escuadrón volante” (flying squad) implemented by former president León Febres Cordero or Nayib Bukele’s hardline approach against street gangs in El Salvador were extensively cited with approval. In focus group 4 in Guayaquil, after one participant called for a “Bukele model” in Ecuador, another added: “what happens is that Bukele does not fear human rights.” Indeed, a recurring sentiment underlying these calls for broader discretionary powers was that the government was prioritizing the rights of criminals over citizens. This view was popular among adults and older adults, as well as participants from upper-middle and high socioeconomic backgrounds. 
	Yet this enthusiasm for extreme measures was not unconditional across focus groups in Ecuador. Interestingly, the primary concern of adopting mano dura in Ecuador, especially its more extreme manifestations, was not related to human right violations or the questionable legality of such measures, but rather to the problem of corruption. For example, when participants tempered their support for the expansion of police discretion and violence or the implementation of the death penalty, their concerns stemmed from the belief that corrupt government officials can use these initiatives against individuals, perhaps targeting their enemies or marginalized populations. When discussing the adoption of the death penalty, participant 5 from focus group 2 in Quito said: 
Here in Ecuador? No. With how rotten the judicial system is on the inside, it would be a double-edged sword and very dangerous for the average Ecuadorian to have the death penalty. At some point, they’d sentence you to death for stealing a chicken, while the guy who laundered millions of dollars gets, ‘yeah, put him on house arrest with an ankle monitor.’ It’s the same thing. So here in Ecuador, if the whole system isn’t cleaned out from the inside, then no.
Amid rising criminal violence and widespread perceptions of state corruption, participants in both Ecuadorean cities broadly accepted the adoption of social responses to crime such as lynchings. Consistent with scholarship on legitimacy and extra-legal social control (Nivette, 2016), these extreme initiatives gained support given the national government’s perceived inability to combat insecurity effectively. For example, participant 3 from focus group 2 in Guayaquil said that vigilante justice or taking justice into one’s own hands “should not happen, but people are tired and see no results—it’s like their turn now.” Rather than contrasting those views, the rest of the participants reaffirmed this position, largely understanding vigilante justice as an effective initiative “to put an end to the actions of criminals” (participant 6, focus group 2, Guayaquil). 
The social dimension of mano dura carries a completely different connotation in Uruguay. Unlike other contexts where it was commonly associated with vigilantism, participants highlighted the role of domestic education as a preventative measure against crime. This spontaneous reframing emerged in focus group 1 when participants were asked about the meaning of mano dura. After a participant linked such measures with tougher legislation, one participant noted the need to consider the root causes of crime. This perspective is likely connected to the identification of insecurity as a homegrown issue, rather than one attributed to immigrants. As a result, mano dura took a more positive meaning among some participants in Uruguay, who saw it as a constructive tool applied at home that can deter future problems like crime and insecurity. As participant 3 from focus group 1 remarked: 
What I also see is that, for example, some things come from way back, because of the childhood that many of us lived through ... all of us who knew what the chancla (flipflop) was, we’re not the ones going around hitting people or killing anyone. We tend to lean more toward respect.
In short, the four case studies presented in this work reveal varying levels of fear and perceived threats, different democratic ideals, and distinct interpretations and acceptance of mano dura initiatives. These findings suggest that while mano dura has gained increasing popularity in historically safe countries, its relevance, scope, and potential consequences differ consistently across Chile, Costa Rica, Ecuador, and Uruguay. Table 2 illustrates these nuances. 
Table 2: Perceptions of Insecurity, Democratic Ideals, and Mano Dura among Participants in Historically Safe Countries
	Country
	Perception of security
	Democratic ideals 
	Understanding of mano dura

	Uruguay
	Worsening but not critical. Issue seen as internal; immigrants not blamed. 
	No support for undermining democracy to improve security. Parliament and courts seen as vital.
	Supports stricter penalties and law enforcement within legal bounds. Rejects death penalty, militarization, and police abuse. Support for preventative mano dura at home. 

	Costa Rica
	Worsening, with violence resembling countries like Colombia and Mexico. Issue seen as external; immigrants often blamed.
	Some support for closing Legislative Assembly (not courts) to combat insecurity. Majority support for prioritizing security over freedom.
	Supports stricter penalties and law enforcement, with positive valuation on radical measures (e.g., life imprisonment). Divided on death penalty and largely rejects militarization. Mixed support for vigilantism.

	Chile
	Worsening, with violence qualitatively different. Issue seen as external; immigrants frequently blamed.
	Some support for limiting the Congress to combat insecurity. 
However, there was also some caution about losing democratic gains and resistance to full authoritarianism.
	Supports stricter penalties and law enforcement, with positive valuation on radical measures like life sentence and, to a lesser extent, death penalty. Divided on militarization and mixed support for expanded police powers and vigilantism. 

	Ecuador
	Critical, especially in Guayaquil. Issue seen as internal (state corruption) and external (immigrants). 
	Majority support for authoritarian measures to combat crime, including closing the National Assembly and extending presidential term without elections.
	Strong support for stricter penalties and law enforcement (e.g., radical measures like life imprisonment, death penalty, and militarization). Support for expanded police/military power and violence. Support for vigilantism.


DISCUSSION
The discussions in our focus groups conducted in Chile, Costa Rica, Ecuador, and Uruguay reflect the appeal of mano dura narratives, suggesting that the region’s well documented “punitive trend” (Iturralde, 2010; Sozzo, 2018; Chouhy, Singer, and Lehmann, 2022) is resonating within populations in historically safe countries. In a context where more governments across Latin America are adopting tough-on-crime tactics, our findings show that mano dura does not emerge solely from above. Echoing scholarship highlighting the role of public support in driving the “get tough” reforms across the region (Dammert & Salazar, 2009; Chouhy, Singer, and Lehmann, 2022; Sozzo, 2017), our focus groups reveal that participants, to varying degrees, positively appraised these policies. By relying on focus groups instead of surveys or other quantitative methods, which can capture but also inflate perceptions about crime and violence (Trajtenberg & Ezquerra, 2025), our study thus offers a distinctive contribution to the literature on punitive populism and democratic erosion–both theoretically by showing that mano dura support is neither uniform nor simply a function of insecurity or institutional fragility and methodologically, through the use of focus groups and the selection of unique and largely underexplored case studies. 
Our article shows that national trajectories are not inevitable or uniform. Our findings reveal a first critical factor mediating support for mano dura: institutional trust and the perceived legitimacy of the state. Where democratic institutions are trusted, support for mano dura tends to remain limited to its “law and order” version, with participants largely rejecting non-legal tactics like police violence. Conversely, where perceptions of crime are coupled with profound institutional distrust, willingness to endorse more drastic measures like closing the Congress or the Supreme Court to fight crime prospers. This finding extends the literature linking rising fear of crime and trust in political institutions and democracy (Cruz, 2003a; Cruz 2003b; Carreras, 2013; Smithey & Malone, 2014) by showing that such trust can limit support for authoritarian solutions. 
Yet institutional trust alone does not tell the full story. Although our study builds on traditional institutionalist accounts indicating that mano dura support gains traction in environments of state weakness and fear of crime, our findings reveal two anomalies. First, the variation in both the intensity and form of support for mano dura is also conditioned by threat framing, the second critical factor in our analysis. While institutionalist theories would predict similar outcomes in relatively similar institutional contexts like Uruguay and Chile, this article finds divergence. Though perceptions of insecurity and fear of crime are potent among participants across all four countries, the narratives that define the source of those sentiments or scapegoats (e.g., blaming immigrants, corrupt officials, or local criminals) condition the solutions participants find appropriate, illuminating why Chileans—a country with the lowest homicide rate and high institutional stability—may embrace policies that violate democratic principles while Uruguayans do not. This aligns with prior studies (Singer et al., 2020; Rosen, Cutrona, and Lindquist, 2022; Dammert, 2022) indicating that linking national security to “threats” posed by minorities such as migrants can bolster public support for tough-on-crime policies like mano dura, but extends them by showing how scapegoating operates through group interaction. Further scholarly research should explore in detail how different media outlets can amplify these narratives.
A second related anomaly emerges from the case of Ecuador. While institutionalist accounts would predict that profound institutional distrust produces strong mano dura support, which this study confirmed, our findings provide a critical nuance. Group interactions in Ecuador demonstrate that participants in contexts of low institutional trust identified state corruption as a root cause of insecurity, but some still supported mano dura—initiatives that are often associated with limited security improvements and rarely address governance failures. While this resonates with scholarship on legitimacy and extra-legal social control (Godoy; 2006; Goldstein et al., 2007; Nivette, 2016; Kloppe-Santamaría, 2020), as citizens distrust the state in tackling insecurity, it provides an important nuance that existing theories do not fully capture: people may not only decide to take justice into their own hands but may also confer great power to the very state they also distrust. This may suggest that, in some cases, support for mano dura may function less as a rational policy option and more as an emotional product (Carvalho & Chamberlen, 2018). 
We argue that the complex interplay between these two causal mechanisms—scapegoating and institutional distrust—explains these anomalies and illuminates why support for mano dura unfolds differently in historically safe democracies. The causal logic indicates that when citizens perceive that the state is unable or unwilling to protect them, mano dura gains considerable traction. Its direction and intensity, however, depend upon a convenient “other” who can be blamed for insecurity. Where social scapegoats are present, the most radical—and less bounded by democratic norms—policing responses become attractive. By contrast, where threat framing remains domestically grounded, punitive demands are channeled institutionally. Focus group interactions revealed the intensity and scope of this process: when participants spontaneously introduced scapegoats, reinforcement was used to build narratives that justify radical measures.
Participant choices, however, are not predetermined or mechanical. Discussions show that these choices are, in part, the result of complex historical trajectories, where prior regime pathways have significantly shaped contemporary preferences. Consistent with path-dependent scholarship showing how early institutional stages in a country’s development constrain future activities (Hall & Taylor, 1996; Koelble, 1995), our findings suggest that participants’ experiences with authoritarianism likely affect their policing preferences, with strong implications for democracy. 
CONCLUSIONS
Latin America has become the most violent region in the world. While homicides and other types of violence were once concentrated in specific subregions and countries, recent evidence suggests this pattern is rapidly shifting. Historically “safe countries” like Chile, Costa Rica, Ecuador, and Uruguay are now experiencing increasing homicide levels. These countries appear to be aligning not only in terms of homicide rates but in their responses to crime, although there are variations. 
	These developments raise two pressing questions: Can mano dura gain traction in stable democracies? Are citizens willing to shoulder the costs that mano dura policies have on their democracies? Drawing on data from 32 focus groups, this article examined perceptions of mano dura policies and democracy in Chile, Costa Rica, Ecuador, and Uruguay. Among the four countries, participants in Ecuador—especially Guayaquil—expressed the highest concerns about crime whereas those from Uruguay showed the lowest. Chile and Costa Rica fall somewhere in between these two extremes. In Uruguay there is no clearly identified external threat or scapegoat, as many participants considered such views as “xenophobic.” In Chile, by contrast, immigrants are commonly portrayed as the drivers of domestic insecurity and a “threat” to the national culture, a sentiment that emerged spontaneously and, unlike in Costa Rica, was reinforced through group interaction. In Ecuador, the threat narrative is mixed, as perceptions of “dangerous immigrants” coexist with beliefs of corrupt domestic political actors and institutional fragility.
The article also reveals that security perceptions and the availability of social scapegoats are not the only factors shaping participants’ policing preferences; trust in domestic institutions also matters. While in Ecuador—especially in Guayaquil—a majority seems willing to trade democracy for security, in Chile and Costa Rica there is greater resistance to more extreme authoritarian responses to crime. In Chile, though mano dura initiatives that violate democratic principles (e.g., human rights) gained some traction, the country’s historical trauma tempered participants’ support for non-democratic responses to crime, thereby suggesting that nations with past dictatorships are more cautious about their policy options. Uruguay presents this dynamic even more forcefully, where not only the legacy of authoritarianism shaped preferences, but also trust in political institutions and support for the system of checks and balances. 
Most importantly, this work refines traditional institutionalist accounts by showing that the interaction between the availability or absence of social scapegoats and perceptions of institutional fragility—not simply institutions—explains cross-national variation. In Ecuador, the most extreme forms of mano dura—often including legal, extralegal, and social initiatives—have gained substantial popularity largely due to a mixed threat narrative (i.e., immigrants plus corrupt state actors) and profound institutional distrust, mechanisms that can become mutually reinforcing and amplify support for radical and non-democratic policing responses. In Chile and Costa Rica support leans toward comparatively more moderate versions of tough-on-crime policies, though for different reasons: while the historical trauma tempered support in the former, the country’s perceived “exceptionalism” played a critical role in the latter. Uruguay presents the most bounded case, showing that strong institutions, when coupled with the absence of social scapegoats, functioned as a rigid boundary: while some extreme versions of mano dura were debated in Chile –a country with similar institutional strength—in Uruguay such measures were rapidly discarded.
While this study is grounded in Latin America, its implications are not region-bound. By focusing on historically “safe” democracies, this article represents an important starting point for understanding the appeal of mano dura beyond chronically violent contexts. The cases of Chile, Costa Rica, Uruguay, and, to a lesser extent, Ecuador demonstrate that the propensity for punitive—and sometimes authoritarian—responses to crime is not confined to traditionally weak Latin American states plagued by criminal violence but can also manifest otherwise in relatively stable democracies. The findings, therefore, serve as a crucial cautionary tale for other democracies worldwide: if public security perceptions deteriorate, social scapegoats become widely available, and trust in democratic institutions erodes, the popularity of mano dura, including its most pervasive versions, can emerge even in the most promising political landscapes.
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