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The United Nations as a Catalyst for Political Participation in Post-Conflict Nations: A
Debate on Expansion or Restraint

The global landscape of political participation has shifted dramatically in the last two
decades, with more individuals exercising their right to vote and engaging in civic processes than
ever before. According to a report by the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral
Assistance (IDEA), elections are currently taking place in 64 countries, representing around 49%
of the world’s population.1 Amid this trend, the United Nations (UN) has played an imperative
role in promoting democratic engagement, especially in post-conflict nations where political
participation may be fragile and contested. Yet as the organization grapples with its mission in a
complex geopolitical landscape, questions arise: Should it expand its reach to protect political
engagement, or is it time for the UN to step back and allow nations to chart their own paths? This
ongoing debate about the UN's role in post-conflict nations reaches broader discussions on the
delicate balance between international support and national sovereignty in the pursuit of
democratic ideals.

The UN has contributed significantly to political participation through various means.
One of its key functions is providing electoral assistance, which has been vital in countries
transitioning from conflict to democracy. For instance, the UN supported the 2015 elections in
Myanmar, which marked a critical transition from military rule to a more democratic governance
structure.2 The UNDP reported that over 30 million voters participated in these elections,
representing an 81% turnout rate.3 This engagement shows the UN's capacity to facilitate
democratic processes. The UN also emphasizes inclusivity, working to ensure that marginalized
groups, including women and minorities, participate in the political process. Statistics show that
countries where the UN has been involved in electoral processes tend to have higher female
representation in government.4 In Rwanda, where the UN played a significant role in
post-genocide reconstruction, women hold 61% of parliamentary seats, the highest in the world.5
This achievement reflects the positive impact of UN involvement in promoting not just
participation but equitable representation. The UN has also implemented initiatives aimed at
increasing youth engagement in politics. According to a UNESCO report, 50% of the global
population is under the age of 30, yet they often face significant barriers to participation.6 The
UN has launched programs specifically targeting youth, such as the Youth4Peace initiative,
which aims to empower young people to engage in peacebuilding and political processes.7 These
efforts show the UN's commitment to promoting a more inclusive democratic environment.
Additionally, the UN's role in election monitoring has been crucial in ensuring free and fair
elections. A study by the Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance found that in
countries where the UN deployed electoral observers, the likelihood of reported electoral fraud
decreased by 20%, which shows the UN's effectiveness in enhancing the credibility of electoral
processes and fostering public trust in democratic institutions.8

8 IDEA. “Global”

7 International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). 2021. Digital Democracy: Opportunities and
Challenges.

6 United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). 2020. The Impact of Cybersecurity on Elections.
5 World Bank “Development”
4 World Bank. 2020. World Development Report 2020: Data for Better Lives.

3 UNDP “Support”
2 UN Development Programme (UNDP). (2015). Support for Democratic Elections: The Role of UNDP
1 International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). (2019). The Global State of Democracy 2019.



16332118 2

Despite these positive contributions, there are some compelling arguments for the UN to
exercise restraint in its interventions. Critics contend that extensive UN involvement could
potentially undermine national sovereignty and local governance. In certain contexts, the UN’s
presence may be viewed as an imposition rather than assistance, leading to resentment among
local populations. For instance, in South Sudan, where the UN has maintained a significant
peacekeeping presence, there have been accusations of ineffectiveness and failure to protect
civilians adequately.9 A report by Amnesty International noted that “UN peacekeepers have
failed to prevent atrocities against civilians, leading to a crisis of confidence in the UN's ability
to protect those it is mandated to assist.”10 Some scholars argue that too much support can create
dependency, hindering the development of robust local institutions. A study by Thomas
Carothers indicates that sustained international intervention can inadvertently stifle local political
agency and the necessary emergence of independent political cultures. Carothers argues, “When
international actors dominate the political landscape, local leaders may feel disempowered,
reducing the incentive to cultivate their political bases and engage their constituents”.11

The World Bank reported that in regions where the UN has a heavy presence, economic
development often stagnates. In some instances, countries like Haiti, which has received
substantial UN assistance over the years, continue to face significant economic challenges, with
a GDP growth rate averaging only 1.2% between 2010 and 2020.12 This statistic suggests that
excessive reliance on UN support may not yield the intended outcomes, raising concerns about
the efficacy of prolonged intervention.

Given these arguments, where should the UN stand on this issue? I believe that while the
UN should continue to support political participation in post-conflict nations, it must adopt a
more nuanced approach. Rather than imposing solutions, the UN should focus on empowering
local actors and building local capacities. This can be achieved by providing technical assistance
and facilitating dialogue among diverse political groups while respecting national sovereignty.

The UN should expand its role in promoting digital democracy, which is increasingly
important in today's political landscape. According to a report by the International Institute for
Democracy and Electoral Assistance, “Digital platforms can enhance political participation by
providing new avenues for engagement, particularly among young people”.13 The UN should
leverage technology to facilitate participation, ensuring that these platforms are accessible and
secure. For example, the UN's Digital Roadmap for Peace aims to harness technology to promote
inclusive political dialogue and participation.14 The UN must also prioritize building the capacity
of local institutions to ensure sustainable democratic practices. This includes training local
election officials, supporting civil society organizations, and promoting voter education
campaigns. By investing in local capacities, the UN can create a more resilient political culture
that encourages active participation among citizens.
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A more nuanced approach calls for expanding the United Nations' role in protecting
political participation while addressing the complexities that come with digital democracy. While
digital platforms offer significant potential to increase engagement, they also pose challenges
related to equity and access. According to the International Telecommunication Union, nearly 2.7
billion people globally still lack access to the internet.15 This digital divide disproportionately
affects people in rural or conflict-affected areas, particularly in the Global South, where the UN’s
influence is often most needed. For the UN to effectively promote political participation, it must
ensure that digital platforms reach marginalized populations, and that efforts to implement digital
democracy do not widen existing inequalities.

Cybersecurity risks cannot be ignored. As elections increasingly rely on digital systems,
the threat of cyberattacks, such as those seen in Kenya's 2017 presidential election, can
undermine trust in the democratic process.16 A United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP) report notes that cyberattacks targeting political infrastructure could disenfranchise
millions and destabilize fragile democracies.17 The UN’s Digital Roadmap for Peace must
therefore not only promote access but also invest in secure digital infrastructures to protect
election integrity. This more balanced approach would enable the UN to support political
engagement through technology while safeguarding against unintended consequences like
unequal access and cyber vulnerabilities.

I strongly believe the United Nations must adopt a more nuanced approach to its role in
promoting political participation in post-conflict nations. While the UN has made significant
strides in supporting electoral processes, inclusivity, and democratic engagement, it must balance
these efforts with respect for national sovereignty and the development of local institutions.
Expanding digital democracy initiatives is a crucial step forward, but it comes with challenges
such as the digital divide and cybersecurity threats, which must be addressed to avoid deepening
inequalities or destabilizing fragile democracies. By focusing on empowering local actors and
investing in resilient infrastructure, the UN can facilitate long-term, sustainable political
participation while respecting the unique political landscapes of post-conflict nations. This
balanced strategy ensures that the UN remains a vital force in protecting democratic governance
without overstepping its role or creating dependency.

17 United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). 2020. The Impact of Cybersecurity on Elections.
16 Carothers, Thomas. 2019. “The Problem with Western Support for Democracy.” Foreign Affairs.
15 International Telecommunication Union (ITU). 2022. Measuring Digital Development: Facts and Figures



16332118 4

References

Amnesty International. 2016. “South Sudan: ‘We are afraid to go back to our homes’.”

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2016/06/south-sudan-we-are-afraid-to-go-back-t

o-our-homes/.

Carothers, Thomas. 2019. “The Problem with Western Support for Democracy.” Foreign

Affairs.

https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2019-06-13/problem-western-support-democracy.

International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). 2019. The Global

State of Democracy 2019. https://www.idea.int.

International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance (IDEA). 2021. Digital

Democracy: Opportunities and Challenges. https://www.idea.int.

International Telecommunication Union (ITU). 2022. Measuring Digital Development:

Facts and Figures 2022.

https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Pages/facts/default.aspx.

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). 2020. The Impact of Cybersecurity on

Elections. https://www.undp.org/publications/impact-cybersecurity-elections.

World Bank. 2020. World Development Report 2020: Data for Better Lives.

https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/wdr2020.

World Bank. 2021. “Haiti Overview.”

https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/haiti/overview.

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2016/06/south-sudan-we-are-afraid-to-go-back-to-our-homes/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2016/06/south-sudan-we-are-afraid-to-go-back-to-our-homes/
https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/2019-06-13/problem-western-support-democracy
https://www.idea.int
https://www.idea.int
https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Pages/facts/default.aspx
https://www.undp.org/publications/impact-cybersecurity-elections
https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/wdr2020
https://www.worldbank.org/en/country/haiti/overview

