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Dear fellow comparativists,

As I am writing this the struggle for a democratic opening in Sudan seems more 
and more uncertain, and while protests in Algeria generated a leadership change 

the outcome is doubtful also in that country. Meanwhile, the processes of autocratization 
continues in a number of large and influential countries across the world such as Brazil, 
Hungary, India, Philippines, Zambia, and the USA. Turkey slid into electoral autocracy 
some five years ago and while the local elections in Istanbul gave many observers 
hope, President Erdogan has managed to force a rerun that is to be held in September. 
These are dark times for democracy in many corners of the world even if glimmers of 
hope come from countries like Ecuador where autocratization has been reversed and 
democracy regained strength.
 
In this context, I find it highly relevant to take stock on what the effects are of dictatorships 
like China assuming an increasingly assertive role also in the area of aid, such as this 
issue’s symposium does. While aid is perhaps not one of the really big drivers of change 
in the world, it is important and a significant source of finance for a series of countries 
in the global south. As such, it is an important aspect we need to pay attention to. I am 
therefore both happy and proud that Marcus Tannenberg took on the role as Lead Editor 
for such an issue.

With that, allow me just to encourage you all again to engage with media, the policy-
practitioners community and civil society using your expertise and your findings. We live 
now in a very different world than just ten years ago. We no longer have a choice if we 
should engage. We just must if we wish the future to hold a prospect of democracy and 
freedom.

Staffan I. Lindberg
Executive Editor
  

June 2019

CDANNALS
of
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issuE Editor’s NotE

Marcus Tannenberg, University of Gothenburg

How are the prospects for 
democracy in the developing 
world shaped by the rising 
amounts of aid from donor 

countries led by dictators? This is 
a question of great academic and 
political importance, especially given 
China’s rapidly increasing pledges and 
President Donald Trump’s calls for major 
cuts in US foreign aid. Development aid 
from democratic countries is typically 
coupled with aims to build accountable 
institutions and to support democratic 
behavior and values among citizens. 
Aid provided by autocratic regimes 
(“autocratic aid”) are void of such 
purposes. 

The contributors who agreed to join me 
for this symposium represent some of 
the foremost scholars of autocratic aid 
in a comparative perspective, and they 

provide a set of splendid contributions. 
First out, Sarah Blodgett Bermeo 
reminds us that aid from authoritarian 
regimes is not new. She notes how 
the current discussion on Chinese aid 
is similar to that on Soviet Union’s aid 
in the cold war era. It is a thoughtful 
discussion of what lessons history 
has to offer for understanding non-
democratic aid today. 

In China: same, same, but different?, 
Julia Bader and Christine Hackenesch 
argue that current evidence does not 
allow us to draw definite conclusions 
regarding how China affects democracy 
and democratization. This, they 
note, should not be surprising given 
China’s previously modest foreign 
policy ambitions and they call for a re-
assessment of China’s rise in the Xi 
Jinping era. 

Bradly C. Parks and Austin Strange are 
behind the rich datasets on autocratic 
aid provided by AidData. Here they 
offer a thorough review of the research 
field, taking us from the national to 
the insights offered by the recent sub-
national turn in the field. It is a terrific 
discussion of what we know as well of 
what inquires we as a field should be 
pursuing going forward.

In the final contribution, I look closer 
at the relationship between Chinese 
development aid and democratic 
attitudes concluding that, as of yet, 
China is not winning hearts and minds 
in favor for authoritarian modes of 
governance. 
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Foreign aid from China has 
increased significantly in the 
last decade. The composition 
of this aid is different from that 

currently provided by democratic OECD 
donors, with much of it in the form of 
loans that require repayment. Chinese 
aid generally has fewer policy conditions 
than OECD aid, leading to concerns 
that it could undermine conditionality 
set by other donors hoping to improve 
governance or human rights. Scholars 
and policymakers have focused attention 
on these trends, enhanced by recent 
publicity garnered by the Belt and Road 
Initiative and the potential emergence 
of a new aid-induced debt crisis.1

 
While China’s aid may be relatively 
new, there is nothing new about an 
international development landscape 
that contains both authoritarian and 
democratic donors. Almost from the 
beginning of modern foreign aid after 
World War II, donors have come from 
across the ideological spectrum. The 
Cold War period demonstrates that 
when used primarily as a geopolitical 
tool, even aid from democratic donors 
can have anti-democratic effects. 
Contrasting assistance provided by 
oil-rich authoritarian states to that 
provided by democratic donors in 
the post-Cold War period shows how 
impact can vary across democratic and 
authoritarian donors when geopolitical 
rivalries are less salient among donors.

Placing conditions on receipt of foreign 
aid is not the only – or even primary – 
way in which aid can affect democratic 
change. A larger concern historically 
has been whether aid provides an 
authoritarian government with fungible 

1) Data on Chinese foreign aid are available from 
AidData; for an overview see Axel Dreher, Andreas 
Fuchs, Bradley Parks, Austin M. Strange, Michael J. 
Tierney, “Aid, China, and Growth: Evidence from a 
New Global Development Finance Dataset,” AidData 
working paper 46, October 10, 2017.

resources that it can use to suppress 
change. Scholars have compared aid 
to natural resource revenue, arguing 
that access to these non-tax funds 
allows authoritarian governments to 
maintain their power. Other work has 
shown that donor intent determines 
the link between foreign aid and 
authoritarianism, which can vary across 
time for individual donors and across 
donors within a given time period.2

  
This essay will provide some historical 
insight into aid from non-democratic 
donors and the role of donor intent in 
shaping the aid-democracy link, both 
over time and across donors with different 
preferences. The evidence suggests 
that the rise of China as an important 
aid donor introduces two ways in which 
aid can become more anti-democratic. 
The need to counter Chinese influence 
may lead democratic donors to lower 
their own conditionality and safeguards, 
returning to a pattern seen during 
the Cold War. Additionally, the lack of 
conditions on Chinese aid can lead to less 
democracy even if democratic donors do 

2) On aid as a fungible resource see Bruce 
Bueno de Mesquita and Alastair Smith, 2010, 
“Leader Survival, Revolutions, and the Nature 
of Government Finance,” American Journal of 
Political Science 54 (4):936–50; Simeon Djankov, 
Jose G. Montalvo and Marta Reynal-Querol, 2008, 
“The Curse of Aid,” Journal of Economic Growth 
13:169–94; Kevin M. Morrison, 2009, “Oil, Nontax 
Revenue, and the Redistributional Foundations 
of Regime Stability,” International Organization 
63 (1):107–38. For analysis of aid across donors 
and/or time, see Sarah Blodgett Bermeo, 2011, 
“Foreign Aid and Regime Change: A Role for Donor 
Intent,” World Development 39 (11): 2021–31; 
Sarah Blodgett Bermeo, 2016, “Aid is Not Oil: 
Donor Preferences, Heterogeneous Aid, and the 
Aid-Democratization Relationship,” International 
Organization, 70:1 (Winter): 1-32; Thad Dunning, 
2004, “Conditioning the Effects of Aid: Cold War 
Politics, Donor Credibility, and Democracy in Africa,” 
International Organization 58:409–23; Erasmus 
Kersting  and Christopher Kilby, 2014, “Aid and 
Democracy Redux,” European Economic Review 
67:125–43.
 

not revert to historical patterns. While 
both are possible, the longevity and 
impact of Chinese aid are still unclear.

Authoritarian aid is not new

From its inception, post-World War II 
foreign aid was a tool in the bi-polar 
power struggle between the United 
States and the Soviet Union, placing 
ideology and influence at the heart of 
the aid agenda. In 1947 the United 
States announced the Marshall Plan, an 
unprecedented economic aid program 
offering funds to Europe in an effort to 
limit Soviet influence and the spread of 
communism. The Soviet Union responded 
by prohibiting Eastern European 
countries from accepting the funds.
3  
Policymakers saw the Marshall Plan 
as an important success for the United 
States. Building off this, President Harry 
Truman announced a new aid program 
for developing countries, commonly 
referred to as “Point Four,” in his 1949 
inaugural address. The Soviet Union 
responded by starting its own foreign 
aid program; by 1960 aid as a percent 
of gross national product from the Soviet 
Union equaled that provided by the 
United States.4  While Soviet aid would 
ebb and flow (as did U.S. aid), it remained 
important throughout the Cold War.

The Soviet Union acquired an early 
reputation for giving aid differently 
from “Western” donors, similar to the 
reputation of Chinese aid today. One 
of its first projects was to help build the 

3) William I. Hitchcock, 2010, “The Marshall Plan 
and the Creation of the West,” in The Cambridge 
History of the Cold War, Volume 1, ed. Melvyn P. 
Leffler and Odd Arne Westad. Kindle ed. New York, 
NY: Cambridge University Press, pp. 154-174.

4)  Marshall I. Goldman, 1965, “A Balance Sheet of 
Soviet Foreign Aid,” Foreign Affairs 43(2): 349-360

dEmocracy, aid aNd doNor iNtENt

Sarah Blodgett Bermeo, Duke University
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Aswan Dam in Egypt after the United 
States and World Bank had decided 
not to fund the project. The Soviet 
Union financed and publicized large 
infrastructure investments, at times 
creating unsustainable debt burdens 
by making loans for projects that never 
became financially viable for the recipient 
countries. Soviet aid was often given in-
kind, with payment also accepted in-kind 
– such as flows of natural resources – 
causing some to describe this “aid” flow 
as more akin to trade agreements.5 The 
focus on infrastructure and publicity, 
use of loans instead of grants, financing 
of projects that did not generate 
sufficient revenue for repayment, and 
desire to use aid to increase access 
to natural resources show similarities 
with Chinese aid in recent years.

China also became an aid donor during 
the Cold War. Starting in the second half 
of the 1950s, China used foreign aid to 
grow its influence in Asia and Africa, 
and to grow its position of leadership 
among developing countries. China 
provided an alternative to Soviet and 
Western aid; its largest project was to 
finance construction on the TAZARA 
railway after the United States had 
refused Zambia’s request for funding.6

   
In addition to Soviet and Chinese aid, 
wealthy Arab countries in the Middle 
East have historically been generous 
authoritarian donors. Eric Neumayer 
notes that between 1974 and 1994 Arab 
donors gave an average of 1.5 percent 
of gross national income in foreign aid, 
well above the UN recommendation of 

5) Ibid. Also, Quintin V.S. Bach, 1985, “A Note on 
Soviet Statistics on Their Economic Aid,” Soviet 
Studies 37(2): 269-275; Gu Guan-Fu, 1983, “Soviet 
Aid to the Third World an Analysis of Its Strategy,” 
Soviet Studies 35(1): 71-89; Karel Holbik, 1968, 
“A Comparison of U.S. and Soviet Foreign Aid,” 
Weltwirtschaftliches Archiv 100: 320-340.

6)  Patrick Kilby, 2017, China and the United 
States as Aid Donors: Past and Future Trajectories. 
Honolulu, HI: East-West Center

0.7 percent and more generous as a 
portion of income than OECD countries.7

 
The impact of aid from these earlier 
authoritarian donors provides important 
lessons for understanding non-
democratic aid today. In particular, 
it points to two influences that 
authoritarian aid can have on the overall 
aid-democracy landscape. If democratic 
donors see themselves in geopolitical 
competition with authoritarian donors, 
they are likely to relax the emphasis on 
democracy and development associated 
with aid and instead view it as a tool 
to achieve broader foreign policy 
objectives. When these struggles for 
geopolitical influence are less apparent, 
aid from authoritarian donors can 
provide an alternative form of financing 
that can undercut the ability of other 
donors to foster (or at least not impede) 
moves toward democratic reform. 

Democratic donors and geopolitics

From early stages of the Cold War it 
became apparent that the U.S. desire 
to contain the spread of communism 
and Soviet influence superseded other 
foreign policy goals, including the 
promotion of democracy abroad. Writing 
in the 1950s, Milton Friedman argued 
that “foreign economic aid is widely
recognized as a weapon in the 
ideological war in which the United 
States is now engaged. Its assigned 
role is to help win over to our side 
those uncommitted nations that are 
also underdeveloped and poor.”  8

7) Eric Neumayer, 2003, “What Factors Determine 
the Allocation of Aid by Arab Countries and 
Multilateral Agencies?” Journal of Development 
Studies 39(4): 134-147.

8) Sarah Blodgett Bermeo, 2018, Targeted 
Development: Industrialized Country Strategy in a 
Globalizing World, chapter 2. New York, NY: Oxford 
University Press. Milton Friedman, 1958, “Foreign 
Economic Aid: Means and Objectives,” The Yale 
Review 47(4):500-516.

The 1950s and 1960s saw the rise of 
the modernization school of thought, 
which was influential in early days of the 
John F. Kennedy administration. Many 
policymakers in the U.S. embraced the 
idea that by helping countries develop 
they would be on a pathway toward 
democracy and away from communism. 
The strategy of using development 
and democratization as a means of 
combatting communism never really 
took off; by the mid-1960s it had been 
largely abandoned in favor of supporting 
dictators who were willing to side with 
the U.S. and its allies in the power 
struggle against Soviet communism. 
Geopolitics trumped concerns over the 
political ideology of leaders in developing 
countries. This problem was mirrored on 
the Soviet side, where aid recipients 
were at times openly anti-communist.9 

The end of the Cold War decreased 
geopolitical considerations guiding 
involvement in developing countries and 
allowed democratic donors to focus more 
on the development and governance 
outcomes associated with aid. Several 
scholars and policymakers have noted 
the shift in intentions, allocation and 
outcomes associated with aid during 
this time.10 Thad Dunning finds that aid 

9) For a discussion of United States aid in this 
period, see Michael E. Latham, 2010, “The Cold 
War in the Third World, 1963-1975,” in Cambridge 
History of the Cold War: Volume 2, Crises and 
Detente, ed. Melvyn P. Leffler and Odd Arne 
Westad. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 
258-280. On Soviet aid, see Goldman, 1965.

10) David H. Bearce, and Daniel C. Tirone, 2010, 
“Foreign Aid Effectiveness and the Strategic 
Goals of Donor Governments,” Journal of Politics 
72(3):837-851. Bermeo, 2017, 2018; Paul Clist, 
2011, “25 Years of Aid Allocation Practice: Whither 
Selectivity?” World Development 39(10):1724–1734. 
Robert K. Fleck and Christopher Kilby, 2010, 
“Changing aid regimes? U.S. foreign aid from 
the Cold War to the War on Terror,” Journal of 
Development Economics 91:185–197. Carol 
Lancaster, 2007, Foreign Aid: Diplomacy, 
Development, Domestic Politics, Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press. Todd Moss, David 
Roodman and Scott Standley, 2005, “The Global 
War on Terror and U.S. Development Assistance: 
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to Africa became pro-democratic with 
the fall of the Soviet Union and my own 
work has shown that aid from democratic 
donors had anti-democratic properties in 
authoritarian recipients during the Cold 
War but not, on average, after it ended.11 

While the demise of the Soviet Union 
freed aid to be more pro-democratic, 
it would be incorrect to conclude that 
aid from democratic donors ceased to 
have a negative impact on democratic 
change in all recipients following the end 
of the Cold War. Donors still sought to 
influence votes in international bodies, 
gain support for military operations, or 
otherwise use aid to purchase favors 
from developing country governments, 
lowering their ability to attach governance 
conditions to aid packages.12  Studies 
examining strategically important 
recipients show that aid can have an 
anti-democratic impact in these states, 

USAID Allocation by Country,” Center for Global 
Development Working Paper 62. Steven Radelet, 
2003, “Bush and Foreign Aid.” Foreign Affairs 
82(5):104–117. Ngaire Woods, 2005, “The Shifting 
Politics of Foreign Aid.” International Affairs 
81(2):393–409..

11) Bermeo, 2016. Dunning, 2004.

12) Bruce Bueno de Mesquita and Alastair Smith, 
2007, “Foreign Aid and Policy Concessions,” 
Journal of Conflict Resolution 51(2):251–284. Bruce 
Bueno de Mesquita and Alastair Smith, 2009, “A 
Political Economy of Aid,” International Organization 
63(2):309–340. David B. Carter and Randall W. 
Stone, 2015, “Democracy and Multilateralism: The 
Case of Vote Buying in the UN General Assembly,” 
International Organization 69(1):1–33. Axel Dreher, 
Jan-Egbert Sturm and James Vreeland, 2009, 
“Development Aid and International Politics: Does 
membership on the UN Security Council influence 
World Bank decisions?” Journal of Development 
Economics 88(1):1–18. Axel Dreher, Jan-Egbert 
Sturm and James Raymond Vreeland, 2015, 
“Politics and IMF Conditionality,” Journal of Conflict 
Resolution 59(1):120–148. Ilyana Kuziemko and 
Eric Werker, 2006, “How Much Is a Seat on the 
Security Council Worth? Foreign Aid and Bribery at 
the United Nations,” Journal of Political Economy 
114(5):905–930. James Raymond Vreeland and 
Axel Dreher, 2014, The Political Economy of 
the United Nations Security Council: Money and 
Influence, New York: Cambridge University Press.

even in the post-Cold War and when the 
aid is from democratic OECD donors. 
Recent U.S. announcements of using 
development assistance to counter 
China could decrease the importance of 
democratization in guiding U.S. foreign aid 
policy, suggesting the potential to return 
to patterns seen during the Cold War.13  

Authoritarian donors and (lack of) 
democratic change

While democratic donors might 
reasonably be expected to privilege 
democratization when other concerns 
are low, it is hardly likely that the 
preferences of authoritarian donors 
would run in this direction. Authoritarian 
aid might be neutral with regard to 
democratic progress or it may serve to 
entrench non-democratic regimes. Data 
reporting for authoritarian aid is not as 
systematic or centralized (when it exists 
at all) as reporting for OECD aid, making 
it difficult to obtain a full picture. The 
studies that do exist suggest a negative 
impact of aid from authoritarian donors 
on moves toward democratization. 

Naím coins the term “rogue aid” to 
describe the lack of conditionality from 
donors such as China, Venezuela, and 
Saudi Arabia and the impact this has on 
undermining conditionality associated 
with aid from democratic donors and 
institutions.  Examining post-Cold 
War aid, I find that aid from oil-rich 
authoritarian donors was associated 
with decreased likelihood of democratic 
transitions, even within the same 
countries where aid from democratic 
donors had no such negative association. 
Kersting and Kilby show that negative 
changes in Freedom House scores are 
associated with aid from both China 

13) Bermeo 2016. Kersting  and Kilby, 2014. For 
recent U.S. policy announcements see Steve 
Holland and Lesley Wroughton, “U.S. to counter 
China, Russia influence in Africa: Bolton,” Reuters, 
December 13, 2018.

and from non-China autocratic donors, 
but not with aid from OECD donors. In 
recent work looking at Chinese aid in 
Africa, Dreher et al show that African 
leaders are able to capture Chinese aid, 
using it to favor regions within a country 
that are important to themselves.14  

Lessons for understanding effects of 
current Chinese aid

The long history of foreign aid from 
both autocratic and democratic donors 
provides lessons for understanding 
the likely impact of recent increases 
in Chinese aid on democratic reform 
in recipient countries. Democratic 
donors may see China as a threat to 
their traditional spheres of influence in 
developing countries. The more donors 
see aid as part of a broader geopolitical 
struggle, the more likely it is that they 
will lower conditionality, causing even 
aid from democratic donors to have 
anti-democratic impact in recipient 
countries. This would be a return to the 
Cold War pattern, where goals such 
as democratization gave way before 
more immediate concerns of stopping 
the spread of a rival’s influence.

If democratic donors do not decrease 
their own conditionality, it is still likely 
to be undermined if China – or other 
authoritarian aid donors – continue 
offering large packages with few 
conditions. China’s Belt and Road 
Initiative is large enough to cause 
concern for the U.S. and its allies; 
the level of concern depends on their 
underlying commitment to democracy, the 
assessment of whether Chinese foreign 
aid policy and levels are sustainable, 
and beliefs regarding the ability of China 

14)  Bermeo, 2011. Kersting and Kilby 2014. Moisés 
Naím, 2007, “Rogue Aid,” Foreign Policy March/
April: 95-96. Axel Dreher, Andreas Fuchs, Roland 
Hodler, Bradley Parks, Paul A. Raschky and Michael 
J. Tierney, forthcoming, “African Leaders and the 
Geography of China’s Foreign Assistance,” Journal 
of Development Economics. 
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to harness its aid programs to promote 
good will for its broader policy goals.

The history of aid from the Soviet Union 
and Venezuela provides a cautionary 
tale regarding the ability of countries to 
maintain foreign influence through aid 
when income per capita at home is low. 
Even wealthy countries face backlash 
against foreign aid during periods of 
recession. Analysts have pointed to a 
renewed developing country debt crisis 
fueled in part by loans from China under 
its Belt and Road Initiative. As debts 
become more difficult to repay, the 
goodwill felt toward China when projects 
were awarded could quickly evaporate. 
Additionally, the ability of China to 
maintain current levels of spending on 
foreign engagement as it faces a looming 
demographic crisis is far from clear.15 
 
Donors worried about growing Chinese 
aid and lack of conditionality may see 
their interests best served by reacting 
but not over-reacting. Evidence 
shows that this type of aid is likely to 
have an anti-democratic effect that 
is not currently the norm for aid from 
developed country donors. History also 
shows that anti-democratic properties 
are also found in aid from democracies 
when they use aid primarily as a way to 
counter other foreign influence. If OECD 
donors turn aid policy into a contest 
for geopolitical influence, the impact 
on democracy will almost certainly be 
worse. The assessment by governments 
of the likely longevity of Chinese 
influence and the need to use aid – as 
opposed to other tools – to counter it 
will likely determine the near-term future 
of the aid-democratization relationship. 

15) On Chinese aid and debt in recipient 
countries, see John Hurley, Scott Morris, and 
Gailyn Portelance, 2018, “Examining the Debt 
Implications of the Belt and Road Initiative from a 
Policy Perspective,” Center for Global Development 
Policy Paper 121. For an argument on the eventual 
decline of China and discussion of the demographic 
crisis, see Collin Meisel and Jonathan D. Moyer, 
“Preparing for China’s Rapid Rise and Decline,” War 
on the Rocks, April 15, 2019.

  

Bermeo
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chiNa: samE, samE, but diffErENt? 
Julia Bader, University of Amsterdam
Christine Hackenesch, German Development Institute / Deutsches Institut für Entwicklungspolitik (DIE)

Parallel trends

In recent years, 
democratic recession 

and stalling democratization has been 
decried in many parts of the world, and 
even in consolidated democracies. 
Freedom House has identified a gradual 
and uninterrupted decline in global freedom 
between 2005 and 2017. Other studies 
identify a trend of autocratization, including 
in the more democratic parts of the world. 
The very same period has seen a significant 
shift of power from the United States and its 
Western allies to one single authoritarian 
rising power: China. According to one 
estimation, China has moved up the ranking 
of development donors from position 16 (in 
2001) to being the 6th largest donor in 2012 
and 2013. Among African citizens, China is 
the second most attractive development 
model, right behind the United States.1

China’s rise, and its aid in particular, has been 
criticized for bolstering authoritarianism 
or undermining efforts of democratization 
in developing countries. Coming without 
political conditionality, Chinese aid, 
(infrastructure) investments, trade and other 
forms of economic interaction, it has been 
argued, supports the rule of corrupt leaders 
and undermines Western efforts to instigate 
democratic reforms.2 In addition, China is 

1) Freedom House, Democracy in Crisis: Freedom 
in the World 2018 (2018), https://freedomhouse.org/
sites/default/files/FH_FITW_Report_2018_Final_
SinglePage.pdf; Anna Lührmann et al., ‘State of 
the world 2017: Autocratization and exclusion?’, 
Democratization 25:8 (2018):1321-1340; Naohiro 
Kitano & Yukinori Harada, ‘Estimating China’s 
Foreign Aid 2001–2013’. Journal of International 
Development 28:7 (2016): 1050–1074; Mogopodi 
Lekorwe et al., ‘China’s growing presence in Africa 
wins largely positive popular reviews’, Afrobarometer 
Dispatch, 122. http://afrobarometer.org/publications/
ad122-chinas-growing-presence-africa-wins-largely-
positive-popular-reviews.

2) Ian Taylor, ‘China and Political Governance 
in Africa,’ Oxford Research Encyclopedia of 
Politics (Oxford University Press, January 25, 
2019), http://oxfordre.com/politics/view/10.1093/

perceived as an alternative development 
model that competes with the Western 
model of combining liberal democracy with 
a market economy. High economic growth 
and success in poverty reduction in China 
since the late 1970s lends credibility to an 
authoritarian development path.

In this contribution, we argue that previous 
research has produced little systematic 
and consolidated findings about how China 
affects political regimes in the global South. 
The evidence we have is very mixed and 
would not lead us to conclude that China’s 
rise had a significant effect on the global 
negative trend in political freedom and 
democratic rule until now. To the extent 
that, until recently, China did not have 
the ambition to influence political regimes 
elsewhere, it is not too surprising that we do 
not see strong evidence of China’s political 
influence. However, since President Xi 
Jinping has come to power, China’s foreign 
policy has witnessed a fundamental shift. 
President Xi has not only re-centralised 
political power within the party and 
reinforced the role of party actors and 
agencies in foreign policy. During the 19th 
party congress in October 2017 he has also 
announced a strategic change in foreign 
policy objectives and China’s willingness 
to share the experiences of its own political 
model with countries from the global South 
and beyond. In April 2018 Xi changed the 
constitution to abolished the term limit. 
Even if China has had little impact on 
political regimes elsewhere in the past, 
we therefore argue that a new research 
agenda is needed to assess China’s rise in 
the ‘new era’.

Does China’s economic statecraft 
bolster authoritarianism? 

A great deal of work has centred on the 
effect of Chinese aid rather than Chinese 

acrefore/9780190228637.001.0001/acrefore-
9780190228637-e-897.

economic interaction more generally. 
As development aid has emerged as a 
separate area of development finance 
among OECD countries, many studies 
have attempted to identify the ‘aid’ in 
China’s economic exchanges to compare 
it with OECD DAC donors’ assistance. 
One factor that has made it very difficult 
to evaluate and compare the effects of 
Chinese development assistance relates 
to the fact that there still is a great deal 
of intransparency around the provision of 
Chinese financial flows due to the Chinese 
government’s unwillingness to provide 
information on its aid allocation.3 

The release of AidData or the figures on 
Chinese aid and loans in Africa published 
by Deborah Brautigam and colleagues 
has much enhanced our understanding 
about China’s aid allocation and its effects. 
Contrary to what is often believed, Chinese 
aid is not channelled over-proportionally 
to authoritarian regimes. However, upon 
delivery, Chinese aid has been found 
to be more prone of political capture. In 
terms of its effects on features directly 
linking to democratic practices in recipient 
countries, studies based on AidData come 
to mixed conclusions. On the one hand, 
implementation of Chinese aid projects 
seems to be associated with higher 
corruption at the local level, but does not 
seem to undermine the legitimacy citizens 
credit to the state. Similar to World Bank 
development funds, Chinese aid and loans 
have also not increased the likelihood of 
local conflict in Africa and it does not lead to 
more protest. But they are associated with 
higher levels of government repression, 

3) Brautigam, Deborah, ‘Aid ´with Chinese 
characteristics´: Chinese foreign aid and 
development finance meet the OECD-DAC aid 
regime,’ Journal of International Development 23 
(2011): 752-64; Sven Grimm et al., Transparency 
of Chinese aid. an analysis of the published 
information on Chinese external financial flows 
(South Africa: Stellenbosch, 2011); Naohiro Kitano 
& Yukinori Harada, ‘Estimating China’s Foreign Aid 
2001–2013’. Journal of International Development 
28:7 (2016): 1050–1074.

https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/FH_FITW_Report_2018_Final_SinglePage.pdf
https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/FH_FITW_Report_2018_Final_SinglePage.pdf
https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/FH_FITW_Report_2018_Final_SinglePage.pdf
 http://afrobarometer.org/publications/ad122-chinas-growing-presence-africa-wins-largely-positive-popular-reviews.
 http://afrobarometer.org/publications/ad122-chinas-growing-presence-africa-wins-largely-positive-popular-reviews.
 http://afrobarometer.org/publications/ad122-chinas-growing-presence-africa-wins-largely-positive-popular-reviews.
 http://oxfordre.com/politics/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.001.0001/acrefore-9780190228637-e-897.
 http://oxfordre.com/politics/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.001.0001/acrefore-9780190228637-e-897.
 http://oxfordre.com/politics/view/10.1093/acrefore/9780190228637.001.0001/acrefore-9780190228637-e-897.
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Bader and Hackenesch

reductions in democratic norms and more 
fear among citizens to hold the government 
accountable.4

Yet, Chinese leaders see aid as only one of 
a range of related and complementary tools 
of economic statecraft next to trade, and 
investments for achieving various (mutually 
beneficial or win-win) policy outcomes. It is 
fair to say that regime transition elsewhere, 
or even minor interference into the domestic 
politics in other countries was generally no 
Chinese foreign policy objective since the 
end of the Chinese cultural revolution. Until 
President Xi’s 2017 policy shift, China was 
highly reluctant to side with specific leaders 
or openly favour specific regime types. 
China’s non-interference policy rhetorically 
highlighted the sovereignty principle 
and rejected any domestic interference 
– even though it had been interpreted 
more flexibly with China’s rapidly growing 
economic interdependence with countries 
from the global South.5 At the same time, 
the non-interference policy obviously 
endorses the regime in place and it has 
therefore rightly been argued that, whether 
intended or not, it will be most beneficial to 
incumbents, particularly where they enjoy 
few institutional constraints. 

Two implications follow. First, in terms of the 

4) China Africa Research Initiative, Chinese loans 
to African governments 2000-2017 (Excel Data),’ 
http://www.sais-cari.org/data-chinese-loans-
and-aid-to-africa; Axel Dreher & Andreas Fuchs, 
‚Rogue aid? An empirical analysis of China’s aid 
allocation,’ Canadian Journal of Economics/Revue 
canadienne d’économique 48 (2015): 988-1023; 
Dreher, Axel et al. ’Aid on demand: African leaders 
and the geography of china’s foreign assistance,’ 
Centro Studi Luca d’Agliano Development Studies 
Working Paper No. 400 (2016). https://ssrn.com/
abstract=2900351; Kai Gehring, Lennart Kaplan, 
and Melvin H. L. Wong, ‘Aid and Conflict at the 
Sub-National Level: Evidence from World Bank and 
Chinese Development Projects in Africa,’ AidData 
Working Paper 70 (2019), https://www.aiddata.org/
publications/aid-and-conflict-at-the-sub-national-
level-evidence-from-world-bank-and-chinese-
development-projects-in-africa.

5) Harry Verhoeven, ‘Is Beijing’s Non-Interference 
Policy History? How Africa is Changing China,’ The 
Washington Quarterly 37:2 (2014): 55-70.

independent variable, it seems appropriate 
to assess the behaviour and impact of 
a rising China in more holistic terms, 
investigating the various aspects of China’s 
rise such as trade, aid, arms transfers, or 
diplomatic means, and their combination 
– as far as data availability allows for that. 
Existing research doing so, usually finds 
that China behaves by no means more 
authoritarian than the US, particularly 
when compared on other aspects than 
aid. For example, in comparison to China, 
the US transfers relatively more arms to 
autocracies or countries in civil war. China 
is also not prioritizing non-democratic 
countries as a destination for its trade 
or direct investments, even though its 
direct investments in the global South are 
concentrated on resource rich countries 
with poor institutions.6 

Our own research corroborated the above 
findings in terms of the effects of linkages to 
China. We found no effects of Chinese arms 
trade, diplomacy or economic cooperation 
on leadership survival in partner countries. 
Likewise, we showed that the human rights 
implications of oil exports are not worse 
for countries exporting to China than to 
the US. In contrast, due to the long-term 
trends, exporters to the US perform worse 
in terms of human rights while more recent 
oil export dependence on China appears to 
be less decisive for human rights protection 
in exporting countries.7

Second, China’s effects – as most external 
influences – are contingent on the existing 

6) Indra De Soysa & Paul Midford, ‘Enter the 
dragon! An empirical analysis of Chinese versus US 
arms transfers to autocrats and violators of human 
rights, 1989–2006,’ International Studies Quarterly 
56:4 (2012): 843-56; Ivar Kolstad & Arne Wiig, ‘What 
determines Chinese outward FDI?’ Journal of World 
Business 47:1 (2010), 26–34.

7) Julia Bader, ‘China, autocratic patron? An 
empirical investigation of China as a factor in 
autocratic survival,’ International Studies Quarterly 
59:1 (2015): 23-33; Julia Bader & Ursula Daxecker, 
‘A Chinese resource curse? The human rights 
effects of oil export dependence on China versus 
the United States,’ Journal of Peace Research 52:6 
(2015): 774–790.

political structures in the counterparts. 
For example, we do find that export 
dependence on China prolongs leadership 
survival for autocratic leaders, but not so 
for democratic ones. Moreover, a regime’s 
type of authoritarianism seems to matter 
in terms of the ability to translate external 
linkages into regime durability, that is, some 
regimes benefit more from their linkages 
to China than others. Indeed, in the past, 
overall economic cooperation – not to be 
conflated with aid per se – from China was 
associated with regime durability in party-
based regimes, while – quite surprisingly 
– being associated with regime change 
in other types of authoritarian regimes.8  
We attribute this effect to the incentives 
that party-based regimes have to invest 
in output legitimacy to maintain a broader 
societal support, even though China’s 
destabilizing effects need more exploration. 

Given that party-based regimes constitute 
the most common type of authoritarian 
regimes, China’s renewed efforts to 
influence political elites abroad and to share 
lessons of its authoritarian political model 
may fall on fertile ground. In any event, as 
argued below, the external relations of the 
Chinese Communist Party to other parties 
around the globe offer an interesting field of 
research at the cross-roads of international 
relations and comparative politics. 

Is China a source of autocratic norms? 

One particular fear of Western donors is 
that China will undermine the normative 
foundations of democracy, human rights, 
and good governance as aspirational ends 
in itself. We know from content analysis of 
Chinese statements at the UN, for example, 
that China is increasingly contesting existing 
human rights norms. Questioning the merit 
of democratic governance, and elections in 
particular, is also one of the themes found 

8) Julia Bader, ‘Propping up dictators? Economic 
cooperation from China and its impact on 
authoritarian persistence in party and non-party 
regimes,’ European Journal of Political Research 
54:4 (2015): 655-72.

http://www.sais-cari.org/data-chinese-loans-and-aid-to-africa
http://www.sais-cari.org/data-chinese-loans-and-aid-to-africa
https://ssrn.com/abstract=2900351
https://ssrn.com/abstract=2900351
https://www.aiddata.org/publications/aid-and-conflict-at-the-sub-national-level-evidence-from-world-bank-and-chinese-development-projects-in-africa
https://www.aiddata.org/publications/aid-and-conflict-at-the-sub-national-level-evidence-from-world-bank-and-chinese-development-projects-in-africa
https://www.aiddata.org/publications/aid-and-conflict-at-the-sub-national-level-evidence-from-world-bank-and-chinese-development-projects-in-africa
https://www.aiddata.org/publications/aid-and-conflict-at-the-sub-national-level-evidence-from-world-bank-and-chinese-development-projects-in-africa
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in Chinese television programmes aired in 
Africa that have expanded in recent years. 
Chinese state institutions influence foreign 
media through various channels with a view 
to preventing critical reporting on China 
and thereby contributing to reductions 
in press freedom. The mushrooming of 
China’s Confucius Institutes throughout 
the globe has triggered a debate about its 
implications for the academic freedom in 
host institutions.9

 
Thus far, we have little evidence that 
China has succeeded in impacting on 
public opinion in developing countries. 
Democratic rule continues to have a strong 
support by citizens in the global South. 
According to Afrobarometer, support for 
democracy among African citizens has been 
continuously high in the past few years with 
more than two-thirds of Africans saying that 
democracy is the best form of government. 
Results from the Latinobarometer show 
that between 2005 and 2010 dissatisfaction 
with democracy has been on the rise; yet, 
this dissatisfaction has been interpreted 
as a positive sign and indicator of political 
modernization.10 

9) Katrin Kinzelbach, ‘Will China´s rise lead to a new 
normative order? An analysis of China’s statements 
on human rights at the united nations (2000–2010),’ 
Netherlands Quarterly of Human Rights 30:3 (2012): 
299-332; Xiaoling Zhang, ‘How ready is China for 
a China-style world order? China’s state media 
discourse under construction’, Ecquid Novi: African 
Journalism Studies 34:3 (2013): 79-101; Sarah 
Cook, ‘The Long Shadow of Chinese Censorship: 
How the Communist Party’s Media Restrictions 
Affect News Outlets Around the World.’ (Washington: 
Center for International Media Assistance, 
2013), http://www.cima.ned.org/wp-content/
uploads/2015/02/CIMA-China_Sarah%20Cook.
pdf; Douglas Farah & Andy Mosher, ‘Winds from 
the east.’ (Washington DC: Center for International 
Media Assistance, 2010); See for instance: AAUP, 
On Partnerships with Foreign Governments: The 
Case of Confucius Institutes, Report (2014), https://
www.aaup.org/report/confucius-institutes.

10) Robert Mattes, ‘Democracy in Africa: Demand, 
supply, and the ‘dissatisfied democrat’,’ Afrobarometer 
Policy Paper 54 (2019); Brian J.L. Berry & Osvaldo 
S. Tello Rodriguez, ‘Dissatisfaction with Democracy: 
Evidence from the Latinobarómetro 2005,’ Journal of 
Politics in Latin America 2:3 (2010): 129–142.

Yet, we know close to nothing whether 
or how citizens’ views on democracy are 
affected by China’s increasing presence. 
The closest we get, are studies that 
investigate whether China is able to 
generate soft power, that is whether it can 
shape peoples’ perception of China or of 
China’s role in recipient countries. These do 
not reveal consistent findings, though some 
of these studies show that trade relations 
tend to negatively affect opinions on China, 
while Chinese aid and FDI tend to correlate 
with more positive attitudes towards China. 
In addition, perceptions of China as a donor 
and economic partner are much dependent 
on individual-level factors.11

China’s attempts to reach out to elites, 
as opposed to the broader public, has 
recently been set in the spotlight. In this 
field, however, our knowledge mostly 
stems from OECD countries where China 
has stepped up its efforts to nudge China-
friendly positions thereby undermining 
democratic institutions and processes. 
Rather than focussing mainly on the 
Chinese government, the recent discussion 
about China’s ‘sharp power’ points to the 
importance of agencies and actors within 
the Chinese Communist Party that are 
increasingly active in foreign policy and in 
shaping China’s global rise.12

11)  Marek Hanusch, ‘African perspectives on 
China–Africa: Modelling popular perceptions and 
their economic and political determinants,’ Oxford 
Development Studies 40:4 (2012): 492-516; Floor 
Keuleers, ‘Explaining external perceptions: The 
EU and china in African public opinion,’ JCMS: 
Journal of Common Market Studies 53:4 (2015): 
803-21; Simon Shen & Ian Taylor, ‘Ugandan 
youths’ perceptions of relations with China,’ 
Asian Perspective 36:4 (2012): 693-724; Vera 
Z. Eichenhauer et al., ‘The Effects of Trade, Aid, 
and Investment on China’s Image in Developing 
Countries,’ AidData Working Paper 54 (2018), 
https://www.aiddata.org/publications/the-effects-
of-trade-aid-and-investment-on-chinas-image-in-
developing-countries.

12) Christopher Walker & Sarah Cook, ‘The dark 
side of china aid,’ New York Times, 25 March 2010; 
Thorsten Benner et al., ‘Authoritarian advance. 
Responding to China’s growing Political Influence in 

One important, but little-understood actor 
among Chinese party agencies is the 
International Department of the Chinese 
Communist Party. With an intense travel 
diplomacy, the it maintains a widely 
stretched network to political elites across 
the globe. This engagement is not new; but 
since Xi Jinping took office, the Chinese 
Communist Party has bolstered its efforts 
to reach out to other parties. Building on 
a newly developed dataset that allows us 
to systematically analyse the patterns and 
discourse in the International Department’s 
global outreach, we find that party relations 
not only serve as an additional channel to 
advance China’s foreign policy interests. 
Since President Xi has come to power, 
party relations also emerged as a key 
instrument to promote China’s vision for 
reforming the global order. Moreover, China 
increasingly uses the party channel as a 
vehicle of authoritarian learning by sharing 
experiences of its economic modernization 
and authoritarian one-party regime.13 

Does China’s engagement undermine 
Western democracy support? 

China’s engagement has caused concern in 
the European Union and in the United States 
because policy-makers and observers 
suspect that China’s presence makes it 
more difficult for Western actors to support 
democracy and human rights in countries 
of the global South. China has been 
criticised for providing ‘rogue aid’ without 
strings attached and therefore undermining 
Western efforts at supporting democracy 
abroad. World Bank loans, indeed, come 

Europe’ Global Public Policy Institute and MERICS: 
Berlin, 2018); Anne-Marie Brady, ‘China in Xi’s 
“New Era”: New Zealand and the CCP’s ‘Magic 
Weapons.’’ Journal of Democracy 29:2 (2018):68–
75.

13)  Christine Hackenesch & Julia Bader, ‘The 
struggle for minds and influence: Understanding 
the Chinese Communist Party’s global outreach,’ 
under review (2019 manuscript). For our dataset we 
systematically exploit publicly available information 
on meetings of the CCP-ID with its foreign partners.

Bader and Hackenesch

http://www.cima.ned.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/CIMA-China_Sarah%20Cook.pdf
http://www.cima.ned.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/CIMA-China_Sarah%20Cook.pdf
http://www.cima.ned.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/CIMA-China_Sarah%20Cook.pdf
 https://www.aaup.org/report/confucius-institutes
 https://www.aaup.org/report/confucius-institutes
https://www.aiddata.org/publications/the-effects-of-trade-aid-and-investment-on-chinas-image-in-developing-countries
https://www.aiddata.org/publications/the-effects-of-trade-aid-and-investment-on-chinas-image-in-developing-countries
https://www.aiddata.org/publications/the-effects-of-trade-aid-and-investment-on-chinas-image-in-developing-countries
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with considerably fewer conditions when 
countries have the alternative to turn to 
China for lending. The positive effect of 
development aid on political reforms in 
sub-Saharan Africa also appears to have 
reduced since China has started to provide 
significant financial resources to African 
countries. Anecdotal evidence from country 
cases points to instances where China has 
stepped up its financial support in situations 
when Western donors have used aid as 
leverage to pressure African governments 
for political reforms. The positive effect of 
political conditionality might therefore have 
been contingent on the period after the end 
of the Cold War until the mid-2000s, when 
Africa countries did not have alternative 
cooperation partners.14

On the other hand, however, our own 
comparative analysis of the domestic 
politics in African authoritarian regimes and 
governments’ incentives to engage with 
the EU and China suggests that China’s 
engagement with African countries had a 
limited effect on the EU’s efforts to promote 
democracy, human rights, and good 
governance between 2000 and 2015.15  
While the EU’s success in supporting 
democracy and human rights has indeed 
been limited, the EU’s limited influence 
could not be attributed to the presence of 
China. Instead, the EU has not been very 
strategic in using its good governance 

14) Moises Naím, ‘Rogue aid’, Foreign Policy 159 
(2009): 95-6, https://foreignpolicy.com/2009/10/15/
rogue-aid/; Stefan Halper. The Beijing consensus 
(New York: Basic Books, 2010); Diego Hernandez, 
‚Are “New” donors challenging world bank 
conditionality?’, Discussion Paper Series no. 601 
(2015); 
Xiajun Li, ’Does conditionality still work? China’s 
development assistance and democracy in Africa’, 
Chinese Political Science Review 2:2 (2017): 
201–220; Hackenesch, Christine (2019) Aid, political 
conditionality and other international efforts to 
support democracy in Africa, in: Oxford Research 
Encyclopedia of Politics, Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press.
 

15) Christine Hackenesch, The EU and China in 
African authoritarian regimes. Domestic Politics and 
Governance Reforms, (Bonn: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2018).

instruments and failed to sufficiently take 
into account the domestic political dynamics 
in African countries to promote democratic 
reforms. These mixed findings point to a 
key challenge within the debate on the 
effectiveness of democracy support, where 
researchers (and policy makers) often have 
too high of an expectation of what external 
influence can achieve. 

Looking ahead

That China’s rise has not been found to 
have strong and systematic effects on 
political regimes elsewhere thus far is not 
surprising, given that until recently China 
did not seek to share lessons of its own 
political model. Given the recent change 
in Xi Jinping’s strategy, there are several 
avenues for future research. First, there is a 
knowledge gap on how China’s engagement 
affects political regimes in Asia and Latin 
America, because research on China’s aid 
has largely focussed on Africa and needs 
to be put in a comparative perspective. 
However, whether in Africa or elsewhere, 
research should take into consideration 
the combined efforts of Chinese economic, 
political and increasingly military activities 
instead of focusing on Chinese aid only 
when assessing the political impact of 
China’s global rise.  

Second, we need to investigate more directly 
whether and how China affects liberal 
ideas and norms in developing countries. 
Finally, as China’s impact is contingent 
on domestic factors, regime types, and 
likely even on individual persons and their 
biographies, we need to understand better 
how elites cooperate and how this interacts 
with Chinese economic activities. China’s 
external linkages are particularly appealing 
to leaders in party-based regimes, the most 
common form of authoritarian regime type, 
so party-to-party relations seem to be a 
particularly interesting field of research.  

Bader and Hackenesch

https://foreignpolicy.com/2009/10/15/rogue-aid/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2009/10/15/rogue-aid/
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autocratic aid aNd GovErNaNcE: What WE KNoW, doN’t KNoW, aNd NEEd to KNoW

Bradley C. Parks, AidData, The College of William & Mary 
Austin Strange, Harvard University

After World War II, a 
group of democratic 
donors formed a club 
called the Development 

Assistance Committee of the OECD. They 
did so in order to establish a shared set 
of behavioral norms and mechanisms to 
monitor compliance with these norms. 
This group of governments with relatively 
homogenous preferences and values 
functioned much like a cartel for five decades. 
However, the coherence and stability of the 
global development finance regime is now in 
jeopardy. Autocratic donors—with a different 
set of policy preferences and normative 
values—account for a growing share of 
official financial flows to the developing 
world, and have shown little interest in 
following the norms established by and for 
democratic donors after World War II.1

In many Western capitals, the conventional 
wisdom is that these “rogue donors”—
including but not limited to China, Russia, 
Iran, and Saudi Arabia—are undermining 
some of the hardest-won governance gains 
that were achieved in developing countries 
since the end of the Cold War. However, 
given that autocratic donors do not adhere 
to the information disclosure standards of 
the OECD-DAC, social science research 
on whether, when, and how autocratic 
aid influences governance outcomes in 
recipient countries is still in its infancy. In 
this essay, we review the best available 
evidence on the governance impacts of 
aid from democratic and non-democratic 
donors, and highlight several potentially 
fruitful avenues for future research. 

1) Easterly, William. 2009. The Cartel of Good 
Intentions. Foreign Policy. 11 November 2009; Hook, 
Steven and Jessie Rumsey. 2016. The Development 
Aid Regime at Fifty: Policy Challenges Inside and 
Out. International Studies Perspectives 17 (1): 55-74; 
Dreher, Axel, Andreas Fuchs, Bradley Parks, Austin 
M. Strange, and Michael J. Tierney. 2018. Apples 
and Dragon Fruits: The Determinants of Aid and 
Other Forms of State Financing from China to Africa. 
International Studies Quarterly 62 (1): 182-194.

Looking in the rear-view mirror

For nearly two decades, quantitatively-
oriented social scientists who studied the 
effects of democratic and autocratic aid 
treated countries as the relevant units of 
observation. They uncovered evidence 
that aid from democratic donors can, 
under certain conditions, promote political 
liberalization, human rights, and rule-based 
governance. By contrast, they found that 
autocratic aid can reduce the probability of 
political liberalization and even undermine 
the effects of aid from democratic donors.2

But these studies face important 
limitations: they use imprecisely defined 
and measured treatment and outcome 
variables; they seldom address the 
key causal inference assumptions of 
unconfoundedness and unit homogeneity 
in a convincing manner; and they draw 
upon variation across countries to test 
theoretical predictions that more directly 
relate to variation within countries.3 The 

2) Dunning, Thad. 2004. Conditioning the Effects 
of Aid: Cold War Politics, Donor Credibility, and 
Democracy in Africa. International Organization 58 
(2): 409–23; Finkel, Steven E., Aníbal Pérez-Liñán, 
and Mitchell A. Seligson. 2007. The Effects of US 
Foreign Assistance on Democracy Building, 1990–
2003. World Politics 59 (3): 404–39; Carnegie, Allison 
and Nikolay Marinov. 2017. Foreign Aid, Human 
Rights, and Democracy Promotion: Evidence from 
a Natural Experiment. American Journal of Political 
Science 61 (3): 671-684; Carnegie, Allison and Cyrus 
Samii. forthcoming. International Institutions and 
Political Liberalization: Evidence from the World Bank 
Loans Program. British Journal of Political Science; 
Kersting, Erasmus, and Christopher Kilby. 2014. Aid 
and Democracy Redux. European Economic Review 
67: 125–143; Li, Xiaojun. 2017. Does Conditionality 
Still Work? China’s Development Assistance and 
Democracy in Africa. Chinese Political Science 
Review 2 (2): 201-220.

3) For example, while cross-country studies that 
seek to identify that impact of aid on democracy and 
governance frequently invoke the logic of political 
survival, many of the testable implications that follow 
from the logic of political survival relate to variation 
within countries.

existing literature also tells us little about 
the specific mechanisms through which 
democratic aid and autocratic aid affect 
outcomes of interest. Another important 
constraint is the fact that detailed and 
comprehensive data on autocratic aid 
were not available until recently, so extant 
research on autocratic aid has relied 
primarily on qualitative descriptions and 
case studies. 

However, the growing availability of 
subnationally georeferenced aid, outcome, 
and covariate data has created new 
opportunities for social scientists to 
estimate the effects of democratic and 
autocratic aid at local rather than national 
scales. These data are attractive from 
a causal inference standpoint because 
localities within countries face a common 
set of conditions, which makes it easier to 
identify “treated” and “comparison” cases 
that are sufficiently similar to establish a 
credible counterfactual. In addition, when 
panel studies exploit variation in the precise 
timing of aid exposure across subnational 
localities and include both time fixed effects 
and fixed effects at fine geographic scales, 
they can address longstanding concerns 
about confounding and omitted variables in 
a more convincing way.4

Prior to this “subnational turn” in the 
literature, few scholars harbored the 
illusion that aid was evenly or randomly 
allocated across subnational jurisdictions 
within countries, but many assumed 
that it was not feasible to systematically 

4) BenYishay, Ariel, Daniel Runfola, Rachel Trichler, 
Carrie Dolan, Seth Goodman, Bradley Parks, Jeffery 
Tanner, Silke Heuser, Geeta Batra, and Anupam 
Anand. 2017. A Primer on Geospatial Impact 
Evaluation Methods, Tools, and Applications. AidData 
Working Paper #44. Williamsburg, VA: AidData; 
BenYishay, Ariel, Silke Heuser, Daniel Runfola, and 
Rachel Trichler. 2017. Indigenous Land Rights and 
Deforestation: Evidence from the Brazilian Amazon. 
Journal of Environmental Economics & Management 
86 (C): 29-47.
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Parks and Strange

measure local variation in aid allocation 
and governance outcomes. AidData, a 
research lab at William & Mary, has helped 
to ease this constraint. Since 2010, it has 
led an effort—in collaboration with donor 
agencies and government agencies in 
aid-receiving countries—to pinpoint the 
precise locations of foreign aid projects. 
AidData and its partners have thus far 
collected and published data on more than 
$1.23 trillion of foreign aid projects spread 
across more than 200,000 subnational 
locations. Although most of these data 
cover projects financed by bilateral donor 
agencies from democratic countries (e.g. 
USAID, DFID) and multilateral donors (e.g. 
World Bank, African Development Bank), 
AidData and its partners have collected 
comprehensive locational data on foreign 
aid projects financed by China, which is by 
far the largest autocratic donor.5  AidData 
has also georeferenced the project-level 
data that are housed in the aid information 
management systems of 15 recipient 
countries: Malawi, Burundi, Nepal, Timor-
Leste, Honduras, Senegal, Sierra Leone, 
Bangladesh, Afghanistan, Iraq, Nigeria, 
the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Colombia, Uganda, and Somalia. These 
country-specific datasets capture incoming 
aid from a wide array of democratic and 

5)  Custer, Samantha, Matthew DiLorenzo, Takaaki 
Masaki, Tanya Sethi, and Jessica Wells. 2017. 
Beyond the Tyranny of Averages: Development 
Progress from the Bottom Up. Williamsburg, VA: 
AidData at William & Mary. Strange, Austin, Axel 
Dreher, Andreas Fuchs, Bradley C. Parks, Michael 
J. Tierney. 2017. Tracking Underreported Financial 
Flows: China’s Development Finance and the 
Aid-Conflict Nexus Revisited. Journal of Conflict 
Resolution 61(5): 935-963; Dreher, Axel, Andreas 
Fuchs, Bradley Parks, Austin M. Strange, and 
Michael J. Tierney. 2017. Aid, China, and Growth: 
Evidence from a New Global Development Finance 
Dataset. AidData Working Paper #46. Williamsburg, 
VA: AidData at William & Mary; Bluhm, Richard, 
Axel Dreher, Andreas Fuchs, Bradley Parks, Austin 
Strange, Michael Tierney. Connective Financing: 
Chinese Infrastructure Projects and the Diffusion of 
Economic Activity in Developing Countries. AidData 
Working Paper #64. Williamsburg, VA: AidData at 
William & Mary.

autocratic donors, including India, South 
Africa, Russia, Iran, Qatar, UAE, Saudi 
Arabia, Kuwait, and Turkey.6

At the same time, geo-referenced 
data on important outcomes related to 
governance—such as social protest, 
violent conflict, voter turnout, vote choice, 
and the quality of local public service 
delivery—have increased in number, scope, 
precision, periodicity, and accessibility.7 
Some of the most useful resources include 
the Armed Conflict Location and Event Data 
(ACLED) Project, the Uppsala Conflict Data 
Program’s Georeferenced Events Dataset 
(UCDP GED), the Integrated Crisis Early 
Warning System (ICEWS) Project, the 
Social Conflict Analysis Database (SCAD), 
the Rebel Contraband Dataset, the Mass 
Mobilization in Autocracies Database 
(MMAD), the Constituency-Level Elections 
Archive (CLEA) Project, Afrobarometer, 
and the Gallup World Poll. Spatial data 
integration and extraction tools—such as 
ETH Zurich’s GROWup platform, AidData’s 
GeoQuery platform, and the geomerge 
package in R created by Karsten Donnay 
and Andrew Linke—have also reduced the 
barriers to entry for social scientists without 
GIS training. 

A subnational turn yields new insights

Over the last several years, political 
scientists and economists have exploited 

6) All of these datasets can be accessed at https://
www.aiddata.org/datasets.

7) Girardin, Luc, Philipp Hunziker, Lars-Erik 
Cederman, Nils-Christian Bormann, and Manuel 
Vogt. 2015. GROWup - Geographical Research On 
War, Unified Platform. ETH Zurich. http://growup.ethz.
ch/; BenYishay et al. 2017a; BenYishay, Ariel, Renee 
Rotberg, Jessica Wells, Miranda Lv, Seth Goodman, 
L. Kovacevic, and Daniel Runfola. 2017. Geocoding 
Afrobarometer Rounds 1-6: Methodology & Data 
Quality. Williamsburg, VA: AidData; Goodman, Seth, 
Zhonghui Lv, Daniel Runfola, and Ariel BenYishay. 
2019. GeoQuery: Integrating HPC Systems and 
Public Web-based Geospatial Data Tools. Computers 
and Geosciences 122: 103-112.

these new data and tools to better 
understand how aid from different types of 
donors affects three types of governance 
outcomes: (1) political capture, (2) 
corruption and the quality of local 
governance, and (3) democratic norms and 
values. We briefly summarize the insights 
that have emerged from this literature and 
highlight several unanswered questions 
that merit further exploration.

First, a growing body of evidence suggests 
that politicians consistently steer foreign 
aid from democratic and autocratic donors 
towards politically privileged localities and 
away from less politically consequential 
localities.8 In Malawi, for example, analysis 
of aid projects financed by 30 democratic 
and autocratic donors indicates that 
leaders allocate discretionary resources 
to geographical areas where the expected 
probability of voting for the ruling party is 
high. Likewise, in a forthcoming article in 
Political Research Quarterly, Ryan Briggs 

8) Khomba, Daniel Chris and Trew, Alex. 2017. Aid 
and Growth in Malawi. AidData Working Paper #42. 
Williamsburg, VA: AidData at William & Mary; Briggs, 
Ryan. forthcoming. Receiving Foreign Aid Can 
Reduce Support for Incumbent Presidents. Political 
Research Quarterly; Briggs, Ryan. 2012. Electrifying 
the Base? Aid and Incumbent Advantage in Ghana. 
Journal of Modern African Studies 50 (4): 603-624; 
Briggs, Ryan. 2014. Aiding and Abetting: Project Aid 
and Ethnic Politics in Kenya. World Development 
64: 194–205; Jablonski, Ryan S. 2014. How Aid 
Targets Votes: The Impact of Electoral Incentives 
on Foreign Aid Distribution. World Politics 66 (2): 
293–330; Masaki, Takaaki. 2018. The Political 
Economy of Aid Allocation in Africa: Evidence from 
Zambia. African Studies Review 61 (1): 55-82; 
Engelsma, Brian, Helen V. Milner, and Weiyi Shi. 
2017. Political Competition in Recipient Countries 
and the Allocation of Chinese Aid: Evidence from 
Kenya and Zambia. Paper prepared for the Tracking 
International Aid and Investment from Developing 
and Emerging Economies Workshop, Heidelberg 
University, September 22-23, 2017; Marx, Benjamin. 
2018.  Elections as Incentives: Project Completion 
and Visibility in African Politics. Mimeo. Rustad, Siri 
Aas, Kristian Hoelscher, Andreas Kotsadam, Gudrun 
Østby, and Henrik Urdal. 2019. Does Development 
Aid Address Political Exclusion? A Disaggregated 
Study of the Location of Aid in Sub-Saharan Africa. 
AidData Working Paper #74. Williamsburg, VA: 
AidData at William & Mary.

https://www.aiddata.org/datasets.
https://www.aiddata.org/datasets.
http://growup.ethz.ch/
http://growup.ethz.ch/
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provides evidence from Senegal, Uganda, 
and Nigeria that aid from democratic 
and autocratic donors favors towns and 
villages where survey respondents report 
that they will likely vote for the President 
and the ruling party.

But donors can put due diligence 
procedures in place to make it more 
difficult for politicians in host countries 
to manipulate aid for domestic political 
purposes, and there is some evidence that 
autocratic donors may be less interested 
in adopting these types of safeguards. A 
recent study uses geocoded Chinese and 
World Bank project data to explore if these 
two donors—with widely divergent project 
appraisal systems—are differentially 
vulnerable to one particular form of 
political capture. It finds that Chinese 
aid is disproportionately allocated to the 
home regions of political leaders (when 
they are in power), and that this effect 
is particularly strong in the run-up to 
executive elections and when executive 
elections are more competitive. By 
contrast, World Bank projects do not favor 
the home regions of political leaders.9 
The most likely explanation for these 
heterogeneous effects is that the World 
Bank uses ex ante, cost-benefit analysis to 
screen candidate projects and it employs 
a simple rule—“the expected present 
value of the project’s net benefits must be 
higher than or equal to the expected net 
present value of mutually exclusive project 
alternatives”—to safeguard its projects 
from political capture.10 By contrast, 

9) Dreher, Axel, Andreas Fuchs, Roland Hodler, 
Bradley C. Parks, Paul A. Raschky, and Michael J. 
Tierney. 2019. African Leaders and the Geography 
of China’s Foreign Assistance. Journal of 
Development Economics 140: 44-71. The findings 
reported in Dreher et al. (2019) do not imply that 
World Bank projects are invulnerable to all types of 
political capture. On this point, see Briggs (2012) 
and Rustad et al. (2019).

10) Warner, Andrew. 2010. Cost-Benefit Analysis in 
World Bank Projects. Washington, DC: Independent 
Evaluation Group of the World Bank.

Chinese development finance institutions 
are not known to have an analogous set 
of formal institutional safeguards in place 
to reduce the likelihood that politically 
motivated projects will be approved.  They 
typically request project proposals from 
and negotiate project agreements with 
political leaders in recipient countries, 
which creates significant scope for leaders 
to exploit Chinese projects for political 
gain. Nevertheless, more research needs 
to be undertaken to evaluate whether aid 
from other types of donors—e.g. bilateral 
donors from democratic countries with 
both strong and weak due diligence 
procedures—is equally vulnerable to this 
form and other forms of political capture. 

A second key insight from this literature 
concerns how autocratic aid may affect 
the quality of local governance.  With 
data on the precise locations of Chinese 
aid projects and geocoded Afrobarometer 
survey data on the corruption perceptions 
and experiences of nearly 100,000 
respondents in 29 African countries, Ann-
Sofie Isaksson and Andreas Kotsadam 
find higher levels of local corruption 
around active Chinese aid project sites 
but not near active World Bank project 
sites.11 These results are consistent 
with those reported in a new pair of 
observational and experimental studies 
from Tanzania and Uganda.12 However, 

11) Isaksson, Ann-Sofie, and Andreas Kotsadam. 
2018. Chinese Aid and Local Corruption. Journal 
of Public Economics 159: 146-159. Their spatial 
difference-in-differences identification strategy 
leverages variation in the timing of the rollout 
of Chinese aid projects by comparing survey 
responses from people who lived near Chinese aid 
projects that were already underway with survey 
responses from people who lived near Chinese aid 
projects that had not yet entered implementation.
 
12) Brazys, Samuel, Johan A. Elkink, and Gina 
Kelly. 2017. Bad Neighbors? How Co-located 
Chinese and World Bank Development Projects 
Impact Local Corruption in Tanzania. The Review of 
International Organizations 12 (2): 227-253. Findley, 
Michael G., Helen V. Milner, and Daniel L. Nielson. 
2017. The Choice among Aid Donors: The Effects of 

we still know little about why aid from 
these different donors results in different 
local governance outcomes. One potential 
explanation is variation in donors’ use of 
specific institutional safeguards (e.g. 
competitive bidding, citizen feedback 
mechanisms, blacklisting of corrupt 
firms). Another possibility is that donors 
transmit heterogeneous values and norms 
to the politicians, firms, and citizens in the 
subnational jurisdictions where their aid 
projects are located. Isaksson marshals 
some evidence in support of the latter 
argument. She finds that individuals who 
live near World Bank project sites are 
more likely to report having attended a 
community meeting in the past year, but 
individuals who live near Chinese project 
sites are not.  There is also evidence that 
individuals who that live in close proximity 
to World Bank projects are less likely to 
express support for authoritarian rule 
(i.e. one-man, one-party, or military rule), 
while those who live near Chinese project 
are more willing to embrace authoritarian 
rule. However, neither of these studies 
provides conclusive evidence that the 
heterogeneous effects they identify 
are the result of norm transmission (as 
opposed to another factor, such as the 
implementation of specific policies and 
practices by donors).13

A third strand of the literature speaks to 

Multilateral vs. Bilateral Aid on Recipient Behavioral 
Support. The Review of International Organizations 
12(2): 307-334.

13) Isaksson, Ann-Sofie. 2017. Geospatial 
Analysis of Aid: A New Approach to Aid Evaluation. 
Stockholm: Expert Group on Aid Studies; Gehring, 
Kai, Lennart C. Kaplan, and Melvin HL Wong. 2019. 
Aid and Conflict at the Sub-National Level: Evidence 
from World Bank and Chinese Development 
Projects in Africa.  AidData Working Paper #70. 
Williamsburg, VA: AidData at William & Mary. 
Isaakson and Kotsadam (2018) also demonstrate 
that Chinese aid projects do not increase local 
corruption through an expansion of economic 
activity around project sites, which increases the 
plausibility of their argument that local corruption is 
increasing due to norm transmission from the donor 
country.
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the question of how aid from different 
types of donors may affect citizens’ 
political attitudes and behavior.  With a 
spatial difference-in-differences strategy, 
Ryan Briggs analyzes a large sample 
of projects financed by autocratic and 
democratic donors in three African 
countries and finds that the local receipt 
of aid actually reduces support for political 
incumbents. This finding presents a 
paradox: why would political leaders steer 
aid to their most likely voters if doing so 
reduces their odds of (re)election? One 
possibility is that leaders expect to be 
rewarded for providing targeted benefits 
to voters, but the actual delivery of aid 
results in disillusionment because it fails 
to meet local expectations.14 A related 
possibility is that aid reduces support for 
political incumbents in the aggregate, 
but different sources and types of aid 
register heterogeneous treatment effects. 
Briggs does not test for differences across 
autocratic and democratic donors, but Mike 
Findley, Helen Milner, and Dan Nielson 
provide evidence that Ugandan citizens 
prefer development projects financed 
USAID over those financed by China 
(due to concerns about transparency 

14)   Briggs forthcoming, 9-10; Parks, Bradley 
C., Matthew DiLorenzo, and Daniel Aboagye. 
2019. Closing the Broken Feedback Loop: Can 
Responsive Aid Strengthen State Legitimacy? 
AidData Working Paper #73. Williamsburg, VA: 
AidData at William & Mary. The literature on how 
aid affects public expectations and opinions is still 
in its infancy. However, the studies that do exist 
suggest a complex and nuanced relationship. 
Parks et al. (2019) provide evidence from a high-
frequency panel survey in more than 5,000 Afghan 
villages that the provision of “responsive aid”—aid 
that addresses that stated preferences of citizens 
in a given location—increases public confidence 
in government, but these public opinion benefits 
accrue to subnational leaders and not national 
leaders. They also report evidence of a non-linear 
relationship between the responsive aid and public 
confidence in government: that is to say, when 
government demonstrates its willingness and 
ability to provide aid that is responsive to citizen 
preferences, public expectations rise and it becomes 
increasingly difficult for the authorities to continue 
making popular legitimacy gains.

and corruption). A separate study by 
Rob Blair, Rob Marty, and Phil Roessler 
reports evidence that broadly comports 
with the “disillusionment” hypothesis; they 
find that the announcement of Chinese 
development projects improves public 
opinion of China, but the implementation 
of Chinese development projects results 
in public antipathy towards China.15  
Whether these average treatment effects 
mask heterogeneity across different 
types of Chinese development projects 
is an open question. It is also important 
to keep in mind that this line of inquiry is 
relatively new, so further testing of the 
“disillusionment” argument—across a wide 
variety of donors and recipient countries—
will be necessary to understand its 
generalizability and scope conditions.

 
The road ahead

We are generally optimistic about the 
direction of this field. The increasing 
availability and precision of subnationally 
georeferenced project, outcome, and 
covariate data is fueling methodological 
innovation among those who study 
the intended and unintended impacts 
of aid from democratic and autocratic 
donors. The future development of 
this field would be particularly well-

15)  Blair, Robert A., Robert Marty, and Philip 
Roessler. 2018. Dashed Expectations? Chinese 
Foreign Aid and Soft Power in Africa. Paper 
Presented at the Annual Meeting of the American 
Political Science Association. Boston, Mass. August 
30 – September 2, 2018; Jones, Evan A. 2018. 
Winning Hearts and Minds or Stoking Resentment? 
Exploring the Effects of Chinese Foreign Aid on 
Africans’ Perceptions of China. Mimeo. We still 
know very little about whether and how the public 
opinion impacts of aid might vary over geographic 
space. However, there are some reasons to expect 
heterogeneous treatment effects. Blair et al. (2018) 
present evidence that Chinese development projects 
tend to be sited in subnational areas where public 
opinion about China is more favorable. Jones (2018) 
provides evidence that public opinion about China 
is more favorable in the home regions of political 
leaders in aid-receiving countries. 

served by contributions that focus on 
the effects of aid from donors with 
different political institutions, operational 
policies and practices, and normative 
values. A stronger emphasis on sectoral 
heterogeneity, moderating variables, and 
mediation analysis would also increase 
the likelihood that these studies identify 
how and why aid from autocratic donors 
and democratic donors influences various 
outcomes of interest.16 It may be even 
easier to isolate the causal mechanisms 
that link aid to local governance 
outcomes if these observational studies 
are undertaken in conjunction with field 
and lab-in-the-field experiments. 

Future studies should also engage 
more directly with the fact that impact 
estimates can be sensitive to the spatial 
units of observation that are selected 
and the distance thresholds that are 
used to assign treatment status.17 There 
are at least three ways to address this 
modifiable areal unit problem (MAUP). 
First, one can test robustness by using 
alternative spatial units of observation 
or multiple distance thresholds to assign 
treatment status.18 Second, one can use 
continuous, rather than dichotomous, 
measures of treatment exposure—for 
example, by constructing a weighted sum 
of proximity to treated locations.19 Third, 

16) At the same time, it is important to keep in 
mind that the decomposition of aid by sectors or 
other variables may make it more challenging to 
understand the aggregate effects of all types of aid 
(from different types of donors).

17) See Avelino, Andre F.T., Kathy Baylis, and Jordi 
Honey-Rosés. 2016. Goldilocks and the Raster 
Grid: Selecting Scale when Evaluating Conservation 
Programs. PLOS ONE 11(12): 1:24.

18) See, for example, Dreher, et al. 2019. Bunte, 
Jonas, Harsh Desai, Kanio Gbala, Bradley Parks, 
and Daniel Miller Runfola. 2018. Natural Resource 
Sector FDI, Government Policy, and Economic 
Growth: Quasi-experimental Evidence from Liberia. 
World Development 107: 151-162.

19) See, for example, BenYishay, Ariel, Bradley 
Parks, Daniel Runfola, and Rachel Trichler. 2016. 
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one can use geoSIMEX to re-estimate 
treatment effects under varying conditions 
of spatial measurement imprecision.20

Another potentially fruitful avenue for 
future empirical inquiry would be to 
focus on the causes and consequences 
of project co-location by autocratic and 
democratic donors. Whether geographical 
co-location is a coincidence or a reflection 
of donor coordination or competition, we 
know that it can influence local governance 
outcomes.21 However, this spatial 
phenomenon remains understudied.

We would also be remiss if we did 
not acknowledge that future progress 
will depend on the extent to which 
longstanding data availability obstacles 
can be overcome. One of the most 
important constraints that social 

Forest Cover Impacts of Chinese Development 
Projects in Ecologically Sensitive Areas. AidData 
Working Paper #32. Williamsburg, VA: AidData at 
William & Mary. 

20) geoSIMEX is an R package that first simulates 
the effect of adding measurement error to a 
given spatial variable. Then, once the trend 
in measurement error has been estimated, it 
back-extrapolates to conditions of no spatial 
measurement error. The purpose of this simulation-
based method is to reduce bias in estimates of 
causal impact that result from use of variables 
that are measured with spatial measurement 
error. See Runfola, Daniel, Robert Marty, Seth 
Goodman, Michael Lefew, Ariel BenYishay. 2017. 
geoSIMEX: A Generalized Approach To Modeling 
Spatial Imprecision. AidData Working Paper #38. 
Marty, Robert, Seth Goodman, Michael LeFew, 
Carrie Dolan, Ariel BenYishay, and Daniel Runfola. 
2019. Assessing the Causal Impact of Chinese 
Aid on Vegetative Land Cover in Burundi and 
Rwanda Under Conditions of Spatial Imprecision. 
Development Engineering 4: 100038.

21) Brazys et al. (2017) find that the presence 
of Chinese development projects in localities 
within Tanzania is associated with higher levels of 
self-reported experiences with corruption by local 
residents. However, when World Bank development 
projects are located in a given locality, self-reported 
experiences with corruption are lower. Yet, in 
cases where Chinese and World Bank projects are 
geographically co-located, the corruption-reducing 
effects of World Bank aid vanish.

scientists face is access to geocoded 
aid data for a limited set of autocratic 
and democratic donors. There are some 
efforts underway to ease this constraint: 
Heidelberg University is leading an 
effort to geocode a comprehensive 
dataset of Indian development projects, 
while AidData is collecting project-
level data on four autocratic donors 
(Saudi Arabia, Qatar, UAE, and Kuwait) 
that may be subsequently geocoded. 
Several of the largest bilateral donors in 
democratic countries have also formally 
committed—through the International Aid 
Transparency Initiative—to geocode their 
project portfolios and make these data 
public. Yet many of these commitments 
remain unfulfilled, which makes it 
significantly more difficult to study the 
local governance impacts of these 
donors’ activities. 

Another key constraint is the availability 
of data on local governance outcomes. 
While many of the studies reviewed in 
this essay rely upon geocoded household 
survey data that capture the perceptions 
and experiences of citizens related 
to local governance, we did not find 
many studies that use observational or 
experimental data from public officials to 
measure the quality of local governance. 
This gap in the literature is notable 
because observational and experimental 
data from public officials can be used 
to measure a set of local governance 
outcomes—for example, responsiveness 
to citizen priorities—that are otherwise 
difficult to capture. It also calls attention 
to a potentially important frontier for future 
research on the effects of autocratic and 
democratic aid.22

22) BenYishay, Ariel and Bradley Parks. 2019. Can 
Providing Local Data on Aid and Population Needs 
Improve Development Decision-Making? A Review 
of Recent Experimental Evidence. Williamsburg, 
VA: AidData at William & Mary. For examples of 
studies that rely upon leader surveys to measure 
local governance outcomes, see BenYishay, Ariel, 
Lisa Mueller, and Philip Roessler.  2017d. Impact 
Evaluation of the Niger Participatory & Responsive 

Governance Project: Baseline Report. Williamsburg, 
VA: AidData at William & Mary; and Beramendi, 
Pablo, Oh Soomin, and Erik Wibbels. 2018. Final 
Report: Evaluation of the Local Governance and 
Infrastructure Program. Williamsburg, VA: AidData at 
William & Mary.
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autocratic aid aNd dEmocratic at titudEs

Marcus Tannenberg, University of Gothenburg

China’s rise to becoming a 
major international aid donor 
is spurring concerns about 
the consequences of its 

assistance. Media often portray China’s 
development support as rouge aid serving 
to prop up corrupt, autocratic leaders. In 
return, China gets favorable access to 
natural resources and land, and unfair 
commercial advantages for Chinese firms 
at the expense of recipient countries’ 
populations. The last two administrations 
of the United States warned African 
nations of this “new colonialism” and 
accused China of land-grabbing and 
predatory loan practices undermining 
economic growth in developing nations.1 
  
In contrast to this narrative, recent 
research show that Chinese aid 
contributes to substantial local economic 
growth; that its development loans have 
comparatively low interest rates and long 
repayment periods; and that Chinese 
farming investments – often portrayed 
in media as land grabbing – are in fact 
surprisingly modest.2 This should be good 
news for development given that China 
after a rapid increase in development 
spending in recent decades, is now the 
single largest source of development 
finance for several countries. 

But what does it mean for the prospects 
of democracy in developing world that a 
major donor is also a highly authoritarian 
regime? 

1) See Naim, Moises.  2007. “Rogue aid.” Foreign 
policy: 96; and recently US National Security Adviser 
John R. Bolton on The Trump Administration’s “New 
Africa Strategy”.

2) Dreher, Axel, Andreas Fuchs, Bradley Parks, 
Austin M. Strange, and Michael J. Tierney. 2017. 
Aid, China, and Growth: Evidence from a New 
Global Development Finance Dataset. AidData 
Working Paper #46. Williamsburg, VA: AidData at 
William & Mary; Brautigam, Deborah. Will Africa 
Feed China?. Oxford University Press, 2015.

How can autocratic aid influence 
democratization?

Previous research shows that aid from 
authoritarian donors is associated with 
a lower probability of democratization in 
recipient countries, although the findings 
are somewhat mixed with regards to 
Chinese assistance.3 

Aid from autocratic donors may affect 
democratization in a number of different 
ways. First, it could strengthen an 
incumbent’s position vis-a-vis the 
opposition by insulating them from 
economic crisis and boosting their 
performance legitimacy. Second, given 
the notorious opacity surrounding aid 
and development finance from autocratic 
donors, it risks undermining both 
vertical and horizontal accountability 
mechanisms. The opposition, civil society, 
and the media cannot hold incumbents 
accountable for contracts that they do not 
know the terms of. Third, large inflows 
of aid provided by dictatorships risk 
undermining political reforms supported 
by other donors. Research suggests that 
the democratizing effect of conditional 
aid only works when recipients do not 
have access to alternative sources of aid, 
and that the window of opportunity which 
opened at the end cold-war is now closed. 
Li shows that recipients of Chinese aid 
in Africa have diverged on democracy 
scores vis-a-vis comparable countries 
receiving less (or no) autocratic aid. It 
seems that the World Bank is aware of 
this mechanism, since they attach fewer 

3) See Bermeo, Sarah Blodgett, 2011, “Foreign 
Aid and Regime Change: A Role for Donor 
Intent,” World Development 39 (11): 2021–31; 
and for different effects among autocratic regimes 
see Julia Bader, 2015, “Propping up dictators? 
Economic cooperation from China and its impact 
on authoritarian persistence in party and non‐party 
regimes.” European Journal of Political Research 
54(4): 655-672; and for a non-effect of Chinese aid 
in Latin America see Jenkins, R. (2010). “China’s 
global expansion and Latin America”, Journal of 
Latin American Studies, 42(4):809–837.

reform conditions to its loans for projects 
in countries that are also receiving 
Chinese funds.4 

Autocratic aid and recipient 
populations’ attitudes: what do we 
expect? 

In addition to facilitating political reforms 
and building democratic institutions, 
democracy aid is aimed at fostering 
democratic citizens and instill democratic 
values in the recipient country’s 
population. Aid from autocratic donors 
do not serve this purpose. If anything, 
we would expect the opposite effect 
increasing the support for an autocratic 
system if citizens perceive that such a 
donor represent an attractive development 
model. More favorable opinions of 
autocratic countries and of authoritarian 
modes of governance are likely to reduce 
demand for democracy. For example, 
China’s President Xi Jinping’s recent 
move to abolish presidential term limits 
risk weakening public support for various 
forms of executive constrains if China’s 
path is seen as a desirable. It may also 
embolden leaders in the developing world 
to do away with their own term limits.

By all accounts China represents an 
astounding developmental success. 
In little over four decades China has 
transformed itself and become the 
world’s largest economy that distributes 
development assistance instead of 
receiving it. Chinas track record of 
poverty alleviation – in terms of pace and 
numbers – is historically unprecedented.  
While most Chinese (88%) lived in 

4) See Kersting, Erasmus  and Christopher Kilby, 
2014, “Aid and Democracy Redux,” European 
Economic Review 67:125–43; Li, Xiaojun. 
2017. “Does Conditionality Still Work? China’s 
Development Assistance and Democracy in Africa”. 
Chinese Political Science Review 2 (2): 201-220; 
and Hernandez, Diego. 2017. “Are “New” Donors 
Challenging World Bank Conditionality?” World 
Development 96: 529-549.
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Tannenberg

extreme poverty at the start of Reform 
and Opening 40 years ago, the most 
recent poverty estimates put less than 
2% in this category. It is probably not a 
coincidence that 24% of respondents 
across 36 African countries think that 
China offers the best development model, 
second only to the United States’ that is 
cited by 30% of respondents.5 

Yet, it remains unclear how autocratic 
aid in practice influences public 
opinion towards the donor, autocratic 
development models, and opinions about 
democracy. An emerging and somewhat 
inexperienced donor such as China may 
be insensitive towards local cultures, 
and increases of corruption around 
Chinese development sites, as well as 
labor standards built on low pay and 
long hours, can have negative effects 
on public opinion. Moreover, domestic 
traders face increasing competition from 
Chinese migrants, and Chinese demand 
for ivory and tropical hardwood has taken 
a toll on conservation efforts.6 Thus, with 
democracy promoting and autocratic 
donors engaged in a battle for hearts and 
minds, it remains to be seen how this is 
playing out. 

5) Roser, Max and Ortiz-Ospina, Eesteban. 2017. 
Global Extreme Poverty, Our World in Data; 
Lekorwe, M., Chingwete, A., Okuru, M., and 
Samson, R. 2016. “China’s Growing Presence in 
Africa Wins Largely Positive Popular Reviews”, 
Afrobarometer Dispatches no. 122.

6) Goldstein, Joseph. 2018. “Kenyans Say Chinese 
Investment Brings Racism and Discrimination, New 
York Times, , https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/15/
world/africa/kenya-china-racism.html; On increases 
in corruption: Isaksson, Ann-Sofie, and Andreas 
Kotsadam. 2018. Chinese Aid and Local Corruption. 
Journal of Public Economics 159: 146-159; and 
labor organization: Isaksson, Ann-Sofie, and 
Andreas Kotsadam. “Racing to the bottom? Chinese 
development projects and trade union involvement 
in Africa.” World Development 106 (2018): 284-298; 
BenYishay, Ariel, Bradley Parks, Daniel Runfola, 
and Rachel Trichler. 2016. Forest Cover Impacts 
of Chinese Development Projects in Ecologically 
Sensitive Areas. AidData Working Paper #32. 
Williamsburg, VA: AidData at William & Mary.

A challenge to democratic attitudes?

Data limitations has held back research on 
both the relationship between autocratic 
aid and political institutions, as well as 
its impact on attitudes and preferences. 
With rapidly increasing access to fine 
grained georeferenced data (see Parks 
and Strange’s contribution in this issue), 
this latter line of research is starting to 
pick up. What do we know so far? How 
does Chinese development aid affect 
attitudes? 

Jones finds that exposure to Chinese aid 
lead to resentment among in the African 
context. In contrast, Eichenauer, Fuchs, 
and Brückner find that Chinese economic 
activity (including aid) do not influence 
attitudes towards China in Latin America. 
They note, however, that Chinese aid 
is associated with positive attitudes 
among certain subgroups, suggesting 
that aid creates winner and losers among 
the recipient population Using survey 
experiments and behavioral games in 
Liberia as well as cross-country surveys, 
Blair and Rossler find no indication that 
Chinese aid affect perceptions of state 
legitimacy. Yet, Gehring, Kaplan, and 
Wong provide evidence that Chinese 
aid is associated with higher levels of 
support for one-man rule and one-party 
rule, whereas assistance from the World 
Bank has the opposite effect.7 

7) Eichenauer, Vera Z., Andreas Fuchs, and 
Lutz Brückner. 2018. The Effects of Trade, Aid, 
and Investment on China’s Image in Developing 
Countries. AidData Working Paper #54. 
Williamsburg, VA: AidData at William & Mary; Jones, 
Evan A. 2018. Winning Hearts and Minds or Stoking 
Resentment? Exploring the Effects of Chinese 
Foreign Aid on Africans’ Perceptions of China. 
Mimeo.; Blair, Robert A., and Philip Roessler 2018. 
The Effects of Chinese Aid on State Legitimacy in 
Africa: Cross-National and Sub-National Evidence 
from Surveys, Survey Experiments, and Behavioral 
Games. AidData Working Paper #59. Williamsburg, 
VA: AidData at William & Mary; Gehring, Kai, 
Lennart C. Kaplan, and Melvin HL Wong. 2019. Aid 
and Conflict at the Sub-National Level: Evidence 
from World Bank and Chinese Development 
Projects in Africa. AidData Working Paper #70

Here I present some findings from ongoing 
research looking closer at how autocratic 
aid effects democratic attitudes.8 
The results are cautiously positive 
and deviate from the aforementioned 
findings. Drawing on AidData’s game-
changing data on Chinese development 
finance, and on geo-coded survey data 
from five rounds of the Afrobarometer9, 
I test how the presence of autocratic 
aid influence attitudes. To get at the 
causal effects of Chinese aid I employ a 
spatial temporal difference-in-difference 
design that leverage the spatial and 
temporal variation in the implementation 
of aid projects and in the collection of 
survey data. Put simply, it compares the 
attitudes of respondents who live close 
to a site where a Chinese project is in 
place at the time of the interview, and the 
attitudes of individuals living near where 
a Chinese project will open in the future. 
This approach help account for selection 
effects, since the difference-in-difference 
estimate controls for unobservable 
characteristics that may influence the 
selection of project sites.10 

Figure 1 show the estimated effects 
of living within a 40 km radius of a 
Chinese aid site on respondents’ view 

8) Tannenberg, Marcus. 2019. Autocratic Aid and 
Democracy Assistance: A Battle for Hearts and 
Minds?. University of Gothenburg, Varieties of 
Democracy Institute: Working Paper #

9) Bluhm, Richard, Axel Dreher, Andreas Fuchs, 
Bradley Parks, Austin Strange, and Michael Tierney. 
2018. Connective Financing: Chinese Infrastructure 
Projects and the Diffusion of Economic Activity in 
Developing Countries. AidData Working Paper #64. 
Williamsburg, VA: AidData at William & Mary; Ben 
Yishay, A., Rotberg, R., Wells, J., Lv, Z., Goodman, 
S., Kovacevic, L., Runfola, D. 2017. Geocoding 
Afrobarometer Rounds 1 - 6: Methodology & Data 
Quality. AidData. Available online at http://geo.
aiddata.org.

10) For a similar application of the design see 
Isaksson and Kotsadam, 2018, “Racing to the 
bottom? Chinese development projects and trade 
union involvement in Africa.” World Development 
106: 284-298

http://geo.aiddata.org
http://geo.aiddata.org
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of China’s influence in their country as 
well as on a set of democratic attitudes 
that plausibly could be affected by the 
presence of autocratic aid. The first 
row shows the estimates for stating 
that “China’s economic and political 
influence is positive”. On average, living 
in proximity of an aid site is associated 
with a less positive view of China’s 
influence. However, if we split the 
sample into autocratic and democratic 
recipient countries11 (see the second 
and third panel in Figure 1) it becomes 
apparent that this association is only 
there in the democratic sample. These 
models are purely cross-sectional as 
the question has not featured in more 
than one survey round. However, turning 

11) To do this I use the regime typology developed 
by Lührmann, Tannenberg, and Lindberg, 2018, 
“Regimes of the World (RoW): Opening New 
Avenues for the Comparative Study of Political 
Regimes.” Politics & Governance 6.1.

to the effect on democratic attitudes, 
which are derived through difference-
in-difference estimates and hence allow 
for a causal interpretation‚ we see a 
similar pattern; respondents who at the 
time of interview live close to a Chinese 
aid site are more likely to state that 
“Democracy is preferable to any other 
kind of government”; that “We should 
choose leaders through [] elections”; 
and to “Reject one-party rule” than are 
respondents who live close to where a 
Chinese project will open in the future. 
Again, the effects are largely driven by 
positive effects effect on respondents 
who live in democratic countries. 
 
These findings stand in contrast to 
Gehring, Kaplan, and Wong who find 
that Chinese aid is associated with a 
lower probability to reject one-man rule 
and one-party rule. This discrepancy 
may be driven by selection effects, as 

projects are more often allocated to 
areas where democratic attitudes initially 
are marginally weaker than on average. 
The effect of Chinese aid on democratic 
attitudes is in fact positive. 

It should be noted that all effects sizes 
are small; in substantive terms the effect 
of living close to a Chinese aid site make 
respondents in democratic regimes about 
4 percentage point more likely to state 
that “Democracy is preferable to any 
other kind of government”. What really 
makes these results interesting is that 
Chinese projects are not undermining 
attitudes in support of democracy. 
Traditional donors interested in promoting 
democratic values and attitudes need not 
overreact to Chinas increasing presence, 
particularly not in democratic countries. 

One caveat is necessary here. Given that 
the latest survey data is from 2015, there 
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Figure 1: Estimated effect of living near a Chinese aid site on view of China and Democratic Attitude
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is a possibility that these relationships 
may be different in the Xi Jinping era of 
Chinese aid (for a discussion of this, see 
Bader and Hackenesch’s contribution to 
this symposium).  

Is autocratic aid benchmarked 
differently depending on recipient 
regime type? 

Following up on Parks and Strange’s 
contribution, my brief analysis shows that 
there is indeed treatment heterogeneity 
by recipient regime type. But why is this? 
A first plausible explanation could be that 
recipient populations in autocratic and 
democratic countries simply benchmark 
aid differently, and that lower initial 
expectations dispel or dampen any 
effects in autocratic countries. 

Second, recipients in democratic regimes 
typically have access to a freer media 
environment, which may cover China’s 
activities more critically. To the extent that, 
receiving Chinese aid primes respondents 
to think about the current dominant 
narrative, different media environments 
could cause these differences.  This 
narrative need not necessarily reflect the 
truth, as demonstrated by the discrepancy 
between the pervasive media narrative 
on “debt-trap-diplomacy” and Deborah 
Brautigam’s research. 

Where do we go from here?

To further investigate the effects on 
democratic attitudes we need to dig 
deeper into the potential treatment 
heterogeneity of different projects. An 
Algerian, for example, signals that all 
Chinese projects unlikely have the same 
effect:  “We have to start with the first 
step and get a job for unemployed local 
youth. A factory would have been a better 

present.”12 It is reasonable to assume 
that hospitals and schools are received 
and perceived differently from roads and 
hydropower projects typically associated 
with long-term construction and 
environmental impact, and from projects 
that mostly benefit a narrow elite, such as 
an opera house. 

Another issue associated with geo-
referenced data is the assignment 
of treatment. The appropriate cut-off 
distance is inevitably arbitrary and present 
a clear trade-off: Too short distances lead 
to a small sample of individuals linked 
to project sites, but too long distances 
includes potentially untreated individuals 
into the treatment group. Moreover, to 
the best of my knowledge all previous 
research has used a radius based on 
Euclidian distance, i.e. as the crow flies, 
to determine treatment and control status. 
This is probably a decent proxy in many 
cases, but geographical features such as 
mountains, rivers, and forests may prove 
difficult obstacles in the pursuit to travel 
in straight lines. A treatment caption area 
based on the estimated transport time 
over land, accounting for geographical 
obstacles as well as conveniences such 
as roads would be a better measure. Given 
increasing access to georeferenced data, 
I believe that we have much to gain from 
incorporating methodological techniques 
from geography and the earth sciences 
to advance our analyses in this regard. 

12) Quoted in The Guardian. 2013. China hopes to 
hit the right note with Algeria opera house: https://
www.theguardian.com/global-development/2013/
apr/29/china-algeria-opera-house
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sidNEy vErba:  a tWo-Part aPPrEciatioN   
G. Bingham Powell, Jr.  University of Rochester

I. About Verba’s influences 
on Study of Democratization. 

    This is neither a full-scale 
study of scholarly influence nor even a 
sketch for one.  But as this appreciation 
of Sidney Verba is written for the Annals 
of Comparative Democratization, I think a 
few initial comments on his influence on 
the democratization field are essential.

He tells us in his autobiographical essay 
that he came to political democratization 
by happy accident.1 In the late 1950s 
Sid Verba was a Princeton graduate 
student finishing his dissertation on small 
groups in politics2 and needed money to 
support his family. Gabriel Almond was a 
distinguished scholar who was beginning 
a cross-national survey research project 
on political attitudes and needed a 
research assistant who knew something 
about surveys and analyses. Sid got the 
job. Their emergent collaboration resulted 
in a work with enormous influence on 
the comparative study of the attitudes 
and activities of individual citizens in 
democratic countries: The Civic Culture.3 

Explicit Influence 

The Civic Culture described and 
compared the collective political attitudes 
of citizens (their “culture”) and the civil 
societies in which they lived.  It analyzed 
similarities (the influence of education 
and group memberships) and differences 
(confidence in governments, sense of 
personal efficacy) within and across the 
nations. It speculated provocatively and 

1) Verba, Sidney.  2011. “A Life in Politics.”  Annual 
Review of Political Science. 14:i-xv.

2) Verba, Sidney. 1961. Small Groups and Political 
Behavior: A Study of Leadership. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press.

3) Almond, Gabriel and Sidney Verba.  1963.  The 
Civic Culture: Political Attitudes and Democracy in 
Five Nations.  Princeton: Princeton University Press.

persuasively on the types of “cultural” 
configurations that emerged across the 
nations and their consequences for stable 
democracy. The Civic Culture showed 
that loose impressions of culture and 
national character could be replaced by 
systematic inquiry using survey research.  
In both method and substance it was a 
landmark and an exemplar for future 
comparative research on citizens and 
democracy.  It was not always accurate 
in its inferences and expectations, but, 
as Sidney correctly claimed in his own 
retrospection (see footnote 1) it was 
tremendously fruitful in stimulating further 
research at both micro and macro levels. 

Implicit Influence 

Sidney Verba began a follow-up and more 
focused extension to the Civic Culture 
almost immediately. He organized a new 
cross-national survey research enterprise, 
involving scholars from a variety of 
countries, focusing on individual patterns 
of citizen involvement in politics, above 
all equality and inequality in participation 
within each country.  The project resulted 
in two country-specific books before being 
eventually published as Participation and 
Political Equality: A Seven Nation Study 
in 1978.4  Although less of a breakthrough 
than Civic Culture, and now much less 
well known than his many books focusing 
on the United States, Participation and 
Political Equality remains a brilliant, truly 
comparative work, explaining how those 
persistent Socio-Economic Resource 
Levels (SERL) that in US cumulated with 
institutional, especially group resources, 

4) Verba, Sidney, Bashruddin Ahmed and Anil Bhatt. 
1971. Caste, Race and Politics: A Comparative 
Study of India and the United States.  Beverly Hills: 
Sage; Verba, Sidney and Norman H. Nie. 1972. 
Participation in America: Political Democracy and 
Social Equality. New York: Harper and Row; and 
Verba, Sidney, Norman H. Nie and Jae-on Kim. 
1978. Participation and Political Equality: A Seven 
Nation Comparison.  NY: Cambridge University 
Press.

could be and sometimes were diffused, 
constrained and channeled differently 
in other contexts.  Its persuasive 
demonstration of the impact of party 
systems and politicized civil society 
on who is encouraged and allowed to 
engage in efforts at political influence, 
had a great impact on both the study 
of democracy and of democratization. 
As the presumption of political 
equality underpins democracy, yet is 
seldom realized in practice, this work 
implicitly speaks to much contemporary 
democratization scholarship.

Implicit and Indirect  

Verba published many other works, 
including a comparative three-nation 
study of elite equality attitudes5 and, 
of course, with a variety of outstanding 
collaborators, a series of powerful 
US studies of resources, contexts, 
consequences, reasons for the 
demographic patterns in participation.  We 
know immeasurably more about various 
kinds of resources and political activities 
thanks to these works, which have 
then indirectly influenced comparative 
behavior studies in democracies and 
near democracies. I should also point out 
that his book with Gary King and Robert 
Keohane Designing Social Inquiry6  
influenced a generation (at least) of Ph.D. 
students, including comparative politics 
students wrestling with practicalities of 
measurement, case selection, hypothesis 
exploration and testing with qualitative 
and quantitative data.

5) Verba, Sidney. 1987. Elites and the Ideal of 
Equality: A Comparison of Japan, Sweden, and the 
United States. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

6) King, Gary; Robert O. Keohane and Sidney 
Verba. 1994.  Designing Social Inquiry: Inference 
in Qualitative Research.  Princeton: Princeton 
University Press.
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II. About Verba’s special gift.  

The other laudatory obituaries are true 
to my experience. Yes, Sidney Verba 
was a very, very nice man, generous of 
his time, committed to issues beyond 
himself. Yes, he was a great organizer of 
research enterprises and a fine leader of 
important organizations, such as APSA, 
the Harvard Library and its Government 
Department, a real “grown-up in the 
room” in handling hard situations.  Yes, 
he was very, very smart and thoughtful. 
One of the few political scientists in the 
National Academy of Science, obviously 
he produced many pieces of excellent 
scholarship.  Yes, he had a wonderful, 
comic wit and sense of humor, as well as 
tremendous energy and organizational 
talent.   

But I also want to add something about a 
special gift that he had for understanding 
research and helping others with it.  It 
is a gift that is perhaps related to his 
relationship to equality and democracy.

I was a political science graduate student 
during the years that Sidney Verba taught 
at Stanford in the mid 1960s. We were all 
impressed with Verba and all that he had 
already accomplished at a very young 
age.  We soon learned that he brought 
focused energy to the research that he 
directed, and that he was a very good 
teacher in the classroom. 

 What we also learned to our wonder 
was that he had a truly unparalleled 
gift for helping everyone to improve 
their research. When you went to Sid 
Verba for advice, as everyone did, and 
explained what you were trying to do, he 
immediately saw and understood your 
problem—from your point of view.  Then, 
he offered clear, useful suggestions on 
how to work on your problem.  
Others would understand your research 
problem from their own substantive 
or methodological perspectives. They 

would say something along the lines of 
“I approach problems this way,” or “I’d 
do  ….xxxx or yyyy.”  Or, “Read this or 
that” (often their own work, of course.)  
But Sid Verba would say, “You are trying 
to understand this issue, right? The 
implication of what you want to know is 
that you need to …. find these data,…try 
this approach,…reconsider this measure, 
…educate your self about that.”  Like 
no one else, he understood what was 
blocking you with your problem and how 
to get beyond it.

This was not only my personal experience.  
A more senior graduate student told me 
that he thought that Verba should really 
have been coauthor on half the articles 
published by scholars at all levels in 
our political science department.  But 
he gave his insights freely.  No tolls 
were imposed.  I am sure that was part 
of the reason that he did have so many 
outstanding scholars as collaborators on 
his books.  He could see what everyone 
was about, what they had to offer, what 
they wanted to do and why, and how to 
make it work.   

And perhaps that’s also connected to 
the great theme of his life’s work:  social 
and political equality.  He saw the value 
in the different perspectives of each 
person, could understand their points 
of view, consider the consequences 
of those many possible voices.  His 
scholarship demonstrated that the 
accumulations of social and economic 
resources distorted the flow of concerns. 
He showed how institutions shaped and 
contextualized them.  He also saw very 
clearly both the value in giving voice to 
the diversity of human concerns, and the 
potential disadvantages of pure equality, 
of uninformed populism.7Because 
a fundamental potential for equal 
voices, converted into actions in many 

7) See, for example, Verba, Sidney.  2003. “Would 
the Dream of Political Equality Turn out to Be a 
Nightmare?” Perspectives on Politics. 1: 663-679.

different ways by different contexts, 
is an underlying justification for 
democratization, perhaps that is also why 
his work was and should continue to be 
influential in democratization research.

Powell
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Berman, Sheri. Democracy and 
Dictatorship in Europe: From the Ancien 
Régime to the Present Day https://g.co/
kgs/sED4Zj.

Cho, Joan E., Assistant Professor, College 
of East Asian Studies and Department 
of Government, Wesleyan University, 
has published “Escaping Collective 
Responsibility in Fluid Party Systems: 
Evidence from South Korea” in Electoral 
Studies Vol. 56 pp. 114-123. (Available 
at: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/
article/pii/S0261379418301847). Cho was 
also selected as one of eleven 2018-2019 
U.S.-Korea NextGen Scholars (https://
www.csis.org/programs/korea-chair/us-
korea-nextgen-scholars-program).

Chouhoud, Youssef recently started as an 
Assistant Professor of Political Science at 
Christopher Newport University, where he 
is affiliated with the Reiff Center for Human 
Rights and Conflict Resolution.

Flores, Thomas E., Irfan Nooruddin, and 
Jennifer R. Dresden recently completed the 
report for Phase III of the USAID-funded 
Theories of Democratic Change research 
initiative.  The report assesses the current 
state of knowledge on the relationship 
between democracy and violent conflict, 
synthesizing recent scholarship from 
political science, economics, sociology, 
anthropology, peace studies, and 
psychology.  The authors outline trends 
over time in both democracy and conflict, 
evaluate the status of evidence across 35 
hypotheses prominent in the literature, 
and provide lessons learned for future 
practice and research in this area.  The 
report is available here: https://www.iie.
org/Programs/USAID-Democracy-Fellows-
and-Grants-Program/Grants/Grantees/
Theories-of-Change#GMU.

Fishman, Robert M., CONEX-Marie 
Curie Professor of Political Science and 
Sociology at Madrid’s Carlos III University 
has just published: Democratic Practice: 
Origins of the Iberian Divide in Political 

Inclusion.  Oxford University Press, 2019. 
Information on the book can be found at 
the following link:https://global.oup.com/
academic/product/democratic-practice-
9780190912888?cc=us&lang=en.

Gervasoni, Carlos, Associate Professor of 
Political Science at Universidad Torcuato 
Di Tella (Buenos Aires, Argentina) and 
Regional Manager for the Varieties of 
Democracy project, published the book 
Hybrid Regimes within Democracies. Fiscal 
Federalism and Subnational Rentier States 
(Cambridge University Press, 2018).
Gervasoni also published the following two 
book chapters:

“Argentina’s Declining Party System: 
Fragmentation, Denationalization, 
Factionalization, Personalization and 
increasing Fluidity”. In Mainwaring, Scott 
(ed.). Party Systems in Latin America: 
Institutionalization, Decay, and Collapse. 
Cambridge University Press, 2018.

“Explaining Support for the Incumbent in 
Presidential Elections” (with María Laura 
Tagina). In Lupu, Noam, Virginia Oliveros 
and Luis Schiumerini (eds.). Campaigns 
and Voters in Developing Democracies: 
Argentina in Comparative Perspective. 
University of Michigan Press, 2019.

Hale, Henry E., “Timing Is Everything: 
A Quantitative Study of Presidentialist 
Authoritarianism in Eurasia 1992-2016,” 
Post-Soviet Affairs, v.34, no.5, September 
2018,https://tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.108
0/1060586X.2018.1500094.

Hale, Henry E., “Introduction: Freeing Post-
Soviet Regimes from the Procrustean Bed 
of Democracy Theory,” in Balint Magyar, 
ed., with an introduction by Henry E. Hale, 
Stubborn Structures - Reconceptualizing 
Post-Communist Regimes (Budapest: 
Central European University Press, 2019), 
pp.5-19.

Jermanová, Tereza, PhD. secured a 
position as Assistant Professor at the 

Department of Middle Eastern Studies, 
Charles University, Prague.

LeVan, Carl from American University 
published Contemporary Nigerian Politics: 
Competition in a Time of Transition and 
Terror (Cambridge University Press, 
2019). The book attributes the rise of the 
opposition party and its success in the 
2015 elections to elite deals struck during 
the transition. A mixed methods analysis 
then demonstrates that the winning party 
campaigned on – and voters voted on – the 
economy and “electoral integrity,” despite 
the country facing one of the world’s 
deadliest insurgencies.

Mayka, Lindsay, Assistant Professor 
of Government, Colby College. Building 
Participatory Institutions in Latin America: 
Reform Coalitions and Institutional Change 
was recently published (March 2019) from 
Cambridge University Press.

McCoy, Jennifer, Professor, Georgia State 
University was named Senior Core Fellow 
at the Institute of Advanced Study, Central 
European University in Budapest for Spring 
2019.

McCoy, Jennifer, Georgia State University 
and Murat Somer, Koc University, co-
edited and contributed to a special issue 
on  Polarizing Polities: A Global Threat to  
Democracy, Annals of American Academy 
of Political and Social Sciences, 68:1 
January 2019.

Mobrand, Erik, associate professor in the 
Graduate School of International Studies 
at Seoul National University, has published 
Top-Down Democracy in South Korea with 
the University of Washington Press (April 
2019).

Morse, Yonatan L. Elite Interviews in 
the Developing World: Finding Anchors 
in Weak Institutional Environments” 
Qualitative Research 19 (3): p.277-
291 https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/
abs/10.1177/1468794118773245.
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Relational Clientelism in Latin America, NY: 
Cambridge University Press, 2018.
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The Politics of Subnational Variation in Latin 
America (Cambridge University Press, 2018).

Sakwa, Richard, Henry E. Hale, and 
Stephen White, eds., Developments in 
Russian Politics 9 (Houndmills: Palgrave-
Macmillan and Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2019).

Smith, Nicholas Rush, assistant professor 
of political science at the City University of 
New York – City College, recently published 
Contradictions of Democracy: Vigilantism 
and Rights in Post-Apartheid South Africa 
(Oxford University Press, 2019). The book 
asks why South Africa has high rates of 
vigilantism, despite a celebrated transition 
to democracy, a lauded constitution, and 
extensive institutional reforms. Where most 
studies explain vigilantism as a response 
to state or civic failure, Contradictions of 
Democracy, illustrates that vigilantism is 
actually a response to the processes of 
democratic state formation and particularly 
the extension of legal rights. In the context 
of densely networked neighborhoods, 

vigilante citizens often interpret the 
technical success of legal institutions – 
for instance, the arrest and subsequent 
release of suspects on bail – as failure 
and work to violently correct such “failures” 
on their own. Based on twenty months of 
ethnographic and archival research, the 
book explores fundamental questions 
about political order, the rule of law, and 
democratic citizenship.

Snider, Erin A. Assistant Professor at Texas 
A&M University, has recently published, 
“US Democracy Aid and the Authoritarian 
State: Evidence from Egypt and Morocco,” 
International Studies Quarterly, 62:4: 795-
808. Available here: https://doi.org/10.1093/
isq/sqy042

Teorell, Jan & Staffan Lindberg. ”Beyond 
Democracy-Dictatorship Measures: A New 
Framework Capturing Executive Bases 
of Power, 1789-2016”, Perspectives on 
Politics 17(1): 66-84, 2019.

Lindvall, Johannes, Hanna Bäck, Carl 
Dahlström, Elin Naurin & Jan Teorell. 
”Sweden’s Parliamentary Democracy at 
100”, Parliamentary Affairs, forthcoming 
(first view available here).

Persson, Anna, Bo Rothstein & Jan 
Teorell. “Getting the basic nature of 
systemic corruption right: A reply to 
Marquette and Peiffer”, Governance, 
forthcoming (first view availabel here).

Knutsen, Carl Henrik, Jan Teorell, Tore 
Wig, Agnes Cornell, John Gerring, 
Haakon Gjerløw, Svend-Erik Skaaning, 
Daniel Ziblatt, Kyle L. Marquardt, 
Dan Pemstein & Brigitte Seim. 2019. 
“Introducing the Historical Varieties of 
Democracy Dataset: Political Institutions in 
the Long 19th Century”, Journal of Peace 
Research, forthcoming (first view available 
here).

Weyland, Kurt, Revolution and Reaction: 
The Diffusion of Authoritarianism in Latin 
America (Cambridge University Press, May 
2019).

Weyland, Kurt & Raúl Madrid, eds. When 
Democracy Trumps Populism: European 
and Latin American Lessons for the United 
States (Cambridge University Press, March 
2019).

sEctioN NEWs

APSA Annual Meeting Events

Please join us Friday, August 30 for the Comparative Democratization Section’s... 

Graduate Student Meeting
5:30-6:30 pm, Hilton Shaw Hospitality Room

Business Meeting
6:30-7:30 pm, Hilton Shaw Hospitality Room  

Reception
7:30 pm, location TBA

(Note that the section name will change to Democracy and Autocracy Section following the annual meeting.)
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...is the official publication of the American Political Science Association’s Comparative Democratization section. Formerly 
known as CompDem, it has been published three times a year since 2003. In October 2010, the newsletter was renamed 
APSA-CD and expanded to include substantive articles on democracy. In September 2018, it was renamed Annals of 
Comparative Democratization in view of the increasing recognition that contributions to symposia receive in the discipline.

Editorial  Committee

Executive Editor 
Staffan I. Lindberg is professor of political science and director of the V-Dem Institute, University of Gothenburg; one 
of four PIs for Varieties of Democracy (V-Dem); Wallenberg Academy Fellow; member of the Young Academy of Sweden 
and the Board of U of Gothenburg; and a Research Fellow in the QoG Institute. He is author of Democracy and Elections 

in Africaand editor of Democratization by Elections: A New Mode of Transition, and has also worked on women’s representation, 
clientelism, voting behavior, party and electoral systems, democratization, popular attitudes, and the Ghanaian legislature and 
executive- legislative relationships.

Kristen Kao is a Research Fellow with the Program 
on Governance and Local Development (GLD) at the 
University of Gothenburg and a PhD Candidate in 
Political Science at UCLA. In 2014, she ran a nationwide 

survey in Jordan in collaboration with Ellen Lust and Lind say 
Benstead funded by the GLD program at Yale. She has served 
as a program consultant and election monitor for a variety of 
international organizations, including The Carter Center and the 
National Democratic Institute.

Anna Lührmann is a Research Fellow at the V-Dem 
Institute since 2015. She received her PhD in 2015 from 
Humboldt University (Berlin) with a doctoral thesis on 
the United Nation’s electoral assistance. Prior to turning 

to academia, Anna was an MP in the German National Parliament 
(Bundestag, 2002- 2009). She currently works on several research 
projects in the realm of autocratization, autocracy, democracy aid, 
and elections. Her research has been published or is forthcoming 
in Electoral Studies, International Political Science Review and 
the Journal of Democracy.

Ellen Lust is the Founding Director of the Programs on 
Governance and Local Development at Yale University 
and at the University of Gothenburg, and Professor in 
the Department of Political Science at the University of 

Gothenburg. She has authored Structuring Conflict in the Arab 
World as well as articles in Perspectives on Politics, edited The 
Middle East and several volumes. The Moulay Hicham Foundation, 
NSF, the Swedish Research Council and other foundations have 
supported her research on authoritarianism, political transitions, 
and local governance.

Ruth  Carlitz  is  a  Postdoctoral  Research  Fellow  with  
the  Program  on  Governance  and  Local  Development  
at  the  University  of  Gothenburg  in  Sweden.  Her  
research  looks  at  government  responsiveness  from  

the  ‘top  down’  (how  governments  distribute  public  goods)  and  
the  ‘bottom  up(what  citizens  and  non-governmental  organizations  
can  do  to  promote  transparency  and  accountability).  She  focuses  
primarily  on  East  Africa,  inspired  by  my  experience  living  
and  working  in  Tanzania  from  2006-2008.  In  addition  to  her  
academic  research,  she  has  worked  on  commissioned  research  
for  organizations  including  the  World  Bank,  the  International  
Budget  Partnership,  the  UK’s  Department  for  International  
Development,  and  the  Open  Government  Partnership

Kyle L. Marquardt is a post-doctoral fellow at the 
V-Dem Institute, University of Gothenburg. He studies 
identity politics and the politics of authoritarianism. 
His current project uses data from extensive field 

and survey research from Eurasia to examine the relationship 
between language and separatism. Other projects involve the use 
of list experiments to analyze support for authoritarian leaders 
and Bayesian latent variable analysis of the components of social 
identities
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Marcus Tannenberg is a PhD Candidate at the 
V-Dem Institute at the Department of Political Science, 
University of Gothenburg. His research looks at self-
censorship and the issues that it poses for measuring 

legitimacy and popular support in autocratic countries, as 
well as at the effects of autocratic development aid. Additional 
research concerns the classification of political regimes, which 
has been published in Politics and Governance. He has also 
worked on commissioned research for the Swedish Government’s 
Expert Group for Aid Studies, and is currently running survey 
experiments on behalf of the UNDP Oslo Governance Center in 
order to develop robust measures of a number of the Sustainable 
Development Goals.


