
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Nascent democratic governments in Africa 
face considerable—and growing—challenges 
from climate change, violent non-state 
actors, demographic shifts, and other global 
trends that stress state capacity and resources. 
International aid could provide critical 
support to build the governance capacity 
of these states to meet the diverse security 
challenges they face. Encouraging recent 
studies on U.S. democracy aid worldwide 
found that democracy aid programs overall 
do have a positive impact on democratic 
development—and they have the most 
impact in Africa. Yet there is still remarkably 
little known about how democracy aid has 
brought about this success. CCAPS thus 
explores the causal mechanisms through 
which democracy aid may positively impact 
democratic development in Africa, aiming 
to provide new empirical analysis to inform 
the design of democracy aid programs.
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Alongside the Third Wave of democratization in the latter half of the 
Twentieth Century, significant scholarly attention has been devoted to 
understanding the contexts in which democracy may grow or atrophy. 
This research has reached a degree of consensus about a range of 
factors that impact democratic consolidation, agreeing that on average 
democracy grows in countries experiencing economic growth1 and in 
those buttressed by democratic neighbors,2 while democracy is slower 
to take root in environments with conflict3 or social cleavages.4 

An additional line of inquiry began in recent years to assess whether 
international aid to promote these democratic changes is indeed 
effective in doing so. Landmark recent studies on U.S. democracy 
assistance worldwide found that democracy aid overall does have a 
positive impact on democratic development—and it has the most 
impact in Africa.5

Yet while research to date has made strides in identifying the contextual 
factors that impact democratic development, and in affirming that 
democracy aid contributes to that development, it has not identified 
empirically how democracy aid has brought about this success. The 
questions remain: what are the crucial defining features of a successful 
democracy promotion effort? Why does the same level of investment in 
similarly situated countries not produce comparable democratic gains? 
This CCAPS study thus seeks to identify the causal mechanisms through 
which democracy aid positively impacts democratic development in 
a set of African countries.
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DEMOCRACY AID  
AND SECURITY

Understanding what drives the success of democracy 
promotion programs has significant potential 
implications for U.S. and international investments 
in promoting good governance in Africa. The 
U.S. administration’s FY 2017 budget request for 
governance assistance in Africa is $343 million—a 
96 percent increase from FY 2015 actual figures.6 
And the rising level of U.S. governance assistance 
seen in Africa is seen globally as well, with the 
administration requesting $2.7 billion globally for 
governance assistance in FY 2017, compared to $1.9 
billion spent in FY 2015.7 Having empirical evidence 
on the causal mechanism through which democracy 
aid most directly impacts governance quality could 
help policy planners allocate democracy aid funds for 
maximum impact. 

Moreover, effective governance reform in Africa could 
reduce the need for external military or humanitarian 
interventions in fragile African states. The international 
community often provides humanitarian relief or 
conflict response in states that lack the capacity to 
execute these efforts on their own. Nascent democratic 
governments in Africa face considerable—and 
growing—challenges from climate change, violent 
non-state actors, demographic shifts, and other global 
trends that stress state capacity and resources. Already 
19 African countries are labeled as “extreme” or “high” 
fragility states, with an additional 18 earning a lower 
but still unstable warning of “moderate” fragility.8 
Democracy aid could provide critical support to 

build the capacity of these states to handle the diverse 
challenges they face, bolstering institutional and 
societal resilience, while reducing the need for U.S. 
military or humanitarian intervention in the future. 

At its core, this study investigates the origin of change 
in a political system. There is a vigorous academic 
debate over whether political change is shaped and 
determined by the formal institutions or the informal 
norms and practices at work in a political system. 
This study seeks to inform this debate by assembling 
empirical evidence on democracy aid programs over 
time in a range of contexts to examine the causal 
mechanisms through which democracy aid impacts 
the political system.

THE DEMOCRACY DEBATE

Prior studies and theories on democratic development 
put forward two competing arguments regarding what 
shapes change in a political system. These theories, 
broadly defined, differ in whether they see democratic 
development as being driven by changes to formal 
government institutions or by changes to informal 
practices and norms in the broader political context. 
The logic behind these theories reflects two distinct 
assumptions about the causal mechanism through 
which change occurs in a political system and thus 
through which democracy aid could potentially 
impact democratic development.

The first set of theories on democratic development 
highlights the role of formal institutions in democratic 
transformation. This literature argues that institutions 

Having empirical evidence on the causal 
mechanism through which democracy aid 
most directly impacts governance quality 

could help policy planners allocate democracy 
aid funds for maximum impact.

Current theories of democratic change differ 
in whether they see democratic development as 
being driven by changes to formal government 
institutions or changes to informal practices 
and norms. 
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provide the decisive parameters for guiding political 
change and overcoming challenges to democratic 
transition and consolidation. Advocates for this line of 
reasoning advance institutional solutions to alleviate 
societal conflict,9 manage ethnic divisions,10 construct 
political identities and promote social cohesion,11 and 
generally guide society toward a stable democracy.12 
In this thinking, institutions fill an irreplaceable 
role in structuring relations in society and offering  
a credible way to engage the diverse actors that  
must be involved if the democratic project is to 
succeed.13 In this view, formal institutions are thus 
the central mechanism by which democratic change 
takes root.14

This line of reasoning about the cause of political 
change could likewise inform assessments of the 
mechanisms by which democracy aid contributes to 
this change. In prioritizing the role of institutions, 
this literature implies that the crucial factor in the 
success of democracy promotion efforts would be 
the legal and policy changes promoted in formal 
institutions, which in turn structure the choices and 
relations of societal actors, thereby moving them 
toward democracy. Thus, if this approach is correct, 
similar countries experiencing successful versus  
unsuccessful democratic progress should show 
a divergence in the type of institutional reforms 
promoted in those countries.

The second set of theories on democratic development 
has a wider lens, underscoring the influential 
role played by the broader context within which 
institutions operate in a political system. This 

literature moves beyond assessing formal structural 
and legal changes in institutions to consider how 
informal practices and norms impact the behavior of 
institutions and actors in that society. This literature 
asserts that formal institutions are not as independent 
as they may appear, with their actions and impact 
instead being shaped by the broader context within 
which they are organized in relation to each other. 
Hall and Taylor, for example, note that the political 
system, and thus political change, involves both 
formal and informal processes that link diverse sectors 
of government and society within a unified structure; 
this complex combination of factors thus generates 
‘distinctive’ outcomes in each location.15

A central facet of this second set of literature, then, is 
its assertion that the same institutional reforms will 
have different outcomes in different contexts. This 
underscores the unique context and trajectory of each 
country—a uniqueness determined by the particular 
series of historical events and current conditions in 
that country.16 Lipset and Rokkan go so far as to 
argue that formal institutions are inconsequential 
and that it is instead these key moments in history 
that set the course and determine future outcomes 
for each country.17

This second line of reasoning about the cause of 
political change would also frame our understanding 
of how democracy aid may contribute to such 
change. In asserting that change arises through 
the complex set of formal and informal processes 
that make up a state’s institutional landscape, this 
literature implies that democratization efforts cannot 
focus on reforming formal institutions alone, but 
must also change the informal patterns of behavior 
that could impact democratic consolidation. If this 
literature is correct, similar countries experiencing 
successful versus unsuccessful democratic progress 
should likewise diverge in how democracy aid in each 

These lines of reasoning about the cause 
of democratic change likewise inform an 

assessment of the mechanisms by which 
democracy aid contributes to this change.
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country sought to develop those informal democratic 
norms and domestic support for democratic change. 

So which is it: Are formal institutions the lynchpin to 
democratic development? Or are informal practices 
and norms equally if not more important? In terms 
of how democracy aid may influence the process 
of democratic development, the answer may lie 
somewhere in between. Yet to understand when and 
how democracy aid successfully impacts democratic 
progress—through formal institutions, informal 
norms, or both—requires an analysis of the strategies 
that democracy aid programs have employed to 
advance change in these systems through various 
formal and informal channels.

Importantly, prior studies on democracy aid have 
found that the environment in which democratic 
development advances most consistently is not always 
the environment in which democracy aid has the 
most impact. Initial studies found, for example, that 
democracy aid has a positive impact in countries with 
high levels of ethnic fragmentation and in countries 
with low levels of human development18—both of 
which are contexts known to challenge democratic 
development more generally. This underscores the 
need to better understand not only what contexts 
are ripe for democratic development generally, but 
what contributes to that development at different 
points in democratic consolidation. The factors that 
spur democratic advancements in the early days of 
a democracy—after conflict or under new political 
and economic institutions—may not be the same 
dynamics that drive democratic development in the 
later stages of a democracy. Specific democracy aid 
interventions, then, may also have greater or lesser 
effect at these different stages of a democracy. 

This research project considers two broad mechanisms 
theorized to impact democratic development—formal 
institutions and informal norms—and within this 
framework examines how democracy aid leverages 

these mechanisms in varied contexts of democratic 
development.

METHODOLOGY

Parsing out which of these theorized causal mechanisms 
is at work in successful democracy promotion requires 
an examination of empirical evidence from democracy 
promotion efforts in varied contexts and at varied 
stages of democratic development. This project thus 
examines the impact of democracy aid in paired 
countries with similar socioeconomic and political 
conditions and dissimilar democratic outcomes. The 
case studies seek to identify which democracy and 
governance programs—under what conditions—had 
the most impact in selected African countries and to 
examine the causal mechanisms at work.

The case studies examine democracy aid programs and 
strategies implemented for two decades after 1990 by 
four major donors working in all case study countries—
the United States, the African Development Bank, 
the United Nations Development Programme, and 
the World Bank—as well as other major donors of 
democracy aid in each country. This aims to capture 
the majority of democracy aid in each country while 
also allowing comparisons of several donors across all 
countries under study. Most prior studies assessing 
democracy promotion have considered only a single 
donor. This study’s consideration of democracy 
aid from multiple donors aims to provide a more 
complete picture of democracy aid in each country 
and thus better prospects at capturing the potential 
causal mechanism linking democracy aid to changes 
in a country’s level of democratic development. 

This study thus explores which democracy aid 
programs—under what conditions—had the 
most impact in selected African countries over 
two decades.
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Data on democracy aid programs and impacts has 
been collected through donor program planning 
and evaluation documents; indicators of democracy 
aid and democratic development; and indicators 
of socioeconomic conditions that could impact 
democratic development.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The research questions aim to assess whether 
approaches to democracy promotion varied between 
similar countries that have experienced successful and 
unsuccessful democratic change. Any variations are 
then assessed as to whether they provide evidence 
for different theoretical explanations of what causes 
political change. In doing so, the study examines 
the causal mechanisms argued by theories on formal 
institutions (i.e. whether promoting particular types of 
institutional changes proved critical) and theories on 
informal norms (i.e. whether accounting for informal 
patterns of behavior and interacting contextual factors 
proved critical). 

To achieve this, the study considers three related but 
distinct arguments found in democracy literature on 
the role of democratic institutions and norms.19 This 
study explores whether there is empirical evidence for 
any or all of the following arguments: 

1.  Democracy aid programs that increase the 
representativeness of formal government institutions 
will lead to improvements in a country’s democratic 
development. 

2.  Democracy aid programs that increase checks and 
balances across formal government institutions will 
lead to improvements in a country’s democratic 
development. 

3.  Democracy aid programs that foster democratic norms 
and democratic mobilization will lead to improvements 
in a country’s democratic development. 

The case study design allows comparative analysis of 
these questions in several ways. It assesses differences 
in each donor’s approach over time in each country, 
differences in the donor’s approach across countries 
sharing similar contexts but different democratic 
outcomes, and differences in the donor’s approach 
across country pairs in different contexts. The study 
also allows comparison of democracy aid strategies 
across the four donors under study in all case countries.

CASE MATCHING

Because the case studies explore how the design of 
democracy aid impacts its effectiveness in contributing 
to the overall level of democracy in a country, it 
is critical that other factors that could potentially 
explain variations in democracy levels across countries 
are as equal as possible between paired cases.

The case matching process thus identified pairs 
of countries in Africa with similar socioeconomic 
and political conditions and dissimilar democratic 
outcomes. Countries were paired using a three-stage 
statistical matching process.20 Figures 1 and 2 show 
a comparison of countries on the variables used to 
match countries for this study, and the appendix 
describes the indicators and data used for each variable.

In the first stage, all countries receiving democracy 
aid in Africa were matched on the similarity of their 

The three-stage process used to select cases 
sought to account for factors other than 
democracy aid that could potentially explain 
variations in countries’ democracy levels. 
The study thus examines pairs of countries 
in Africa with similar socioeconomic 
and political conditions and dissimilar 
democratic outcomes.
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democracy trends prior to the start of the study in 
1990. This included measures of short- and long-term 
democratic trends. Figure 1 shows a sample result 
from the Guinea-Benin case pairing. In all figures, the 
selected cases are shown in their respective colors, and 
the cases that were not chosen are shown in gray to 
convey the range of possible country values for each 
indicator in each year. The time window used for 
matching is shown in the black box, and cases were 
selected to be similar in these time periods only. The 
closer the country lines are to each other, the better 
the match. 

In the second stage, countries with the most similar 
democratic starting points in 1990 were then paired 
according to their similarity on socioeconomic and 
political dynamics during the study period. This 
sought to account for alternative explanations for 
democratic development and key predictors of 
democracy aid allocation and effectiveness, including 
regional democratic diffusion,21 economic growth,22 
ethnic fractionalization,23 conflict,24 trade, and 
military alliances.25 This statistical matching process 
produced a list of prospective case study pairs that 
were most similar on the matching criteria from these 
first two stages. Figure 2 shows sample results from 
the Guinea-Benin case pairing. 
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Figure 1. First Stage of Matching Process for Case Selection

All countries receiving democracy aid in Africa were matched on the similarity of their short- and 
long-term democracy trends prior to the start of the study in 1990. Below is a sample result showing 
the Guinea-Benin case pairing.

Source: All graphs included here were produced by Rich Nielsen based on indicators selected by the author.26
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Figure 2. Second Stage of Matching Process for Case Selection

Countries with the most similar democratic starting points in 1990 were then paired based on their 
similarity on six, equally weighted indicators of socioeconomic and political dynamics during the 
study period. Below is a sample result showing the Guinea-Benin case pairing.

Source: All graphs included here were produced by Rich Nielsen based on indicators selected by the author.
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In the third stage, the author selected final pairs 
that also had similar levels of total democracy aid 
during the two-decade study period (1990-2010) 
and dissimilar levels of democratic development by 
2012.27 To the extent possible, final pairs were selected 
such that they also had similar colonial history, Cold 
War alliances, natural resource wealth, population 
density, and land size. 

The country pairs selected for study represent two 
different contextual settings shown in scholarly 
literature to have important influences on democratic 
development: first, countries recovering from conflict 
(Burundi and Rwanda) and, second, countries with low 
levels of ‘human development’ (Benin and Guinea). 

The study is thus able to explore how democracy 
promotion efforts have responded to varying degrees 
of conflict and socioeconomic constraints.

The results of these case studies will be released as a 
full-length report and set of concise briefs following 
this initial brief on the study’s methodology.

PROSPECTIVE IMPACT

The human and financial stakes are high in democracy 
promotion. It is not enough to know which contexts 
are most ripe or hostile for democratic development. 
Effective democracy promotion also requires knowing 
how to best design democracy aid programs to work 
within these external constraints. 

Donors must know not only that democracy aid 
and democratic progress are related in a particular 
context but also how democracy aid is most effectively 
designed to meet the particular needs of that context. 
The hope here is that an empirical analysis of the 
factors driving political change in diverse contexts can 
inform the design of democracy aid programs and in 
turn potentially help maximize their effectiveness in 
building governance capacity and societal resilience.

The human and financial stakes are high  
in democracy promotion. Donors need to know 

not only that democracy aid and democratic 
progress are related in a particular context 

but also how democracy aid is most effectively 
designed to meet the particular needs of that 

context. This study is one step in that direction.
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APPENDIX

This study’s case matching process aimed to account for factors outside democracy and governance assistance 
that could impact variations in countries’ democratic development. Below is a summary of the indicators and 
data used in each stage of the matching process.

Stage 1: All countries were matched first on the similarity of their democratic trends prior to the start of the 
study in 1990. This included measures of short- and long-term democratic trends.

Stage 2: Countries with the most similar democratic starting points in 1990 were then paired based on six, 
equally weighted indicators. These sought to control for alternative explanations for democratic development 
and key predictors of democracy aid allocation and effectiveness. Data were used for the most complete range 
of years available for each indicator.

Indicator Source Assumptions

Short-term 
democratic trends

Difference between Polity2  
in 1985, 1989

Polity IV
Aims to capture magnitude and direction 
of change

Average of Polity2 from 
1985-1989

Polity IV
Aims to capture whether prior period 
experienced low or high democracy 
levels, and rapid or gradual change

Long-term  
democratic trends

Difference between Polity2 
in 1972, 1989

Polity IV
Aims to capture magnitude and direction 
of change

Average of Polity2 from 
1972-1989

Polity IV
Aims to capture whether prior period 
experienced low or high democracy 
levels, and rapid or gradual change

Indicator Source Assumptions

Regional 
democratic 
diffusion

Average polity score of the 
country's neighbors, where 
"neighbor" is defined as 
sharing a land border or  
being within 200 miles by  
sea (avg. from 1990-2008)

Polity IV, COW 
Direct Contiguity

Prior studies have shown that democratic 
neighborhood effects are associated with 
democratic development (Gleditsch and 
Ward, Brinks and Coppedge)

Economic 
growth

Annual growth in real 
GDP (avg. from 1990-
2008)

World Bank

Prior studies indicate that democracy aid 
is more effective in countries with low 
GDP (Finkel et al.) and that low GDP is 
a predictor of aid allocation (Nielsen and 
Nielson, Findley et al.)

Numerous studies assert links between 
economic growth and democratic 
development (Przeworski and Limongi, 
Przeworski et al., Gleditsch and Ward)
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Ethnic 
fractionalization

Probability that two 
randomly paired citizens 
will be of the same 
ethnicity (2003)

Fearon and Laitin
Prior study found that democracy aid 
is more effective in countries with high 
ethnic fractionalization (Finkel et al.)

Conflict
Conflict events (battles and 
violence against civilians, 
avg. from 1997-2010)

Armed Conflict 
Location and 
Event Data Project

Prior study found that democracy aid 
is less effective in conditions of political 
conflict (Finkel et al.)

Trade  
with donors

Natural log of combined 
exports and imports 
between the country and 
all DAC donor countries 
(avg. from 1990-2008)

OECD

Prior studies found trade is a predictor 
of democracy aid allocation (Nielsen and 
Nielson) across many types of democracy 
aid (Findley et al.), with trade partners 
receiving more democracy aid

Military 
alliances  
with donors

Indicator variable with 
1 indicating the country 
has one or more military 
alliances with a DAC 
donor country, 0 if not 
(avg. from 1990-2003)

ATOP

Prior studies found trade is a predictor 
of democracy aid allocation (Nielsen and 
Nielson) across many types of democracy 
aid (Findley et al.), with alliance partners 
receiving less democracy aid

Indicators

Indicators (in order of importance  
in case matching)

 

Total democracy aid received 1990-2010 (USAID, USG, All donors) 

Total democracy aid received 1980-89 (USAID, USG, All donors)

Colonial history

Cold War alliance

Natural resources

Population size

Land size

Stage 3: The computer-assisted matching done in Stages 1 and 2 produced a list of prospective case study pairs. 
Final pairs were then selected that have similar levels of total democratic assistance and similar conditions on a 
broader range of pertinent socioeconomic and political factors but dissimilar democratic outcomes (see below).
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aid allocation; for the latter, see Richard Nielsen and Daniel 
Nielson, “Triage for Democracy: Selection Effects in Governance 
Aid,” unpublished manuscript, August 2010; and Mike Findley 
et al., “Preliminary Results: Finding the Bright Spots in USAID 
Democracy and Governance Assistance to Africa,” unpublished 
manuscript developed for the Robert Strauss Center, April 2011.

23   A prior study found that democracy aid is more effective in countries 
with high ethnic fractionalization; see Finkel et al.

24   A prior study found that democracy aid is less effective in conditions 
of political conflict; see Finkel et al.

25   Prior studies found that trade and military alliances are predictors 
of democracy aid allocation (Nielsen and Nielson) across many 
types of democracy aid (Findley et al.), with trade partners receiving 
more democracy aid and military alliance partners receiving less 
democracy aid.

26   For the methodology underlying this computer-assisted matching, 
see Rich Nielsen, “Case Selection via Matching,” Sociological Methods 
& Research, online release (October 27, 2014): 1-29.

27   “Total democracy aid” was based on the amount of democracy and 
good governance aid committed from 1990 to 2010, as reported 
by AidData, AidData 2.2 Provisional Dataset, accessed September 
12, 2013. The “level of democratic development” was assessed using 
Polity IV and Freedom House scores.
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