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Abstract
Countries interested in the promotion of political development often provide aid
in the form of democracy assistance. However, some regimes resist these attempts
to promote democracy, introducing repressive measures to counteract their effectiveness. Hence, democracy assistance sometimes has the unintended consequence
of curtailing democracy. This paper explains how the size of the targeted regime’s
military determines the effectiveness of democracy assistance, and why it can sometimes result in lower levels of political freedom. Large militaries, often holding a
privileged position in authoritarian regimes, will be threatened by political liberalization and its associated redistribution of resources. They will thus work with the
regime to limit the effect of democracy assistance, while their size makes this repression more feasible. In states with smaller militaries regimes have less incentive and
capacity for repression, and democracy assistance is more successful at empowering democratic opposition. Cross-national statistical analysis of USAID democracy
assistance supports the argument.
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Introduction

Democracy assistance–foreign aid focused on promoting democratic development–is a
promising form of intervention for improving political and social development around the
world. Such aid aims to foster open politics and societies by increasing the level of political competition and improving the institutional framework through which competition
occurs (Carothers, 1997, 112-115). USAID devotes substantial amounts of aid to promote rule of law, develop civil society, improve elections and foster decentralization and
better governance, hoping to increase democracy in the recipient states. These efforts
have often been considered successful; cross-national studies have found that such aid is
associated with an increased level of democracy (Finkel et al., 2007; Scott and Steele,
2011). However, there have been notable cases where democracy assistance has triggered
a backlash from the recipient regime (Carothers, 2006). While democracy assistance can
be a positive force for political development, it is not always well received by the targeted
state. It is unclear why democracy assistance may have a positive effect on democratic
governance on average while in some states the result is less freedom.
Backlashes against democracy assistance efforts curtail democratic freedoms (Carothers,
2006). In September 2012, the Russian government announced that it would no longer
allow USAID to continue its programs and operate in Russia.1 USAID had funded democracy promotion programs in the country since the collapse of the Soviet Union (Mendelson, 2001). Even prior to the expulsion of USAID, Russia had restricted the freedom of
civil society groups that received external support (Ambrosio, 2007, 239). Russia’s behavior is not unique, many countries such as Venezuela, Egypt, Belarus, Uzbekistan and
Zimbabwe have placed restrictions on NGOs receiving foreign funding (Gershman and
Allen, 2006). In these cases democracy assistance unintentionally resulted in increased
repression, representing wasted resources. Understanding the circumstances that lead to
these backlashes could enable more effective democracy assistance.
The incentives and capacity of the military may play significant roles in how democracy assistance is received. The military is often an important actor within a regime,
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with the ability to influence the level of political liberalization (Huntington, 1981; Bellin,
2004; Albertus and Menaldo, 2012). When a military is large, it has more reason to
fear the redistributive consequences of increased liberalization. Furthermore, large militaries make it easier for regimes to introduce repressive measures and diminish the effect
of democracy assistance. For these reasons, regimes in states with large militaries may
respond to democracy assistance with increased repression.
I argue that the effect of democracy assistance is conditional on the size of the military
in the recipient state. As the military gets larger relative to the population or economy of
the recipient state, democracy assistance will be less effective or even counter-productive.
I use a time-series panel dataset containing observations from 141 developing countries
from 1990-2004 to test this argument. The findings show that democracy assistance that
has been directed at states with large militaries was associated with a negative or limited
effect on democracy, while the effect in countries with small militaries has been larger
than previously estimated.

The effectiveness of democracy assistance

The effect of foreign aid in general on democracy is unclear (Knack, 2004; Djankov et al.,
2008; Wright, 2009). However, various studies have found a positive association between
democracy assistance and democracy (Finkel et al., 2007; Scott and Steele, 2005, 2011).
Finkel et al. (2007) show how democracy assistance influences the overall level of democracy, finding 10 million dollars in democracy assistance raises the level of democracy by
a quarter of a point on the Freedom House scale. This is a modest, but substantively
interesting increase in the level of democracy. They argue that democracy assistance
can affect the short-term or micro-level factors that influence democracy. Democracy aid
helps constituencies for democratic reforms develop. By developing the strength and size
of these constituencies, the prospects of political liberalization are improved.
While cross-nationally there seems to be a small increase in the average level of democracy in states associated with democracy assistance, other studies—both qualitative and
quantitative—have found such aid to be ineffective or detrimental to the level of democ-
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racy in certain states (Gershman and Allen, 2006; Bosin, 2012). For example, states can
respond to democracy aid by limiting freedoms, this is particularly true in hybrid regimes
that have incentives to allow aid, but where leaders deviate from democratic practices to
hold on to power (Gershman and Allen, 2006). Other cross national work has shown that
regime type might influence the effect of democracy assistance as single party regimes are
more sure of survival and have longer time horizons than others (Cornell, 2013) In formerSoviet countries, democracy assistance has been largely ineffective due to the common
historical and institutional legacies of communism within the former Soviet Union that
reduce the incentives of leaders to adopt democratic reforms (Bosin, 2012). This suggests
that democracy assistance may be conditionally effective. However, there is little clear
and systematic explanation of why democracy assistance works in some instances and
not others. This study contributes to the literature exploring the conditional effects of
democracy assistance.
The effects of development policies and aid are dependent on the institutions and characteristics of the states receiving the aid or enacting the recommended policies (Djankov
et al., 2003; Rodrik, 2008). States with greater social capital can adopt less dictatorial
policies (Djankov et al., 2003). Aid is more effective combined with orthodox economic
policies (Burnside and Dollar, 2000). Authoritarian leaders with longer time horizons
adopt policies that result in growth when combined with aid (Wright, 2008). There is no
reason to expect that democracy assistance will be any different. If democracy assistance
works it will do so only in some institutional and political contexts. USAID, the leading
provider of democracy assistance, is becoming more aware of these problems. In a 2008
report, USAID claimed that:
Selecting targets for DG [Democracy and Governance] programming requires
a theory, or at least a hypothesis, about relationships among different institutions and processes and how they contributed to shaping overall trajectories
toward democracy and governance. (Goldstone et al., 2008, 43).
Despite this call for more systematic analysis, there is still little understanding of the
institutional conditions that make democracy assistance successful or not.
4

Democracy assistance and military size

The following argument uses two findings from the democratization literature to explain
the disparate effects of democracy assistance. First, it considers the important redistributive consequences of political liberalization. Second, the theory incorporates the role of
the military as part of a ruling coalition and the influence of the military on a regime’s
choices. This provides a more complete basis for understanding a regime’s incentives and
choices when faced with democracy assistance.
Regimes vary along a continuum from democracy to autocracy. Democracy is a political system where both political contestation and political participation are free (Dahl,
1972). Regimes can constrain contestation and participation in many ways. They may
place institutional restrictions, limiting legal rights and free participation in the political
process (Silitski, 2009). Regimes can use violence and intimidation to exclude opposition actors from the political sphere or limit their effectiveness (Davenport, 2007). Legal
restrictions or violence and harassment will reduce political participation and the level
of democracy. Common measures of democracy such as Freedom House and Polity include indicators of violence and repression. Democracy can rise and fall with the level of
harassment, as well as formal institutional changes.
Constraints on contestation allow the ruling coalition to extract rents, and increased
democracy can threaten access to these rents (Boix, 2003; Acemoglu and Robinson, 2005;
Benhabib and Przeworski, 2006). Democracy assistance increases the strength of prodemocracy groups and opposition to the regime (Finkel et al., 2007). By strengthening
potential opposition, democracy aid increases the costs of maintaining a closed political
system. The more utility powerful actors get from limiting political participation and
contestation, the more likely it is that the regime leaders will engage in increased repression to preserve the regime (Acemoglu and Robinson, 2000). Where these incentives
are lower or repression is too costly, the increased strength of the pro-democracy forces
within the country should result in the regime liberalizing.
The military can determine how regimes respond strategically to threats from society.
The military must be endowed with enough resources and power to protect the regime
5

from domestic and external threats, but in doing so the military is empowered to threaten
the regime itself (Feaver, 1999, 214). While other actors and institutions, such as strong
parties, may influence regime decisions and stability, the military because of its control
over much of the state’s coercive capacity will nearly always be in a position to influence
outcomes. Regime leaders and opposition must consider the military’s interests and
preferences when making choices regarding repression and liberalization or opposition.
The larger a regime’s military in terms of the population employed by the military
or the proportion of the economy devoted to the military, the more important it is likely
to be as a coalition member or constituent to the regime (Brooks, 2013). Increased size
relative to other domestic actors means increased strength. Further, a larger military in
these terms is more likely to benefit from the political system. Svolik (2012, 2013) has
shown that providing a larger amount of the regime’s resources to the military makes
the military more likely to support the regime when faced with domestic threats, while
the increased power of the military can also force the regime to represent the military’s
interests. Increased size makes the military more capable of and interested in influencing
outcomes, and strengthens its ties to the regime.
The military often benefits from restrictions to political freedom. Closed political
systems provide the military with avenues to influence political outcomes (Bellin, 2004,
145). Less democratic regimes rely on the support of the military, providing the military
with opportunities to extract rents (Kimenyi and Mbaku, 1996; Gupta et al., 2001). In a
more democratic regime the military competes with more actors, reducing their influence
and power (Davenport, 1995, 123). One study has estimated that democratic transitions
can lead to military spending being reduced by 2% of GDP (Collier and Hoeffler, 2002).
As a probable target for redistribution when a regime liberalizes, a large military has
strong incentives to preserve the existing system or something similar.
The scope of this argument extends beyond autocracies to countries where democracy
is present, but is not fully or safely institutionalized. Often in new or unconsolidated
democracies, militaries have negotiated or preserved privileges from previous regimes
(Pion-Berlin, 1992). Consolidation of civilian control over the military is often a long and
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difficult process and failure to consolidate civilian control can lead to democratic back
sliding (Pion-Berlin, 1992; Serra, 2010; Barany, 2012). A legacy of military rule is associated with a failure of democracies to consolidate (Cheibub, 2007; Svolik, 2008). Moreover,
it is not clear that democracy limits repression and violence at the traditional cut- off
points used to separate regime types (Davenport and Armstrong, 2004). The theory
should apply both to autocracies and democracies in developing states where norms and
institutions of civilian control are not fully established. In contrast, where the military
has a strong organizational identity that is in tune with democratic principles, intervention into politics is unlikely (Huntington, 1981). Additionally, states with developed, long
established democracies or developed economies are not eligible for democracy assistance
and hence are beyond the scope of this argument.
Faced with democracy assistance, militaries can affect the regime’s choice of action,
and if they are larger they have incentives to limit the effects of such aid. Militaries can
discipline actors within the regime who might be tempted to liberalize (Davenport, 1995;
Albertus and Menaldo, 2012). They can intervene directly into politics if their mission
is not well defined or their organizational interests are threatened (Huntington, 1981).
When the military is powerful enough, the regime may act in accordance with military
interests to reduce the military’s incentives to act against the regime (Svolik, 2013).
The regime could attempt to curtail the newly empowered societal actors by introducing
institutional restrictions.
The military can be a tool of the regime, providing a means of efficiently engaging
in repression (Albertus and Menaldo, 2012). Less democratic regimes can use the threat
of the military to limit freedoms in society and repress those actors who organize to
promote democracy. A larger military provides regimes with a greater and more credible
threat to clamp down on opposition. While the military is not commonly used to engage
in day to day repression, the military will often support the goal of regime survival in
the face of large scale unrest (Svolik, 2011, 7). On the other hand, where militaries feel
that they are losing out or being materially slighted by the regime they are unlikely to
intervene to prevent democratization (Pion-Berlin et al., 2013). The military refusing to
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back the regime is often an essential part of democratic transitions (Lee, 2009). If the
regime believes that a military will support it, this should result in increased willingness
of the regime to try to preserve their control. It should also work to deter democratic
opposition, even if they are receiving democracy assistance.
Military size could influence a regime’s bargaining position with donor states.2 A
large military may make the regime a more valuable ally to the donor states, or simply
less dependent on the donors. The regime could demand “tamer”, less effective forms
of democracy assistance (Bush, 2015). This would result in less effective democracy
assistance when the military is large. However, it would not predict a backlash.
The final mechanism raises the question of why regimes allow democracy assistance
at all. Hyde (2011) has demonstrated that regimes have an incentive to signal their
commitment to democracy. Leaders receive a “democracy premium” if the international
community believes they are committed reformers. Leaders who are not committed to
democracy pool with committed democratizers by adopting policies that can increase
the costs of holding onto power in order to gain access to the premium. Informing a
donor state that they do not want democracy assistance may be a more obvious signal
of the regime’s lack of commitment than altering domestic conditions afterward. This
pooling behavior could explain why an opposition engages in behavior that results in
repression rather than being deterred. By accepting democracy assistance the regime not
only influences the belief of the international community, they may also increase the belief
of domestic actors that the regime lacks the resolution to defend the current system.
This process is compounded by information asymmetries that exist between the military and civilians (Feaver, 2009, 68-72). It is unlikely that a military’s jurisdiction extends
to negotiating aid packages with donor states. USAID admitted to dealing with civilians
and engaging with the military in only a very limited manner (Forhman and Welch, 1998,
5). In general, militaries also possess limited policy expertise, which often causes them
to misjudge government policy leading them to act politically(Svolik, 2013, 768). Poor
information sharing between civilians and the armed forces can lead differences in risk
2
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assessment and result in serious strategic miscalculations (Brooks, 2008). Militaries may
have limited knowledge about and influence over the regime’s initial decision to accept
democracy assistance, forcing them to rely on post hoc measures. These asymmetries
partly explain the military’s failure to prevent the acceptance of democracy assistance in
the first place.
The military played a role in one of the most notable successes of democracy assistance, the Georgian Rose Revolution (Mitchell, 2006). In 2003, opposition coalesced
to the authoritarian regime of Shevardnadze following a rigged election. The leaders of
this movement had engaged with and received support from US democracy promotion
agencies (Mitchell, 2009). The President of Georgia, Eduard Shevardnadze, approached
the military to help repress the revolution. The military’s refusal to back Shevardnadze
ensured that the Revolution was successful (Mitchell, 2004, 7). A pro-democracy activist, Giorgi Kandelaki, stated that the realization that the military would not intervene
was a crucial part of mobilizing support for the Rose Revolution (Kandelaki, 2006, 11).
The military’s decision influenced the strategic considerations of both the opposition and
regime leaders.
The Georgian military resented its lack of resources. In 1998, 2001, 2002, and 2003,
parts of the Georgian military staged mutinies in response to poor conditions (Jones,
2013, 264). The commander of the mutinous battalion in 2001 Colonel Georgi Krialashvili
stated that “I feel ashamed and I can’t look into the eyes of my soldiers and officers. The
soldiers serve practically barefoot, the service conditions are very poor. Officers haven’t
received their salaries for more than a year.”(BBC, 2001) In 2003, shortly before the Rose
Revolution, there was another mutiny among veterans possibly due to poor conditions
(BBC, 2003). Georgia had a small military, with less than 1% of its labor force in the
armed forces and devoting just over 1.3% of its GDP to military spending, well below
the global average of 2.3% for the year. Shevardnadze had done little over the course of
his tenure to guarantee military loyalty.
The new leader Saakashvili emphasized his support for the military. Saakashvili
discussed strengthening the armed forces in his inaugural address (Fairbanks, 2007).
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Saakashvili lived up to his promise to improve the conditions of the military. For example, the government increased the wages of officers from $48.50 a month in 2003 to $605
a month in 2007 (Jones, 2013, 266). The new regime saw the importance of building the
military as part of its state-building agenda.
Such processes can also help explain a backlash. Armenia received democracy assistance in all the years under observation in the sample. The military was large compared
to the successful case described above. The government has close ties to the military and
military veterans, who have both been central in repressing pro-democracy forces (Way,
2008). One human rights activist describes the Armenian military in these terms: “The
pervasive nature of corruption is also disturbing: there is no oversight mechanism regarding soldiers’ food, clothing and fuel expenses. The lack of monitoring level is tremendous.
Great resources are provided to military sphere and pilfering and stealing is simply very
seductive for commanders and other military officials. From the viewpoint of elections,
the Army is made a wonderful resource to serve for political purposes. The list of voters
are kept confidential, which are under control of their commanders and the soldiers are
told by their commanders who to vote for.”(Sakunts, 2013) The Armenian military has
a clear economic incentive to preserve the regime.
The military contributed to regime stability in Armenia. In 2008, as in Georgia a few
years earlier, protesters went to the streets motivated by a perception that an election
was stolen. The role of the military and strategic uncertainty in triggering a backlash
are also apparent in this episode. Lev Ter-Petrosyan, the former President, and leader
of the protest movement, believed and reassured his supporters that the military would
not get involved repressing the opposition(RFE/RL, 2008). Another leading opposition
politician Alexander Arzoumanian when asked if the regime would use force stated: “They
are cowards. They don’t have the courage to do such a thing. They would never have
the courage to come and attack such a powerful crowd.”(Collin, 2008) Along with the
police, the military used force to repress the protesters, killing eight people (HRW, 2009).
Political liberties as measured by Freedom House declined after these events.
Democracy assistance increases the strength of domestic pro-democracy forces. A
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stronger military increases a regime’s incentives to counter the effects of democracy assistance, while increasing the feasibility of doing so if there is also a greater threat due
democracy assistance increasing the strength of pro-democracy groups. Absent a threat,
there may be no change associated with military size. These two effects of military size
combined with the effect of democracy assistance lead to the following hypotheses:
Hypothesis 1: Democracy assistance will have a positive effect on the overall level of
democracy when military size is at its lowest level. As military size gets larger the effect
of democracy assistance will decline.
Democracy assistance will increase the strength of opposition groups. When there is
little incentive for regimes to repress, which is more likely when the military is small,
democracy assistance stands a better chance of being effective. Increasing military size
will limit the effects of democracy assistance, as the incentives of the military and regime
to engage in repressive behavior are larger. Larger militaries will increase repression or
deter democratic opposition, reducing the effectiveness of democracy assistance. Alternatively, larger militaries may allow the regime to demand less effective democracy aid.
The positive effects of democracy assistance will be counteracted when the military is
large.
Hypothesis 2: When military size is particularly large the effect of democracy assistance
on democracy will be negative.
While large militaries could deter the opposition from using the resources they gain
from democracy assistance, it is also possible that they will prompt a backlash from the
regime, resulting in reduced democracy. Uncertainty is one source of repression. If there is
uncertainty regarding how strong or resolved the regime is relative to the opposition, there
are incentives for the regime to engage in repression to prove their strength.(Acemoglu and
Robinson, 2000). As argued above, regimes who are not committed to democracy may
allow democracy assistance in an attempt to convince others that they are, such a purpose
could produce uncertainty. If there is uncertainty regarding democracy assistance’s effects
11

on the regime’s relative power, then repression could result, not just deterrence.
Further, democracy assistance by altering the balance of power between the regime
and opposition in the long-term may make credible commitments impossible. Institutional stability depends on actors not having incentives to deviate from institutional
arrangements and agreements. The inability of opposition to commit to moderate demands can create incentives for the regime to repress (Kalyvas, 2000). Changes in the
distribution of power have been shown to undermine credible commitments and lead to
violence (Walter, 1999) Absent repression, democracy assistance could upset the future
distribution of power, strengthening pro-democracy forces and leading them to make large
demands in the future. If repression is cheaper before opposition groups are empowered,
prompted by a powerful military there may be regimes that can repress immediately but
not after democracy assistance has had time to work. In this situation the regime cannot
rely on deterrence to preserve their privileges. This inability to commit to repression to
overcome opposition in the future forces regimes to reduce democracy in countries with
large enough militaries that they do not concede immediately.

Data and Methods

The effect of democracy assistance interacted with military size on democracy was assessed using a time-series cross-sectional data set including 141 countries from 1990-2004.
The four criteria established by Finkel et al (2007) to determine eligibility were: 1) If
a state received any democracy assistance during the period under observation; 2) If a
state was defined as low or middle income by the World Bank; 3) If a state was defined
as partially free or unfree by Freedom House on average over the period of 1974-2004; 4)
or if a state was newly independent. These four criteria define a population of theoretical interest, as they are likely to correspond with poorly institutionalized civil-military
relations.
While the United States is not the only country interested in democracy promotion, it
is arguably the most prominent actor in this area. Democracy promotion has been one of
the United States’ foreign policy goals for much of its existence (Cox et al., 2000; Smith,
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2012). The use of USAID data is appropriate as the dominant position of the United
States in the international system makes it an important empirical object of study. From
a theoretical perspective, its preeminent global position means the US is the state that
will be most influential in terms of altering other states’ preferences.3
Focus on a single donor state ensures consistency in measurement. Different states
have different definitions of democracy or governance assistance; for instance, Britain
focuses heavily on good governance issues rather than democracy (Carothers, 1997, 110).
This makes it difficult to assess the effects of democracy assistance using overall levels
of aid from such sources as the OECD. Therefore focusing on USAID’s efforts leads to
greater confidence that the aid in question is aid directed at democracy promotion as
opposed to good governance projects more generally.
Dependent Variables

I used two different dependent variables to measure the aggregate level of democracy in
a country: Polity and Freedom House. Aggregate measures of democracy are needed
because there are many legal or extra-legal, formal or informal techniques open to autocrats to counter democracy assistance.4 An aggregated measure that incorporates many
different factors will pick up variation that may be missed by more fine-grained measures.
The two dependent variables represent different aspects of democracy and should capture
any potential backlash.
Polity is more concerned with political contestation and institutions. This variable
is taken from the Polity IV dataset (Marshall and Jaggers, 2002). Polity is the revised
Polity score designed for use in time-series analysis. The variable ranges from -10 to 10,
with higher values of the variable indicating a higher level of democracy. Freedom House
focuses on civil and personal liberties to a greater extent.5 Following the procedure of past
studies of democracy assistance, this is an aggregated variable consisting of both Freedom
House’s Political and Civil Liberties indices (Finkel et al., 2007; Scott and Steele, 2011).
3
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These variables range from 1-7, with 1 being the highest level of freedom and 7 being the
lowest. For the purpose of this study the two indices were combined and reduced by one
so that the variable ranged from 1-13. For ease of interpretation, the scores were reversed
so that 13 is now highest level of democracy.
Independent Variables

Democracy Assistance measured all aid, measured in millions of constant US 2000 dollars,
directed by USAID to four different areas: civil society promotion, elections and political
processes, rule of law, and governance. This represents all the aid that is believed to
increase democracy levels. In practice, as aid appropriated for one year was often spent
the following, a two year moving average of appropriations better reflected spending
practice on democracy promotion. This was implemented following the procedure of
Finkel et al. (2007).6 As in past studies, the analysis was conducted using the absolute
spending per country (Finkel et al., 2007; Scott and Steele, 2011). However, to account for
the relative size and wealth of the country the analyses were also run using the Democracy
assistance variable normalized by GDP, Democracy Assistance (%GDP).
Two variables were used to measure military size. Percent Labor Force in Military
measured the percentage of the labor force that was a member of the armed services.
This measure was taken from the World Bank Development Indicators,7 which record the
number of people over the age of 15 employed by the military.8 The larger the percentage
of the population that is a member of the military, the stronger the military and the
greater coercive capacity of the state. It also reflects the proportion of citizens who are
reliant on the military for their economic welfare. Percent Labor force in Military thus
proxies for the size of the constituency invested in the military’s well-being. However,
this variable may not measure the benefit that the military is extracting from the regime,
and hence their interest in preserving the regime. To capture this, military spending as
a ratio of GDP was used. MILITARY SPENDING data were taken from the Stockholm
6
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International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI).9
Alternative Explanations and Control Variables

Higher levels of development are associated with democracy (Lipset, 1959; Boix and
Stokes, 2003). GDP per capita, the natural log of GDP per capita in constant US 2000
dollars, was included from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators. Furthermore, GDP per capita is associated with the size of the military (Cappelen et al., 1984).
Higher levels of development allow for more resources to be assigned to military spending. Theoretically, military size could proxy for state capacity. GDP per capita, however,
has been used to proxy for state capacity, and therefore its inclusion addresses these
concerns(Fearon and Laitin, 2003).10
Oil Revenue measured the oil revenue of the state per capita. The resource curse is
well-known (Ross, 2001). The rents derived from resources could be used to expand the
military spending of the state. The data were taken from Haber and Menaldo (2011) .
Growth measured the annual percent change in GDP, drawn from the World Development Indicators. The level of economic growth may be associated with democratization
(Bermeo, 1990; Przeworski and Limongi, 1997).Growth has been shown to be associated
with military spending (Cappelen et al., 1984; Chowdhury, 1991).
Gini from the Standardized World Income Inequality Database was included. (SWIID)
(Solt, 2009). Inequality has been associated with regime change (Boix, 2003; Ansell and
Samuels, 2010). Inequality is also correlated with military structure and military spending (Henderson, 1998; Caverley, 2014).
Keeping allies in power may sometimes be a higher priority than democracy promotion
(McKoy and Miller, 2012). To control for this, I included Affinity, a variable measuring
affinity with the US using UN General Assembly roll call votes (Gartzke, 1998). This
9
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Two additional measures of state capacity were used as robust checks. First, tax revenue as a
percentage of GDP from the WDI. Second, a variable measure relative political capacity was used,
this variable measures the ratio of actual to expected tax revenue estimated using OLS.(Arbetman and
Kugler, 1997) Despite the loss of data, the results remain robust and appear in the supplementary file.
See Hendrix (2010) for detailed discussion of these variables and their relationship to state capacity.
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variable measures how close a state’s voting matches that of the US, and can be used as
a proxy for shared interests. To further control for the strategic interests of the United
States, Military Assistance, US military assistance as a percent of GDP, was also included
as a control. The United States is likely to direct higher levels of military assistance to
allies and to states it deems important for security. This may affect a military’s incentives
in a variety of ways; it could act as a constraint on military intervention or bestow them
with more freedom by signaling their value as an ally.
Incentives to transition may vary with regime type (Geddes, 2003). Previous studies
have found somewhat contradictory effects of military dictatorship. One study found
that military dictatorships are less invested in holding on to power and consequently
less inclined to resist democratic transitions when faced with domestic pressure (Geddes,
1999). Military leaders can be held accountable by other officers in the regime, meaning
they cannot act against the interests of the military too easily (Weeks, 2008, 46). However,
other studies have found that military regimes form narrower coalitions and as a result are
less influenced by international pressure and public opinion (Wright, 2009; Escribà-Folch
and Wright, 2010). A dummy variable Military Regime was included coding whether or
not a regime was military dictatorship. In addition, Party-Based regimes have greater
institutional capacity to manage conflict. Party-Based regime variable from Geddes et al.
(2014) was included.
International Crisis controlled for the effects of external threat, which can create incentives for leaders to concentrate their power and reduce the level of democracy (Thompson, 1996). External threat can also create incentives to build up military size. A dummy
variable coded whether or not a state was involved in an international crisis in the previous five years using the Correlates of War MID dataset(Ghosn et al., 2004). As larger
states are likely to feel more secure than smaller ones, Population was also included in
the model. Finally, the variable Instability was used to control for domestic threats.
This variable was created using the Political Instability Task Force dataset and indicates
whether or not a state was undergoing a revolutionary war, an ethnic war or genocide or
politicide in that year(Goldstone et al., 2010). Adverse regimes changes were excluded
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as they measure changes in the level of democracy.
Analysis and Results

The theory posits that the effect of democracy assistance is conditional on the size of the
military of the recipient state. To assess this argument interactions between the variables
representing democracy assistance and military size were examined.11 Models were run
with fixed effects for both country and year to address unobserved country level influences, and a lagged dependent variable was used to address potential autocorrelation.12
Civil-military relations are influenced by unobservable, slow moving factors. Historical
legacies and path-dependent processes influence military political involvement (Feaver,
1999; Pion-Berlin and Trinkunas, 2007; Barany, 2012). For example, institutional conditions in Pakistan and the international environment shortly after independence created
a military culture that favored political intervention (Staniland, 2008). Elsewhere, the
legacies of communism have increased civilian control over the military (Bunce, 2003).
Such historical processes make including fixed effects important for estimation.
Fixed effects models estimate the effect as independent variables change relative to the
mean for that country. This means that what is being estimated is the effect of military
size and democracy assistance as they change relative to that country’s mean level. By
controlling for other dynamic institutional factors related to the regime, it should be
possible to isolate the effects of military power and democracy assistance. However,
while fixed effects may reduce bias, variance is increased.
Additionally, combining fixed effects with a lagged dependent variable can result in
Nickell bias, where the centered lagged dependent variable is correlated with the centered
error term, when the time series component of the panel is short. In this case, the series
was probably long enough that these concerns were outweighed by the need to include a
lagged dependent variable to deal with autocorrelation (Beck and Katz, 2011). However,
some concern may still exist. For this reason, a GMM model was implemented. The
11

Models without the interaction show similar findings to those of previous studies.
Tests were run for stationarity, autocorrelation, and poolability. An augmented Dicky-Fuller test
indicated that the data are stationary. Tests for poolability indicated that country fixed effects are
appropriate. A Breusch-Godfrey test showed that there is autocorrelation.
12
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model is useful for obtaining efficient estimators that account for serial correlation and
unobserved effects (Wooldridge, 2001).13
Polity was regressed on the various interaction terms (table 1, models 1-4). In three
of the four models the interaction showed a significant and negative effect. However, the
coefficient of an interaction term provides only limited information about the marginal
effects. Marginal effects of an interaction need to be calculated across the range of the
variables (Braumoeller, 2004; Brambor et al., 2006). The marginal effects are shown in
figures 1 and 2.
[table 1 about here]
The marginal effect of democracy assistance for a country with zero percent of its
labor force in the military was an increase in democracy of .1245 on the Polity scale
for each million spent on democracy promotion. At 3.43 percent of the population in
the military the positive effect was gone, and beyond that the effect was negative (see
figure 1a, model 1). The results for Democracy Assistance (%GDP) were similar. While
there was a large positive effect when the military was small, when the military made up
slightly more than 3.4% of the Labor Force the marginal effects of democracy assistance
were zero (see figure 1b and table 1, model 2).
[figure 1 about here]
Interacting Democracy Assistance and Democracy Assistance (%GDP) with Military
Spending gave marginal effects that similarly supported the hypothesis. When a small
percentage of GDP was devoted to the military, democracy assistance was associated with
a comparatively large increase in democracy as measured by Polity. As Military Spending
increased the marginal effect diminished and then became negative at around 3.5% of
GDP devoted to military spending for Democracy Assistance and 4% for Democracy
Assistance (%GDP). The interaction term was significant in both models at the 1% and
5% levels (see figure 2 and table 1, models 3 & 4).
13

The results are similar and included in the supplementary file
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[figure 2 about here]
All else being equal, the interaction between military size and democracy assistance
was associated with a reduction of aggregate levels of democracy as military size increased.
When the military was roughly 3.4% of the labor force, democracy aid was wasted or even
had a negative effect on the overall level of democracy. The marginal effect of democracy
assistance was zero or negative when military spending was a little over 3.4% or 4% of
GDP. All of the models supported hypothesis 1, that democracy assistance will work
when military size is small. Three of the four models supported hypothesis 2, that a
large military interacted with democracy assistance can result in a backlash, at the 5%
level (see figures 1 & 2).
The second measure of democracy, Freedom House, was then regressed on the interactions of the independent variables (see table 1, models 4-8). The results again provided
support for the first hypothesis (figures 3 and 4). Three of the models showed that
democracy assistance had a positive association with democracy only when military size
was low. The interaction term was significant in two of the four models as well, providing
support for hypothesis 2 (see table 2, models 5 & 8). Substantively, the effects are similar
too. When military size either in terms of spending or labor force is a little over 4.4%
respectively, the marginal effect of democracy assistance is zero.
[figure 3 here]
[figure 4 here]
The interaction between democracy assistance and military size is more strongly related to Polity than Freedom House. Freedom House measures democracy using a very
broad array of indicators, including the quality of the legal system and factors measuring
economic freedom. Even when disaggregated, Freedom House’s Political Freedoms variable includes indicators concerning corruption and transparency. Polity measures more
exclusively political factors. It may be that the smaller effects associated with Freedom
House are due to this difference. If regimes are preventing opposition organization and
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contestation they may adopt political strategies that show up more readily in Polity than
the broader measure of Freedom House.14
Robustness

Three alternative measures of military size: Military Spending (% Government Expenditure), Total Personnel , and Armed Forces (%Pop)were used to test robustness. Military
Spending (% Government Expenditure) was taken from the World Development Indicators. Total Personnel was taken from the COW National Capabilities dataset and
measured the total number of military personnel. Calculating the marginal effects of
the interactions, these models also showed that democracy assistance was most effective
when military size was low. Nine of the twelve models showed support for the claim
that democracy assistance was associated with increased levels of democracy when the
military is small(see table 3), while five showed that democracy assistance was associated
with reduced democracy when military size was large (see table 2).
[table 2 here]
Fixed effects only account for within unit variation. To test cross-national variation
while still accounting for unobserved factors, random effects models, which provide a
matrix weighted average of between and within variation, were estimated using restricted
maximum likelihood.15 Despite Hausmann tests indicating that fixed effects are preferable, seven of the eight models show that democracy assistance has a significant effect
only when military size is low.16 Four of these models support the backlash hypothesis that military size could induce leaders to reduce democracy when combined with
democracy assistance (see table 3).17
[table 3 here]
14

CIRI’s index of legal empowerment rights measured changes in legal freedom or civil liberties (Cingranelli and Richards, 2010) and Polity’s Polcomp component, which measured regulation and level of
political competition, were also regressed on the independent variables. Both Legal Empowerment rights
and Political Competition had a negative and significant association with the interaction of independent
variables. The results are included in the supplementary appendix.
15
Random effects models can estimate unchanging and sluggish variables. These models included
region, colonial history, percent muslim, and democracy stock variables.
16
Alternative panel specifications were also used, see Supplementary file.
17
Additional robustness checks are included in the supplementary file.
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Discussion

The results show that democracy assistance does not have a uniform effect. Democracy
assistance at lower levels of military size is correlated with higher levels of democracy,
while as the military gets larger the effects diminish and then become negative. Consistent
with previous studies of democracy assistance, the results are small but still substantively
significant. The finding has both negative and positive implications.
In some contexts democracy assistance is not going to be effective and may even
make things worse. Roughly 15% of democracy aid spending during the period from
1990-2004 was in states with militaries of sufficient percent labor force in the military
such that spending was ineffective or even detrimental to attempts to promote democracy.
The findings are even more sobering when military spending is used as the the measure
of military size. Over 28% of democracy assistance spending was targeted at regimes
spending 4% of GDP or more on the military. This represents over 1.5 billion dollars
wasted in constant US$ 2000 .
To put this in other terms, out of a possible 2064 country-year observations in the
dataset, there were 681 where military spending was greater than 4% of GDP and 440
where more than 3.5% of the labor force was in the military. This amounts to, out of
141 countries, 52 states that at different times had spending above 4% and 37 that had
a labor force with the military above 3.5%. In other words, a substantial number of the
observed units had militaries of sufficient size that democracy assistance could potentially
be detrimental or ineffective.
Despite this gloomy outlook for spending in states with large militaries, in states with
smaller militaries the effect of democracy assistance is larger than previously estimated.
Indeed, the effect of spending for states with only 1 percent of their labor force in the military is twice as large that estimated by Finkel et al (2007). Properly targeted democracy
assistance can be effective.
Due to the inclusion of fixed effects, which estimate within unit changes, there may
be concern that the effects are due to military size proxying for a changing institutional
environment within a country. However, this interpretation cannot explain insignificant
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coefficient for military size, which shows the effect of changes in military strength absent democracy assistance. If changes in military size were simply measuring concurrent
changes in democracy, then this should be true absent democracy assistance. The theory
presented here can explain both results, a stronger military increases repression when
faced with increased domestic threat from democracy assistance but not otherwise.
Qualitative accounts have shown that regimes use a variety of different tools to undermine democracy promotion efforts. Venezuela used arbitrary tax audits of NGOs, while
Zimbabwe outright banned some foreign NGOs and groups from operating within the
country, and the Singaporean government used defamation cases to bankrupt opposition
politicians (Gershman and Allen, 2006). This is consistent with the observation that the
interaction between military size and democracy assistance is statistically associated with
a decline in both formal political competition and legal and civil rights. It seems regimes
use a variety of different methods to limit the effectiveness of democracy assistance.
While USAID have considered the role of the military in political development, they
have mainly focused on the relationship between civilians and the military (Forhman and
Welch, 1998). The above analysis shows that the problem may be more fundamental.
The issue is not ensuring that the military defers to civilians but that the military has no
interest in maintaining the regime when it is threatened by pro-democracy forces. The
issue is not one of civil-military relations as such, but rather the military’s incentives to
preserve an authoritarian regime.
Conclusion

Political institutions play a central role in economic and social development. Democratic
institutions reduce rent-seeking and corruption by fostering political openness and political competition (North et al., 2009; Acemoglu and Robinson, 2012). This in turn
improves the prospects for economic development. So while there are direct benefits to
promoting democracy and political freedom, there may also be benefits that extend to
other realms such as economic growth and social development. The findings presented
here demonstrate that democracy assistance has the potential to achieve these aims, but
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only in certain contexts.
Past studies of democracy assistance have found a positive association between democracy assistance and democracy. However, it is also clear that some states have adopted
more authoritarian measures to limit the effectiveness of democracy assistance. This paper has demonstrated that the effect of democracy assistance is conditional on the size
of the military. Regimes that control large militaries respond to democracy assistance by
increasing restrictions on political and civil society. Regimes that control small militaries
liberalize when faced with democracy assistance.
The article proposed three mechanisms to explain the relationship. A stronger military could motivate the regime to repress. A large military could be a tool of the regime,
used against the domestic opposition. Powerful militaries could boost regimes’ bargaining
power relative to donor states resulting in tamer democracy assistance. Distinguishing
between these mechanisms should be the subject for future research. In addition, explaining and predicting when regimes resort to different strategies such as repression or
legal restrictions is an avenue for exploration.
Recent studies of development and aid have increasingly focused on how development
policies and aid work only conditionally. The findings of this paper are consistent with
this work. Democracy assistance is likely to be effective in some cases and ineffective
or even counter productive in others. States that wish to use democracy assistance to
promote democracy need to carefully consider where they target their resources. Alternatively, they need to develop different forms of democracy assistance for different contexts.
Assuming that effects will be constant across countries is a recipe for poorly allocated resources. As USAID considers the future role of their governance and democracy programs
these issues should be taken into account.
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Table 1: Effect of Interaction between Democracy Assistance and Military Size on Democracy

Democracy Assistance

(1)
Polity
0.1245***
(0.0429)

Democracy Assistance (%GDP)
Percent Labor Force in Military

-0.0372
(0.0911)

(2)
Polity

4.6494**
(2.0378)
-0.0357
(0.0993)

Military Spending
Democracy Assistance x
Percent Labor Force in Military
Democracy Assistance (%GDP) x
Percent Labor Force in Military
Democracy Assistance x
Military Spending
Democracy Assistance (%GDP) x
Military Spending
GDP per capita
Growth
Oil Resources
Population
Gini
US Affinity
Military Regime
Party Regime
Military Assistance
MID
Instability
Polityt−1

(3)
Polity
0.1701***
(0.0512)

(4)
Polity

7.3922***
(2.4716)
0.0176
(0.0613)
0.0429
(0.0660)

Observations
R2
Log Likelihood

(6)
FH

-0.0362***
(0.0136)

0.0174
(0.0332)

-0.0104*
(0.0059)
-0.1981
(0.3254)
-0.0469***
(0.0157)

1.3349
(29.3456)
1288
0.5800
-2.46e+03

(8)
FH

2.7506***
(1.0163)

0.0049
(0.0286)

-1.2095
(0.8361)

0.1647
(0.3365)
-0.0119
(0.0086)
-0.0012
(0.0012)
-0.2053
(1.5580)
-0.0146
(0.0213)
-0.0296
(0.4289)
0.3693
(0.6892)
-0.1357
(0.6039)
-12.4372
(15.3069)
-0.1551
(0.1327)
-0.0112
(0.4468)
0.6857***
(0.0436)

(7)
FH
0.0538**
(0.0231)

1.0944
(0.9413)
0.0102
(0.0605)

0.0274
(0.0786)

0.0492
(0.3388)
-0.0100
(0.0087)
-0.0009
(0.0011)
0.0627
(1.5362)
-0.0152
(0.0206)
0.2837
(0.4360)
0.3809
(0.7193)
-0.3969
(0.6232)
-20.7485
(14.8309)
-0.1733
(0.1332)
0.2820
(0.4751)
0.6924***
(0.0436)

0.1909
(0.3301)
-0.0154
(0.0096)
-0.0020
(0.0016)
0.5469
(1.5619)
-0.0126
(0.0240)
0.1028
(0.4687)
0.5278
(0.7455)
-0.1797
(0.5057)
-7.6712
(13.3016)
-0.1378
(0.1443)
0.0521
(0.4857)
0.6560***
(0.0459)

-0.0121
(0.0079)
-1.8954**
(0.7655)
-0.0372
(0.3395)
-0.0113
(0.0095)
-0.0014
(0.0016)
0.0724
(1.6381)
-0.0154
(0.0219)
0.0439
(0.4566)
0.4309
(0.7767)
-0.6059
(0.5058)
-17.3534
(13.0088)
-0.1442
(0.1449)
0.2355
(0.5076)
0.6662***
(0.0460)

FHt−1
Constant

(5)
FH
0.0467**
(0.0182)

-0.1042
(29.0909)
1282
0.5755
-2.46e+03

-11.6752
(28.9902)
1197
0.5500
-2.31e+03

*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01
Cluster robust standard errors in parentheses
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1.5099
(30.2586)
1197
0.5471
-2.32e+03

0.1412
(0.1895)
0.0026
(0.0034)
-0.0006*
(0.0004)
0.0465
(0.7964)
0.0004
(0.0129)
0.3285
(0.2823)
0.1118
(0.2078)
-0.3252
(0.2673)
6.6236
(10.1737)
0.0043
(0.0740)
-0.2244
(0.1620)

0.1666
(0.1784)
0.0026
(0.0033)
-0.0006
(0.0004)
0.1629
(0.8442)
0.0003
(0.0130)
0.4514
(0.2985)
0.0912
(0.2019)
-0.4298
(0.2830)
1.8685
(7.4383)
0.0109
(0.0742)
-0.1120
(0.1813)

0.1446
(0.1947)
0.0009
(0.0037)
-0.0007
(0.0005)
0.6547
(0.8289)
0.0015
(0.0145)
0.4412
(0.3171)
0.2960
(0.2655)
-0.2577
(0.2638)
-7.6822
(6.7763)
0.0430
(0.0741)
-0.1436
(0.1845)

-0.8570***
(0.3019)
0.0685
(0.1835)
0.0023
(0.0036)
-0.0006
(0.0005)
0.4648
(0.8350)
0.0001
(0.0144)
0.4304
(0.2978)
0.2426
(0.2656)
-0.3861
(0.2609)
-10.6999
(6.8723)
0.0525
(0.0744)
-0.0608
(0.1936)

0.6422***
(0.0312)
-1.1630
(15.0803)
1299
0.5304
-1.59e+03

0.6460***
(0.0322)
-3.5704
(16.0095)
1293
0.5236
-1.59e+03

0.6307***
(0.0325)
-11.0692
(15.7145)
1205
0.5117
-1.47e+03

0.6289***
(0.0316)
-6.1529
(15.6666)
1205
0.5119
-1.47e+03

Figure 1: Marginal effect of Democracy Assistance on Polity as Percent Labor Force in Military
Changes, dashed lines represent 95% Confidence Intervals
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Figure 2: Marginal effect of Democracy Assistance (%GDP) on Polity as Military Spending
changes, dashed lines represent 95% Confidence Intervals
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Figure 3: Marginal effect of Democracy Assistance on Freedom House as Percent Labor Force in
Military changes, dashed lines represent 95% Confidence Intervals
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Figure 4: Marginal effect of Democracy Assistance (%GDP) on Freedom House as Military
Spending changes, dashed lines represent 95% Confidence Intervals
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578
0.7081
-963.3815

-0.0224***
(0.0062)

0.0076
(0.0344)

573
0.6900
-970.8008

-0.6444***
(0.2142)

6.4509**
(2.6171)
-0.0161
(0.0391)

(10)
Polity

1288
0.5813
-2.46e+03

-12.1248***
(4.2553)

-3.5494
(19.4386)

(11)
Polity
0.1402***
(0.0450)

1282
0.5754
-2.46e+03

-262.6766
(217.6809)

-13.6569
(22.1613)

4.4882**
(2.0435)

(12)
Polity

1288
0.5761
-2.47e+03

-0.0000**
(0.0000)

-29.2755
(20.1209)

(13)
Polity
0.0810**
(0.0313)

Cluster robust standard errors in parentheses
*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01
All control variables, country and year fixed effects, and lagged dependent variable included

Democracy Assistance x
Military Spending (%Gov Expenditures)
Democracy Assistance (%GDP) x
Military Spending (%Gov Expenditures)
Democracy Assistance x
Armed Forces (%Pop)
Democracy Assistance (%GDP)
Armed Forces (%Pop)
Democracy Assistance x
Total Armed Forces
Democracy Assistance(%GDP) x
Total Armed Forces
Observations
R2
Log Likelihood

Total Armed Forces

Armed Forces (%Pop)

Military Spending (%Gov Expenditures)

Democracy Assistance(%GDP)

Democracy Assistance

(9)
Polity
0.2850***
(0.0799)

-0.0000
(0.0000)
1282
0.5752
-2.46e+03

-14.8285
(20.8521)

3.7601**
(1.5535)

(14)
Polity

583
0.5835
-563.5211

-0.0068**
(0.0027)

0.0022
(0.0158)

(15)
FH
0.0784**
(0.0384)

578
0.5737
-564.7064

-0.0942
(0.1060)

0.5904
(1.8173)
-0.0077
(0.0177)

(16)
FH

1299
0.5309
-1.59e+03

-3.0606
(2.0343)

-2.1804
(11.8803)

(17)
FH
0.0483**
(0.0204)

1293
0.5241
-1.59e+03

-46.9721
(84.6844)

-6.7585
(9.8549)

1.1052
(0.9727)

(18)
FH

1299
0.5274
-1.59e+03

-0.0000
(0.0000)

-15.3348
(12.2006)

(19)
FH
0.0256*
(0.0149)

Table 2: Effect of Interaction between Democracy Assistance and Military Size on Democracy (alternative measures of military size)

-0.0000
(0.0000)
1293
0.5236
-1.59e+03

-11.5760
(10.2724)

0.8863
(0.8132)

(20)
FH

Table 3: Effect of Interaction between Democracy Assistance and Military Size on Democracy
(Random Effects)

Democracy Assistance

(21)
Polity
0.0572***
(0.0184)

Democracy Assistance (%GDP)
Percent Labor Force in Military

-0.0665
(0.0582)

(22)
Polity

1.4795*
(0.8139)
-0.0794
(0.0592)

Military Spending
Democracy Assistance x
Percent Labor Force in Military
Democracy Assistance (%GDP) x
Percent Labor Force in Military
Democracy Assistance x
Military Spending
Democracy Assistance (%GDP) x
Military Spending
Observations
AIC
Log Likelihood

(23)
Polity
0.0833***
(0.0228)

(24)
Polity

(25)
FH
0.0236***
(0.0085)

3.7664***
(1.1029)
-0.0575*
(0.0299)
-0.0295
(0.0451)

(26)
FH

0.0868
(0.3611)
-0.0680**
(0.0300)

-0.0416
(0.0460)

-0.0169**
(0.0073)

(28)
FH

1.1248**
(0.5535)

-0.0333
(0.0229)

-0.0243
(0.0235)

-0.0045
(0.0030)
-0.1287
(0.4092)

0.0220
(0.1250)
-0.0222***
(0.0072)

1276
5332.023
-2.62e+03

(27)
FH
0.0252**
(0.0114)

1270
5299.336
-2.61e+03

1185
5017.07
-2.47e+03

-0.0047
(0.0036)
-0.8394**
(0.4121)
1185
5001.644
-2.46e+03

Standard errors in parentheses
*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01
All control variables, year dummies, and lagged dependent variable included
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1287
3680.973
-1.80e+03

1281
3660.286
-1.79e+03

1193
3437.822
-1.68e+03

-0.4349**
(0.2086)
1193
3423.017
-1.67e+03

