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INTRODUCTION


In October of 1958, the Cuban dictator Fulgencio Batista was one of the first leaders to seek international observation of his country’s elections. Facing declining U.S. support of his regime, pressure from the United States to hold elections, and a growing threat from Fidel Castro’s revolutionary forces, Batista scheduled elections, announced he would not run again, and attempted to invite international observers from the Organization of American States and the United Nations. Both organizations refused to send monitors, stating that they lacked the “facilities to supervise elections.”1 The November 1958 elections were widely viewed as a charade.2 Shortly after these discredited elections, Batista resigned and fled into exile, clearing the way for Fidel Castro’s rise to power.3


Fifty years later, the idea that governments should invite foreign election observers had become so widely accepted that the Iranian government’s refusal to invite international observers to its 2009 elections was interpreted around the world as evidence that the Iranian elections had been stolen. Responding to questions about the conditions under which he would accept the announced results, U.S. President Barack Obama expressed doubts about the quality of the elections, stating that “we didn’t have international observers on the ground” and that therefore “we can’t say definitively what happened at polling places throughout the country.”4 German Chancellor Angela Merkel called for a recount of the votes under international observation as a way for Iranians to “eliminate doubt” and increase trust.5 Explaining why he believed the Iranian elections to be stolen, U.S. Senator Joseph Lieberman said that “one thing we know is that Iran would not let international monitors in, which most every country in the world does to supervise the elections.”6 The Bangkok Post in Thailand editorialized that the Iranian government was culpable in part because it had harassed foreign journalists and barred election observers.7 Iranian Nobel Peace Prize winner Shirin Ebadi called for European sanctions against the Iranian government and argued that “a new election must be held and this time it should be under the monitoring of international organizations.”8 This sentiment was echoed widely in forums as diverse as the editorial pages of the Jordan Times, USA Today, and the Washington Post, and by the Iranian League for the Defense of Human Rights.9


Between the 1958 Cuban elections and 2009 elections in Iran, inviting international election monitors had become an international norm.10 Cuba’s attempt to invite observers was anomalous, and international actors refused to send observers, but views regarding election monitoring had changed dramatically by the end of the 1990s; by then, the few governments choosing not to invite international observers were assumed to be hiding electoral manipulation.11 As of 2006, more than 80% of elections in the world were internationally monitored. Even the most committed electoral autocrats—Russia’s Vladimir Putin, Zimbabwe’s Robert Mugabe, Belorussia’s Alexander Lukashenko, Peru’s Alberto Fujimori, and Yugoslavia’s Slobodan Miloševic´—sought reputable international observers to judge their elections. Many of these leaders went to great lengths to manipulate the elections and the monitors, and they were internationally condemned for election fraud. Why did incumbent governments begin inviting observers, and why do they continue to do so in such impressive numbers? Why did election monitoring become an international norm, even though it is costly for many governments to invite foreign election observers?


That states comply with international norms when it is consistent with their material interests is not a particularly controversial claim. When an international norm contradicts what would otherwise be viewed as a state’s rational self-interest, however, its creation is a puzzle. In this book, I present an alternative theory of norm creation, focused on explaining the mechanism by which costly behaviors are initiated, diffuse, and become internationally expected behaviors, or international norms. In my theory, states seeking international benefits are motivated to send externally credible signals that they possess certain characteristics when they perceive that doing so will increase their share of internationally allocated benefits, such as foreign aid, increased foreign investment, tourism, trade, membership in international organizations, and legitimacy and prestige. When other states imitate successful benefit-seeking signals, new behaviors become widespread, even in the absence of overt pressure on states to adopt the new behavior. If a signal is accepted by other international actors as a behavior common to all states possessing a valued characteristic, it becomes a new international norm. These unintended norms are more likely to exist in issue areas for which pressure from international activists or powerful states is insufficient to motivate governments to adopt new behavior, and typically there is no coalition of individuals or states pushing for the norm. In general, I suggest the conditions for norm generation and diffusion exist when any regime has the incentive and the ability to signal its characteristics to international audiences in order to increase its share of international benefits. In contrast to existing explanations that focus on how norms can be generated despite their costs to states, or explanations that focus on mutually beneficial norms, my argument explains that international norms are generated in part because compliance with the new behavior is costly.


Within international politics, states engage in many puzzling behaviors, some of which become widely adopted practices and international norms.12 Inviting international election observers is one example of a consequential international norm. This book focuses on election observation because it is a substantively important form of democracy promotion and international intervention in the domestic politics of sovereign states. My account of norm formation is useful to explain a variety of other similar empirical puzzles. For example, why have so many developing countries moved to create independent central banks, reduce capital controls, and adopt fixed exchange rates? Why are countries such as Iraq and North Korea expected to allow the presence of international weapons inspectors and assumed to have illicit weapons if they do not? What explains the rapid adoption of bilateral investment treaties to ensure property rights protection for foreign investors? Why do all but a handful of countries in the world now hold national elections? Why have dozens of countries adopted legislative gender quotas, even in electoral autocracies?13 Why has hiring private credit-rating agencies become a necessary step for countries wishing to issue sovereign bonds? Why do some of the worst violators of human rights sign human rights treaties?14 Some of these examples are more controversial than others, but in each of these cases a convincing argument can be made that these practices would not have become normalized state behavior if individual states were not attempting to find credible ways to signal to international or domestic audiences.


Motivated by the puzzle of how international norms are generated when compliance is costly, I explain why election monitoring became an international norm. I show that international norms are generated through a process that is endogenous to strategic interaction among international actors and that costly signaling leads to unintended and consequential international norms. Although this signaling theory of norm formation is generalizable to other areas of international relations, it was generated to better understand the consequences of international democracy promotion and explain international election observation as an overt and substantively important form of international involvement in the domestic politics of sovereign states.


Defining the Norm of Election Observation


Throughout this book, I follow the majority literature in defining international norms as shared “standards of appropriate behavior for actors with a given identity.”15 This book focuses on the norm, or shared standard of appropriate behavior, that for all national elections, leaders committed to democratization should invite international observers and receive their endorsement, particularly when there is uncertainty about the government’s commitment to democracy.16


Not all internationally observed elections are democratic. Rather, the norm is the shared belief that all potentially democratic elections are internationally observed and any nonobserved election is not democratic. International election observers are official delegations of foreigners invited to observe and report on the credibility of the electoral process. Since at least the early 1990s, observers are typically credentialed by the host government and permitted access to the entire electoral process, including registration of voters, campaigning, distribution of electoral materials, and most notably, observing activities in and around polling stations, vote counting, and vote aggregation centers during the election period. They are officially nonpartisan and are intended to be objective third-party observers.


Uncertainty about the commitment of some governments to democracy was a necessary condition for the initiation and diffusion of the norm. For some states, there is little uncertainty about the incumbent government’s commitment to democracy. On the autocratic end of the spectrum of regimes, governments holding uncontested elections are not expected to invite observers when the characteristics of the election eliminate the possibility of electoral competition. Countries with only one legal political party, with severe restrictions on candidate entry, and with totalitarian political structures would be understood as holding authoritarian elections even if they invited international observers; thus, they stand to gain little by inviting observers.


As the norm diffused in the 1990s, countries that were widely considered to be consolidated democracies, such as those in Western Europe and North America, held elections but were not expected to invite observers. Other states “graduated” by demonstrating their democratic credentials. For example, at the end of a seventeen-year period of dictatorship and as part of the country’s transition back to civilian rule, the Chilean government invited observers to the 1988 referenda on the continued rule of General Augusto Pinochet and to the 1989 general elections. Because the country is now widely perceived to have successfully transitioned to democracy, it is no longer expected to invite international monitors. Similarly, new European Union (EU) members are widely perceived as democracies after meeting the EU accession criteria and frequently are not expected to invite international observers.


However, reflecting the diffusion of the norm, this trend has changed slightly in more recent years, with observers from the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe’s Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (OSCE/ODIHR) observing elections in Belgium (2007), Canada (2006), Finland (2007), France (2002, 2007), Iceland (2009), Ireland (2007), Italy (2008), the Netherlands (2006), Portugal (2009), Spain (2008), Switzerland (2007), the United Kingdom (2003, 2005), and the United States (2002, 2004, 2006, 2008). It is not yet clear whether other, similar democratic states will follow their lead and invite observers even when their status as a democracy is unquestioned. It is also unclear whether organizations sponsoring international observation would be willing to allocate scarce resources to observing elections in countries that are already considered stable democracies.


The Puzzling Norm of International Election Observation


There is no global government to enforce the norm of election observation, and inviting observers remains the choice of election-holding governments. Additionally, international monitors observe elections only when they have been officially invited by the host government. The incumbent may delegate this decision to another domestic actor, such as the foreign minister or the election commission, but the incumbent maintains the right to refuse entry to foreign observers. Without formal credentials from the host government, it is nearly impossible for observers to engage in credible election observation, a standard now enshrined in numerous international documents, including the 2005 Declaration of Principles for International Election Observation.17


Leaders apparently face an easy choice: invite observers when they know their elections will be clean and prohibit them when election fraud is likely to be discovered. The creation of an internationally held norm of election observation, however, has made the choice for leaders much less simple. Pseudo-democrats, or governments willing to engage in election manipulation, face a dilemma. On one hand, the norm generates consequences for not inviting observers. Although noncompliance with the norm is rarely tested (arguably a sign of its strength), those leaders who do not invite foreign observers are assumed to be holding undemocratic elections, as in the Iranian example discussed above.18 Similarly, Egypt’s refusal to invite international observers to its 2005 presidential elections led many external groups to conclude that the election would be a charade before it took place, even though opposition presidential candidates were permitted for the first time. Commentators on Hosni Mubarak’s decision to refuse foreign observers argued that the absence of international monitors was “proof that the…election will be no different than preceding ones” in which the president allowed no opposition candidates and voters were given the opportunity only to vote yes or no on Mubarak’s continued rule.19 Holding internationally monitored and endorsed elections has also become a necessary step before countries under economic sanctions can resume normal bilateral relations with many Western governments. For example, U.S. President George Bush challenged the Cuban government to hold free and fair elections in 2003, saying that “once the 2003 elections are certified as free and fair by international monitors, once Cuba begins the process of meaningful economic reform, then and only then will I explore ways with the United States Congress to ease economic sanctions.”20
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Figure I.1. Internationally observed elections, 1960–2006


Source: Author


Note: Includes 1,759 election events in 157 independent states, excluding those with population < 250,000.


On the other hand, choosing to invite observers and complying with the norm is also risky. For those leaders wishing to manipulate elections, both the chances of getting caught and the consequences of a negative report have increased with the spread of election observation. Negative reports from election monitors have been linked to domestic uprisings and electoral revolutions, reductions in foreign aid, exclusion from international forums, and other forms of internationally imposed sanctions.21


Figure I.1 illustrates the rate of observed elections and internationally criticized elections over time and shows that negative reports from international observers have not reduced the rate of internationally observed elections, as we would expect if leaders invited observers to only those elections likely to be clean. To explain the norm of election monitoring, I focus on the decision by leaders to invite international observers. The norm of election observation is particularly useful as an empirical case because it is not well explained by existing theories of norm formation, and I use it to develop a distinct causal explanation for why individually costly behaviors diffuse and become new and self-enforcing international norms.


Signaling and International Norms


In part, my argument is based in economic theory. In the “market for lemons,” famously described by economist George Akerlof, when consumers possess little information about the quality of a product, such as used cars, and the quality of the product is known to vary, the market fails.22 Consumers prefer to avoid cars that are “lemons,” but they cannot, by themselves, distinguish between high- and low-quality products. The price that they are willing to pay reflects the uncertainty of a market containing both (indistinguishable) types of products. Sellers of high-quality used cars cannot command a sufficiently high price and so choose not to sell their vehicles, thus lowering the expected quality of used cars on the market and eventually causing only undesirable lemons to be for sale. Rather than risk a lemon, buyers in this market avoid used cars entirely.


Information between international actors is similarly asymmetric: states possess accurate information about their own type, but international actors can have difficulty judging whether another state is an undesirable type, or a so-called lemon. In the absence of better information about the true characteristics of states, the international-level equivalent of consumers may prefer to avoid risk and interact primarily with states that already have credible reputations as desirable types. In addition, states also benefit from promoting certain types of characteristics among other states in the international system, and they do so by rewarding states that are believed to possess valued characteristics. For states possessing valued characteristics but lacking a matching reputation, this type of international market gives them the incentive to find credible ways to signal their type to external audiences.


To describe this dynamic in other terms, many states in the international system seek international benefits—such as increased investment, trade, foreign aid, military support, membership in international organizations, and legitimacy and prestige. These international benefits are frequently targeted toward states possessing valued characteristics and withdrawn from states that are revealed not to possess them. Benefit-seeking leaders, like sellers of used cars, possess more information about their own characteristics than other international actors. Even when influential international actors prefer to interact with specific types of states, they cannot always distinguish good types from bad types and, all else equal, prefer to avoid rewarding states of uncertain type. Benefit-seeking states, like owners of high-quality used cars, are motivated to find a solution to this market failure. A credible signal of their type to other international actors represents such a solution.23


Within international politics, it is well known that states vary in their type. In fact, Akerlof’s 1970 paper was motivated by a desire to explain why business in “underdeveloped” countries is difficult and not, despite its title, to explain the used car market. Yet in part because of the diffuse nature of the international system, it is rarely articulated exactly how states that possess desirable characteristics but lack a matching reputation might credibly signal their type. Credible signals are not necessarily mandated or articulated by benefit-giving actors; they must instead be discovered by benefit-seeking states. Before election monitoring became a norm, for example, it was clear that the value of democratic political institutions was increasing and that democratizing states wanted such support to increase, but international actors did not specify exactly how states that were not already considered consolidated democracies could demonstrate their commitment to democratization.


Similarly, increasing globalization and the preferences articulated by powerful states and international organizations for neoliberal economic policies gave many states the incentive to signal their valued characteristics in order to attract increased international investment, help negotiate better trading arrangements, and enhance their stature relative to other countries. Across a variety of issue areas, if a given signal is successful in communicating that a state is a valued type, other states will have the incentive to adopt the signal. If all “good” types are believed to send a given signal, even states that do not actually possess the valued characteristic should attempt to fake that signal.


Signaling behaviors have been linked to social norms by Robert Axelrod, who argues that individuals follow existing social norms in part because “violating [the norm] would provide a signal about the type of person you are.”24 Dressing sloppily at a formal dinner, he argues, not only draws disapproving stares from other diners but may lead them to conclude more generally that you are a lazy, cheap, or rude person. Axelrod links this concept to the creation of new social norms, which grow out of “behavior that signals things about individuals that will lead others to reward them” and that “as more and more people use the signal to gain information about others, more and more people will adopt the behavior that leads to being treated well.”25


States seeking international benefits, in my theory, are similar to individuals seeking social approval in Axelrod’s argument. A signal becomes a norm when the relevant audience assumes that all desirable types of states likely engage in a specified behavior. The norm creates incentives for other, less-desirable types to try to mimic the signal. Thus, if it is possible to simulate a signal, even if it is costly for undesirable types to do so, signaling behaviors spread and become new international norms when they become linked to desirable characteristics. This diffusion can take place even in the absence of explicit advocacy, overt pressure from powerful states, or incentives for cooperation. Adoption of the behavior as an international norm reinforces the incentives for governments of uncertain type to continue sending the signal and may create incentives for international actors to raise the stakes for undesirable types by increasing the costs of mimicry.


This process has strong parallels to solutions for the market failure identified for Akerlof’s market for lemons. Similarly, in Michael Spence’s well-known education game, workers are willing to pay the costs of obtaining an education because education represents a credible signal to employers that workers are worth a higher wage, even if more years in school do not add to their productivity.26 In relation to international credit markets, Sylvia Maxfield argues that “politicians use central bank independence to try to signal their nation’s creditworthiness to potential investors.”27 To gain international credit, states are willing to invite (and pay for) sovereign bond ratings from reputable firms, even when they are likely to get a less than perfect rating. Now that credit-rating agencies are widely accepted, countries have difficulty issuing sovereign bonds if they have not been rated by one of the three major agencies.28 Higher ratings should attract better investors, yet because of the international expectation that all creditworthy states receive a credit rating, a poor credit rating is better than none at all.


For this theory to work, it is not necessary that signals communicate an actor’s type with certainty. Signals, even when they become accepted as norms, are not always perfectly informative. In the corporate job market, for example, it is logically possible that a very intelligent, educated, and productive job applicant could lack an MBA. It is also possible that a high-quality used car could be for sale without a factory-certified warranty. Or a creditworthy country likely to repay its debts could refuse to obtain a sovereign bond rating. However, the widespread acceptance of these signals has made it unlikely that any good types will refuse to signal. When such signals become norms, the relevant audience believes that all good types send the signal, and the act of refusing to signal itself becomes a source of information about an actor’s type: all else equal, used cars with factory-certified warranties are perceived as more reliable than those without, individuals with MBAs or other advanced degrees are perceived as more qualified job applicants than those without, and internationally observed and certified elections are perceived as more democratic than those that are not observed.


In all these cases, the signal is useful and becomes accepted because there is some existing uncertainty about the characteristics of a subset of actors, the process of signaling reveals additional information about the signaling actor, and sending the signal is more costly to bad types. Some warranties are limited or cover a short period of time, some graduates receive poor grades, some countries earn low sovereign bond ratings, and some reports from international election observers criticize elections as fraudulent.


Not all international signals become international norms. At the international level, a norm is generated only if a signal becomes widely accepted as a useful source of information about a state or leader’s type, and benefit-seeking actors develop the belief that all good types of leaders send the signal. Domestic actors may also accept the signal as credible, a change that becomes more likely as a new behavior becomes an internationally held norm. Although domestic actors may pressure some governments to adopt a new norm after it has been initiated in another state, it is important to note that in the absence of a transnational advocacy network29 domestic pressure does not explain the international diffusion of a norm. Especially in the case of international election observation, domestic audiences react to the signal by the incumbent government in crosscutting ways. More important, pressure from domestic audiences does not necessarily provide a common exogenous shock that can explain international diffusion of a behavior. Without such a common shock, such as a change in the allocation of international benefits, it is more difficult to explain the global diffusion of a new behavior.


In the case of election observation, the signal requires inviting international observers and receiving their endorsement of the election. Governments that invite observers and receive negative reports fail to signal to both domestic and international audiences that they are holding plausibly democratic elections. Normalization of a signal reinforces the behavior by generating costs for noncompliance. When the belief is accepted that all valued regime types send the signal, then choosing not to signal indicates that a state is not a valued type, further increasing the incentives for other international actors to imitate the signal.30


My theory of norm development is therefore characterized by a change in benefits available to democratizing states, governments attempting to signal to external audiences, mimicry of successful signals by other governments, acceptance of the signal by prominent international actors, and enforcement of the norm by those who benefit from improved information about governments’ types. International norms in a variety of issue areas could be explained by this theory, as I explore later. Distinctions among states regarding property rights protections, domestic political institutions, levels of corruption, civic and media freedoms, independence of central banks, or the presence or absence of specific military weapons are all sources of variation that have been rewarded by various international actors. The theory can help explain why most countries now have neoliberal economic institutions; why nearly all countries in the world hold national-level elections even where few believe that the process is democratic; why countries such as Iraq and North Korea are willing to allow weapons inspectors; and, returning to the question motivating this book, why most leaders now invite foreign monitors to evaluate their elections.


Democracy and the Norm of International Election Monitoring


This book presents an alternative causal path to the development of international norms and explains the rise and persistence of international election observation as a consequential form of international involvement in the domestic affairs of sovereign states. The norm of inviting observers, I argue, was initiated by leaders of developing countries in an effort to attract increased international support for democratic and democratizing governments. When powerful states expressed a general preference for supporting democratic regime types, initially in the early 1960s and overtly in the 1980s, the premium for being identified as a democratizing regime gave “true democrats” an incentive to signal their democratic credentials to international audiences.31 Although there were other possible signals of democratization, such as an opposition candidate victory or opposition party acceptance of the results, these leaders chose to invite observers as an action that distinguished their regime as one committed to democratization but that did not necessarily require them to give up power.


As the potential rewards for demonstrating a commitment to democracy increased and as international actors developed the belief that all governments holding potentially democratic elections would invite international observers, other benefit-seeking leaders imitated the signal even when they were not committed to democratization. This widespread and repeated behavior, coupled with the growing importance of democracy to international actors, changed international expectations such that inviting observers became an international norm. The norm holds that pro-democracy actors believe that all good types invite observers and receive their endorsement. Given uncertainty about the government’s commitment to democracy, failing to hold internationally certified elections necessarily became a signal that a government was not holding democratic elections. Pro-democracy actors, primarily those at the international level but also domestic actors, began to rely on election monitoring to evaluate the democratic credentials of states and tied foreign aid and other targeted benefits to internationally certified elections. For example, following coups or other interruptions of democratic rule, Western aid donors frequently required internationally certified elections before normal bilateral relations could be restored. By the late 1990s, a government’s refusal to invite observers became a conspicuous signal that the election was not legitimate, further constraining election-holding leaders throughout the developing world.


Alternative Explanations


This book outlines a new theory of international norm formation. The majority of existing work on international norm creation focuses on two causal pathways: norms that result from the work of committed activists, commonly referred to as norm entrepreneurs, and norms that result from attempts to facilitate international cooperation.32 Although not focused on norm formation, the literature on the international diffusion of policies also provides a potential alternative explanation for the spread of election monitoring.33 I provide a brief summary of these general theories and contrast them with my argument.


Advocacy and Norm Entrepreneurs


The most prominent theory of norm development in international relations offers one possible explanation for the creation of norms under which compliance is costly. According to this theory, initiated by constructivist scholars of international relations, new and more controversial international norms are generated because coalitions of activists or powerful states pressure other actors to change their behavior. Activist pressure changes the decision calculus for leaders, and as a result state leaders are motivated to comply with the new norm. This activist-centered theory is most clearly articulated by Martha Finnemore and Kathryn Sikkink: in the first stage of norm initiation, “norm entrepreneurs attempt to convince a critical mass of states (norm leaders) to embrace new norms.” Norm leaders then pressure other states to become norm followers, causing a “norm cascade” in which increasing numbers of states adopt the new norm. In the third stage of their theory, norms can become internalized and compliance with the norm becomes automatic.34


Although instrumental logics play a part in this theory and many related arguments—the work of activists may be intended to, for example, generate costs for actors who fail to comply with the new norm—norm entrepreneurs are central in initiating and spreading the new behavior. Without this pressure, the activist-centered theory implies that states or other international actors that are better off not complying with the potential norm would not be motivated to change their behavior. Therefore, unless advocates for a new norm are sufficiently powerful, influential, or persuasive, attempts to change state behavior and generate new international norms are unlikely to succeed.


Like Finnemore and Sikkink, Richard Price highlights the work of transnational activists in the global campaign to generate a norm against the use of antipersonnel landmines.35 Norm entrepreneurs and activists lobbied governments, generated international media attention against mine-producing states, mobilized domestic populations, and campaigned for the UN treaty banning the production and sale of landmines. Similarly, Nina Tannenwald argues that in addition to nuclear deterrence, a post–World War II international norm against the use of nuclear weapons explains the absence of nuclear weapon use since 1945. This norm was created, she argues, in part because of the work of a global and morally motivated network of activists who campaigned against the use of nuclear weapons and raised moral objections against them.36 The work of activists, which may include networks of committed individuals, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), or states, is intended to “mobilize popular opinion and political support both within their host country and abroad” and ultimately to motivate international actors to change their behavior.37


The pattern of election observation over time closely tracks the pattern of norm development described by Finnemore and Sikkink, including norm initiation, norm cascade, and norm internalization.38 It is tempting to conclude that the causal mechanism is the same and that norm entrepreneurs advocated the practice of election monitoring, causing it to spread, and lobbied powerful states to pressure noncomplying states to change their behavior. Finnemore’s and Sikkink’s theory is so widely accepted as the dominant explanation for norm development that when encountering a new international norm, some scholars assume that it must have been generated through activist pressure. This is clearly a tautology that Finnemore and Sikkink did not intend, but it highlights the dominant influence of their theory.


Advocacy-based theories of norm creation have been useful in explaining a number of now-prominent international norms governing state behavior, including the targeting of civilians in war, the production and use of landmines, trafficking in slaves, as well as those international norms proscribing individual behavior within states, such as international norms against child labor, killing endangered species, and discriminating against ethnic and religious minorities.39 They have also been useful in demonstrating that international norms matter and that states may comply with international norms even when it is costly for them to do so.40 Yet the activist theory of norm development does not—nor was it intended to—explain all international norms, nor all norms that are consequential.


Finnemore and Sikkink argue that “norms do not appear out of thin air; they are actively built by agents having strong notions about appropriate or desirable behavior in their community.”41 It is this feature of the Finnemore and Sikkink theory that most clearly distinguishes it from my argument in this book. By providing a theory of norm initiation and diffusion that does not require activism or imposition by powerful states, I focus explicitly on norms that are generated primarily through diffusely motivated strategic action and that can be created even in the absence of activist pressure.


Judith Kelley adopts the Finnemore and Sikkink model to explain the norm of election monitoring.42 In contrast to the more general theory and Kelley’s explanation of election monitoring,43 I argue that the primary motivation for the initiation, spread, and acceptance of international norms is not activist pressure but the incentive of individual states to signal their type and avoid being viewed as pseudo-democrats by influential international actors.


In the case of election monitoring, as I document in chapter 2, norm entrepreneurs and activists were conspicuously absent when election observation was initiated and began to spread, and regimes seeking international benefits, rather than activists, were the first movers in initiating election monitoring. Some scholars infer the existence of norm entrepreneurs because election observation is now an international norm, but evidence of norm entrepreneurship in election observation is nearly all present after the end of the Cold War, and well after election observation was initiated and diffused widely, undermining confidence in its explanatory potential.44 Even prominent election observers such as former U.S. President Jimmy Carter were at first reluctant to engage in election observation. Carter grew willing to participate as an international monitor only after being invited by sovereign leaders as part of a broader peace process in Haiti and Nicaragua. Even after these elections, the Carter Center continued to emphasize that they would observe elections only if invited by the host government and opposition parties. Providing an even clearer example of international reluctance to engage in election monitoring, from the 1950s to 1990 the United Nations refused numerous invitations to monitor elections on the grounds that the practice violated sovereignty and constituted undue influence in the domestic affairs of member states. Even the Organization of American States, the first international organization to adopt international monitoring as a common practice, initially refused to send election monitors after being invited on multiple occasions by leaders of member states.


Norms and Incentives for Cooperation


Within international relations theory, one of the dominant approaches—frequently referred to as “rationalist” or “neoliberal institutionalism”—typically discusses norms as embedded within international institutions, and therefore generated along with them, frequently as a result of demand for interstate cooperation or through imposition by powerful states.45 This second alternative theory of norm development is similar to my argument in that both focus on strategic interaction between international actors; however, the institutionalist theory is not intended to explain the formation of costly norms or norms that are not intended to facilitate cooperation within international institutions. The types of norms discussed by institutionalists—such as those governing the flow of goods across borders—are distinct in that they contribute to or result from mutually beneficial international cooperation. Any risks associated with the norm must therefore be outweighed by the benefits of cooperation. Cooperative norms (also called conventions) can result from simple coordination dilemmas, such as a community’s decision to drive on one side of the road or the adoption of international aviation control regulations. Defection is automatically punished, and the gains from following the norm are clear. Norms may be sticky or path dependent and may persist after the incentives that generated them change, but in general, the substantive focus is on norms that facilitate international cooperation by providing focal points and common knowledge or by constraining or ordering preferences.46 Similarly, scholars in economics and international law have argued that norms and other social conventions can develop spontaneously as a result of repeated interactions and persist because they are Nash equilibria, with no actor having the incentive to deviate from the norm.47


My argument presents an alternative causal explanation for the creation of international norms and shows how consequential international norms can be generated unintentionally in a process that is endogenous to strategic interaction. Nevertheless, the interests of powerful states and pro-democracy advocates were important in raising the profile of democracy during the Cold War and generating the near-universal support for democratic governments within international organizations. International pressure for democracy or democratization, however, does not necessarily include pressure for monitoring of elections, and my argument is that the norm of election monitoring was generated primarily because states seeking international benefits reacted to growing international support for democratic states. I find little historical evidence to show that early advocates attempted to pressure other governments to invite observers. Across other issue areas, signaling-generated norms may coexist with advocacy, norm entrepreneurs, pressure from powerful states, and incentives for cooperation, although I emphasize the distinction to make my theoretical contribution clear.


In relation to election monitoring, even in a counterfactual world in which the United States demanded that all democratizing countries invite observers, or if a transnational advocacy network developed with the objective of pressuring or shaming states into inviting international election observers, there are several reasons why it was unlikely they could have persuaded state leaders who were not already committed to democracy to begin allowing such an intrusion into their domestic political affairs. Invitations to international election monitors from sovereign governments motivated to improve their country’s democratic credentials were a necessary first step. Additionally, international organizations such as the United Nations and the Organization of American States initially objected quite strenuously to the practice of election monitoring as a violation of the organizations’ commitment to nonintervention. In the absence of repeated invitations from sovereign leaders, it is not clear that they would have been persuaded to not only send observers but also to initiate election observation, pressure countries to invite observers, and force observers upon unwilling states. Finally, pressuring governments to invite observers would have been unlikely to succeed for a very practical reason. Without government permission, it is extremely difficult for foreigners to engage in effective election monitoring because they can be denied entry to the country and access to important parts of the electoral process. In the case of election monitoring, and in other similar cases, my contention is that election observation would not have spread so widely had it not been initiated by state leaders in an effort to (sometimes falsely) signal the democratic quality of their elections. International pressure for democracy, democratization, human rights, and self-determination played a role in motivating states to find a signal of their commitment to democratization, but the norm of election monitoring would not have developed without the incentives generated by the dynamic signaling process.


Diffusion of Policies across Time and Space


An additional alternative explanation for the norm of election monitoring is suggested by the literature on international diffusion of policies. Although the policy diffusion literature is not intended to explain international norm formation, it is similar to my argument in several ways. Like my argument, recent theories of policy diffusion also focus on instrumental motivations in explaining the spread of behaviors among states. For example, Beth Simmons and Zachary Elkins argue that the diffusion of neoliberal economic policies, including capital account liberalization, exchange rate policy unification, and current account liberalization, have taken place in part because of international factors that influence information and the available set of policy choices. They argue that the incentives for a given state to adopt a particular policy are influenced by the foreign policy choices of other states and the information used by governments to make policy choices is also altered by policy choices in other states.48 Similarly, Simmons, Frank Dobbin, and Geoffrey Garrett theorize that policies diffuse between states by four processes: coercion, competition, learning, and emulation.49 Competition, learning, and emulation are all elements of my signaling model of norm formation and diffusion, although my theory can be considered a more specific version of a diffusion model and one that focuses on a particular causal mechanism. Kristian Gleditsch and Michael Ward highlight international factors in explaining the global diffusion of democratic political institutions.50 In addition to domestic causes of democratization, they demonstrate that a democratic transition is more likely in a given nondemocracy if neighboring countries also democratize and “firmly reject the idea that institutional change is driven entirely by domestic processes and unaffected by regional and international events.”51 However, like Simmons, Dobbin, and Garrett, they do not go into great detail about the casual mechanism underlying how international variables affect democratic transitions.


Across the literature on international policy diffusion, international norms are treated as a potential explanatory variable rather than a topic to be explained, and scholars in this literature tend to present norm-based explanations for the diffusion of policies as an alternative to those that focus on strategic behavior. For example, Gleditsch and Ward present the argument that “norms and values…favor the development and durability of democratic rule” as an alternative to their interpretation.52 Simmons and Elkins argue that one way that the policy choice payoffs can be altered are “ideational” and “works through the more subjective pressures of prevailing global norms.”53 As I discuss in the next section, this contrast presents an incomplete picture of the role of international norms when accounting for the widespread diffusion of a variety of policies and practices among states. Although these scholars do not attempt to explain international norms, I believe that many of the substantive topics they explore can be better understood if viewed through the lens of international norm formation, as I discuss in greater detail below.


Election Monitoring Is Costless?


A final alternative explanation, and a challenge to my argument and the overall theme of this book, would be that election monitoring does not matter: if it is costless to invite observers, then it would be easy for all state leaders to mimic the trend even if they are engaging in widespread election fraud, and election monitoring would be relatively uninteresting as a topic. Therefore, in order to evaluate my argument, it is also necessary to evaluate whether election monitoring matters in substantive ways.


Several consequences of election monitoring are implied directly by my theory. The signal of inviting observers must be more costly for pseudo-democrats than for leaders committed to holding democratic elections. There are at least three ways that election monitoring matters for the domestic politics of inviting states and that make election monitoring more costly for pseudo-democrats. First, the existence of the norm of election monitoring may reduce international benefits for those who invite monitors and are caught cheating, as well as for those pseudo-democrats who do not invite them at all. Second, election monitors may reduce fraud directly and cost pseudo-democrats a percentage of their fraudulently obtained vote share. Third, the dynamics of signaling and norm creation triggered an evolving game of strategy between international monitors attempting to evaluate the quality of elections and incumbent leaders seeking international certification of their elections. Taken together, the potential costs of election monitoring act as a set of diverse constraints on governments, making it more difficult for leaders to hold elections without risking their hold on power and also illustrating why international monitoring is an important—although imperfect—element of democracy promotion.


Caveats for International Norms


International norms are often mischaracterized or misunderstood by political scientists, and it is helpful to clarify several points. First, I focus on international norms that are generated unintentionally, in the absence of advocates, but that are also puzzling because compliance with them can be costly. The current literature provides few examples of norms that are both consequential (i.e., noncooperative norms) and that are generated without norm entrepreneurs, incentives for cooperation, or imposition by powerful states.54


Second, my theory is not about moral or ethical motivation, which is typically used to explain the commitment of activists and is assumed by some to be a necessary component of international norms. Although international norms or “shared standards of appropriate behavior” must be expected to possess a quality of “oughtness,” they need not be based in morality to be international norms.55 Nevertheless, the substantive focus of many studies, such as those on torture, the slave trade, landmines, child labor, female genital mutilation, treatment of medical personnel in war, the use of nuclear weapons, and other similar cases of international norm formation may lead one to conclude otherwise. My view of international norms, following a widely used definition in the literature, is more general and can be applied to shared expectations of appropriate behavior across issue areas, regardless of the moral dimension.


Third, although I present an overtly instrumental or “rational” theory of norm formation and diffusion that is distinct from existing theories, it is far from the only theory of norm creation to include some element of strategic interaction or rational behavior. The debate about international norm formation is sometimes misperceived as a debate between rationalists and constructivists over whether norms matter. This perceived debate is outdated, at best, and by some accounts it never took place. Highlighting constructivist attention to rational action, Finnemore and Sikkink label the process of norm formation “strategic social construction” and argue that “rationality cannot be separated from any politically significant episode of normative influence or normative change, just as the normative context conditions any episode of rational choice.”56 Peter Katzenstein, Robert Keohane, and Stephen Krasner argue that although constructivists and rationalists disagree on ontology, “on issues of epistemology and methodology, however, no great differences divide constructivists from rationalists.”57 Similarly, James Fearon and Alexander Wendt complain that rationalism and constructivism are often falsely pitted against one another, and some scholars mistakenly argue that “rationalists believe that people are always acting on material self-interest, and constructivists believe that people are always acting on the basis of norms and values.”58 They go on to argue that this widely held misperception is due to misunderstanding of rationalism, not to any fundamental theoretical conflict between rationalism and constructivism.


Additionally, a number of prominent scholars focused on international norms have now highlighted that rational choice and constructivism complement each other more often than not and that rational or strategic action is closely tied to norm initiation and norm compliance.59 For example, in relation to the norm of Arabism governing the international relations of Arab states, Michael Barnett argues that changes in this norm were generated through “social and strategic interactions” between rational and self-interested Arab states. In explaining state acceptance of the norm of territorial integrity, Mark Zacher argues that instrumental motivations played a large part in driving states to accept the norm, in addition to democratic ideals promoted through international organizations.60


A final clarification relates to which actors must hold an international norm in order for it to exist. It is not necessary for those actors who are expected to comply with the norm to share it. Rather, it is entirely possible for one group of states—such as the Western developed democracies—to share expectations about the appropriate behavior of a second group of states—such as developing countries. Continuing with Zacher’s territorial integrity norm, it is not necessary for all states to believe that the norm is legitimate in order for it to be enforced.61 It only must be true that some sufficiently powerful states share the norm of respect for territorial integrity and are willing to enforce it against potential aggressors. The fact that many powerful states and most international organizations now share the norm of election observation is sufficient to motivate change in state behavior; it is not necessary that every state leader choosing to invite observers does so out of a belief in the appropriateness or legitimacy of the norm.62


In my theory, only after the norm exists are costs imposed for noncompliance. If the norm, and the associated costs of noncompliance, did not exist, improvements in the accuracy of the signal (the quality of election monitoring) would mean that leaders could stop playing the game without fear of sanctions (losing only potential benefits from successful signaling). With the international norm and the expectation that all true democrats invite international observers to their elections, the costs of noncompliance reinforce the incentives for states to participate in the signaling game, even when compliance with the norm becomes more costly. The norm makes it more likely that domestic and international democracy promoters will react to a negative report or a country’s failure to invite observers.


States’ leaders may, of course, still choose to comply with the norm because they have internalized it or because they believe it is legitimate, and for most purposes it is not productive to debate whether states comply with international norms out of instrumental or norm-based reasons. As Fearon and Wendt argue, the answer could always be “both.”63 In the case of election monitoring, by distinguishing between norm-compliers and those who hold the norm, however, I am able to show how norms generate costs for noncompliance that would otherwise not exist and argue that the international norm causes states to continue inviting observers when it would not otherwise be in their interest to do so.64


Outline of the Book


In chapter 1, I present this argument in greater detail, working up to a set of empirical implications about the causes and consequences of the norm of election monitoring that are evaluated in chapters 2–5. In chapter 2, I focus on changes over time in the reasons why leaders invite international election observers. I provide a detailed narrative description of the governments that initiated election monitoring and present a new dataset documenting the trend of election monitoring over time. Using descriptive statistics and regression analysis, I use original data to evaluate whether my theory about the causes of internationally monitored elections is consistent with the cross-national empirical evidence. I also compare my argument to the alternative explanations outlined above, for which I find only limited support.


Chapter 3 considers the supply side of election monitoring and documents changes in international democracy promotion as well as the change in democracy-contingent benefits associated with the norm of election observation, providing quantitative and qualitative evidence in support of my argument. I show that pro-democracy actors are responsive to the reports of observers and that the reports of observers are now used in many prominent indices, such as Freedom House, that quantify a country’s political institutions. I also document changes in international benefits over time in several illustrative cases, providing clear evidence of the connection between international benefits and internationally certified elections.


In chapter 4, I use experimental evidence to document that election monitoring is costly for pseudo-democrats in a way that it is not for true democrats. At a minimum, monitoring reduces election day manipulation, thus making it harder or more expensive to steal an election outright. For those holding clean elections, the same cost does not exist, an empirical finding that buttresses my theoretical argument.


In chapter 5, I explore the game of strategy between international observers and incumbent governments that are intent on manipulating the election and evading the consequences of a negative report. Using qualitative evidence, documented changes in observation methodology, and details from hundreds of election observation reports, I illustrate how the types of election manipulation have changed over time, in part responding to improved methods of election observation and increased willingness by other international actors to tie benefits to the reports of observers.


Even as it became more costly for many leaders to comply with the norm, the growing international emphasis on democracy meant that the norm was reinforced rather than weakened. So long as democracy remains a characteristic valued by other states in the international system, the norm will reinforce itself. However, should democracy become unimportant to powerful states and international organizations, the norm will weaken, and pseudo-democrats would be the first to stop inviting international election monitors.


In the concluding chapter, I briefly extend the argument to several other issue areas, including international weapons inspection, bilateral investment treaties, and the diffusion of a variety of neoliberal economic policies. I then discuss the implications of this study for future research on international norm formation, election manipulation, and international constraints on pseudo-democratic leaders. In terms of policy, I outline the implications of this project for international election monitoring and for democracy promotion and international pressure more generally.


Indirect Pressure, Diffusion, and Norm Formation


This book presents a theory of norm development that explores how states in the developing world respond to the preferences of powerful states. Regardless of where these preferences originate, the overarching implication of this theory is that leaders respond to the changing preferences of more powerful actors within the international system. A corollary to this theory is that it is not necessary for powerful states to impose their will on less-powerful actors for new international norms, rules, and institutions to be generated. Rather than requiring the work of advocates, imposition by powerful states, or mutually beneficial coordination, these rules and norms can result from diffusely motivated reaction to anticipated international benefits. States respond to the availability of international benefits, and successful responses are mimicked. When signals diffuse in such a manner because of their relationship to characteristics that are valued or rewarded, signals can quickly become international norms, even when no relevant actors pressure for a new norm.


This project covers the global development of international election observation from 1960 through 2006. The central argument is presented as a signaling game between incumbent leaders and democracy promoters. The empirical implications derived from this model are evaluated using several types of evidence, including original cross-national data on elections and election observation throughout the developing world, natural and field experiments involving the random assignment of international observers, and qualitative evidence about the dynamics between leaders, international observers, and pro-democracy international actors. By moving from a macro-level theory explaining the new norm of election observation to cross-national, qualitative, and micro-level tests of the implications of this theory, I provide a comprehensive examination of why election monitoring has become an international norm as well as the consequences of the norm for governments throughout the world.
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SIGNALING DEMOCRACY AND THE NORM OF INTERNATIONALLY OBSERVED ELECTIONS


Since the end of the Cold War, international election observation has attracted significant attention from policymakers and practitioners of foreign aid, democracy promotion, and postconflict political development as a useful and widely accepted tool to help facilitate democratic elections. For scholars of international relations and comparative politics, especially those interested in the consequences of international pressure on government behavior, election observation also represents an ideal case of international norm formation. This chapter presents my argument in detail, providing a theory of international norm creation in which strategic interaction between state leaders and powerful international actors generates new and consequential international norms. I present a stylized model of the interaction between governments seeking international benefits, democracy promoters, and international election observers. Election monitoring became a norm in part because compliance is perceived to be costly for a well-defined subset of governments: those that engage in significant election manipulation. By inviting independent third-party observers to judge their elections’ quality, governments holding rigged elections risk heightened international and domestic exposure of their corrupt practices. Because election monitors can deter fraud directly or make fraud more difficult, inviting observers is more costly for leaders who engage in election manipulation. These costs, in turn, are precisely what make election monitoring a useful and informative signal.


The argument is presented in four parts. First, I introduce the relevant actors, including true democrats, pseudo-democrats, democracy promoters, and international election observers. The creation of the norm of election observation hinged in part on the perceived existence of two types of leaders: those who are committed to genuine democratization and those who hold elections but are not necessarily willing to abide by democratic rules.1 Second, I argue that changes in the international environment generated a common shock, exogenous to domestic political developments, that increased benefits for some state leaders who signaled their commitment to democracy. Although election monitoring was just one of many potential signals that governments could have used, it spread in part because democracy promoters began to recognize and reward positive reports from foreign election observers as an informative signal of a government’s intention to democratize.


Third, focusing on the decision to invite election observers, I argue that efforts by state leaders to gain democracy-contingent benefits led to a change in the expectations among democracy-promoting actors and ultimately generated an international norm of election observation.


The norm is unintended in the sense that no constituency or group lobbied for the norm, nor do I find evidence that it was imposed by a global or regional hegemon. The signal of inviting international election observation was initiated by leaders wishing to demonstrate their commitment to democratization, not by leaders seeking a new norm, and was imitated by pseudo-democratic leaders when the “democracy premium” grew sufficiently large. Repeated invitations from many state leaders led to the normalization of election observation and its explicit use as a method to evaluate the democratic credentials of other states.


Finally, I outline the empirical implications of this theory and summarize the approach used to evaluate them in the subsequent chapters of the book. The analysis includes a global dataset of elections and election observation, detailed information on changes in democracy promotion and international benefits, evidence from election observer reports, and natural and field experimental tests of the effects of election monitoring on domestic political behavior.


International Incentives and the Decision to Invite Observers


Although states are sovereign within the international system, they do not act in isolation. The decisions of leaders and the behavior of domestic political actors are subject to a variety of external influences. I focus in particular on one form of international influence: powerful international actors hold preferences about the characteristics of other states and encourage these characteristics indirectly through the allocation of international benefits. This hierarchical relationship between more and less influential international actors provides the foundation for my theory.2 Economic and political stability, strategic location, transparency, and democratic political institutions are examples of valued and rewarded state-level characteristics. Countries such as Egypt and Israel receive high levels of foreign support from the United States primarily because they are strategically important, and the United States seeks to encourage such allies through military and financial support. Countries such as Singapore and Costa Rica attract high levels of foreign direct investment in part because they are perceived as stable. Economic and political stability is a state-level characteristic that is rewarded by many international actors. Across a variety of issues areas, however, influential international actors frequently do not define exactly how states should prove that they are transparent, stable, or possess other desirable characteristics. Instead, for powerful states, it is frequently a safer strategy to interact with and reward those states whose “type” is clear from their behavior. Leaders of benefit-seeking states without established reputations must find a way to demonstrate their country’s qualifications in the absence of clear directives, an environment that gives them the incentive to identify credible signals of their type.


Given a change in the preferences of powerful international actors about the characteristics of other states—such as an increase in the emphasis on democracy—states that are not already perceived to possess the characteristic have an increased incentive to modify their behavior in order to gain more international benefits and to signal their commitment (or type) to skeptical or indifferent audiences. International benefits are diverse and fungible and include international investment, foreign aid, preferential trade agreements, membership in international organizations, military support, increased economic exchange, and legitimacy and prestige. New behaviors that become recognized as credible signals of a government’s type produce dynamic effects. Because such signals increase the incentives for other states to imitate the new behavior, the new behavior spreads. In addition to generating imitators, success of a given benefit-seeking signal indicates that some international actors have accepted the signal and therefore increases the demand for the signal among its intended recipients. If the signaling game becomes institutionalized such that international actors believe that all good types of states send a given signal, the new behavior becomes a norm. Only bad types refuse to signal. Therefore, if there is some probability that bad types can mimic the signal, this dynamic generates pressure on all benefit-seeking states to comply with the norm.


This process is most likely when benefit-giving actors want to encourage or reward a characteristic that is not readily observable. Because some governments may attempt to mimic democratic political institutions, it is difficult for external actors to judge a regime’s commitment to democracy. In the context of democracy promotion, pro-democracy actors prefer to support states committed to democratization and, all else equal, attempt to avoid supporting states that are not committed democrats.


True and Pseudo-Democrats


A common assumption in political science research is that the primary goal of incumbent politicians is to maintain power. This is often a useful assumption, but it can be misleading when applied to countries without established political institutions that help “enforce” democracy.3 For some leaders in transitional countries, the goal of democratization trumps the goal of staying in power at all costs. Throughout democratic history, during periods of institutional instability some leaders have put their desire to lead their country toward democracy ahead of their desire to stay in office. U.S. President George Washington was one of the first prominent politicians to do so, and he transferred power to an elected successor despite popular opinion that he should serve indefinitely. Since that time, a number of incumbent politicians have risked their own political future in order to help their country progress toward democracy, including one of the first leaders on record to invite international observers to elections in a sovereign state: José Figueres of Costa Rica, a man referred to upon his death as his country’s “father of democracy.”4


State leaders condition their behavior on anticipated international benefits. Benefit-seeking behavior is common in the developing world, where foreign aid and other forms of external support are frequently used for political purposes. Not all benefit-seeking leaders are equally committed to democratization, even when they hold elections, as electoral autocrats such as Alberto Fujimori, Vladimir Putin, and Robert Mugabe illustrate. This distinction between types of leaders means that, given some level of international benefits tied to democracy and uncertainty about some governments’ commitment to it, those leaders who are actually committed to democratization are motivated to signal their type to domestic and international audiences.


Throughout this book, national leaders of transitional countries are referred to as “incumbents” or “governments.” This assumed actor can be one individual or a group of leaders, depending on the regime type. Once elections are announced, all incumbents choose the degree to which they (and usually their party and supporters) will abide by the rules of a democratic election. In institutionalized democracies, a free and independent media, an independent judiciary, rule of law, and an informed and active citizenry mean that—at least in theory—leaders are bound to democratic rules by predictably severe consequences.5 In countries in which democracy is not institutionalized, some of the mechanisms of self-enforcing democracy may be weak or limited, and leaders are not so constrained. Incumbents may choose to delegate authority to an independent electoral commission, but one may assume that they always maintain ultimate authority over the degree to which elections are manipulated.


Within this environment, there are two general types of incumbents: true democrats and pseudo-democrats. True democrats are those incumbents who obey the letter and the spirit of electoral laws: they follow rules regulating electoral competition (they do not commit electoral fraud) and comply with expected behavior following an election (if they lose, they peacefully transfer power). Put simply, they act like leaders in established democracies, working to maintain power within the confines of democratic institutions.


For other leaders of countries in transition, power-hungry politicians will attempt to stay in office at all costs, including through undemocratic means. Although pseudo-democrats agree to hold elections, and will even hold free and fair elections if they believe that they are popular enough to win outright, they manipulate the election or the electoral process when they are not otherwise sure of their victory. The crucial differences between true democrats and pseudo-democrats are that, first, pseudo-democrats will cheat in order to win and, second, if they are defeated, they do not willingly transfer power to another party.


I do not attempt to classify each and every leader as a true or pseudo-democrat because it is frequently impossible to do so before elections take place.6 Some leaders may change during their tenure, such as dictators who rule unelected for decades but peacefully leave power after allowing—and losing—democratic elections. Kenneth Kaunda, the president of Zambia from 1964 to 1991, is such an example. Other leaders persist in holding elections long after they are widely perceived as dictators or “electoral autocrats.” Still others appear to oscillate between gross violations of democratic procedures and respecting democratic processes even when they lose, such as Hugo Chavez of Venezuela or Daniel Ortega of Nicaragua.


Variation in the degree to which leaders are willing to abide by the rules of democratic elections is essential in explaining why election monitoring became an international norm. Even China claims to be democratizing, and even North Korea and Turkmenistan hold elections. There are also a number of countries such as Chile, Ghana, and Indonesia that transitioned to democracy under great uncertainty about the commitment of their leaders to democratization. Judging which governments are actually democratizing is difficult because verbal commitments by leaders claiming to democratize and even the decision to hold elections are cheap talk. Many autocrats pay lip service to democratic values and hold rigged elections without serious risk to their power. As I argue in this chapter, international election monitoring spread widely because an endorsement from reputable international observers became internationally recognized as a signal that a leader was committed to holding democratic elections, because it is costly but not impossible for pseudo-democrats to imitate this signal, and because observation itself generated valuable information for democracy-promoting states.


Democracy Promoters


The other major actor in the development of election observation is the democracy-promoting community, represented primarily by powerful Western states. In some cases, the coalition of democracy promoters also includes domestic forces within a potentially democratizing country, although domestic pro-democracy forces are not necessary for governments to have the incentive to respond to foreign democracy promoters. In reality, democracy promoters are an amalgamation of states, international organizations, and other actors, all of whom act independently from one another. I refer to these actors in the aggregate in order to examine how a leader’s decision to invite election monitors is influenced by the expected response among democracy promoters. This type of assumption is not without precedent. For example, as Michael Tomz has shown in relation to state reputation in international capital markets, coordination is not necessary for diverse international actors—such as investors or democracy promoters—to develop common beliefs and responses to the behavior of governments.7 Simply put, the behavior of leaders can be influenced by the anticipated reaction of the pro-democracy international community, even when the international community is a diffuse set of actors without a formal mechanism to coordinate their response.8


International Election Observers


International election observers are official delegations of foreigners who are invited by the host government to observe and report on the electoral process. Election observation missions are deployed or sponsored by international organizations, such as the Organization of American States (OAS), the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe’s Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (OSCE/ODIHR), and the European Union (EU), and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), such as the Carter Center and the Asian Network for Free Elections (ANFREL). Some NGOs such as the National Democratic Institute and the International Republican Institute are nominally independent but are primarily funded by individual governments. International election observers are central in my theory, yet their role is straightforward. Although there are several notable exceptions, the primary role of international observers at an election is to evaluate its quality and to provide recommendations for improvements to the electoral process. In this stylized model of election observation, their report on election quality is not determined by the expected response of other actors but rather is determined only by the quality of the election.9


In this sense, the reports of observers on election quality are not strategically motivated, although I will show later that as the norm became more widely accepted, organizations supporting international observers invested in improving observation technology.10 For now, it is important to note that in my theory, international observers do not by themselves confer international costs or benefits.11 They primarily serve an informational role, and their reports matter to the extent that other actors rely on them to evaluate the quality of elections.


The quality of observers varies considerably over time and between organizations. Since observers began criticizing elections in the 1980s, a subset of observer organizations have developed reputations as being more professionalized and more willing to call out problematic elections. As I discuss in chapter 5, this fact has been exploited by pseudo-democrats in the game of strategic manipulation played with observers.12 Other organizations are unlikely to be explicitly critical and do not invest resources in improving monitoring techniques.


The International Environment and the Democracy Premium


Countries seeking international benefits respond to the preferences of other international actors, such as a preference among powerful states for democratic political institutions to be present in states receiving their support. The skeptic may doubt that such a “democracy premium” exists in practice because there are many examples in which nondemocratic regimes continue to receive external support from pro-democracy actors. It would be naive to assert that influential actors promote democracy at all costs or that democracy promotion trumps all other interests of powerful states. At best, promoting democracy is just one of many foreign policy goals, and its importance relative to other objectives changes over time within individual countries and international organizations. Nevertheless, there is much evidence to suggest that international pressure for democracy exists and that benefit-seeking states respond to this pressure.13 For such international pressure to influence the behavior of leaders, it is only necessary that not-yet-democratic states have reason to believe that they may be rewarded for appearing to democratize.


Leaders vary in the types of international benefits they seek, and they may desire benefits such as international legitimacy, foreign aid, membership in international organizations, and increased foreign direct investment. International benefits can also be withheld or withdrawn as a penalty for various reasons, including actions related to democratic reversals. Individual states or leaders may prefer different types of benefits and may seek material or less tangible benefits, such as international legitimacy or prestige. As I discuss in chapter 2, the fact that international benefits are fungible makes measurement more challenging, but it is unnecessary to assume that leaders seek only material benefits or nonmaterial benefits such as legitimacy.14


During the Cold War, democracy promotion was closely tied to U.S.- and Western-aligned states. Although anti-communism was clearly the most important characteristic to the United States, and frequently trumped democracy, allies were periodically encouraged to liberalize politically and were promised increased support if they did so.15 The end of the Cold War brought democracy promotion closer to the top of the foreign policy agendas of many powerful states, and the issue of democracy gained prominence in a number of international organizations.16 Even after the end of the Cold War, however, the widespread movement toward overt and multifaceted democracy promotion by powerful international actors did not displace other foreign policy objectives, but rather it grew in importance relative to anti-communism. Pressure for democracy continues to vary across states and regions depending on other geopolitical concerns.


In presenting this theory, I make the basic assumption that international actors prefer to support countries that they judge to have high value and that the characteristics valued by international actors change over time. More than one characteristic of a given state can be rewarded or punished, even if they sometimes conflict, and the relative weight of individual characteristics changes. For example, during the Cold War, a communist-aligned government could not gain support from democracy promoters because its position on communism would have outweighed its other characteristics, even if the country’s government was genuinely committed to democratization. An anti-communist government, however, could lobby to increase its share of international benefits by signaling its commitment to democracy. Also according to this model, a strategically important autocrat may continue receiving support from democracy-promoting states so long as the value of its geopolitical position outweighs its lack of political liberalization.


State-level characteristics may change in value relative to each other. When anti-communism was the most important factor in allocating international benefits during the Cold War, increasing a state’s commitment to democracy would lead to only a small boost in international benefits, and becoming more democratic could not outweigh the negative value attached to a communist-sympathizing government. Compared to the value associated with anti-communism, the weight of democracy was small. After the Cold War, the weight given to democracy increased relative to other characteristics, giving more leaders the ability and incentive to seek democracy-linked benefits.


Two simple but important implications follow from this basic model. First, it is not necessary that democracy is the state’s most important characteristic for it to factor into the decision-making behavior of benefit-seeking incumbents. Second, for each government seeking international benefits, any change in the relative weight given to democracy in the allocation of international benefits changes the corresponding expected benefits of being internationally recognized as democratic.


Although this emphasis is redundant, scholars and public commentators often make the point that democracy promotion cannot be effective if it is inconsistently applied across states or if other characteristics are also valued.17 In contrast, I argue that inconsistent democracy promotion, or democracy promotion conditioned by geopolitical interests, can still have important effects in motivating changes in the behavior of benefit-maximizing leaders. Counterintuitively, this argument also suggests that some ambiguity in the motivations of powerful democracy-promoting states increases the number of leaders willing to risk political liberalization and invite international exposure. If all leaders expected that foreign commitments to enforce democracy were absolute, the governments most likely to violate democratic institutions would be the least willing to risk political liberalization to gain democracy-contingent international benefits. In a world of sovereign states, the promotion of democracy at all costs would decrease the incentives for pseudo-democrats to invite observers and therefore decrease international scrutiny where it is most interesting: governments that are most likely to be manipulating their elections and constraining political liberalization.


Signaling Commitment to Democracy


Assuming that a democracy premium exists and that democratic governments receive some increase in their expected level of foreign support, how might a government of an uncertain type send a credible signal of its commitment to democratization? Historically, scholars and policymakers have applied various standards to democratizing countries in order to judge when they can be considered democratic. One such standard is the “two-turnover test,” in which a country is considered democratic after two peaceful transitions in power through elections, a standard that leaders or parties who wish to remain in power would clearly not prefer.18 Another popular standard defines an election as democratic if all political parties accept the results. Opposition acceptance of the results is an unreliable indicator because opposition political parties may act as sore losers, protesting even democratic elections. Similarly, governments may credibly threaten to crack down on protest following rigged elections and successfully intimidate losing parties. Such a credible threat of retribution would falsely give the appearance that opposition parties had accepted the results.


These standards are not ideal from the perspective of true democrats seeking recognition as such: a country could theoretically be democratic before experiencing two turnovers, as Arend Lijphart has argued in the cases of Germany, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and Switzerland,19 or countries could experience democratic backsliding even after two or more turnovers in power, as in Nicaragua or Peru. Before democracy is institutionalized, suspicion between political actors and an absence of credible information make it difficult for leaders to signal whether an election is democratic. This idea was neatly summed up by a Chilean general before the internationally observed 1988 plebiscite on the continued rule of Augusto Pinochet: “If the government’s candidate wins everyone will say it was fraud. If he loses everyone will say it was a fair election. So it is more in our interests than anyone else’s to be able to show it was an absolutely fair election.”20


Following an increase in democracy-contingent benefits, benefit-seeking states have the incentive to signal their type rather than rely on the judgment of powerful states. Other potentially credible signals, such as opposition victory, require leaders to give up power. By proactively signaling their commitment to democratic elections, state leaders who initiated election observation could make it more likely that their country was accurately recognized as a democratizing state, potentially decrease suspicion among domestic opposition parties, and increase their likely share of international support from the West. International election monitoring is a credible signal because it is more costly for pseudo-democrats than for true democrats, yet both types of leaders can signal their commitment to democracy by holding internationally monitored and endorsed elections.


Simply extending an invitation to international observers is not a sufficient signal: elections must also receive a positive report from observers. As election monitoring spread, pro-democracy actors, including true democrats, increased the cost of the signal to pseudo-democrats by expanding the mandate of election monitoring and improving the quality of observation: governments increasingly had to allow more observers; give them unfettered access to the entire electoral process throughout the country before, during, and after the election; and avoid manipulating the election in a manner that observers would criticize.


The dynamics of this interaction, including the diffusely motivated behavior of states acting in their own best interest, caused the new behavior—inviting international election monitors—to spread widely. Because these state leaders were successful in advocating a connection between election monitoring and democracy, initially reluctant international actors began to accept the signal of inviting observers in some regions. Over time, these pro-democracy actors began to expect that all leaders holding potentially democratic elections would invite international election monitors unless they were not committed to democracy.21 This change in international expectations about the behavior of governments has been noted by other scholars. As Roland Rich argues,


International observation of national elections and referendums in countries claiming to be democratic has become the norm. The rejection of foreign electoral observers has come to be taken as a signal that the country concerned is not prepared to open itself to international scrutiny and is not interested in the international legitimacy that a positive report would bestow.22


And, as Eric Bjornlund writes, “in democratizing and semiauthoritarian countries, election monitoring has become the norm and is now effectively a prerequisite in such countries for elections to be viewed as legitimate.”23 Judith Kelley similarly highlights the change in internationally held expectations, arguing that because “honest governments always had the incentive to invite monitors…[t]he international community could therefore infer that incumbents who refused monitors must have intended to cheat.”24


In recent years, the norm has spread even among developed democracies. Until 2000, few countries invited observers if they had established their type and their commitment to democracy. But as election observation became normalized, some pseudo-democratic governments complained of hypocrisy and paternalism in the application of election observation, and partly in response, European and North American democracies began to invite foreign observers.


The Dynamics of Norm Initiation and Diffusion


Why did state leaders choose to invite international scrutiny of what used to be an entirely domestic political process? Why did leaders who planned to commit election fraud begin inviting observers? Why did inviting observers become an international norm rather than a fleeting phenomenon, and why do states continue to comply with the norm even when it is clear that they will be caught manipulating the election?


Explaining the global diffusion of election monitoring requires explaining the decision by individual leaders to invite observers or not. My theory is based on a signaling game.25 Scholars of international norms and game theorists rarely engage one another, although some concepts have strong parallels in both literatures.26 Because the setup and implications of the game are relatively straightforward, the formalization of the game is confined to the appendix and the model is described entirely in words. When it is useful, I link the argument to game-theoretic concepts, and familiarity with game theory is helpful but not necessary to understand this part of my argument.


Incumbent governments choose whether to invite observers and attempt to gain their endorsement. This decision is modeled as a signaling game played by incumbents of uncertain type: unambiguous autocratic regimes such as Saudi Arabia or North Korea are not expected to play the game, and unambiguously democratic regimes such as Australia, Belgium, or Canada were not expected to invite observers until the norm had diffused widely.27 For such governments, it is unlikely that the signal of inviting observers and receiving their report would change other actors’ beliefs about regime type, making it unlikely that they will attempt to play the game.


Given that elections are being held in a country that is not unambiguously autocratic, I assume that the incumbent leader can be a true democrat or a pseudo-democrat. Both types of leaders decide whether to invite international observers. Before making this decision, leaders evaluate their likely share of international benefits and the available (potential) benefits tied to democracy. Other country-level characteristics known to the incumbent and democracy promoters, such as strategic location, alliances, or any number of other characteristics, also factor into the anticipated benefits that incumbents perceive before deciding whether to invite observers. In choosing whether to invite observers, governments also consider whether and how they will attempt to manipulate the election in their favor. More manipulation is more expensive and more likely to be caught when observers are invited. Methods of manipulation that are less likely to be caught by observers are assumed to be more expensive, because additional effort must be devoted to concealing manipulation or manipulating the election using legal or indirect tactics.


Because by definition the ideal type of true democrat never cheats, they do not have to pay the costs of manipulating the election and are never caught cheating. I assume that election monitoring is not entirely costless for true democrats, who must pay a small sovereignty cost if they invite observers. The sovereignty cost is in part determined by the reaction of domestic audiences to the government’s decision to invite observers. Domestic audiences do not necessarily support the decision to invite observers. The sovereignty cost can vary by country because of variation in domestic support for the decision to invite international observers. For example, some domestic actors view international election observers as an unnecessary form of foreign meddling, and in such cases the sovereignty costs associated with inviting observers would be greater. However, as election observation becomes more widely accepted among domestic audiences, the sovereignty cost decreases.28


Leaders committing large-scale fraud or who are less willing to risk a negative report must exert more effort to conceal election manipulation, such as by moving election manipulation to the pre-election period, by engaging in indirect rather than direct forms of manipulation (e.g., media bias rather than vote theft), and by training polling officials to disguise election fraud as administrative incompetence. They may also have to increase the rate of cheating in front of observers in order to overcome any fraud deterrence caused by the observation.


In this model, elections represent a gamble with a probabilistic outcome.29 Across all leaders, the base probability of victory without fraud is assumed to be the same. Incumbents who do not win the election gain nothing, even if they invite observers. Those who win through election manipulation in the presence of observers must also pay the associated cost of election manipulation, although election manipulation makes victory more likely. Figure 1.1 illustrates the basic relationship between the probability of victory and the level of manipulation with and without international observers. The probability of victory for true democrats is labeled in the figure as p. Note that election fraud increases the probability of victory for pseudo-democrats (denoted as q), but this increased probability of victory comes at a price and is marginally more costly when observers are present. Benefits of winning the election come from both domestic and international sources. Domestic benefits associated with winning the election include salary and domestic prestige, which are available to both types of leaders. Following an election victory, the incumbent expects to receive some amount of international benefits based on the total value of their country’s characteristics and the updated postelection beliefs among democracy promoters about their type.


When significant fraud is detected, observers issue a negative report, but if cheating is not detected, observers issue a positive report. Given that an incumbent is cheating, the probability that observers issue a negative report is influenced by the level and form of cheating committed. If the incumbent is a true democrat, cheating is never revealed to international observers and negative reports are never issued. For pseudo-democrats who engage in election manipulation, a negative report is possible but not certain and is determined by their success at manipulating the election in a manner that observers are unlikely to criticize. At the conclusion of the game, democracy promoters update their prior beliefs about whether the incumbent leader is a true democrat or a pseudo-democrat and condition their support accordingly.
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Figure 1.1. International observation, election manipulation, and probability of victory


Although opposition parties are sometimes found to be guilty of election fraud, they do not determine whether observers are invited in the first place; therefore, this possibility is not modeled in my explanation of the decision to invite observers. Additionally, in investigating all negative reports from observers, I have found no cases in which international observers criticized an election when only opposition parties committed election fraud.


Signaling and the Dynamics of Norm Diffusion


Logically, if democracy-promoting actors believe that all true democrats invite international observers, any incumbent government that does not invite observers is assumed to be a pseudo-democrat. In the language of game theory, the norm of election monitoring is defined as the shared expectation among democracy promoters that all true democrats invite observers and receive their endorsement. The international norm of election observation therefore means that if democracy promoters observe that a government (of uncertain type) has refused to invite observers, or they observe that a government has received a negative report from observers, they update their postelection beliefs and assume that the leader is a pseudo-democrat. Using this conceptualization, explaining the creation of the norm is equivalent to explaining how this shared expectation that true democrats invite observers was generated.


Signaling behaviors are common in international relations. Generally, they are most useful when they allow other actors to distinguish between types of governments. If there are two types of governments, and only one type of actor is willing or able to send a specified signal, it is called a “separating equilibrium.” In a separating equilibrium, a government can credibly signal its type to the intended recipient of the signal. A “pooling equilibrium” occurs when both types of governments are motivated to send the signal, but in this case the signal does not serve as a credible signal of a government’s type. Also possible in many signaling games are semiseparating or semipooling equilibria in which one or more types send the signal some of the time. Under such scenarios, the recipients of the signal can infer some information about the incumbent’s type based on whether or not the incumbent attempts to signal, but the signal does not allow other actors to clearly distinguish between types of governments.


I use this general model and the basic concepts underlying signaling games to explain the initiation and diffusion of election observation over time and to outline the motivations for changing behavior among leaders and democracy promoters. As with many signaling games, there are a number of possible equilibrium strategies, which are discussed in appendix A. In order to describe the causal dynamics of norm formation and diffusion over time and the relationship of my theory to signaling behaviors, I discuss various equilibria of the signaling game as they apply to specific periods in the overtime development of the norm of election observation.


In the period preceding the introduction of international election monitoring, states “pooled” on the decision not to invite observers. Neither true democrats nor pseudo-democrats invited observers, and neither type was expected to do so. Given the assumptions in the model, if there are no democracy promoters, or if the incumbent believes that democracy promoters will not recognize and reward the signal of inviting election monitors, whether a government invites observers is not a factor in postelection beliefs about the government’s type, and there is therefore no incentive for governments to invite observers.


The equilibrium in which no incumbents choose to invite observers represents the world before election monitoring was initiated. This equilibrium changes if the true democrat believes that inviting election observers may be recognized as a signal of his or her type and there are potential rewards associated with such signaling. Rewards are possible when the democracy-contingent benefits outweigh the sovereignty costs associated with inviting observers and when inviting observers is assumed to be more costly for pseudo-democrats than for true democrats. Because gaining a positive report from observers is relatively easy for true democrats, who never commit election fraud, there is little risk to true democrats associated with inviting observers. As mentioned above, as more actors adopt the view that election observation is consistent with sovereignty and self-determination, sovereignty costs diminish. The growing number of well-respected democracies that have invited international observers since 2002 in part reflects the reduction in sovereignty costs associated with the normalization of election observation. This reduction is a consequence rather than a cause of the international norm.


For pseudo-democrats, the decision to invite observers is more complicated. Like true democrats, they consider the size of the potential democracy premium and sovereignty costs of inviting observers. In weighing the decision to invite observers, they also consider their ideal level of election manipulation, the probability that they will win given this level of election manipulation, the probability that they will receive a positive report from observers, the direct costs of cheating in front of election observers (such as fraud deterrence), and the effort devoted to cheating in front of observers. All else equal, if the democracy premium is large enough to outweigh the risks associated with inviting observers, pseudo-democrats have the incentive to do so. Under these conditions, however, if the democracy premium is large enough to outweigh these risks for pseudo-democrats, they should also outweigh the costs for true democrats. If any pseudo-democrats invite observers, then democracy promoters can reasonably believe that all true democrats invite observers. If true democrats have the incentive to invite election monitors, it should lead to the belief among democracy promoters that all true democrats invite observers, and that all noninviting states are necessarily pseudo-democrats. If such a belief develops, and if there is some possibility that pseudo-democrats can fool observers and receive a positive report, pseudo-democrats have the incentive to invite observers as well. Under such conditions, pseudo-democrats risk receiving a negative report when they invite observers, but failing to invite observers signals their type with certainty. If pro-democracy actors believe that all true democrats invite observers, the only condition under which the pseudo-democrat prefers not to invite observers is when there is no chance of fooling observers and gaining a positive report given their anticipated level and type of election fraud.


If democracy promoters exist, they seek to support true democrats and withhold benefits from pseudo-democrats, and the potential value of the democracy premium changes substantially over time. For both true democrats and pseudo-democrats to invite observers, the anticipated democracy premium must be large enough to outweigh the costs and risks associated with cheating in front of observers. Inviting observers can be the expected strategy for both types of incumbents when the democracy premium is sufficiently high and when pseudo-democrats can potentially gain a positive report from observers. Pseudo-democrats who invite observers must successfully hide or minimize election manipulation: if they do not, democracy promoters update their beliefs accordingly, and the incumbent faces the costs of having signaled that their government is an electoral autocracy.


The pool of countries expected to play the game is not necessarily uniform over time. It is possible that true democrats can graduate from the norm of election observation when there is no longer any uncertainty about their type. It is also possible that unambiguously autocratic governments can work to change their reputation by engaging in credible political liberalization. They can, for example, introduce elections, multiparty competition, and other democratic reforms, such as liberalization of the media.


Because refusing observers became a de facto admission of guilt by pseudo-democrats, however, the incentives faced by governments made it more likely that both types invited observers. The only governments refusing to invite observers became those holding the most blatantly rigged elections, such as Laos, North Korea, and Vietnam; those receiving foreign support for strategic reasons, such as Egypt; and those willing to go without Western support (perhaps because of high sovereignty costs imposed by anti-Western domestic audiences), such as Iran and Malaysia. Reduced sovereignty costs are also evidenced by the fact that even powerful democracy-promoting states began to invite international election observers, in part to avoid charges of hypocrisy from governments such as Belarus and Russia.


Thus, the norm in which all true democrats are expected to invite international observation of their elections leads to an equilibrium in which all true democrats invite observers and many pseudo-democrats attempt to invite observers. All noninviting countries are perceived to be pseudo-democracies or autocracies. Not all pseudo-democrats who invite observers are able to successfully imitate the signal, and some are documented as pseudo-democrats by international observers. Attempting to fake the signal imposes additional costs upon pseudo-democrats.


Explaining the norm of election monitoring requires that this model of individual decision making—in which each government makes a choice about whether observers should be invited—be extended to explain the global diffusion of election monitoring. The model described above and formalized in the appendices focuses on individual decision making but generates empirical predictions about how groups of leaders with specific characteristics should behave. In the early period of election monitoring, inviting observers was initiated by leaders who sought to increase their share of international benefits. The only internationally imposed cost was for leaders caught manipulating elections. In the second period, an exogenous increase in democracy-contingent benefits associated with the end of the Cold War gave nearly all true democrats the incentive to invite observers. As a result of this change in behavior, democracy-promoting actors developed the belief that all true democrats invite observers, which triggered the third stage of election monitoring, its rapid diffusion, and the establishment of international election observation as an international norm. Because the practice was initiated by state leaders seeking observers, and these leaders continued to invite observers, concerns among international actors about violating sovereignty were sidestepped. Predictably, leaders who refused observers after the norm developed justified their decision by arguing that observers violate state sovereignty. Additionally, the link between election observation and democracy, which was created and strengthened by leaders who invited observers in order to boost their democratic credentials, made it possible for international actors to accept election observation as a method of democracy promotion. This link was not obvious when election observation was initiated, but it has become so widely accepted that it now seems self-evident. Election observation is now a central component of democracy promotion, and the reports of observers are overtly linked to a variety of international benefits.


Costly Signals and Domestic Consequences


Because international observers may improve the quality of elections in countries with a history of election manipulation, election monitoring is an important tool of democracy promotion. The domestic consequences of election monitoring are also essential to evaluating my theory. For the signal of inviting international observers to be meaningful, it must be more costly for pseudo-democrats than for true democrats. True democrats should have nothing to hide, so inviting observers carries little risk, except for the sovereignty costs outlined above. When pseudo-democrats invite observers, they face a dilemma. They can hold a clean election and hope that they will win outright but plan to falsify or nullify the results if they lose. Or, they can manipulate the election, betting that efforts to conceal manipulation are successful and the level of observable manipulation is not sufficient to generate a negative report.


Pseudo-democrats may hold clean elections when they believe they are popular enough to win outright, but this does not eliminate potential costs associated with inviting observers. For these leaders, the uncertainty lies in their evaluation of their own popularity. Particularly in the first elections held after a period of nondemocratic rule, leaders are sometimes surprised to lose elections. Huntington calls these “stunning” elections, in which “authoritarian rulers sponsored elections and lost or did much worse than they and others anticipated.”30 Following an unexpected loss, the quintessential pseudo-democrat refuses to accept the result, such as in the 2008 elections in Zimbabwe. In these cases, the presence of observers can make it more difficult for leaders to cancel the election on trumped-up grounds, as Manuel Noriega learned in Panama in 1989. Observers draw disproportionate media attention and, as an impartial third-party, their judgment of the rightful victor has more credibility. Additionally, methods such as the parallel vote tabulation (also called the quick count) have made it relatively easy to prove that manipulation has taken place in the vote tabulation process.31


It is also possible that leaders may be so skilled at manipulation that observers fail to catch government-orchestrated election fraud. A direct test of this proposition is impossible, but improvements in election observation should mean that undetectable manipulation is increasingly expensive and rare. Observers have expanded the scope of their mission to include virtually all portions of the electoral process and to coordinate with domestic election observers and other domestic actors. Therefore, for perfectly concealed electoral manipulation to succeed it would have to be hidden not just from international observers but from all other actors, many of whom would have a vested interest in exposing efforts to manipulate the election. In theory, the forms of election manipulation that are less detectable should be more difficult, more costly, or more risky to carry out. Changing vote totals takes only the stroke of a pen. Covert election manipulation requires the capacity to manipulate effectively and unobtrusively and the use of only effective and concealed tools of election manipulation. For example, the now notorious pre-election poisoning of presidential candidate Viktor Yushchenko in the Ukraine was never traced and could be an example of well-concealed and indirect election manipulation.32 Even in this case, however, because of other problems with the election, Ukraine received a strongly negative report from the OSCE/ODIHR. Manipulation of the electoral rules or gerrymandering are indirect and often legal, but even these forms of manipulation can provoke criticism from observers.33


When pseudo-democrats choose the second option and invite observers while manipulating the election, observers can have a variety of effects, including directly reducing election fraud, motivating pseudo-democrats to choose less effective or more expensive forms of manipulation, or condemning an election as fraudulent and therefore making international or domestic consequences more likely. Concealed forms of election manipulation may be more or less effective than ballot box stuffing or stealing vote totals, but the expanding scope of election monitoring should constrain the “menu of manipulation” available to pseudo-democrats.34


Empirical Implications


State Leaders and the Decision to Invite Observers


There is no single conclusive test of my argument. Rather, the dynamics outlined above generate a number of empirical implications about the diffusion of international election monitoring and the domestic consequences of observed elections. If my theory is true, the empirical evidence should be consistent with the implications outlined below. To be most convincing, I must also demonstrate a lack of support for alternative explanations, and this is considered separately in the relevant empirical chapters. The following twelve empirical implications follow directly from my theory and are presented in the order that they are evaluated in the remainder of the book.


First, because of the manner in which international benefits are allocated, Cold War alliances should dictate patterns of observation before 1989. The only governments likely to benefit from signaling a commitment to democracy during the Cold War should have been those that were already anti-communist. After the Cold War, the value of anti-communism decreased relative to democracy, and formerly communist or nonaligned states became eligible for democracy-contingent benefits.


1. Before 1989, only U.S. and Western allies should be eligible for democracy-contingent benefits. After 1989, all benefit-seeking governments should compete for democracy-contingent benefits. Therefore, only U.S. allies should invite observers during the Cold War, and U.S. and non-U.S. allies should invite observers after the Cold War.


The diffusion of election monitoring should also exhibit observable empirical patterns over time and space. My theory predicts that early inviters of international monitors should be different from those who invited them in the latter period of election monitoring. On average, they should be more democratic and hold cleaner elections in the early period of election observation. As cheating pseudo-democrats began to mimic the signal of true democrats, the average level of democracy among inviting countries should decrease. Eventually, as election monitoring became an international norm and nearly all benefit-seeking governments had the incentive to invite observers, inviting countries should converge toward the average level of democracy throughout the developing world.


2. Initially, leaders who invite observers are likely to be more democratic than the average. Over time, there should be convergence between the average level of democracy in developing countries and the average level of democracy among governments that invite observers.


The third empirical implication stems in part from the observation that leaders with highly uncertain government types should have the most to gain by signaling their commitment to democracy. This tendency was recognized in the early 1990s by Samuel Huntington and Thomas Franck, two prominent scholars of democracy in political science and international law, respectively, who separately noted that international observers were expected at virtually all transitional elections.35 Governments without experience with democracy should be the most likely to invite observers, such as those holding the first multiparty elections, governments holding elections after a nondemocratic alteration in power such as a coup, or those holding the first elections following independence.


3. Governments with highly uncertain regime types should be more likely to invite observers, including those holding the country’s first multiparty elections, transitional governments holding elections following a period of nondemocratic rule, and elections held after previous elections had been suspended.


Conversely, governments with certain regime types, including unambiguously democratic and unambiguously autocratic governments, should be less likely to invite observers. Governments that successfully establish a reputation as fully democratic can graduate from the expectation that they should invite international observers. Two implications follow.


4. Countries that hold elections but that do not allow electoral competition should be unlikely to invite election observers.


5. Countries that are widely considered consolidated democracies or that become widely perceived as such after having invited observers should be unlikely to invite observers.


Similarly, increases in the probability that elections are observed should follow increases in the available democracy-contingent benefits, the existence of which may also vary by region.


6. The rate of election monitoring should increase with increases in available democracy-contingent benefits.


States receiving high levels of foreign support for other reasons should be less likely to invite observers, especially those states that are strategically important to the United States.


7. States that are strategically important to the United States for reasons unrelated to their regime type should be less likely to invite observers.


Democracy-Contingent Benefits and International Pressure


From the supply side of election monitoring, my theory suggests several patterns of behavior among democracy promoters. Changes in the provision of democracy-contingent benefits are modeled as an exogenous shock in my argument. Democracy promoters must have changed their behavior in order to generate such a shock and must have provided democracy-contingent benefits. Therefore, during the period in which election monitoring was initiated, some democracy-contingent benefits must exist and incumbents must be aware that they exist. Democracy promoters should link democracy-contingent benefits to election monitoring only after they believe that all true democrats invite observation. This generates an over-time prediction representing a corollary to (6) above.


8. Before election monitoring is initiated, there should be evidence of an increased link between democracy and international benefits. As election monitoring spreads, democracy promoters should marginally increase benefits to democratizing states but should link democracy-contingent benefits overtly to election monitoring only after the norm is generated or after they believe that all true democrats invite observers.


After election observation is accepted among democracy promoters as a valid signal, if pseudo-democrats are caught manipulating the election and observers issue a strongly negative report, pseudo-democrats should face various consequences. Leaders should forgo international benefits but may also face domestic protest and other costs for being internationally criticized for election fraud. International election observers are rarely the only voice criticizing a fraudulent election: domestic election observers, opposition political parties, and other governments also comment on election quality. It appears to be easier, however, for motivated regimes to discredit domestic actors as biased or as sore losers. Unlike domestic observers and opposition parties, international observers are relatively risk-free in their criticism, so when reputable observers do issue an overtly negative report, it is more likely to be viewed as credible. Additionally, their reputations are formed internationally, and when leaders attempt to discredit the reports of internationally reputable observers as biased, they are usually unsuccessful. Nevertheless, an important implication of the theory is that if a negative report is issued, the sanctioned government should face reduced or forgone international benefits.


9. Governments that invite observers and receive a negative report should receive reduced international benefits.


Similarly, as the norm took hold and democracy promoters developed the belief that all true democrats invite observers, those governments that refuse observers should be treated as pseudo-democracies by democracy-promoting actors.


10. After the norm developed, few governments should refuse observers, and there should be consequences for not inviting observers. Countries that do not invite observers should be perceived as pseudo-democrats.


Domestic Consequences of Election Observation


In addition to international reaction to negative reports, observers can potentially influence election fraud in a variety of ways. If observers reduce election fraud directly, they make it more difficult for leaders to steal votes on election day and effectively lower the vote share for cheating parties. Direct deterrence of manipulation may also take place in other periods of the electoral process. Leaders may be less likely to abuse state control of the media or shut down certain TV stations if international observers are monitoring the media and issuing regular reports on the amount of air time devoted to each candidate. Nevertheless, I focus primarily on the possibility that observers have a direct effect on election day behavior.


11. Election monitoring should be more costly to pseudo-democrats than true democrats. If observers reduce election fraud, pseudo-democrats should perform worse in the presence of observers.


My theory also predicts an evolving game of strategy between pseudo-democrats and international observers. Because observers prefer to be accurate, as more pseudo-democrats invite observers, election observers and democracy promoters have the incentive to develop better fraud-detection technology. As observers get better at catching fraud, pseudo-democrats should work to reduce the chances they will be criticized. The scope of monitoring and the ability of incumbents to conceal their cheating should therefore escalate jointly. It is not only international observers who benefit from higher-quality monitoring. As international actors accepted election observation as an international norm, it was used to distinguish between true democrats and pseudo-democrats. True democrats, international observers, and democracy promoters wish to increase the accuracy of the signal by making it more costly for pseudo-democrats to invite observers and get away with election manipulation.


12. Forms of manipulation and observation should change over time, with observers expanding their focus and manipulation becoming less direct as the quality of election monitoring improves.


Toward a Theory of Signaling Norms


Within the field of democratization, international pressure for democracy has made a number of other characteristics of democratic elections widespread, such as independent election commissions, nationally centralized voter registers, the publication of election results at polling stations, and the use of transparent ballot boxes, uniform ballots, and indelible ink. Although there are advocates for some of these practices, I would argue that the reason they have diffused is not because norm entrepreneurs campaigned for indelible ink to safeguard against multiple voting, for example, but rather because using indelible ink (and the iconic election day photos of smiling voters proudly displaying their purple fingers) has become a widely shared behavioral expectation and internationally recognized signal for governments holding elections in developing countries.


In much of the existing work on international norm formation, some actors have the incentive to promote the global diffusion of the new international norm. In the case of election observation, if I assume that democracy-contingent benefits are finite, it would not necessarily be in any actor’s interest for the norm to develop, particularly when the practice was initiated and began to spread rapidly. Notably, the norm of election observation was actually generated in part by the actors who are most hurt by the normalization of the practice. In this case, true democrats face little cost if election observation becomes a widely accepted international norm, although they may face increased competition over scarce international benefits. Increasingly constrained pseudo-democrats, in contrast, would be better off if the norm did not exist.


This theory has the potential to explain a subset of international norms that have not attracted the support of committed activists, are not imposed by powerful states, and do not necessarily help facilitate international cooperation. Because of this, signaling norms may seem more benign or less interesting at first glance, but I argue that they are just as consequential as those that arise through other causal mechanisms, if not more so. They are the unintended result of strategic interaction, but they become an important part of the rules and norms governing international politics.
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SOVEREIGN LEADERS AND THE DECISION TO INVITE OBSERVERS


The Costa Rican elections of February 1962 are widely cited as the first internationally observed election in a sovereign state, but they were not the first elections for which a government had sought international observers.1 Four years earlier, the democratizing government of Costa Rica and the threatened Cuban dictatorship each attempted to invite international observers, foreshadowing the trajectory of international observation in which both true and pseudo-democrats invite foreign election monitors. These invitations were issued amid heated debates within the Americas about the relationship between democracy, anti-communism, and U.S. support for dictators in the Western Hemisphere. Costa Rica invited observers from the UN and the Organization of American States (OAS) to the 1958 elections for the purpose of making the election, in the words of President José Figueres, “an example to the Americas.”2 The New York Times coverage describes the extensive efforts undertaken by the Costa Rican government to identify a credible signal of the quality of their democratic institutions:


Dr. Alberto F. Canas, representative of Costa Rica at the United Nations, said today that the presidential election in his country next February would be the first to be conducted in Latin America with neutral observers present under the auspices of an international organization. The initiative came from the Costa Rican Government and was a voluntary move, he added…. President José Figueres asked Secretary General Dag Hammarskjöld to submit a list of individuals from democratic countries around the world, as potential observers of the balloting. On Sunday Dr. Canas will fly to San José with the confidential list delivered to him today.3


President Figueres’ reputation as the country’s “father of democracy”4 and his vehement opposition to other dictatorships in the region made him one of the hemisphere’s leaders in lobbying the U.S. and other governments to adopt more explicitly pro-democracy foreign policies. Despite his efforts to attract foreign observers, the UN and the OAS denied the government’s request to provide official observers for the 1958 Costa Rican elections, and no record of a formal observation mission has been uncovered.5


Several months later, the Cuban government also attempted to invite international election observers. Facing threat from Fidel Castro, an arms embargo, and pressure from the United States “to curtail repression and hold honest elections without his own participation,”6 Batista scheduled multiparty elections, allowed opposition candidates to run, and released a number of political prisoners.7 In November of 1958, following demands from the opposition parties, Batista invited international observers from the OAS and the UN to monitor the elections.8 Both organizations refused to send observers, but the invitation stands out as an early example of a government with few democratic credentials attempting to demonstrate its new—and likely false—commitment to democratic elections following heavy international and domestic pressure for political liberalization.


Although the central question of this book is ultimately why inviting foreign observers became an international norm, the first question to ask is why leaders invite observers at all. This chapter evaluates why leaders began inviting election monitoring and why election observation spread throughout the world by using a variety of empirical evidence, including government rhetoric about the decision to invite observers and cross-national data from 1960 to 2006 documenting when and where election monitoring diffused. The evidence in this chapter evaluates and lends support to the first seven empirical implications outlined in chapter 1, all of which focus on explaining the decision by governments to invite election monitors. I conclude the chapter by discussing the normalization of election monitoring, including its nearly universal spread, even among the long-term developed democracies.


Early Inviters and the Diffusion of Election Observation


The early history of election observation shows a majority of cases in which leaders were attempting to demonstrate that they were leading genuine transitions to democracy, and a few cases, such as in the Dominican Republic in 1966, Bolivia in 1978, and Nicaragua in 1963, in which electoral autocrats attempted to bring some undeserved democratic legitimacy to their continued rule by holding elections and allowing a managed transition to a puppet president. International election monitoring had previously taken place only in nonsovereign or trust territories, most commonly for plebiscites on territorial issues.9


Although these first cases are notable for initiating the practice of international election monitoring in sovereign states, such as those in Costa Rica and the Dominican Republic in the 1960s, they are distinct. The rate of observed elections continued at less than five per year until the early 1970s. With several exceptions, these early missions sent only one or two observers to the capital city on election day and rarely criticized elections.10 No elections were observed between 1973 and 1976, with the practice picking up again in the late 1970s.11


As election observation spread, observers were particularly likely to be invited to high-profile elections following transitions from authoritarian rule in which the government’s commitment to democracy was uncertain. For example, the 1984 Guatemalan elections were observed by the OAS following a 1983 coup. The Efraín Ríos Montt government, remembered for the worst human rights abuses in Guatemala’s history, was deposed in a coup led by Oscar Mejías.12 Although Mejías came to power through blatantly undemocratic means, he attempted to manage a return to democracy in Guatemala. He lifted the state of siege, put forth electoral laws, allowed political activity that had been banned under Ríos Montt, and did not permit his government to support any parties or candidates. Concluding his role in the transition, he did not run for office and allowed another individual to be elected president.13


In El Salvador, the OAS observed the 1982 elections to the constituent assembly that were conducted in an attempted return to democracy. In 1984 presidential elections were held amid widespread violence.14 The OAS also sent observers to these elections, and pro-United States and anti-communist candidate José Duarte was elected. Other notable elections include Grenada in 1984 following the 1983 U.S. invasion; the 1978 general elections in the Dominican Republic, in which Joaquín Balaguer (Trujillo’s former puppet president) was voted out of office; and the 1978 national assembly elections in Panama in which there was a peaceful transfer of power.


Leaders of sovereign states outside Latin America also began to invite observers in the 1980s. After having observed elections for independence in several nonsovereign states such as Rhodesia in 1979, the Commonwealth began observing elections in newly sovereign states in Africa with observation missions in Zimbabwe and Uganda in 1980.15


By the mid-1980s, increasingly blatant pseudo-democrats began to seek international observers. The growing strength of the link between democracy and internationally observed elections meant that pro-democracy advocates—both domestically and internationally—began to pressure for observers. Government rhetoric displays the reluctance of these pseudo-democrats to invite observers as well as their attempts to manipulate them. Before the 1986 “snap” elections in the Philippines, the foreign minister was quoted as saying that “[t]he Republic of the Philippines is a sovereign and independent state, with the supreme authority to conduct its electoral processes any way it sees fit” and that Marcos was under “no obligation” to invite observers but did so as “a gesture of the good faith” and to prove that “we are a government of laws.”16 President Ferdinand Marcos announced his decision to invite international observers on a television program that was broadcast in the United States and the Philippines:


You’re all invited to come and we will invite the members of the American Congress to please come and see what is happening here. All this talk about fraud—that’s sour grapes [from] all these poor losers.17


After twenty-six years of single-party rule, President Kenneth Kaunda of Zambia agreed in July of 1990 to allow a national referendum on one-party rule. He proposed the referendum following an attempted coup and during widespread unrest over increases in the price of food. Kaunda was also facing serious international pressure, having defaulted on a $23 million payment to the World Bank. In response to the proposed referendum, opposition groups and trade unions demanded the end to a nearly three-decade-long state of emergency, the legalization of opposition parties, and the presence of international observers. By September 1990, Kaunda scrapped plans for the referendum in favor of multiparty elections, and by February 1991, he had agreed to invite foreign observers, including the Commonwealth, the Carter Center, and the National Democratic Institute, which helped organize and fund a broad-based domestic election monitoring network.


Displaying tactics that have become common among pseudo-democrats, in the year before the elections Kaunda’s government “arrested political opponents, banned opposition gatherings, fired critics from within the ruling party and unleashed riot police on protesters…fired the chief editors of the country’s two daily newspapers” and prohibited the government printing press from producing an independent weekly paper.18 The government also attempted to manipulate and discredit international observers after they had issued somewhat critical statements about the government’s preparations for elections and its misuse of state resources. Kaunda’s campaign ran a full-page newspaper advertisement alleging that the international observers were biased and that they were in conspiracy to overthrow him.19 Yet despite these efforts Kaunda lost to Frederick Chiluba and, surprising many witnesses to the event, peacefully stepped down and respected the results of the country’s first multiparty elections.


Pro-democracy domestic actors also began pressuring for observers in some countries. Some pseudo-democrats also came under pressure from domestic constituencies with an interest in signaling the country’s commitment to democracy and potentially exposing the country’s leadership as less than democratic. In inviting observers from the Commonwealth Secretariat to the 1990 elections, Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamed explained his decision, saying that “we suspect certain groups are already plotting to smear the image of the country in the next election” and that “it is vital that we get outside people with no interest to witness and observe our election.”20


Although individual leaders invite international observers for diverse reasons, early election monitoring is notable for its signaling character. The rhetorical justifications used by leaders to explain their decision to invite observers suggest that they were primarily interested in finding a way to signal the quality of their elections to international and domestic audiences. Arguing for international observers for the 1997 elections in Jamaica, the president of the Jamaica Manufacturers’ Association said that inviting observers “would send a signal to the international community that our democratic process is open.” Jamaican Prime Minister Percival Patterson initially refused international observers, complaining that “it would be a travesty to the legacy of our democratic reputation were we now to suggest that we are incapable, as a country, to administer our electoral or other affairs.”21 Patterson later relented, inviting an official delegation from the Carter Center.


That inviting international election observers became a widely accepted signal of democratic elections is perhaps an historical accident I document in greater detail in chapter 3. However, election monitoring became a credible signal of a government’s commitment to democratic elections because observers made it more difficult for pseudo-democrats to cheat and get away with it and because attempts by pseudo-democrats to discredit election monitoring as unwanted foreign intervention were undermined by the increasing numbers of countries seeking international monitors. As the reputation of observers began to spread and it became clear that they were willing to criticize fraudulent elections, as more countries began holding elections in which the intentions of the government were uncertain, and as election monitors criticized several high-profile elections, pro-democracy domestic groups began to voice their support for inviting observers. Domestic support for observers was far from universal, however, with some arguing that they “sprinkled holy water on a rigged process.”22 Nevertheless, the incentive for leaders to find a signal of their commitment to democratization led them to invite observers, even when (or perhaps because) doing so would increase the risk that election fraud would be caught and condemned. I now turn to a cross-national quantitative evaluation of the spread of election monitoring and more explicit evaluation of the first seven empirical implications outlined in chapter 1.


Global Data on Elections and Election Observation


Much of the quantitative evidence in this chapter is drawn from an original dataset on national election events in the developing world. When beginning research for this project, existing data on elections were inadequate or incomplete, particularly for elections held in nondemocratic regimes. Because part of the puzzle is why leaders invite international monitors to undemocratic elections, including even the worst elections in the analysis is particularly important. My dataset includes all national elections from 1960 to 2006 in countries with a population greater than 500,000. Appendix B provides a more detailed codebook, lists the primary sources, and lists all countries included and excluded from the analysis.


Coding National Elections


Each observation in the dataset is a separate election in an independent state. If multiple offices are elected on the same day (or during one consecutive multiday election period), the election is treated as one observation. Elections on separate days, even when held in the same country in the same year, are treated as separate observations (for example, a legislative election in June and a presidential election in December are counted as separate observations). Although data were collected on multiround elections, the statistical analysis examines only first-round elections because the decision to invite observers in the second round is completely determined by first-round invitations. National referenda on constitutional or other substantive issues were excluded because they represent different strategic decisions made by the incumbent leader. In some isolated cases, incumbents held referenda on their own continued rule. Referenda on the continued rule of the executive are equivalent to elections with only one candidate, and both are included.


Defining Internationally Observed Elections


For every election event, I also code whether the election was internationally observed. International election observers are official delegations of foreigners who observe and report on the electoral process. In nearly all cases, international observers were formally invited by the host government. There are some minor exceptions to this rule, discussed below. Sometimes the incumbent government delegates the decision to invite observers to an agent, such as the central election commission. However, because international observers must be allowed access to the electoral process in order to do their job (which includes entering polling stations on election day and observing the vote tabulation process), it is difficult for them to observe without official credentials from the host government. Even in cases in which observers are issued a formal invitation by a government agent, the central government retains the residual ability to prevent them from entering the country to observe on election day. In 2005, the rule that observers must be invited was institutionalized in the Declaration of Principles for International Election Observation. The document, signed by more than twenty of the largest and most respected organizations that sponsor observation missions, states that an international observation mission should not be recognized as such unless the election-holding country, “issues an invitation or otherwise indicates its willingness to accept international election observation missions.”23


Data were collected from election observation missions whose quality varied, including observers whose reputation suggests that they always approve elections regardless of their quality. No organizations sending official delegations of foreign observers were excluded from the data, although I explore varying quality of observers in chapter 5. Election monitoring data were collected in two ways. First, information was collected directly from organizations that sponsor election observation missions. Because some reports have been lost or were never made public, and because some organizations do not keep comprehensive documentation of all observer missions, for each election after 1978 newswire reports for dates surrounding elections were also searched for mention of international observers.24 In this manner, the record of whether an election was monitored was checked by organization and by election. Additional information from case studies and scholarly articles supplemented these sources.25


There are four types of borderline cases in coding observed elections. In a handful of elections, observers were invited and deployed, but because the conditions were judged to be so poor that a democratic election was impossible, the missions withdrew before election day. In these cases, when the observer mission issues a report on the quality of the election but suspends the mission before election day, I coded the election as observed.


As election observation began to spread throughout Latin America in the late 1970s, there was some debate about which domestic actors had the authority to invite international observers. In some cases, the agreed upon standard was that if all political parties requested observers, they considered themselves invited. Additionally, in several isolated cases between 1978 and 1984, domestic human rights organizations, such as the Guyana Human Rights Association, extended invitations to international election observers directly, and observers from international human rights organizations such as the International Human Rights Law Group or the British Parliamentary Human Rights Group accepted. These elections are coded as internationally observed.


There are also several cases in which autocratic regimes “invited” observers via press release on the newswire, but the invitation was not perceived as credible and no observers were willing or able to accept the invitation. For example, Saddam Hussein’s regime officially announced that they had invited 10,000 foreign observers to the 1995 Iraqi elections in which he was the only candidate. No specific organizations were invited, no official delegations were deployed to the country, and no reports were issued. This election and several others like it were not coded as internationally observed even though an invitation to observers was technically issued.


Finally, there are some reports of “international observers” that are, in fact, direct representatives of individual governments and that observe the election only for internal purposes. These delegations are usually not invited, and they typically do not issue public reports on the quality of the election. They are also more likely to be viewed as biased toward one candidate or party. In general, I do not code these delegations as international observers because they do not issue public reports on election quality and are frequently indistinguishable from foreign embassy staff, which have long paid close attention to election day proceedings in the countries in which they are stationed. There are, however, cases in which these country-sponsored delegations joined with official observer missions from intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) or international nongovernmental organizations (INGOs), or combined with representatives of other countries under “coordination and support” by the UN. These missions are coded as official international observers despite the involvement of embassy staff.


Therefore, for each election (each observation in the dataset), there is an indication of whether it was observed and by whom. Many elections are observed by multiple groups, and both international NGOs and IGOs are recorded as sponsors of observation missions.26
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Figure 2.1. Total number of elections per year, 1960–2006


Source: Author


Note: Includes 1,759 elections in 157 independent states.


Trends in International Election Monitoring


Earlier I presented the puzzle of election observation in part by showing the rate of internationally observed elections over time, as well as the percentage of those elections that received negative reports (see introduction, figure I.1). As illustrated in greater detail in figure 2.1, the total number of elections, as well as the rate of observed elections, increased substantially between the 1980s and 1990s, when the number of states in the international system also grew.27
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Figure 2.2. Diffusion of elections and election observation by region


These trends also exhibit strong regional dynamics, as shown in figure 2.2. Election observation was initiated and spread first in Latin America.28 Europe and Africa display similar patterns, with a dramatic increase in both elections and election monitoring in 1990. In Asia, election observation began in the mid-1980s but increased only gradually in the 1990s. Finally, in North Africa and the Middle East, elections are not as frequent, and it remains the region with the lowest rate of election monitoring.


Cold War Politics and Patterns of Diffusion


The end of the Cold War brought with it a dramatic change in the types of countries that could seek democracy-contingent benefits. During the Cold War, U.S. and allied preferences for supporting anti-communist countries meant that this variable outweighed any preference for democracy in countries that were not recognized as anti-communist. The diminished importance of anti-communism as a state-level characteristic was most visible in Africa, where many governments during the Cold War sought international benefits by engaging the United States or the USSR in a bidding war for their allegiance. After the few cases of Commonwealth observation in Africa in the early 1980s, no elections were observed in sovereign African states until the 1991 elections in Zambia.


Table 2.1. Observed elections and Cold War alliances, 1962–1988
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The first empirical implication outlined in chapter 1 specified that democracy-contingent benefits should be available only to a subset of states during the Cold War, and that before 1989, only anti-communist Western allies should have invited international observers. As shown in table 2.1, the pattern of observed elections in the early period of election observation closely correlates with Cold War alliance patterns: the only Soviet ally to invite international observers before 1989 was Nicaragua (whose alliance switched during the Cold War), and only three nonaligned countries invited observers, all of which are former British colonies.


Alliance patterns also roughly illustrate which countries were positioned to benefit the most from inviting observers at the end of the Cold War. Table 2.2 shows the breakdown of observed elections during this transition by Cold War alliance patterns from 1989 to 1994, with the addition of a category for states that became independent in 1989 or later. Election observation was no longer confined to U.S. allies, and the rates of election observation among former Soviet allies and nonaligned states increased substantially.


Table 2.2. Observed elections and Cold War alliance patterns, 1989–1994
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Pre- and post-Cold War trends should also be visible in the existing level of democracy in countries that invite foreign observers. The second empirical implication outlined in chapter 1 described the types of governments likely to initiate election monitoring. Early inviters should be more democratic than average until the norm is established. As pseudo-democrats mimic the signal of true democrats and all true democrats continue inviting, the average level of democracy in inviting countries should converge with the global average. Figure 2.3 presents a visual representation of the types of countries likely to invite observers by plotting the average POLITY scores among countries that invited observers (using a locally weighted regression line) against the average POLITY score across all countries in the world. All scores for observed elections lag by one year to exclude changes caused by the observed elections. Note that the average POLITY scores in the first observed elections in the 1960s were close to the global mean. From 1970 to 1990, observers were more likely to be invited to elections in countries with more democratic political institutions than the global average, which is consistent with the idea that relatively more democratic countries initiated the trend of election observation. From 1990 to the present, the means converge as elections and election observation spread widely.
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Figure 2.3. Regime type in observed elections vs. global average


To look at this trend of decreasing quality of observed elections from another angle, I also examine the over-time changes in election monitoring based on whether there were domestic pre-election concerns about election fraud (see appendix B). This indicator provides an alternative measure of the average characteristics of elections to which observers were invited. As shown in figure 2.4, although the rate of elections with pre-election concerns about fraud is relatively constant over time, averaging about 40% of elections in the developing world, the percentage of these elections that were observed approached 100% by 2006.
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Figure 2.4. Elections with pre-election concerns about fraud


Sources: Author and NELDA


Note: Includes 1,759 elections in 157 independent states.


The third implication of the model outlined in chapter 1 relates to ex ante uncertainty among other international actors about a government’s “type.” Governments of widely known type should not invite observers, whereas governments of more uncertain types should converge quickly toward inviting observers during periods in which it is clear that democracy-contingent benefits exist. I examine three likely election-specific indicators of uncertainty about a government’s commitment to democracy: elections held by transitional governments following a period of nondemocratic rule, elections held after previous elections had been suspended, and governments holding the country’s first multiparty elections. All of these trends fluctuate significantly over the period under study. Nevertheless, as figures 2.5–2.7 show, “uncertain” types of governments became highly likely to invite international observers by the early 1990s. For example, before 1988, 23% of elections were observed if they were run by a transitional government tasked with holding elections. After 1988, 85% of these elections were internationally monitored, and after 1995, 100% were internationally observed. Similar trends are shown for a country’s first multiparty elections and elections held after elections were suspended, with invitations to observers at all three types of elections approaching 100% by the mid-1990s.
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Figure 2.5. Elections held by transitional government


Sources: Author and NELDA


Note: Includes 1,759 elections in 157 independent states.
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Figure 2.6. Elections held following suspended elections


Sources: Author and NELDA


Note: Includes 1,759 elections in 157 independent states.
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Figure 2.7. First multiparty elections


Sources: Author and NELDA


Note: Includes 1,759 elections in 157 independent states.


Cross-National Analysis


Building on these descriptive statistics, I now turn to a more comprehensive evaluation of the correlates of observed elections. I argue that leaders began inviting international scrutiny of their elections in part because they believed that they would be better off by signaling their commitment to democratization. For leaders committed to holding democratic elections, the decision to invite observers is determined by their likely share of international benefits and the uncertainty among democracy promoters about their commitment to democracy. For pseudo-democrats, their decision to invite observers is based on the potential benefits from democracy promoters relative to the possibility that they will be caught committing election fraud. In addition to providing graphical documentation of the relevant trends over time, I use regression analysis to show that the cross-national evidence is consistent with my argument. Because of the clear break in the rate of election monitoring at the end of the Cold War and the complexity of modeling such time trends in data that are not traditional time-series cross-sectional, I focus the analysis only on the 1991–2005 period. Additionally, election monitoring before 1991 is a relatively rare event, and data on several important variables of interest, such as democracy-contingent benefits, are not available.


In my theory, focusing on the 1991–2005 period in which election monitoring is known to exist and be available in all regions of the world, two general sets of variables are important in explaining a given state’s decision to invite observers. The first set of variables pertains to whether there is existing pre-election uncertainty about a given government’s type. There are several ways to think about uncertainty in this context. First, there are some types of governments for which little ambiguity exists about their status as a democracy. Governments that never hold national elections, such as China and Saudi Arabia, are clearly perceived as nondemocracies. In order to be part of the relevant universe of cases included in this study, a government must hold elections. However, if the government holds elections in which opposition electoral competition is banned, there is little chance that they will be able to mimic the signal of true democrats, even if they invite election observers. I therefore include a measure of whether opposition parties are allowed to participate in elections, a variable called Opposition Competition. This is a dichotomous indicator that is equal to one if all of the following three conditions hold: opposition parties are legal, opposition parties are allowed (even minimally), and there is a choice of candidates on the ballot. If any of these conditions do not hold, or if there is any uncertainty or ambiguity about whether these conditions hold, the variable is coded as zero. Opposition Competition should be positively associated with the probability that observers are present at an election.


Similarly, if a country is already a consolidated democracy, or becomes widely viewed as a consolidated democracy, it should be less likely to invite observers during the 1991–2005 time period. Note that this has begun to change, especially since 2006, as all OSCE members, including countries such as Belgium, France, the UK, and the United States, have recently invited observers. The spread of election observation to developed democracies is further evidence of the normalization of election observation and is discussed in greater detail at the end of this chapter. Nevertheless, between 1990 and 2006 there is little evidence that the democratic credentials in the long-term developed democracies of Western Europe and North America were questioned, nor were Japan, Australia, or New Zealand.29 After 1989, countries that were successful in joining the European Union are also coded as consolidated democracies beginning in the year that they formally became members of the organization. I code Israel and India as consolidated democracies, although the results are not sensitive to the classification of these two states. Additionally, several countries initially invited international observers but became widely perceived as democracies and were told as much by international monitoring organizations. These countries included Chile after 1992 and the Czech Republic after 2003. Therefore, I code Consolidated Democracy as one if the country is one of the long-term developed democracies, is a member of the European Union, or was told explicitly and publically by a well-respected international monitoring group that it no longer needed to invite international observers because their elections were now considered democratic.


Uncertainty about the quality of the process should also influence whether leaders invite observers. Elections held following an interruption of democratic rule are highly uncertain and can lead to democratization or further entrenchment of autocracy. Given my argument, elections with high levels of uncertainty should be more likely to be observed. I therefore include measures of whether the election is the first multiparty election (First Multiparty), whether previous elections had been suspended (Suspended Elections), and whether the election was run by transitional leadership tasked with holding elections (Transitional Leadership). As I argued above, all three variables imply uncertainty about the government’s commitment to democratization and represent situations in which existing information about the government’s commitment to democracy is frequently low. I include them as individual variables in a model and then create an aggregate variable called Uncertain Type that is equal to one if the elections are the first multiparty elections, if previous elections had been suspended, or if the elections were held by transitional leadership.


In my theory, leaders are aware of their potential share of international benefits before they choose to invite observers. Leaders vary, however, in their preferred types of such benefits and may seek a reward such as international legitimacy, which is not easily quantifiable. Recall that leaders should be responding to a change in the weight given to democracy relative to other characteristics valued by powerful international actors. The ideal cross-national measure of international benefits would be an evaluation of what each state leader expected to receive as a result of inviting observers and gaining a positive report. Unfortunately, this is impractical for many reasons, and such data are not systematically available.


I instead use a variable intended to serve as a proxy for year-to-year fluctuations in the relative level of international support for democracy in each country. Official development assistance is one observable indicator that can be disaggregated by sector, including foreign aid targeted toward democracy and governance, and such assistance is a reasonable measure of relative international interest in promoting democracy. Note that this variable is not intended to measure the “democracy premium” directly but should be highly correlated with the availability of democracy-contingent benefits. Data on democracy assistance were compiled by a team of researchers who, in cooperation with USAID, study the impact of U.S. democracy assistance on governance. They made data available for the U.S. and non-U.S. OECD donors from 1990 to 2005.30 I use the percentage of all official development assistance (ODA) devoted to democracy and governance in the previous year, called Democracy and Governance/ODA. This measure is based on the assumption that the rate of aid spent on democracy and governance in a country should be an observable pre-election indicator of the degree to which influential international actors support democratization in that country. To ensure that the amount of democracy and governance assistance is in fact observable before the election, it is lagged by one year. Finally, I argued in chapter 1 that countries that are otherwise strategically important, such as Israel, Egypt, and more recently, Iraq and Afghanistan, are likely to gain high levels of foreign assistance for other reasons. Therefore, to account for this strategic importance I also include a variable indicating the percentage of U.S. military assistance received by the country in the previous year. Countries receiving a higher percentage of U.S. military aid should be less likely to invite observers.


To account for the possibility that a country’s decision to invite observers is related to the size of the economy or the country’s economic development, I include measures of GDP (logged) and GDP per capita (logged). GDP data are from the World Development Indicators.31


Time trends are clearly important, although I sidestep some of the biggest problems by limiting the analysis in this section to 1991–2005. In part to account for remaining unexplained temporal variation, a year variable is included in all models. Elections are not annual events and therefore do not follow traditional cross-sectional time-series structure. The average number of elections held by a given country in the 1991–2006 time period is nine, but numbers range from one election to eleven elections (and twenty-seven in the full 1960–2006 sample). Although they are pooled by country, the variation in the number of temporal observations for each country means that many statistical tools for binary time-series cross-sectional analyses are not appropriate.32 Because the decision to invite observers in the current time period is not likely to be independent from the decision to invite observers in previous time periods, I include an indicator of whether any previous election in the country was internationally monitored. All models use robust standard errors clustered by country.


Table 2.3. Binary logit, observed elections
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Including all independent states holding national elections with a population greater than 500,000, the full dataset consists of 1,759 individual first-round elections held between 1960 and 2006. In the models presented below, which are limited to the 1991–2005 period, there are 714 observations of elections in 146 countries.


Discussion of Results


Models 1–4 include two sets of variables: those associated with uncertainty over a state’s commitment to democracy and those associated with a state’s need for and potential access to international benefits tied to democracy. Governments should be mostly likely to invite observers when they need to signal their type or when they believe they can gain democracy-contingent benefits.


The specification of the baseline logit model (Model 1) is:


Pr (observed election | xi) = 1 / (1+e-xiß),


Where xiß = ß0 + ß1 Previously Observed + ß2 Opposition Competition + ß3 Consolidated Democracy + ß4 Uncertain Type + ß5 GDP (logged) + ß5 GDP per Capita (logged) + ß6 Year.


As shown in table 2.3, Model 1, consistent with expectations, a country’s previous invitation to observers is a strong predictor of whether a given election will be observed. Also consistent with the empirical implications derived from my theory, elections in which competition is allowed are significantly more likely to be observed than elections in which competition is not allowed. However, until 2006, if a country was considered a consolidated democracy, either because it was long considered fully democratic or it had recently become regarded as such, it should be less likely to invite election monitors.


In Model 2, several characteristics of election-holding countries that should correspond to external uncertainty about their type are introduced: Suspended Elections, First Multiparty, and Transitional Government. As expected, all three are associated with a positive probability that a given election will be observed, although Transitional Government and First Multiparty is just short of traditional levels of statistical significance. Because each of these events is relatively rare, and because I expect them to be associated with uncertainty about a government’s type in the same manner, I combine them into one measure in Model 3. Uncertain Type is equal to one if the election is characterized by any of the three events, and the aggregated variable is associated with significantly greater probability that an election will be observed.


On the international benefit side of the decision to invite observers, the percentage of aid devoted to democracy and governance in the country in the previous year is a significant predictor of invitations to international monitors, as shown in Model 4. Model 4 also includes a measure of U.S. military aid, which helps account for the fact that countries that are strategically very important to the United States are unlikely to seek democracy-contingent benefits. As expected, countries receiving more U.S. military assistance are less likely to invite observers, although this result is sensitive to the inclusion of Egypt and Israel.


When all variables in Model 3 are set at median values, the probability that an election will be observed is 27%. Because the substantive interpretation of the size of logit coefficients presented in table 2.3 is not clear, table 2.4 provides simulated first differences for six substantively interesting independent variables included in Models 3 and 4. When all other variables are held at their median values, a previous invitation to observers increases the probability that a given election will be observed by about 62%, from 27% to 89%. This large substantive effect illustrates that once countries begin inviting observers, they are highly likely to continue doing so. Similarly, countries that have never invited observers during this time period are not likely to start, a result that accounts for temporal dependence in a country’s decision to invite observers. Supporting my argument, holding elections when the country’s regime type is uncertain increases the probability that an election will be observed by 43%. Being a consolidated democracy decreases the likelihood that an election will be observed by about 20%. All else being equal at median values, holding competitive elections increased the probability that observers will be invited by 18%.


The magnitude of the effect of democracy-contingent benefits is relatively small, but it is positive and statistically significant despite the imperfect nature of the proxy measure. It is also instructive to examine how the predicted probabilities of Observed change with respect to democracy-contingent benefits in a few illustrative cases, rather than only when other variables are held at median values. Assume a country is holding elections in which competition is allowed, but it is not a consolidated democracy and has never invited observers. This hypothetical government is assumed not to be an “uncertain” type per the definition above, and it receives no U.S. military aid. In this case, increasing the amount of democracy and governance aid from the 25th percentile (.3%) to the 90th percentile (23%), which is a huge assumed increase in democracy-contingent benefits, increases the probability that an election will be observed from 23% to 38%.33 If this country is assumed to be an uncertain type and all other variables are the same, the same increase in democracy-contingent benefits changes the probability that an election will be observed by 14%, from 69% to 82%.


Table 2.4. Effects of country characteristics on the probability of inviting observers
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For regions with other characteristics that make them unlikely to invite election monitors, increasing democracy-contingent benefits results in a smaller increase in the probability that the election will be observed. For example, consider a hypothetical country that has never invited observers, does not hold competitive elections, is not democratic, does not have an “uncertain” type, receives about 1% of total U.S. military assistance, and receives only a small percentage of development assistance targeted to democracy and governance. The probability that a country with these characteristics will invite observers is about 8%. All else being equal, changing the percentage of development assistance devoted to democracy and governance increases the probability that an election will be observed by about 6%, from 8% to 14%.34


Robustness and Alternative Explanations


Thus far the empirical results in this chapter have focused primarily on variables derived from my theory to explain internationally monitored elections. As discussed in the introduction, there are alternative explanations suggested by the existing literature on election monitoring and the international diffusion of policies between states. Judith Kelley argues that a country’s level of democracy is an important variable in determining who invites observers. This is similar to my argument about whether there is uncertainty regarding a government’s commitment to democracy, but her explanation is more general and does not detail a testable causal mechanism. Following Kelley’s treatment of election observation, I include a measure of a government’s regime type with the POLITY2 measure from the POLITY IV data,35 as well as the same measure squared. The twenty-one-point POLITY2 scale ranges from –10 to 10, or from most autocratic to most democratic. The squared term is included in order to account for Kelley’s finding that countries in the middle of the POLITY scale are most likely to invite observers.36


The literature on policy diffusion suggests a second alternative explanation for the spread of election monitoring. Although my theory explicitly involves mimicry of election monitoring by states, I account for this empirically by specifying the characteristics of individual regimes that are most likely to invite observers. The diffusion literature does not explain election monitoring, but related arguments would suggest that a country would be more likely to invite international observers if that country’s neighboring states also invited observers. Therefore, to evaluate the explanatory power of a more general diffusion argument, I include a variable that measures the percentage of all elections that were internationally monitored in a given region in the previous year. Regional Percent Observed excludes elections that took place in a country in the previous year, so it is not necessarily equal across all region-years.37


Because using the POLITY data introduces new sources of missing data and reduces the number of observations from 714 to 650, I first replicate Model 4 without the observations for which POLITY scores are not available, shown in table 2.5, Model 5. The loss of observations due to missing POLITY data does not substantially change the results presented in table 2.3, Model 4. Model 6 adds the three variables outlined above, POLITY, POLITY Squared, and Regional Percent Observed. For 1991–2005, none of these variables are statistically significant, although the signs are in the predicted direction.


These results suggest that the election and regime-specific variables derived from my theory are better predictors of internationally monitored elections than the more general measures of regime type and regional diffusion of election monitoring suggested by the existing literature. These findings support the empirical implications outlined in chapter 1 and lend general support to my theory relative to the two central alternative explanations that can be evaluated in this framework. Note that the alternative explanations presented in table 2.5 are sufficiently general that they are also broadly consistent with my argument. Nevertheless, the cross-national empirical evidence presented in this chapter provides strong support for the first seven empirical implications presented in chapter 1 and shows that variables associated with my argument are more strongly correlated with observed elections than two of the leading alternative explanations.


Note that two other alternative explanations were introduced in the introduction but are not tested in table 2.3. The argument that the norm of election monitoring was generated through advocacy or pressure from powerful states is addressed more thoroughly in the next chapter with detailed evidence about the behavior of democracy promoters. I demonstrate that their role was primarily to make benefits available to states that were recognized as democratizing and that overt advocacy of election monitoring by external actors did not occur until well after the norm was initiated and spread widely. The fourth alternative explanation outlined in the introduction is that election monitoring is costless for pseudo-democrats and they invite observers because election monitoring is inconsequential. This alternative, addressed in chapters 3–5, demonstrates three ways that election monitoring is consequential to pseudo-democrats.


Table 2.5. Alternative explanations
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The Normalization of International Election Observation


Thus far, the empirical analysis has focused on the question of why leaders invite observers, including why election observation diffused widely, and has sidestepped the question of when election monitoring became an international norm. When did international expectations change? When did it become a widely shared expectation among influential international actors that leaders of democratizing countries would invite international election monitors? Pinpointing the exact moment when election observation changed from an entirely voluntary, state-initiated behavior to a behavior expected and enforced by international actors is difficult. However, it is still possible to provide evidence related to how and when the change took place.


As recognized by a number of prominent scholars, one observable characteristic of norm development is a change in rhetoric surrounding the new behavior and new norm.38 When election observation was initiated, both the leaders who invited observers and the organizations that sponsored them routinely explained and justified their behavior in public forums. As the connection between election observation and democracy grew stronger in the 1990s, leaders began to cite invitations to election monitors as evidence that the elections would be democratic. For example, in the pre-norm period, Georgian President Eduard Shevardnadze discussed preparations for the 1992 elections:


[Reform] can only be done by a democratically elected government and only such a government can get the support and solidarity of the rest of the world…. We realise this and, at any price, will hold elections…. They will be free elections and we will invite observers from other countries and international organisations.39


For the most part, in the mid 1990s leaders ceased explaining the decision to invite observers. Instead, leaders of noninviting countries began to publicly justify their behavior, explaining why they chose not to invite observers. Rather than emphasizing the novelty of international observers, international media reports on elections began to note when observers were not invited, and governments under such indirect pressure began to pre-emptively defend their decisions, often relying on nationalist sentiment or arguing that observers violate sovereignty. For example, in the 1999 Algerian presidential elections, all but the military-backed candidate dropped out of the race ahead of the election due to alleged fraud. A representative of the incumbent party who was also the lone candidate and eventual winner of the contest, Abdelaziz Bouteflika was asked in a press conference about the absence of international observers and responded as follows. “I don’t think elections are more transparent because there are a few UN, OAU (Organization of African Unity) or Arab League observers…. I won’t accept, now or in the future, any foreign interference in my country.”40 The United States had previously put pressure on the Algerian government to invite international observers, but none were invited to the one-candidate election.41


In 2000 Ethiopian Prime Minister Meles Zenawi made an official statement that Ethiopia would not invite international observers to the May 14 parliamentary election.


We are people capable of managing ourselves and our affairs. We have to be able to conduct our elections on our own, as part of our right to exercise self-determination. If there is the assumption that the election is not democratic unless foreign observers monitored the process, this is a distorted outlook.42


The 2000 elections were not observed, but five years later the same prime minister agreed to opposition party demands and invited international observers. The Carter Center and the European Union observed the election.


Egypt has held elections for decades but has yet to invite international observers. Prior to the 2005 presidential election, domestic groups and the U.S. government joined in attempting to pressure the government of President Hosni Mubarak to invite international observers. Although President Mubarak initially appeared to consider the idea, even going so far as to send a foreign minister on a television speaking tour in the United States in which the minister suggested the government’s interest in impartial observers, Mubarak ultimately banned their presence. In a press conference just a few weeks before the election, he was quoted as saying, “We are not a trust country to allow our elections to be subjected to international supervision. We can alone organize our elections and ensure their success.”43 This statement was in contrast to earlier demands by Egyptian human rights groups who called for the opening of the process to international observers. “It is not true that [election observation] constitutes an infringement on sovereignty or interference in internal affairs,” said Hafez Abu Seda, head of the Egyptian Organization for Human Rights.44 The support for election observation from pro-democracy actors at the domestic and international level is an implication of the normalization of election monitoring.


Also reflecting the global norm of election observation was a trend for leaders in less-democratic countries to call for international election observers at the 2004 U.S. general elections. In an overt public attempt to highlight the paternalistic nature of election observation and U.S. democracy promotion, a leader of the Iranian militia asked UN Secretary General Kofi Annan to appoint observers, saying that “the presence of observers from the Islamic republic of Iran, one of the most democratic regimes in the world, is necessary to guarantee fairness in the U.S. presidential election.”45 Similar claims demanding international observers for the U.S. elections were made in Malaysian and Cuban newspapers. Ultimately, in part to enhance the credibility of international election monitoring, the United States invited, and the OSCE sent, a delegation of observers to the 2004 U.S. presidential elections.


After 2004, and perhaps in response to growing criticism of democracy promotion as Western imperialism, many developed democracies also began to change their behavior and began to invite international election observers. Invitations from countries such as Austria, Belgium, France, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom are not signals of governments’ commitment to holding democratic elections. In these cases, invitations to observers—and their subsequent reports—reveal little information about the country’s commitment to democracy. International actors view these countries as democratic before they invite observers, and the invitation and the observers’ report do little to update this belief. Rather, invitations from stable democracies to international election observers represent a confirmation of their compliance with the norm of international election monitoring and is a further sign that only non-democratic governments refuse to invite observers. For example, in announcing the United States’ invitation to OSCE observers for the 2006 congressional elections, the U.S. ambassador to the OSCE explained why the United States invited observers by saying that “the United States supports fully the OSCE’s important work, in particular its election observation efforts in promoting free and fair elections throughout the OSCE community.”46 Underscoring the widespread acceptance of the norm of election monitoring, in response to a question about why Austria’s 2010 elections were going to be observed by the OSCE, the head of the government’s election commission responded that “observing elections in western Europe has become a routine act.”47 This change occurred relatively quickly. In 2000, it was still rare for long-term consolidated democracies to invite international observers and even more unusual for an organization to agree to send them. By 2010, many of the widely accepted democratic countries began inviting and receiving observers, including Canada, France, Italy, the Netherlands, Spain, the United Kingdom, and the United States. The trend continues to expand throughout Europe, and it remains to be seen whether other democracies, such as Chile and India, will follow the trend and seek international observers.


The normalization of election observation is also reflected in domestic public opinion. A 2009 survey conducted in seventeen nations by the University of Maryland’s Program on International Policy Attitudes confirmed widespread support for observers in both developed and developing countries:


Asked whether “when there are concerns about fairness of elections,” nations should be willing to have international observers monitor their elections, on average, across all nations polled, 64 percent say that they should. In no nation do most people oppose the idea, though views are divided in Turkey and India. Most of the nations favoring election monitors do so by solid majorities, often two-to-one. The highest levels of support are found in Azerbaijan (83%), Kenya (82%) and Britain (81%)…. Perhaps most striking, most publics also say that their nation would “benefit from having international observers monitor elections here.” The most enthusiastic are Kenya (85%) and Nigeria (74%). In no country do more than 51 percent oppose the idea.48


The diffusion of the norm led even developed democracies to accept election observation. Returning to the model outlined in chapter 1, the norm reduces any sovereignty costs associated with inviting observers, and domestic support for observers may even make these costs positive for some leaders.


To be clear, it was governments that lacked clear reputations as democracies that initiated the practice of election monitoring, eventually causing it to become an international norm. The norm of election monitoring, in turn, has now led many stable democracies to invite international observers. The spread of election observation to even the consolidated democracies further increases the number of elections that are internationally observed and creates an even shorter list of governments that refuse to invite observers.


Explaining the Diffusion of Election Observation


In this chapter I evaluated why leaders invite international election monitors, focusing on qualitative evidence about early inviters, rhetoric from powerful states about democracy and democracy promotion, and a cross-national examination of whether trends in elections and the types of states that invited election monitors are consistent with my theory. The decision to invite observers was made independently by many state leaders but ultimately contributed to the creation of a norm of international election observation. Although the determinants of the decision to invite observers have changed over time, most notably due to the creation of the norm, there is qualitative and quantitative evidence that leaders were motivated to invite observers, in part because it provided a credible signal of their intent to hold democratic elections and because they could gain more benefits from democracy promoters as a result. Election monitoring became an effective signal because it provides valuable information to international actors and it was more costly for pseudo-democrats to imitate. In subsequent chapters, I examine election monitoring from the perspective of democracy promoters, explaining why they were initially reluctant to send election monitors and how their views changed over time. I also explore the consequences of international election observation within countries to which they are invited. I show that international observers can reduce election fraud directly, therefore making it more difficult for leaders to cheat; that they have changed the form of manipulation, leading pseudo-democrats to engage in more strategic forms of election manipulation; and that if leaders are caught and criticized by international observers, they can face serious consequences.
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DEMOCRACY-CONTINGENT BENEFITS


As of January 2005, Ethiopia received nearly a third of its total budget from the United States and European Union member states. It was one of the leading aid recipients in Africa, and prior to parliamentary elections in 2005, the country was considered a darling of the donor community on the African continent, setting an example of relative stability, economic growth, and political liberalization. Although he had refused to invite international observers in 2000, Ethiopian Prime Minister Meles Zenawi’s government invited and accredited more than three hundred monitors for the May 2005 general elections, including delegations from the African Union, the Arab League, the Carter Center, and the European Union. As the Economist reported, the election was supposed to “mark the safe passage of Ethiopia from blood-soaked Marxist rule to multiparty democracy.”1 Prior to the election, Meles was praised for allowing open debate, the relative lack of violence in campaigning, and overall movement toward democracy.


Instead of fulfilling expectations and holding democratic elections, however, the Meles government engaged in carefully orchestrated manipulation. Initially, international observers found the process to be relatively clean, without significant evidence of fraud on election day or in the pre-election period, and the election gained widespread international approval. The EU called it “the most genuinely competitive elections the country has experienced,” and the Carter Center reported that “Ethiopia has made tremendous strides toward democracy.”2


Almost immediately following the close of polls, however, concerns began to surface. The government announced election results before official results were compiled, asserting a landslide victory for the government. Several hours after the election, Meles decreed a ban on all public protest and demonstrations. International observers began to issue warnings to the Meles government, citizens protested despite the ban, and thirty-six protesters were killed in the week after the election. Almost before the ink was dry on their statements praising the election, the European Union warned that the postelection behavior by the government was “seriously undermining the transparency and fairness of the elections” and that their actions “increase[d] the scope for manipulation…and put in doubt public confidence in the process.”3 Dozens of additional deaths, thousands of arrests, and the intimidation of journalists continued in subsequent months, provoking further international condemnation. Continuing to play the part of a democratic leader, Meles attempted to distance himself from the government violence against protesters, expressing shock at the deaths and ordering an independent investigation. The Carter Center was more circumspect than the EU in their criticism of the election, a fact exploited by Meles’s government in an attempt to discredit EU criticism.4 Additionally, because Ethiopia was a U.S. ally in the “war on terror,” the U.S. reaction was mixed.


Even in these ambiguous circumstances, international actors responded to the reports of fraud, criticism from international observers, and politically targeted postelection violence, seeking to punish the Meles government: the UK immediately froze more than $30 million in aid, and other donors followed suit, particularly after opposition and journalist-targeted violence continued in November. By January 2006, donors had halted more than $375 million in budgetary support initially intended for direct disbursement to the Ethiopian government. Pre-election recommendations by donors to double aid to Ethiopia vanished from discussion. The New York Times headline on the election was “Mr. Good Governance Goes Bad,” the paper’s editorial writers complained that “Mr. Meles is in favor of democracy only when people are voting for him” and recommended a series of actions aimed at punishing his government.5 Concern about humanitarian conditions led those donors who did not suspend aid entirely to channel it through private organizations in an effort to sanction the government without causing further humanitarian suffering.


In short, Meles’s attempts to hold internationally certified elections ultimately failed, provoking serious international consequences. His sterling reputation as a democratic leader was tarnished, democracy-promoting states reduced and rechanneled foreign aid, and the pre-election discussions by donors of debt relief for the country dissipated. Meles ultimately stayed in power, although one can imagine that he would have fared better if he had not been under international pressure to comply with the norm of election observation and if international observers had not criticized the election. Had he managed to invite international observers and evade their criticism, it is likely he and his government would have received the promised aid increases and other benefits that would have accompanied recognition as one of Africa’s leading democracies.


By 2005, the norm of election monitoring was well established, and the leaders of Ethiopia and other similar countries were well aware of the links between democracy promotion, internationally certified elections, and international benefits. In the early period of election observation, democracy-promoting organizations played a crucial role in motivating governments to invite observers, but their role was not to advocate the practice of election observation. Rather, democracy promoters succeeded in making a greater share of international benefits conditioned on a government’s regime type. Thus, the existence of democracy-contingent benefits gave some leaders the incentive to signal their commitment to democratization. When democracy promoters recognized election monitoring as a signal of a government’s commitment to democracy, other leaders also had the incentive to invite election monitors, even in the absence of overt advocacy for election monitoring. Again, the norm of election monitoring was generated by the new belief among democracy promoters that all true democrats invite international observers to judge their elections, particularly if their “type” is not already well-established.


This change in the expectations of democracy promoters and their recognition that election monitoring signaled valuable information about a government’s commitment to democracy was not inevitable. As discussed in previous chapters, the first invitations from governments in sovereign states to foreign observers were refused. Although the OAS began to provide observers in 1962, the UN continued to refuse such invitations from sovereign states until 1990, with debate playing out for years within the General Assembly.6 Election monitoring was also a contentious issue within other international organizations. Over time, however, as governments continued to invite election monitors, the practice became more widely accepted, and democracy-promoting actors developed the shared belief that all true democrats invite election monitors.


This chapter documents the indirect role that pro-democracy actors played in generating the norm of election monitoring. The dramatic increase in support for democracy across a diverse set of international actors underscores the idea that international benefits tied to democracy exist; that the relative importance of democracy promotion has fluctuated over time, growing considerably with the end of the Cold War; and that leaders of benefit-seeking states were aware of the existence of such benefits and their relative importance.


I first summarize changes in democracy promotion during the Cold War, including increases in democracy-contingent benefits available to a subset of states for which election monitoring was initiated. I also document the initial reluctance of international actors to provide election monitors and the reactions within international organizations to the first governments that attempted to invite observers. I show that observers do, in fact, issue negative reports and demonstrate that such reports influence perceptions of a country’s commitment to democracy, including the most widely referenced indicators of a country’s regime type. I then present evidence of increased post–Cold War democracy promotion by a growing number of international actors and document that democracy promoters used the reports of observers when allocating international benefits.


According to my argument, the strengthening of the link between international benefits and the reports of international observers generates several empirical implications (outlined in chapter 1), including the conditioning of international benefits on internationally certified elections and increases in internationally imposed costs for those governments exposed as pseudo-democrats. As more international actors grew willing to send election monitors, and as an invitation to international election monitors and their endorsement began to be recognized as a signal of a government’s commitment to democracy, there should be evidence that democracy-promoting actors used the reports of election monitors to update their beliefs about governments’ types. To the extent that their beliefs change regarding a government’s commitment to democracy, the allocation of international benefits should also change.


The types of international benefits sought by states are diverse and fungible, creating a variety of challenges in measuring international benefits and evaluating my argument cross-nationally. Although my theory suggests a strengthening link between election-monitoring reports and international benefits, I do not necessarily expect a positive cross-national relationship between international benefits and positive reports from international observers. If pseudo-democrats believe that democracy promoters will react to the reports of observers, they should adjust their behavior accordingly. The counterfactual—or what would have happened if each election-monitoring report were different—is unobservable, and the evidence provided so far should make clear that there is an obvious selection bias in the countries that are most likely to invite observers. Governments that are caught holding fraudulent elections or that refuse to invite observers at all may already be pariah states from the perspective of Western democracies and therefore have few international benefits that can be withdrawn if their reputation worsens. Similarly, many governments are already perceived as democratizing and continue to invite observers and receive positive reports. If a government with a reputation as an electoral autocrat held surprisingly good elections, the country would increase its share of international benefits. Likewise, if a government that was believed to be committed to democratization held surprisingly bad elections, such as the Meles government in Ethiopia, international benefits would decrease. However, most countries behave in a manner that is consistent with their existing reputation. In addition, governments that democratize typically also require less foreign aid, creating a complicated situation in which positive reports can be correlated with the perception that a government is a fully developed democracy no longer in need of democracy-contingent benefits. In cases of successful democratization, a country may decrease its share of easily measurable international benefits, such as foreign aid, while increasing intangible benefits, such as reputational benefits associated with joining the exclusive club of long-term stable democracies.


Nevertheless, democracy-contingent benefits should respond to the reports of election monitors, particularly when their reports are contrary to the pre-election perception of a given government’s commitment to democracy. Reactions should include reduced benefits for states receiving (unanticipated) negative reports and increased benefits for those receiving (unanticipated) positive reports, as well as updated evaluations of a country’s level of democracy. As the norm becomes widely shared, my theory also suggests that democracy promoters should begin to view governments that do not invite international observers as governments that are necessarily holding fraudulent elections. For clarity, these predicted changes in the behavior and beliefs of democracy-promoting actors are mapped on a timeline in figure 3.1.
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Figure 3.1. Changes in democracy-contingent benefits over time


In the remainder of this chapter, I document changes in democracy promotion and the supply of election monitoring over time. I also show that the initiation of election observation coincided with increases in democracy promotion before 1989 and that the rapid increase in election monitoring beginning in the late 1980s coincided with a dramatic increase in democracy-contingent benefits brought about by the end of the Cold War. I then present evidence from several detailed cases of elections in which reports from international observers were linked to international benefits. Finally, I document and explain cases in which governments refused observers after 2000, showing that democracy promoters perceive these governments as nondemocracies, despite the fact that they hold national elections.


Democracy Promotion during the Cold War


Democracy promotion began long before the Cold War and includes efforts by the United States and the United Kingdom, support for German political party foundations (beginning in 1925), and, notably, efforts by Woodrow Wilson and the League of Nations. Following World War II, the 1948 charter of the Organization of American States (OAS) proclaimed that the “solidarity of the American States and the high aims which are sought through it require the political organization of those States on the basis of the effective exercise of representative democracy.”7 The 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights contains provisions for democracy, including Article 21, calling for “periodic and genuine elections…by universal and equal suffrage and…secret vote or…equivalent free voting procedures.”8 The Yalta Declaration on Liberated Europe specifically called for Britain, Russia, and the United States to help liberated nations “form interim governmental authorities broadly representative of all democratic elements in the population and pledged to the earliest possible establishment through free elections of governments responsive to the will of the people; and to facilitate where necessary the holding of such elections.”9 The post–World War II Marshall Plan included provisions for fostering democracy in Europe and Japan.


By the late 1940s, support of these commitments through foreign policy was, in most cases, soon outweighed by Cold War politics. As historian Tony Smith writes, “with the tensions of the Cold War intensifying in 1947, American interest in gambling on democratic forces abroad steadily diminished.”10 By the mid-1950s, foreign support for democracy was limited. Some partisan U.S. allies continued to receive covert aid channeled through the Central Intelligence Agency. Germany restarted a tradition of supporting political party foundations or Stiftungen, which gave aid directly to political parties during the Cold War, notably in Portugal, Spain, and several other countries that later started the “third wave” of democratization.11 U.S. rhetoric about democracy continued, but anti-communism dominated U.S. foreign policy and the policies of its allies until the late 1950s, when democracy reemerged as an important variable in foreign policy debates, in part due to questions raised by Latin American leaders about whether repressive dictatorships created favorable conditions for communist revolution.


International monitoring of elections in sovereign states is rooted in this debate about how to best promote security and economic growth in the Americas while continuing to limit the spread of communism. The fall of the reliably anti-communist Cuban president Fulgencio Batista and the beginning of Fidel Castro’s presidency in 1959 raised the profile of this debate within the OAS and the United States regarding whether supporting anti-communist dictatorships was the best Cold War strategy. Throughout much of the Cold War, the United States had relied on support from dictators such as Cuba’s Batista, Haiti’s François Duvalier, and the Dominican Republic’s Rafael Trujillo. In the late 1950s and early 1960s, Batista’s defeat and the Cuban revolution increased the influence of pro-democracy forces who argued that repressive dictators created conditions favorable to communist revolution. A coalition of pro-democracy states within the OAS began to argue for more explicit support of democratic governments, and the organization reaffirmed its commitment to supporting democracy and human rights in the Declaration of Santiago at the August 1959 OAS Meeting of Foreign Ministers. Among other commitments, the declaration stated that


harmony among the American republics can be effective only insofar as human rights and fundamental freedoms and the exercise of representative democracy are a reality within each one of them, since experience has demonstrated that the lack of respect for such principles is a source of widespread disturbance and gives rise to emigrations that cause frequent and grave political tensions between the state that they leave and the states that receive them.12


Several democratic governments were under more direct threats from other dictatorships in the region. Two of the most vocal pro-democracy leaders—President Figueres of Costa Rica and President Rómulo Betancourt of Venezuela—had survived plotted or attempted assassinations and coups sponsored by their dictatorial neighbors. These leaders argued that the United States had “foolishly fostered extremism by supporting right-wing dictators” and advocated for a policy emphasizing support for democratically elected governments.13


Within the United States, although the Eisenhower administration had allied with many anti-communist regimes regardless of their commitment to democracy, policies toward the most repressive dictators were being questioned. In the first months of 1960, the United States suspended diplomatic relations and imposed economic sanctions on Cuba and the Dominican Republic. By the beginning of the Kennedy administration, providing support to democratic governments and pressuring anti-communist dictatorships had become an explicit part of U.S. foreign policy. Kennedy continued the policies of Eisenhower toward the Dominican Republic and increased pressure on François Duvalier, the Haitian dictator.14 Although it now stands as a brief experiment, at the time Kennedy’s Alliance for Progress represented the most ambitious effort to promote democracy in Latin America, involving the distribution of $22.3 billion between 1961 and 1965.15


The promises of aid for democratic states gave some Latin American leaders the impression that they could count on U.S. support as long as they were democratically elected. However, renewed support for democracy by the United States during the Cold War did not trump other foreign policy interests; preventing the spread of communism continued to be the central priority of the Kennedy administration, even if it meant denying support to democratically elected leaders who failed to be sufficiently anti-communist, such President Arturo Frondizi of Argentina.16 As Kennedy summarized this sentiment in describing his administration’s policy on the possibility of continuing support for the Trujillo dictatorship,


there are three possibilities in descending order of preference: a decent democratic regime, a continuation of the Trujillo regime, or a Castro regime. We ought to aim for the first, but we really can’t renounce the second until we are sure that we can avoid the third.17


Democracy reemerged on the U.S. foreign policy agenda of the early 1960s, and a coalition of states within the Americas continued to argue that the United States and the OAS should condition their foreign policy on democratic governance. At the January 1962 meeting of the Council of Foreign Ministers, the United States successfully pushed for Cuba’s suspension from the OAS. At the same meeting, the council reaffirmed the OAS’s commitment to democracy, proclaiming that member governments should “organize themselves on the basis of free elections that express, without restriction, the will of the people.”18 Detailing this policy, they “recommended that nondemocratic governments hold free elections ‘as the most effective means of consulting the sovereign will of their peoples, to guarantee the restoration of a legal order based on the authority of the law and respect for the rights of the individual.’”19


Creating an opening for the provision of international election monitors when invited by member states, the council also came to agreement on a crucial question: how to reconcile respect for nonintervention with requests from member states to act on OAS commitments to support democracy within member states. In a resolution passed at the January 1962 meeting, after the organization had denied several requests to provide international election monitors, the member states agreed that “formation by free elections” is


the surest guarantee for the peace of the hemisphere and the security and political independence of each and every one of the nations that comprise it; and [f]reedom to contract obligations is an inseparable part of the principle of the self-determination of nations, and consequently a request by one or more countries that such obligations be complied with does not signify intervention.20


This statement endorsed the position that a government-requested “intervention” was acceptable if it supported the existing obligations of member states, including the commitments made by OAS members to support democracy.21


Before the 1962 meeting and the suspension of Cuba from the OAS, previous proposals within the organization that international monitoring be provided were rejected. Following the 1962 meeting, “[g]overnments began to take up the idea of technical assistance in electoral matters and observers at elections almost at once.”22 Costa Rica again requested that the OAS send monitors to their 1962 elections, and the OAS secretary general decided to send a small delegation to observe the Costa Rican elections without asking for approval from the governing body. It was billed as a technical assistance mission, with the mission’s report on the elections first delivered directly to the Costa Rican government. The three-member delegation reported favorably on the election and on the practice of election monitoring more generally:


The Mission suggests that, to provide the nations of the hemisphere with adequate information, and to ensure honest, proper elections everywhere, other countries that so request should be given the opportunity to receive technical assistance by OAS observers as provided on this occasion.23


This trend continued, and by 1980 the OAS had provided international observer missions to elections in Bolivia (1966), Costa Rica (1966, 1970), Dominican Republic (1962, 1966, 1970), Ecuador (1968), Guatemala (1970), and Nicaragua (1963, 1972).


As Jennifer McCoy writes, the OAS’s purpose at these early missions was “less to monitor the electoral process per se than to show moral support for democratic elections.”24 Early OAS acceptance of election observation did not spread outside the hemisphere, and concerns about violations of sovereignty and unnecessary intervention in the domestic affairs of sovereign states continued to be an issue. Several international nongovernmental organizations (INGOs), including the International Human Rights Law Group (established in 1978) and the Washington Office on Latin America (established in 1974), sent early election observation missions but initially did so in order to “take advantage of the openness provided by an election period to investigate specific cases involving allegations of human rights violations” rather than out of enthusiasm for the practice of election observation per se.25 In the late 1970s, several governments that were reluctant to allow human rights monitors were actively seeking international election observers. Human rights INGOs realized they could exploit government interest in international election monitors in order to gather information about human rights abuses in countries or regions where they would not otherwise be allowed access.26 The 1980 elections in Guyana, for example, were observed by the OAS and by the British Parliamentary Human Rights Group. Guyanese President Forbes Burnham announced on the radio that foreign observers would be welcome to observe the election, and the Guyana Human Rights Association then invited the British group directly. Notably, they condemned the elections, with the mission’s leader arguing that it was “fraudulent in every possible respect.”27 It quickly became clear, however, that international observers were able to successfully observe elections only when they were invited and credentialed by the host government. Without some formal arrangement between the host government and international observers, governments could deny access, restrict which observers were allowed entry into the country, and otherwise undermine the work of foreign observers. Even with invitations from leaders of sovereign states, some international organizations continued to find the prospect of sending international election observers to be incompatible with their organization’s other objectives.


Most notably, the UN began receiving invitations to observe elections from sovereign states as early as 1957, but they did not consent to send observers until thirty-three years later, for the 1990 Nicaraguan elections. Although they continued to receive requests to observe elections, the UN followed a general guideline of organizing observation missions only when self-determination of a nonindependent territory was at stake. In the post–World War II period, and during the early Cold War, the UN and its members were concerned with territorial sovereignty and were willing to send observers to occupied regions only when elections were held and only to elections or plebiscites concerning other territorial issues. This policy began to change in the late 1980s when pro-democracy member states argued for a change in policy.28 In response to the successive UN resolutions between 1988 and 1992 on the principle of periodic and genuine elections, UN Secretary General Boutros Boutros-Ghali argued that UN policy in the area of electoral assistance “emerged in response to the rising tide of interest in democratization and requests for United Nations support.”29 Yet at the end of the 1990s, the UN remained a reluctant and occasional player in election monitoring, offering technical assistance to support democratic elections far more frequently than the organization consented to provide election observers to sovereign states, even when they were invited.


Democracy Promotion and International Benefits


The actions of democracy promoters during the Cold War, including their initial reluctance to send election monitors and the absence of evidence that norm entrepreneurs or powerful states pressured governments to invite observers, represents additional support for my argument. However, the work of advocates for democracy promotion (rather than advocates for election monitoring) provides a clear link between my theory and the leading theories of norm development outlined in previous chapters. Although I have argued that neither norm entrepreneurs nor powerful states were central in generating the norm of election monitoring, advocates for democracy and the institutionalization of support for it within international organizations led to the development of democracy as an international norm and were central in increasing support for its promotion in the late 1980s.


Within Europe and the former Soviet sphere, election observation was virtually nonexistent before 1989 but became quickly institutionalized within the Conference on Security and Cooperation in Europe (CSCE, later the OSCE) and eventually within the European Community/ European Union. The initial proposals within the CSCE focused on supporting democracy and democratic elections. Between 1989 and 1990, the United States, the United Kingdom, and other Western governments began to pressure for more overt forms of support for elections and democracy within the Soviet sphere of influence. At the 1989 meeting of the CSCE in Paris, the U.S. representatives introduced a proposal “calling for free elections and the establishment of multiple political parties within all the signatory countries,” which they said “represents a long-term Western goal for democracy in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe.”30 At the time, the proposal was not considered realistic. Just a year later, however, after the fall of the Berlin Wall, the proposal was adopted by the organization in the 1990 Copenhagen agreement. In part based on the demand for observers from the CSCE for several elections in late 1989 and early 1990, this document also explicitly called for CSCE member states to invite international and domestic observation of their elections, setting the stage for the organization’s future provision of international election observers to member states.31 Signatories to the 1990 Copenhagen Document agreed to abide by a variety of democratic commitments, invite international election observers, endorse the general principle that “the will of the people, freely and fairly expressed through periodic and genuine elections, is the basis of the authority and legitimacy of government.”32 The OSCE /ODIHR now refers to the 1990–1994 period as the “free and fair years,” before the organization sought to make its observation more comprehensive and systematic.33


Also in the early 1990s, a number of organizations began sending observation missions to sub-Saharan Africa, including U.S.-based NGOs such as the Carter Center, the National Democratic Institute (NDI), and the International Republican Institute (IRI), as well as the Organization for African Unity, the Commonwealth Secretariat, and the International Organization of La Francophonie.34 The European Commission began by observing several high-profile elections, including Russia’s first multiparty parliamentary elections in 1993 and the first postapartheid election in South Africa in 1994. Since 2000 the European Commission has officially considered election observation “part of the mandate of the EU, whose Treaty considers the protection and promotion of human rights as well as support for democratisation as cornerstones of EU foreign policy and EU development co-operation.”35


A number of scholars recognized the post–Cold War strengthening of the link between democracy and international benefits. As Kristian Gleditsch and Michael Ward argue, “after the Cold War, when the strategic importance of allies in the developing world [had] declined…many long-standing autocratic rulers who had enjoyed international support found themselves increasingly isolated.”36 Similarly, Judith Kelley emphasizes the legitimacy of democratic governance after the Cold War, in that “running an illegitimate government became increasingly costly as international actors moved toward more democratic conditionality and exerted greater pressure on governments to be seen as legitimate.”37


Since the end of the Cold War democracy has become more widely accepted by citizens, states, and political leaders than at any point in history. Strikingly, even among nondemocracies, there are few leaders willing to admit that their country is not moving toward democracy. As Michael McFaul points out, “they either claim that their regimes are already democratic even if they are not (Russia) or that their political leaders are moving their countries ‘step by step’ toward democracy (China).”38 No institutional alternative to democracy has gained popularity, and for nearly all states in the international system since the 1990s, democratic institutions are already in place or democracy has been outlined as the stated goal. Francis Fukuyama articulated the most extreme form of this argument, arguing that Western liberal democracy would be the “final” form of government.39 Although there are exceptions and other priorities that often trump democracy, it is clear that a large increase in international pressure for democracy took place during the 1990s.


Underscoring the magnitude of this change, the economist and Nobel Prize winner Amartya Sen pointed to “the emergence of democracy as the preeminently acceptable form of governance” as “the single most important event of the twentieth century.”40 John Ikenberry calls democracy promotion the “hidden grand strategy” of American foreign policy, representing a remarkably consistent yet not necessarily coordinated agreement among a variety of policy actors that promoting democracy is in the best interest of the United States.41 Rhetorically, support for democracy and democracy promotion has become a mainstay of the U.S. presidency, and is relatively consistent across Democratic and Republican administrations. Many U.S. presidents since 1960, including John Kennedy, Jimmy Carter, Ronald Reagan, George H.W. Bush, Bill Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama, incorporated democracy promotion explicitly into U.S. foreign policy priorities. In a March 1961 speech, Kennedy said that “democracy is the destiny of humanity” and it is the United States’ obligation is to “serve as the single largest counter to the adversaries of freedom.”42 Carter, in 1977, said that “because we are free, we can never be indifferent to the fate of freedom elsewhere.”43 Reagan, in a widely cited address to the British Parliament, said that “we must be staunch in our conviction that freedom is not the sole prerogative of a lucky few, but the inalienable and universal right of all human beings,” and “it would be cultural condescension, or worse, to say that any people prefer dictatorship to democracy.”44 Beginning with George H.W. Bush, the link between U.S. security and democracy promotion became more overt, with Bush arguing that “the community of democratic nations is more robust than ever, and it will gain strength as it grows…abandonment of the worldwide democratic revolution could be disastrous for American security.”45 Clinton continued with this argument, in 1993 stating that the United States’ “overriding purpose must be to expand and strengthen the world’s community of market-based democracies.”46 George W. Bush in 2005 said that “it is the policy of the United States to seek and support the growth of democratic movements and institutions in every nation and culture, with the ultimate goal of ending tyranny in our world.”47 Addressing an audience in Cairo, Obama said that even the controversy over democracy promotion generated by the Iraq War “does not lessen my commitment…to governments that reflect the will of the people…” and that such governments are “ultimately more stable, more successful, and more secure.”48


As Mark Peceny argues in reference to U.S. decisions to promote democracy following military interventions, although “realist” security concerns sometimes override U.S. interest in democracy promotion, “the promotion of democracy is one of the most important tools American leaders use to transcend the potential contradictions involved in being a liberal great power.”49 Although democracy promotion has consistently been part of U.S. foreign policy, it should not be mistaken for an entirely U.S.-driven mission. Many other states and international actors promote democracy, sometimes in spite of U.S. involvement. I have already mentioned democracy promotion by the German political party foundations, or Stiftung, and their role in some of the early “third-wave” democratic transitions.50 Democracy promotion outside the United States increased with the end of the Cold War. French Presidents François Mitterrand (first in 1990) and Jacques Chirac (first in 1995) each laid out democracy promotion as part of their administrations’ foreign policies, with Chirac stating that “the requirement of democracy and the respect for human rights have to figure among the main criteria of our international action.”51 In 1997, Tony Blair’s first foreign secretary, Robin Cook, pledged that the British government would “work through international forums and bilateral relationships to spread the values of human rights, civil liberties, and democracy, which we demand for ourselves.”52


The controversy surrounding the Iraq War caused some leaders to justify their support for democracy promotion in spite of growing domestic sentiment against the United States. Defending Danish democracy promotion efforts against domestic charges of U.S. imperialism, Prime Minister Anders Fogh Rasmussen said that “In the fight between democracy and dictatorship one cannot act neutrally. One must take a firm stand in favour of democracy, and against dictatorship.”53


Even in states in which the 2003 U.S. invasion of Iraq and subsequent rhetoric about democracy promotion were highly unpopular among the voting public, the reaction of governments was not to reject democracy promotion out of hand but to object to the Bush administration’s methods of democracy promotion. Thus, following the 2004 Spanish election in which the winning party had committed to withdrawing Spanish troops from Iraq, democracy promotion policy was not eliminated. Instead, the Spanish turned to emphasizing an alternative “dialog-based” approach to democracy promotion, and the country’s efforts to promote democracy continued.54


Intergovernmental organizations that have made democracy a membership condition include the Organization of American States, the Council of Europe, the Commonwealth, the African Union (formerly the OAS), the Pacific Islands Forum, La Francophonie, and the European Union.55 In 2004, the UN commissioned a document detailing relevant policies and agreements published by intergovernmental organizations pertaining to the promotion of democracy, a document that totaled nearly five hundred pages and included agreements from IGOs throughout the world, many of them with relatively few Western democratic members. Additionally, dozens of prominent states and international organizations have detailed provisions for democracy promotion and standards for democratic elections, many of which have been compiled by the European Commission for ease of enforcement by their election-monitoring delegations.56 Avery Davis-Roberts and David Carroll published an overview of existing international legal obligations that states have made to hold democratic elections.57 Considerations for democracy are woven into other policy areas such as poverty alleviation, postconflict economic recovery, anticorruption campaigns, trading relationships, and even military assistance.58


Thus, the rhetorical record of increased support for democracy is difficult to dispute. For my argument to be supported, however, benefit-seeking states must believe that democracy-contingent benefits exist. Even without advocating for election observation per say, democracy promoters play an important role in my argument by increasing the “democracy premium” and therefore giving benefit-maximizing states the incentive to signal their commitment to democratic elections.


If it were not for growing international acceptance of democracy and increasing rewards attached to a country’s status as a democratizing state, international election observation would not have become an international norm. In my argument, the decision to invite international observers is conditioned on leaders perceiving some level of international benefits tied to democracy. This argument does not specify why other actors tie international benefits to democracy, or whether democracy promoters are motivated by normative, self-interested, or other reasons. Democracy promoters’ motivations are less important in this context. So long as democracy-contingent benefits (or autocracy-contingent costs) exist, they should affect the behavior of benefit-seeking states in a similar manner regardless of the motivations of pro-democracy actors. As European Union policy on the subject has been summarized,


democracy and protection of human rights are universal values to be pursued in their own right; they are also seen as integral to effective work on poverty alleviation…as vital tools for conflict prevention and resolution, and as the indispensable framework for combating terrorism. Democratic processes of accountability are also key to ensuring government transparency and combating corruption.59


Thus, from the perspective of benefit-seeking leaders, it is only necessary that some desired international benefits are tied to democracy or democratization. The composition of anticipated international benefits varies by recipient country. Links between democracy and international benefits may be implicit or explicit and include the following: direct democracy assistance, provisions within bilateral and multilateral agreements, membership conditionality in international organizations, articulation of preferences for trading with democracies, emphasis on democracy by foreign investors, diplomatic pressure, and normative or legal appeals, such as those articulated by Thomas Franck as the “emerging right to democratic governance.”60 Other scholars have explored this topic in much greater detail and point to demonstration or contagion effects stemming from developed democracies, in addition to more overt forms of pressure for democracy.61


In promoting democracy overtly, dozens of countries and international organizations fund democracy assistance, place democratic conditions on foreign aid, and even support intervention to restore democracy following the overthrow of democratically elected leaders. One of the remarkable features of the post–Cold War era is the fact that democracy promotion is a policy adopted by so many international actors other than the United States.62


Measuring the precise amount of benefits tied to democracy is difficult, for the reasons outlined above and in chapter 2. Nevertheless, measures of democracy assistance illustrate the over-time changes in international support for promoting democracy. Figure 3.2 shows the annual amount of bilateral foreign aid from OECD donors to government and civil society, a category that includes overt democracy assistance. Similarly, figure 3.3 shows the percentage of U.S. and foreign official development assistance devoted to democracy and governance, as reported by Finkel et al. and used as a variable in chapter 2’s empirical analysis.63 Neither indicator presents comprehensive data on available democracy-contingent benefits, but both show that such benefits exist and that they have increased considerably over time in parallel with patterns in the global diffusion of election observation.


The diversity in support for democracy, both in terms of the number of states and international organizations that reward it and the great variety of methods of democracy promotion, combine to underscore the idea that international benefits tied to democracy exist, that leaders of benefit-seeking states are aware that they exist, and that the relative importance of democracy promotion has fluctuated over time, growing considerably with the end of the Cold War.
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Figure 3.2. Trends in observed elections and foreign aid to government and civil society
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Figure 3.3. Percentage of bilateral official development assistance devoted to democracy assistance


Source: Calculated from Finkel et al. (2007) from two-year mean in millions of 2000 USD


In addition to supporting democracy more generally, democracy promoters accepted internationally certified elections as a meaningful signal that a government was committed to democratization. This dynamic created the belief among democracy promoters that governments that refuse to invite observers or that receive negative reports are pseudo-democrats. In the next sections, I examine how international actors react to negative reports from international observers, show that negative reports lead to reductions in several widely used measures of a country’s level of democracy, and document and explain the few governments that refuse observers after the norm developed.


Democracy Promoters vs. Pseudo-Democrats


It is surprising to many political scientists that leaders who invite international election observers are caught committing election fraud. Inviting observers, cheating, and getting caught is not an expected strategy for any type of leader, particularly before the norm of election monitoring developed. In the model presented in chapter 1, pseudo-democrats should attempt to manipulate the election enough to win while minimizing the risk that they will be caught. They are motivated to conceal election fraud from observers because they can gain international benefits if they are recognized as a democratizing country and because they will face consequences if they are caught stealing the election. The empirical record shows, however, that leaders do not always successfully employ such strategic manipulation. Democracy promoters have attempted to increase the quality of election monitoring (as I document further in chapter 5), and leaders are periodically caught and condemned for election manipulation.


Negative reports in the early period of election observation were rare because true democrats were driving the trend, and investment in the quality of observation missions was just beginning. As more pseudo-democrats had the incentive to invite observers, and as the quality of observation increased, negative reports became more likely. For example, following the fraudulent 1986 elections in the Philippines, internationally observed elections in Panama (1989) and Pakistan (1990) were also strongly criticized, as were the 1992 elections in Cameroon, Kenya, Romania, and Yugoslavia. All else held equal, the increased willingness of observers to criticize fraudulent elections could be expected to slow the spread of observed elections among pseudo-democrats. Yet the increased willingness of observers to criticize elections coincided with the dramatic increase in democracy-contingent benefits at the end of the Cold War. Rather than avoid observers entirely, many pseudo-democrats instead had the incentive to invite observers and attempt to avoid being caught.


Defining Negative Reports


It is an inherently subjective exercise to evaluate whether a given report from international observers is negative. In general, when I refer to negative reports, I mean that foreign observers seriously questioned the winner of the election or the legitimacy of the process. Some groups use diplomatic language, and other organizations are blunt. The more professionalized observer groups—including those most likely to criticize election manipulation where it exists—issue numerous interim statements throughout the election period, providing feedback to the election authorities and sometimes pressuring governments to remedy problems such as incomplete voter registration lists before election day. In these cases, high-quality election monitors may interact with the government during the pre-election period in a manner that actually prevents negative reports because observers pressure governments to improve election quality.


Nevertheless, most missions issue a postelection statement detailing preliminary findings, which the international news media cite most widely. Reputable organizations also issue a comprehensive final report several months after the election and include reports of their monitoring of the postelection period, certification of results, and resolution of any postelection disputes.


In order to gather a more systematic picture of negative reports over time, I collected the summary statements from the official final reports or from the widely cited postelection press releases. When neither of these was available, I also coded the evaluation of observers from news reports following the election. Comparing observer reports on an objective scale may not be possible, and judging whether an individual report is more or less negative than any other report is difficult. However, several features of statements from observers provide clear indications that an election was judged to be fraudulent or otherwise received serious condemnation from international observers.


The strongest possible international observer criticism of elections occurs when observers are invited but refuse to send a mission or withdraw an already deployed mission because they judge that credible elections are highly unlikely. This is a relatively rare occurrence, but when it does happen, it sends a strong message that pre-election conditions are so bad that a democratic election is virtually impossible. When observers cancel a planned mission before election day, their decision and criticism of the election is widely reported in international news coverage of the election.


Many negative reports from international observers are strongly worded and are clearly intended to cast doubt upon the legitimacy of the process, but they stop short of arguing that the winner would have been different in a more democratic election. Thus, when observers do assert that the “wrong” party won, it is a strong condemnation and draws more negative attention to the election as being “stolen.” Reports that question the integrity or the legitimacy of the process are also interpreted as serious condemnation, even if they suggest that the outcome would have been the same in a free and fair process. This type of summary judgment is most likely when the margin of victory is quite large, yet the process is obviously flawed, as in Belarus.


Following the 2003 Georgian parliamentary elections, the head of the OSCE observer mission said that the observed irregularities caused the process to be “spectacularly flawed.” Following the 1995 elections in Niger, NDI condemned the elections, stating that the irregularities they observed “represent a willful effort to subvert the process in order to achieve predetermined results.”64 In Zambia in 2001, the EU summary judgment was that “in view of the administrative failures on polling day, the serious flaws in the counting tabulation procedures, together with the close outcome of the elections, we are not confident that the declared results represent the wishes of the Zambian electors on polling day.”65 Summary statements from the OSCE /ODIHR tend to focus on whether the elections met the country’s commitments as an OSCE member state. For example, the 1998 report on the Armenian elections concluded that they did not “meet the OSCE standards to which Armenia has committed itself in the Copenhagen Document of 1990.”66


Even when observer reports are critical, most are written in diplomatic language and emphasize positive components of even the worst elections, such as praising voters for their patience, enthusiasm, willingness to stand in long lines at polling stations, and their support for the democratic process. This praise, when it was presented along serious criticism, was not interpreted as an endorsement of the election in my coding, because some positive comments are present in nearly all observer reports.
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Figure 3.4. Negative reports, 1975–2005


Figure 3.4 presents the frequency of negative reports over time. Election monitoring reports were coded as negative if they questioned the winner of the election or seriously questioned the legitimacy of the process.67 If an election receives a negative report from more than one monitoring group, it is only counted once in figure 3.4. Out of all observed elections between 1995 and 2005, about 35% were criticized by one or more international observer groups.


Building on the theory outlined in chapter 1, if pseudo-democrats vary in their ability and willingness to conceal election manipulation, leaders are most likely to be caught stealing elections in two circumstances. Some pseudo-democrats have little to lose from international condemnation, or the risks of political liberalization may be too great to allow plausibly democratic elections. As electoral autocrats, they are willing to invite observers in order to avoid pariah status, as in the Armenian case described in chapter 4, but nevertheless engage in massive election fraud. Similarly, as I discuss below, if a leader is aware that their country’s other characteristics outweigh any attention given to democracy, or if they do not need international benefits, they may be willing to refuse observers entirely, such as in Iran, Egypt, and Malaysia. In some countries, leaders may enjoy domestic support for taking anti-Western positions and therefore the domestically imposed “sovereignty costs” associated with inviting observers are greater.


A subset of pseudo-democrats are heavily dependent on international benefits, and when these leaders get caught manipulating the election, it is frequently because they lack the resources, skill, or support from other government officials to conceal their efforts at manipulation. It is these leaders that are most likely to face serious consequences when they are condemned for election fraud. Thus, my expectations about international responses to negative reports are nuanced. Leaders who have little to lose if they are caught stealing elections or who are unwilling to give up authoritarian control are less motivated to conceal election manipulation, correspondingly more likely to get caught and criticized, and may work to discredit the negative reports of international observers rather than prevent them. It is a sign of the norm’s strength that these leaders continue to invite observers who condemn them, rather than simply refusing them entirely.


More interesting from a substantive perspective are those benefit-seeking leaders who lack the resources or skill to engage in successful strategic manipulation. These leaders tend to be more heavily dependent on international support and may have weaker domestic authority, making it difficult for them to marshal the resources to carry out covert election manipulation. Because of their reliance on international support, these leaders are unlikely to refuse international observers, particularly after election monitoring became an international norm.


International Consequences of Observer Criticism


When elections are criticized by international observers, what are the international consequences? This is a difficult empirical question for a variety of reasons: international benefits cannot be comprehensively measured, leaders are both rewarded and punished for their elections, and governments that successfully develop economically and democratize receive less foreign aid because they no longer need it, not because they are being penalized. Additionally, given my argument, if commitments by democracy promoters to support democratizing states are credible, observable shifts in international support for countries based on whether they signal their commitment to democracy should follow changes in the postelection beliefs among democracy promoters about a government’s commitment to democracy.


International reaction to the reports from observers should depend on previous perceptions of leaders’ types and the levels of international support the government already receives. Following an election, pro- democracy actors update their belief about the incumbent’s “type.” There are many reasons why the perceptions of a government’s commitment to democracy change, as well as why foreign support of a given government changes. Many foreign aid donors are particularly reluctant to withdraw aid from the poorest countries or from strategic allies, even if they hold relatively poor elections.


Nevertheless, several empirical implications are clear. Other scholars have demonstrated that relatively more democratic institutions—as measured by various indices of democracy and regime type—are correlated with a variety of other international benefits, such as foreign direct investment 68 and international trade.69 When a government receives a negative report from international election observers, its perceived level of democracy should decrease. International actors turn to a variety of sources when evaluating a country’s level of democratization. It is worth noting that several widely used measures, including the Freedom House measures of political rights and civil liberties (a source widely used in policy circles) and the Polity measure of regime type, now explicitly incorporate the reports of international observers into their coding. The coding checklist for political rights asks whether “established and reputable national and/or international election monitoring organizations judge the most recent elections for head of government to be free and fair?”70 Similarly, several of Polity IV component variables explicitly code the reports of “international and domestic election observers” in determining the quality of the election and in turn, the country’s level of democracy.71 Given this information, it is unsurprising that both indices change systematically based on whether observers are invited and whether they issue a negative report. To demonstrate this correlation between the reports of observers and widely referenced annual measures of country’s level of democracy, I estimate several statistical models with three measures of regime type as the dependent variables.72 Inviting observers is associated with a statistically significant increase in a country’s Polity2 score of 1.7 points, and inviting observers and receiving a negative report is associated with a reduction of almost 1 point.73


Freedom House data are arguably more widely used by policymakers. From 1973 to 2006 (all available data), inviting observers is associated with a statistically significant 0.4 point improvement in a country’s political rights score, whereas receiving a negative report from observers is associated with a 0.5 point decline in the civil liberties score.74 Other measures of democracy are similarly sensitive. Even the International Country Risk Guide’s measure of political risk, an indicator marketed to foreign investors, is likely to increase when observers are invited.75


Overtime Variation in International Benefits within Countries


As stated previously, leaders already receiving some level of international benefits should experience reductions in international benefits following internationally criticized elections, and leaders without significant existing international support should not gain additional benefits. These consequences are in addition to any domestic costs caused by reported election fraud, such as increased support for postelection protests and the increased potential for an electoral revolution, as in Yugoslavia, Georgia, and Ukraine. Empirical predictions about the consequences of negative reports must consider whether the country expects to gain new international benefits or avoid losing existing benefits by inviting observers. For countries already receiving low levels of international benefits, either because they have previously committed blatant anti-democratic actions and /or human rights abuses or because they have never been recognized as a democratizing country, internationally approved elections may be required for international benefits to increase or resume. If such states receive negative reports from election monitors, international benefits may not change, but the negative report causes these governments to forgo benefits that would have followed internationally certified elections.


When elections are criticized in countries that were previously perceived as democratizing, existing levels of international benefits should be noticeably reduced. However, for the poorest and most aid-dependent countries, donors cut off international support only reluctantly. International reaction to Haitian elections reveals both the reluctance of pro-democracy actors to punish very poor countries and their willingness to do so following blatant violations of democratic norms. The United States and other Western donors to Haiti had high hopes for Jean-Bertrand Aristide, first elected to the presidency in 1990 in what was widely regarded as the country’s first democratic election. Aristide was soon deposed in a coup, but reinstalled as president by the U.S. military in 1994. Aristide’s government received massive but short-lived increases in aid, especially from the United States and the European Community, a condition of which was a promise to leave office at the end of his constitutionally allowed term.76 Although he technically kept his promise, rather than allowing open competition for the presidency, he engineered the 1995 victory of his chosen successor, René Préval. Reportedly ruling from behind the scenes until he could run for reelection, Aristide’s democratic luster began to fade. Rigged legislative by-elections in 1997 provoked further international condemnation and, combined with the 1999 disbandment of parliament and the lack of a legitimate government, led to the suspension of most foreign aid to the country.77


Aid resumption and other forms of international support were conditioned on new, democratic, and internationally certified legislative elections, which were postponed four times before they were held in May 2000. The elections were preceded by “a wave of murders of opposition leaders and candidates.”78 Aristide was reelected president in November 2000 with 92% of the vote in an election boycotted by all major opposition parties. Observers judged the 2000 elections to be “fundamentally flawed,” and aid was suspended or channeled through private organizations. Aristide’s attempts to reassure donors and restore aid were not successful, and in February of 2004, he left office under disputed circumstances and was replaced by an interim leader.79 His ouster and the country’s near-crisis conditions—exacerbated by a devastating hurricane in 2004—led major donors to begin releasing foreign aid and other forms of support in order to “help the country promote democracy and economic recovery.”80 Figure 3.5 illustrates trends in bilateral aid from the country’s biggest donors over time, although note that foreign aid was not the only international benefit that was withdrawn from Haiti during this period. Aid is, however, more easily quantifiable than other international benefits.


When some governments invite observers, they do so because they have already developed reputations as pseudo-democracies or electoral authoritarian regimes. These countries may have experienced military coups, already held blatantly fraudulent elections, or have never held elections at all. For example, the period leading up to Peru’s 2000 presidential elections was characterized by rapid democratic reversal. Incumbent President Alberto Fujimori’s 1992 autogolpe brought significant international attention to these threats to Peruvian democracy, but the 2000 elections were viewed as the point of no return. International election observers were invited by Fujimori, who was eager to put concerns about his authoritarian tendencies to rest. Failing to invite observers to the 2000 elections would have been a sure sign that they were blatantly fraudulent. Inviting observers allowed Fujimori some additional scope for manipulation but also increased the possibility that he would be caught and internationally condemned for election fraud.
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Figure 3.5. Bilateral foreign aid to Haiti


Following the first round of the 2000 elections in Peru, Fujimori was found to have engaged in widespread efforts to manipulate the election, and various observer organizations levied stinging criticism. The OAS head of mission said that “something sinister is happening here,” and the mission issued a statement that “the Peruvian electoral process is far from one that could be considered free and fair.”81 The joint NDI/Carter Center report called the process “irreparably damaged,” and the final report similarly left little room for interpretation:


The 2000 election process in Peru failed dramatically to meet minimum international standards for a genuine, democratic election. As a result, the people of Peru were denied the opportunity to exercise their right to democratic elections, and the government that emerged from the elections lacks a legitimate mandate based on the will of the electorate.82


After the clearly fraudulent first round, the Carter Center, NDI, the European Union, the OAS, and thousands of domestic observers withdrew their official delegations in protest. Announcing their withdrawal from the second round, the EU said that “the elections could not take place in a credible manner and in accordance with international standards.”83 As evidence of the unquestionably large-scale fraud, in the second round, official government tallies initially reported that the number of votes cast exceeded the number of registered voters by 1.4 million.84 Not surprisingly, the negative reports by election observers were enough to discredit Fujimori as a democratically elected leader, although the international reaction to the fraudulent elections was not fully realized; discovery of videotapes proved that his office had engaged in widespread bribery of government officials and he subsequently resigned.85 As Arturo Santa-Cruz writes,


What was important in the Peruvian case was not just that the Andean country was perceived as undemocratic, but that this fact endowed the international community with the right to advance claims on Fujimori’s government, just as it also endowed the Peruvian people with the right to advance claims on the international community.86


By the 1990s it became common for states and international organizations to suspend support for regimes that had committed blatant violations of democracy or human rights.87 Many pro-democracy states made overt commitments to support democratic states and made provisions for such support an explicit part of their foreign policy. For example, an amendment to the 1986 U.S. Foreign Assistance Act prohibited U.S. aid to “any country whose duly elected head of government is deposed by decree or military coup.”88 Following such a suspension, the resumption of bilateral foreign aid and normal diplomatic relations with many developed democracies became increasingly conditioned on the holding of free and fair elections.


The case of Togo clearly demonstrates this dynamic. Amid widespread pressure on African governments to hold multiparty elections in the early 1990s, the Togolese government’s failure to hold plausibly democratic elections led to a near-total suspension in nonhumanitarian foreign aid for more than a decade. General Gnassingbe Eyadema, who came to power in a 1967 coup d’état, came under increasing international pressure in the early 1990s to hold multiparty elections (he allowed noncompetitive presidential elections in 1979 and in 1986). In early 1993, major donors, including the United States, France, Germany, and other members of the European Commission suspended foreign aid to Togo over the “worsening political situation” and the president’s “unwillingness to create conditions for a peaceful transition to democracy.”89 Following the suspension, Eyadema agreed to multiparty elections but allowed only forty-five days of preparation and campaigning. International observers from the Carter Center, NDI, the Organization for African Unity, La Francophonie, and several smaller NGOs deployed missions to the country.


After elections were scheduled and international observers arrived, conditions deteriorated, ultimately leading all major international observers except La Francophonie and the OAU to suspend their missions. Following ten months of observation, and after the government refused to delay the elections, the joint Carter Center and NDI statement said that the “minimum conditions did not exist to conduct meaningful elections.”90 The problems cited in their statement included the refusal of all major opposition candidates to participate and the resulting lack of real competition; the election commission’s own concern about their preparations for the election; out-of-date, manipulated, and inflated voter registration lists; the election commission’s failure to distribute electoral identification cards to voters; the government’s refusal to accredit nonpartisan domestic election observers; the printing of many more voter identification cards than registered voters; unbalanced media time; the distribution of faulty indelible ink; misuse of state resources for campaigning; and the overt partisanship of election officials.91 As reported in the international news media the day after the election, the decision by international monitors to withdraw was a “fatal blow to the elections’ credibility.”92


Even the leader of the delegation from La Francophonie, an organization that rarely criticizes election fraud, was quoted as saying that the election was “meaningless.”93 Their twenty-member delegation stayed to observe election day proceedings and found that the election scarcely took place.


Nearly one-third of the polling stations were either closed or did not exist. The second third of the polling stations opened, but no one came to vote [and] the remaining third of polling stations functioned more or less correctly, but with a voter turnout of only five to fifteen percent.94


In 1998 Eyadema again held presidential elections and invited international observers. The EU and The Carter Center again found the electoral process to fall far short of international standards, and aid was not resumed from the EU and other bilateral donors. Virtually the same process was repeated in 2003 and again in 2005, following the death of Eyadema. In 2006, after the Togolese government complied with a series of mandated democratic reforms, the EU released 40 million Euros in foreign aid. When Togo held its first credible elections in October 2007, the EU and other donors resumed full development cooperation. Figure 3.6 illustrates the trend of aid from the European Community to Togo.


The relationship between internationally certified elections and foreign support for governments is not always clear-cut, and there remains room for pseudo-democrats to engage in strategic manipulation or try to discredit the reports of observers. However, the perception of a connection between international benefits and internationally certified elections is widespread. Governments that are already facing cuts in international support because of previous anti-democratic actions must hold internationally certified elections in order to resume international benefits. Consistent with the norm of election monitoring, the vast majority of countries now invite international election observers. I now explore those few governments that do not.


Refusing to Invite International Observers


By 2000, few countries were violating the norm and not inviting international observers. One interesting feature of the evolving game between international observers and pseudo-democrats is how rarely leaders simply refuse to invite international observers. Outside of the exclusive club of wealthy and stable democracies, a small subset of countries refused observers even after the norm became widely accepted. As mentioned in previous chapters, some countries stopped inviting observers because they became widely regarded as democracies, such as the Czech Republic and Chile, and were no longer expected to have their elections observed. Other countries, such as Cuba, North Korea, Oman, Vietnam, and Turkmenistan, held elections in which multiparty competition was impossible and therefore stood no chance of holding plausibly democratic elections.
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Figure 3.6. Bilateral foreign aid to Togo


Figure 3.7 summarizes patterns of election monitoring for all countries that did not invite observers to at least one national election between 2000 and 2006. I have excluded noninviting countries that are long-term consolidated democracies, members of the European Union, or countries that are considered to have very democratic political institutions (with a Polity2 score of 8 or higher). The fourteen countries that never invited observers during this period are Bahrain, Cuba, Egypt, Guinea, Iran, Jordan, Kuwait, Laos, Malaysia, North Korea, Oman, Syria, Turkmenistan, and Vietnam. As indicated in figure 3.7, some of these elections lacked any real multiparty competition, as in Cuba, North Korea, or Oman. The puzzle in these cases is not why they refuse international election monitors, but why they hold elections at all.


Equatorial Guinea, Ethiopia, Iraq, and Singapore invited election monitors to some but not all of their elections in this period. Malaysia and Gabon are two of the very few countries that invited international observers in the 1990s and then stopped after the norm had developed. Guinea invited observers from the European Union to elections in 2002, but the EU declined to send a mission.


Benin is considered one of the more democratic countries in Africa but does not meet the conditions that I have used to exclude democracies from figure 3.7. The country invited international observers to all but the 2003 national assembly elections. Madagascar similarly invited observers to most elections since 1990 and resumed inviting observers after the disputed 2002 presidential elections.
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Figure 3.7. Noninviting countries, 2000–2006


Other countries (such as Iran and Malaysia) do not rely heavily on international assistance from the West or would otherwise suffer little for violating the norm (such as Egypt). As referenced previously, Egypt is heavily dependent on international support but receives aid despite its political institutions and because of its strategic importance to the United States in the Middle East. Yet even Egypt has responded to the norm of election monitoring. Before the 2005 elections, heated debate took place within the Egyptian government about whether to invite international observers, with President Mubarak’s son Jamal unsuccessfully arguing in favor of international observers in response to U.S. pressure on the country to hold democratic elections.95 The decision in part sparked widespread editorializing about “Egypt’s Imitation Elections,” including the following condemnation, reprinted in the International Herald Tribune:


Here are some simple ways to identify a real democratic election. The ruling party should not be allowed to shape the election arrangements and intimidate voters. The candidates should be able to compete on a reasonably level playing field. Impartial observers should be welcome and given time to deploy themselves at polling places nationwide. Not one of these defining features was evident in last week’s Egyptian presidential voting.96


Despite the fact that opposition parties were allowed to compete for the first time in the presidential elections, the Egyptian elections were widely viewed as a charade. Overall, the vast majority of governments invite observers, and the majority of governments that do not comply with the norm are unambiguous autocrats or unambiguous democrats.


Evidence of the Democracy-Contingent Benefits


In this chapter I have provided evidence in support of three of the empirical implications outlined in chapter 1 and documented the role of democracy promoters in contributing to the norm of election monitoring. Democracy promoters play a fundamental role in explaining the diffusion of international election monitoring by increasing democracy-contingent benefits, but they did not advocate for the norm. Rather, by increasing support available to governments that were committed to democratization, and eventually by recognizing internationally endorsed elections as a signal sent by all true democrats, they gave governments the incentive to initiate international election monitoring and increased the constraints on pseudo-democrats. By the late 1990s, choosing not to invite observers signaled with certainty that a government was a pseudo-democracy not interested in internationally recognized elections. By inviting observers, pseudo-democrats risked a negative report and a reduction in international benefits. However, for governments already perceived to be pseudo-democracies, gaining a positive report from international observers was the path back to full international support, as demonstrated by Togo. Inviting observers and receiving a negative report is not an expected strategy for any type of leader. By showing that some governments are punished for failing to hold internationally certified elections, I have demonstrated that a plausible connection between election monitoring and democracy-contingent benefits exists and that this connection is observable to other governments that decide whether to invite observers. The threat of reduced international benefits is only one of several ways in which inviting monitors can be costly to pseudo-democrats. In the next chapter, I document how election monitors can have a direct effect on election day behavior and present causal evidence that observers can decrease vote share for pseudo-democrats but that observers do not necessarily have the same effect for true democrats.
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DOES ELECTION MONITORING MATTER?


Are international election monitors more costly to pseudo-democrats than to true democrats? In this chapter, I continue investigating the consequences of internationally monitored elections as they relate to norm formation and show that the presence of international observers correlates with several types of costs to incumbent leaders. I also use experimental evidence involving the randomization of short-term election observers to demonstrate that international observers can have a direct deterrent effect on election day fraud. By causing a reduction in vote share through fraud deterrence, at the very minimum election monitors make it more difficult for pseudo-democrats to steal elections, a cost that must exist for election monitoring to be a credible signal of a government’s commitment to democratic elections. I also show that for true democrats, the same cost does not exist and present evidence that observers can have unintended consequences that help incumbent true democrats. Chapter 5 continues this investigation by exploring the evolving game of strategy between international observers and pseudo-democrats. Here I provide a detailed examination of whether international observers have both direct and micro-level effects on election day behavior in two elections, either by deterring fraud or making it more likely that polling officials follow the rules.


An important empirical implication of my theory is that election observation must be more costly to pseudo-democrats than to true democrats. Supporters of election observation argue that observers improve the quality of elections and make it more likely that election fraud will be uncovered. Cross-nationally, the presence of international observers is correlated with a variety of outcomes that are costly to the incumbent governments that invite them. These correlations suggest that, on average, observed elections are more competitive, and the incumbent government is more likely to lose such elections. I present these cross-national descriptive statistics to support my argument and to contrast them with the experimental evidence provided later in this chapter. Although it is true that incumbents are more likely to lose elections when monitors are present, such evidence cannot demonstrate a causal relationship between observers and increased costs to pseudo-democrats, unlike the natural and field experimental evidence shown in this chapter.


Incumbent Turnover and the Correlates of Observed Elections


In chapter 1, I argued that pseudo-democrats, all else equal, should perform worse when international monitors are present. The descriptive statistics below provide some support for this claim, but establishing causality is difficult. Critics of international election monitoring have been especially vocal in arguing that the central raison d’être of observers is to legitimize flawed elections.1 It is true that observers sometimes legitimize flawed elections. My argument suggests, however, that the possibility that observers will not condemn a manipulated election is a central reason why pseudo-democrats are willing to invite them in the first place. Nevertheless, the fact that pseudo-democrats take this risk should increase the chances that they will lose, either directly, through fraud deterrence, or indirectly, by making election fraud more expensive and diverting resources that could be used elsewhere. Consider the following descriptive statistics for elections held between 1990 and 2006, when international observers were widely available (I exclude the consolidated democracies for ease of interpretation):


• Out of all elections in which the incumbent leader or governing party was replaced, 75% were internationally monitored (161 of 215).2


• Out of all elections in which the office of the incumbent executive was contested, and in which the incumbent both ran and was replaced, 68% were internationally observed (45 of 66).3


• From 1960 to 1989, observers were present at only 10% of elections in which there were significant concerns before the election that it would not be free and fair. After 1989, this number increases to 69% and to 75% when single-party elections are excluded.


• Out of all elections in which the vote count was considered a “gain for the opposition,” observers were present at 70% (258 of 368).


These data suggest that observers are invited by incumbent governments to many elections that are more competitive and that are more likely to result in negative outcomes for the incumbent regime. Yet it is possible that governments were more likely to invite observers in these circumstances. Although they are suggestive, these cross-national data do not demonstrate that observers caused more competitive election outcomes.


An Alternative Micro-level Approach to Testing the Effects of Observers


One persistent alternative argument is that it is costless for leaders to invite international election monitors, and the phenomenon is therefore not interesting as a case of international norm formation. This chapter disputes this alternative explanation by showing that inviting monitors can have several types of direct effects on election day behavior. Using experimental methods involving the randomization of international election observers, I show that in Armenia (2003) the (pseudo-democratic) incumbent president performed much worse in polling stations that were monitored compared with those that were not. In Indonesia (2004), in what was widely considered a democratic election, observer presence actually increased votes cast for the incumbent true democrat, who went on to lose the election and peacefully transfer power.


Natural and field experimental tests are increasingly popular within the social sciences because of their potential to demonstrate cause and effect. The cases included in this chapter are described in greater detail elsewhere and are condensed here in order to link the results from these projects to the international norm of election observation.4 The distinguishing characteristic of experimental methods versus observational research is that the central independent variable, or “treatment” variable, is randomly assigned. In field experiments such as those conducted recently by Alan Gerber and Donald Green,5 Edward Miguel and Michael Kremer,6 Benjamin Olken,7 and Leonard Wantchekon,8 the researcher supervises the random assignment of the treatment variable. In natural experiments, the researcher does not manage the assignment of the treatment variable, but natural experiments can occur when the variable is assigned “as if” the assignment was random.9 The burden in natural experiments rests on the researcher to provide evidence that the treatment can, in fact, be treated “as if” it had been randomly assigned. Existing natural experiments vary in the degree to which the treatment approaches true randomization.10


There are few published natural or field experiments within the discipline of comparative politics and fewer within international relations. Exceptions for comparative politics include the work of Mei Guan and Donald Green;11 Macartan Humphreys, William Masters and Martin Sandbu;12 and Wantchekon.13 Despite the relative scarcity of experimental work, the advantages are well established: properly conducted experimental work is one of the few means by which causal inference can be tested, and as has been noted in the leading political science journal, experiments have an “unrivaled capacity to demonstrate cause and effect.”14


I evaluate the micro-level effects of observers using evidence from two different natural and field experiments surrounding elections in Armenia in 2003 and Indonesia in 2004. In both cases, I exploit the randomization of international observers during their election day observation in order to test for differences between the areas that were visited and the areas that were not. Due to the randomization (or in the case of Armenia, the “as if” randomization), any differences between the groups can be causally attributed to international election observers. By combining experimental tests of the effects of international observers with cross-national and qualitative evidence, I provide a more complete picture of the effects of election monitoring, provide some hard evidence that election monitors are costly to pseudo-democrats, and link my theory of international norm formation with its micro-level implications.


Direct Effects on Election Day Behavior


Although academics remain skeptical that observers can have direct effects on election day behavior, practitioners and proponents of international election observation frequently assert that international observers reduce election fraud and otherwise improve election quality. As referenced above, a cross-national study of this issue cannot demonstrate causality: elections that are clean because they are internationally observed are indistinguishable from elections that are observed but would have been clean without international observers. Although the cross-national data are consistent with the argument that observers reduce election fraud and observed elections are systematically more competitive than unobserved elections, there is no set of “control” variables that could disprove the alternative argument: leaders are more likely to invite observers when they know elections are going to be more competitive.


This chapter illustrates that the effects of international election observers can be measured by exploiting subnational variation in election results. In the most clear-cut case, if observers reduce election fraud directly owing to their presence in polling stations, this effect should be revealed by differences in voting patterns between monitored and unmonitored polling stations.


The typical election observation mission includes teams of observers who, throughout the course of election day, roam within predefined geographic areas. Observers take note of activities in and around polling stations and frequently talk to voters, polling station officials, political party witnesses, domestic nonpartisan observers, and to other international observers.


Observers are also able to observe fraud directly, and observers sometimes express surprise that election fraud is carried out blatantly in front of them. Teams of foreign observers have directly witnessed many forms of outright election day manipulation, including premarked and bundled stacks of ballots clearly visible within transparent ballot boxes; the allocation of multiple ballots to individual voters; theft of ballot boxes and burning of ballots before the count; overt vote-buying schemes; prohibitions on secret voting, including the presence of individuals who “assist” voters by filling out their ballots for them and /or accompanying each voter into the voting booth; illegal disenfranchisement of eligible voters; or widespread voting by children.


Less overt “irregularities” are also commonly witnessed by international observers, and these may or may not be a sign of intentional election manipulation. These more ambiguous irregularities include polling stations that open late or without sufficient materials, a lack of provisions for secret voting, the failure to follow procedures that prevent multiple voting, election day violence and disturbances that reduce voter turnout, extremely long lines, and the presence of unauthorized individuals, police, or military in polling stations.


Although it is clear from the records of election-monitoring missions that election manipulation tactics are frequently carried out in front of observers, observers may reduce election fraud without eliminating it entirely. Similarly, even though international monitors witness irregularities, polling station officials may be more likely to follow rules and regulations when they are being watched by international monitors. The remainder of this chapter tests for an “observer effect” across varying conditions, including in the presence of overt election day fraud (in the case of Armenia) and in relatively democratic elections (in the case of Indonesia). The inclusion of both studies in this chapter demonstrates that, at least in this comparison, observers were more costly to the pseudo-democratic government (in Armenia) than the incumbent government in Indonesia that was revealed to be a true democrat.


There are a few other points about election-observation methodology that are not unique to these countries but that are important to note. First, international observers do not preannounce which polling stations they will observe on election day. Keeping deployment plans confidential is standard practice for reputable international observer groups and is intended to enhance the safety of the observers by making it difficult for potential attackers to anticipate where observers will be. It also makes it difficult for the competing parties to anticipate the arrival of observers and thereby restrict their cheating to polling stations at which international observers are not expected.


Second, international observers are usually mobile, moving from polling station to polling station throughout election day. During the course of one day, an observer team could visit between ten and twenty polling stations or neighborhoods based on the length of the election day and the distance between polling stations. Critics of election observation are fond of pointing out that it would be very difficult to catch any irregularities in such short periods of observation. However, if there are ongoing problems or red flags indicating that there might be problems, observer teams are instructed to stay for as long as they think is useful, which in some cases can be as long as several hours. The questionnaires filled out by international observers include a number of observations related to the structure of the polling station, the available staff and materials, and the order of voting procedures that are immediately obvious. If the seal on the ballot box has been broken, international observers are most likely to see this and other evidence of fraud as soon as they enter a polling station. In addition, the partisan witnesses in each polling station remain there throughout the day and are often able to report irregularities to the international observers.


Elections in Armenia and Indonesia


The 2003 presidential elections in Armenia provide the opportunity for a direct test of whether international observers can reduce election fraud. During these elections, international observers from the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe’s Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (OSCE/ODIHR) were assigned to polling stations in a way that closely approximates randomization, making this case a natural field experiment. In the 2004 presidential elections in Indonesia, I worked directly with the Carter Center in designing the deployment plans. The Carter Center, founded by former U.S. President Jimmy Carter and Rosalynn Carter and based in Atlanta, GA, is a well-respected international election-monitoring group. The field experiment was generated by randomizing the assignment of international observers within predefined geographic areas.


The case of Armenia demonstrates that when election day fraud occurs, election monitoring can cause a reduction in the vote share of the cheating candidate. The Indonesian case provides an interesting contrast because election day fraud was not widely expected, and the incumbent government was not accused of cheating. Even so, international observers increased the vote share of the incumbent candidate, I argue, by making it more likely that polling station officials followed election day regulations.


By presenting these cases together, I show that international election observers can have important effects on election quality. Particularly when election day fraud is widespread, observers can reduce election day fraud directly, making it more difficult for pseudo-democrats to steal elections. True democrats experience no such costs, and even when elections are widely perceived to be democratic, international observers can have important and sometimes unanticipated effects on election day behavior. In Indonesia, these unanticipated effects actually increased the vote share for the incumbent, who went on to lose the election and peacefully transfer power. Overall, the results strongly refute the alternative hypothesis that inviting international observers is costless to pseudo-democrats or is equally costly to both types of leaders.


For both cases, I provide a brief background to the election, an evaluation of the randomization, and a summary of the empirical results and conclusions. I then conclude the chapter by discussing the results of these experiments in relation to my theory.


The 2003 Presidential Elections in Armenia


Of all countries that invite international election monitors, Armenia represents what might be termed a repeat offender. Between independence in 1991 and the 2003 presidential election, Armenia held six elections, none of which were viewed as democratic. Political participation by voters and by most candidates generally complied with democratic standards, but the executive office participated in elections in a manner that has been labeled “flagrantly undemocratic.”15 Following independence, the elected president Levon Ter-Petrossian and his supporters successfully consolidated power within the executive office while other nascent parties were still attempting to gain organizational strength.16 As a result, the president is generally the controlling force in Armenian politics by virtue of his authority to dissolve parliament, appoint all judges, and declare martial law.17 Strong political parties did not develop as a challenge to executive power, in part because of Ter-Petrossian’s overt efforts to prevent any such opposition party from organizing.18 As of 2003, there were more than one hundred registered political parties. Because successful election day manipulation requires at least minimal organizational capacity, the political structure in Armenia points to the incumbent executive as the political actor with the preponderant ability to commit widespread fraud.


The two most prominent political figures in the postindependence period are Ter-Pertrossian and Robert Kocharian. The former was president until 1998, when he resigned amid wide public dissatisfaction as a result of his failure to increase the standard of living and his willingness to negotiate with Azerbaijan over the territorial conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh. Kocharian, who was elected to replace Ter-Pertrossian in 1998, was the incumbent candidate in the 2003 presidential election.


The 2003 elections were viewed as a potential turning point for Armenian democracy. As an OSCE /ODIHR official report states,


The election provided an important test of the progress of democratic practices in Armenia, since the previous presidential elections were characterized by serious flaws and generally failed to meet international standards. Issues of concern at the two previous presidential elections…included inaccuracy of voter lists, shortcomings in the election administration, media bias, abuse of State resources, flawed voting by military personnel, the presence of unauthorized persons during polling and counting and discrepancies in the vote count.19


The only item on the ballot for the 2003 elections was the presidential race, in which nine candidates ran. The incumbent president Robert Kocharian was the front-runner; he faced a serious challenge from Stepan Demirchian, the son of the late speaker Karin Demirchian, who had been killed in a 1999 attack on parliament.20 The other notable challenger was Artashes Geghamian, the last Soviet-era mayor of the capital city of Yerevan.


The ongoing conflict with Azerbaijan over the Nagorno-Karabakh region has been the single most important postindependence issue in Armenian politics. Kocharian, a native of Nagorno-Karabakh, was seen as a resolute supporter of its independence. Ter-Petrossian’s willingness to negotiate with Azerbaijan over the territory in 1998 was partly responsible for his resignation from the presidency and Kocharian’s succession to his post through the 1998 special elections.


Kocharian, who did not have his own political party, officially ran as an independent. He had been supported by a shifting coalition, which in 2003 included the ruling Republican Party of Armenia and the Armenian Revolutionary Federation (also known as Dashnak, or the Socialist Party). He also enjoyed the strong support of the military. Although his resolute unwillingness to negotiate on the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict was his most defining characteristic, in 2003 he also campaigned on the promise of economic stability, as did all of the candidates. Thus, the relative homogeneity of Armenian politics, the lack of other issues on the ballot, the fact that the incumbent ran without a political party, the presence of a dominant executive, and the central issue of Nagorno-Karabakh provide the background to the 2003 presidential election and the context of the natural experiment, making it a relatively clean setup to evaluate the effects of international observers on election fraud committed by the incumbent government.


The first round of Armenia’s 2003 presidential elections took place on February 19, followed by a runoff on March 5. The Armenian constitution requires a second-round runoff if no presidential candidate garners more than 50% of the vote in the first round of the single-district national election. The official first-round vote share for Kocharian was 49.48%, thus triggering a runoff election.


Several months prior to the election, the Armenian Ministry of Foreign Affairs invited the OSCE /ODIHR to sponsor an international election-observation mission. The delegation included members of the Parliamentary Assembly Council of Europe. In the first round of the election, the OSCE deployed 233 observers from thirty-five participating countries. The second round was observed by 193 short-term observers from twenty-one countries.


The Natural Experiment Research Design in Armenia


In the Armenian election, international observers were assigned to polling stations on election day using a method that I did not supervise but that approximates random assignment. If election day fraud occurs in any election, it should have the observable implication of increasing the vote share of the fraud-sponsoring candidate. In the case of Armenia, the incumbent sponsored the majority of election day fraud. Therefore, if international observers have no effect on election day fraud, then the incumbent should perform equally well in both groups of polling stations: those that were monitored and those that were not. If international observers reduce election fraud, the incumbent’s average vote share should be lower in monitored polling stations than in unmonitored polling stations.


There are three unique features of the 2003 Armenian elections that allow a test of whether the presence of international observers reduced election day fraud. First, widespread and centrally orchestrated fraud occurred on election day. As the Economist described it, the 2003 election was “one of the dirtiest even Armenians can remember.”21 Fraud (and therefore fraud deterrence) can occur at many points in the electoral process. However, it would be difficult to test for election day costs to a pseudo-democratic government if no fraud occurred.


Eyewitness reports from international observers, domestic observers, and journalists documented many varieties of fraud. The OSCE /ODIHR observed “significant irregularities” in more than 10% of the polling stations they visited, the most blatant of which were ballot box stuffing, “carousel” voting, direct vote buying, individuals voting more than once, the intimidation of witnesses for political parties, the presence inside polling stations of government officials who attempted to intimidate officials and voters, and one isolated incident of the removal of more than fifty passports from a polling station by a policeman.22 During the counting process, there were numerous attempts to change the vote totals by the polling-station officials, and observers recorded additional evidence of blatant ballot box stuffing. In some cases the international observers were prevented from observing the counting process, which was interpreted as an attempt to conceal illicit behavior.


The second characteristic of the 2003 presidential elections is that the Armenian Central Election Commission made disaggregated election results available. The process of recording and making public polling station-level election results requires a certain level of administrative competence and transparency that is not always present, even in developed democracies. In countries that experience significant amounts of electoral fraud, these data are often “lost” or kept private. The Armenian election data, disaggregated to the level of the polling station, were made public by the election commission on their website.23


The third and most important favorable feature of the 2003 Armenian elections for analysis is that the international observers were assigned in a way that approximates random assignment. Although the OSCE /ODIHR mission did not assign observers using a random numbers table or its equivalent, their method would have been highly unlikely to produce a list of assigned polling stations that were systematically different from the polling stations not visited. Each team’s assigned list was selected arbitrarily from a complete list of polling stations. Those making the lists did not possess information about polling-station attributes that would have allowed prediction of voting patterns and the choice of polling stations based on those predictions.


In this particular election, the delegation leaders gave each team of the short-term observers a preassigned list of polling stations to visit on election day. These lists were made with two objectives in mind: (1) to distribute the observers throughout the whole country (including rural and urban areas) and (2) to give each observer team a list of polling stations that did not overlap with that of other teams. Observers were encouraged to go only to those polling stations on their lists and to travel between polling stations in a way that minimized travel time and still ensured coverage of their assigned polling stations. It is important for the validity of the natural experiment that the travel routes not be predictable by external observers, including government officials.


The individuals who made these lists had little knowledge of polling-station characteristics other than their general geographic location. This is critical for the validity of the natural experiment. If the assignment of observers had considered other variables that might be correlated with the performance of the incumbent candidate, then the assignment could not be considered “as-if” random. In addition, the discussion of Armenian politics indicated few observable characteristics of the population (such as socioeconomic status or ethnicity) that might be correlated with the incumbent’s popularity. In this case, the staff did not have access to disaggregated data on the demographic characteristics of the Armenian voting population. OSCE /ODIHR staff has assured me that they had no desire to (and did not) choose polling stations on any basis other than the two criteria cited above. In addition, even if this were not true, it is highly unlikely that the mission’s office had the capability to choose polling stations that were more or less likely to favor the incumbent or the opposition candidates or that were more likely to experience election day fraud.24 The fact that Armenian politics are not predictable along partisan or demographic lines underscores that this type of bias in the assignment of international observers would have required enormous effort, access to data that do not exist, and foresight about the trajectory of Armenian politics that would be unusual for foreigners to possess.


Additionally, assigning specific polling stations to each team eliminated much of the agency’s influence on the individual observer teams, which, in the absence of a directive, could choose to visit polling sites based on their own selection criteria within their assigned geographic area. When observers are given leeway in choosing polling stations, the two most common alternative selection criteria (based on observation missions outside of the two discussed in this chapter) are to choose polling stations that are considered to be either convenient or interesting. Each of these decision criteria may create significant bias in the types of polling stations that are observed. This has been pointed out as a problem by several critics of election observation.25 Observer teams that select “interesting” polling stations typically go to areas in which problems are expected; teams using this criteria may disproportionately observe and report irregularities. This is a common strategy among the more ambitious and enthusiastic international observers but was discouraged in this particular mission.


Observer teams that go to convenient areas are criticized for being electoral tourists. Other convenient selection methods may be observing near the observers’ hotel in the most comfortable urban areas or going to polling stations that are near tourist destinations. Clearly, these selection criteria are nonrandom and could lead to bias in both the observers’ reported observations and in the natural experiment proposed here, particularly because a clever politician could recognize the tendency of observers to travel in certain areas and therefore concentrate any electoral manipulation in places where observers would be unlikely to go. For these reasons it was particularly important for this natural experiment that this type of observer agency was explicitly discouraged.


In sum, the assignment of international observers to polling stations for both rounds of the 2003 presidential elections in Armenia can be characterized as approximating randomization. The selection was made arbitrarily from a list of all polling stations with only geographic logistics in mind, and the assignment was completed with no knowledge of variables that might be correlated with the incumbent’s likely vote share. Teams were instructed to visit only the polling stations assigned to them, and because of the relatively small geographic area and limited number of polling stations assigned to each team, they had a high probability of reaching their assigned polling stations on election day.


Checking “As If” Randomization


Ideally, in any experimental research design the assignment of the treatment could be examined in relation to a background covariate in order to test for balance between the treatment and control groups. In this case, the ideal covariate would be an independent measure of the candidates’ likely vote share, such as public opinion polling or past election results. These data were not available for Armenia at the polling-station level for the first round, but as table 4.1 shows, observer distribution does not appear to follow a clear pattern that would predict Kocharian vote share. Coverage varies by region from a low of 28% of polling stations monitored in Aragatsotn to 70% of polling stations monitored in the capital city of Yerevan. The last column of table 4.1 suggests that much of this difference is due to voter density, because there is relative balance in voters per monitored polling station within each region. Additionally, the OSCE mission observed extensively outside of urban areas where there are fewer voters and travel is more time consuming. To illustrate, an urban polling station is defined as one that is in the region of Yerevan, is a regional capital, or is one of the seven biggest cities (population >40,000). All other polling stations are nonurban, which includes rural and periurban polling stations. Using these criteria, 45% of all polling stations are nonurban. In the first round of the election, international observers visited 38% nonurban polling stations, and 35% nonurban in the second round. Given that there are more voters in each urban polling station, observers covered nonurban areas extensively.


Because the same method of assigning observers was used in both rounds of the election, it is possible to check the second round’s randomization against covariates from the first round of the election (table 4.2). Second-round observation, because it occurred three months later and was random, should not be systematically related to any first-round election outcomes. The round two presence of observers is compared with vote share and turnout in round one. These round-one outcomes should be equal between polling stations that were monitored in the second round and those that were not. As expected with near-random assignment, the presence of observers in the second round of the election is unrelated to voter turnout or to vote share for either of the leading candidates.


Table 4.1. Armenia round one observer coverage by region
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Table 4.2. Logistic regression of round two monitoring on background covariates
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Data and Results


The central measurable effect of observers on election day fraud is to decrease the vote share for the incumbent. With all else constant, if international observers did in fact reduce fraud at the polling stations they visited, then the incumbent should perform worse in observed polling stations. Random assignment (or “as if” random assignment) of the treatment of international observers is equivalent to all else being constant.


Because international observers can be considered randomly assigned to polling stations and because there were two rounds of the presidential election, the natural experimental design involves two rounds of “treatment” and a separate observation of vote share for each round. There was some between-round overlap in the polling stations visited by international observers. This divides the sample of polling station-level election results into four experimental groups based on the treatment of international observation during the course of election day: one group of polling stations was never monitored (N = 755), one group was monitored only in the first round (N = 385), one was monitored only in the second round (N = 260), and one group was monitored in both rounds (N = 363).


Groups of polling stations received all possible combinations of the international observer treatment, including no treatment in either round of the election. Therefore, the natural experiment also allows a test of whether first-round observation had any lasting effect in the second round. Approximately 43% of polling stations were not observed in either round of the election, and about 21% were observed in both rounds.26


The Effect of Monitors on Vote Share


The dependent variable is the vote share for the incumbent presidential candidate, Robert Kocharian, in the first and second rounds.27 The results presented in table 4.3 show clear evidence that during the 2003 presidential elections in Armenia, the presence of international observers reduced the vote share for the incumbent politician by about 6% in the first round (Model 1) and by about 2% in the second round (Model 2). Both results are statistically significant. This allows a rejection of the null hypothesis that there is no difference between observed and unobserved polling stations.


Figure 4.1 illustrates this difference with a kernel density plot of Kocharian’s round-one vote share in monitored and unmonitored polling stations. Note the unusual distribution of vote share in unmonitored polling stations.


The results also suggest that the effect of monitoring in the first round of the election carried over into the second round. This type of effect could occur if those committing fraud anticipated that polling stations visited in the first round were more likely to be visited again. If the effect of international observers had lasting effects on fraudulent behavior, the polling stations that were monitored in the first round should also experience less fraud in the second round. If first-round observation had no effect on second-round fraud, then the difference in the second-round incumbent vote share between the groups in the first round should be close to zero. Model 5 in table 4.3 illustrates that a first-round visit by observers continued to have a clear effect in the second round. A first-round visit caused the incumbent to perform about 4% worse in the second round among polling stations that were not visited again in the second round. This implies that polling-station officials who were visited by international observers in the first round were less likely to commit fraud in the second round. Overall, the Armenia election shows that under conditions of widespread election day fraud, observers reduced the vote share for the incumbent, therefore making it more difficult or more costly for his government to steal votes. The magnitude of the effect of observers in the first round may have caused the second round runoff, because the national average deterrent effect was greater than the margin by which the incumbent failed to win the first round outright.


Table 4.3. Effects of observations on vote share for President Robert Kocharian
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Figure 4.1. Round one vote share for incumbent in monitored vs. unmonitored polling stations
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The 2004 Presidential Elections in Indonesia


Armenia and Indonesia differ in many ways, most obviously in size. Indonesia is one of the largest and most geographically diverse election-holding countries in the world. There were fewer than 1,800 polling stations for the 2003 Armenian elections. In contrast, elections in Indonesia took place across more than 17,000 islands, approximately 155 million eligible voters, and more than 500,000 polling stations.


The 2004 presidential elections in Indonesia were the first direct presidential elections in the country’s history. Legislative elections held in 1999 and in April of 2004 were widely considered successful given the size of the country and the country’s newly democratizing status. Prior to these elections, the president was selected indirectly. The incumbent in the 2004 elections, Megawati Sukarnoputri, had been in office since her 2001 appointment by the People’s Consultative Assembly. There were two rounds of the 2004 presidential election; due to the fact that first-round election results are unavailable, I focus here on only the second-round runoff between the incumbent candidate Megawati Sukarnoputri (commonly referred to as Megawati or Mega) and the leading challenger, Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono (commonly referred to as SBY). Expectations were high leading up to the 2004 elections, which were viewed as a crucial step in Indonesia’s democratization. Many believed that the elections were likely to go well, and the most common concerns in advance of election day pertained to logistical factors and the administration of an election in such a large and diverse country. However, because of the scope of the election reforms leading to the 2004 elections and the recent transition to democratic institutions, some observers worried that the election could deteriorate into violence or fraud.28


For the 2004 presidential elections in Indonesia, I had the opportunity to attempt random assignment of international observers for the Carter Center’s election day deployment rather than rely on “as if” random assignment as in the Armenian election. To my knowledge, this was the first attempt to randomly assign observers within the field of international election observation.29 The case of Indonesia was selected because the opportunity to attempt random assignment of international observers was made available by the Carter Center. The introduction of randomly assigned international observers had been met with some skepticism by other practitioners. Although international election observation missions regularly use randomization to assign international observers to vote-counting centers at the end of election day as part of a parallel vote tabulation,30 random assignment of international observers during polling was thought unnecessary, logistically too difficult, or contrary to some of the other goals of election observation.31


Prior to the election, there were reports of “money politics” and other forms of intimidation, complaints related to restrictions placed on domestic election observers, as well as violations of laws restricting campaign activity. However, overall, the environment leading up to the presidential elections was guardedly optimistic, and observers hoped that the election would be carried out peacefully. Thus, the anticipated effect that international observers could have on election day behavior was moderated by the expectation that the election would be relatively clean. Clear-cut cases of blatant election day fraud would have made this a more straightforward baseline study of whether election observers change election quality, as in the Armenian case. Theoretically speaking, Indonesia was more complicated. Although many experts in Indonesia politics had concerns in advance of the election, blatant election day fraud—such as ballot box stuffing—was not expected. In designing this study, it was not clear in advance of the election which candidate would be more likely to benefit from the presence of observers. In countries that experience widespread election day manipulation, the incumbent party is frequently the primary sponsor, and as shown in the Armenia case, evidence suggests that observers can deter blatant election day manipulation. However, in Indonesia’s 2004 election, the incumbent president had never stood for direct election to the presidency and did not have a reputation for carrying out widespread election day manipulation. Additionally, ahead of the second-round runoff, Megawati had already lost the first round of the election to SBY and was not expected to win. In hindsight, the fact that the incumbent ran, allowed democratic elections, lost, and peacefully transferred power makes clear that she met my definition of a true democrat. Observers should not, therefore, have been costly to Megawati in terms of her election day performance.


Field Experimental Design in Indonesia


The Carter Center’s mission for the second round of the election consisted of fifty-seven observers and twenty-eight observer teams, twenty-three of which participated in the randomization. The long-term election observers and the Jakarta-based staff of the Carter Center selected areas of Indonesia (primarily kabupaten and kota, or districts and cities) to which the Carter Center would send election observers. The selection of districts to be visited by the Carter Center was not random. In order for an area to be selected, it had to be accessible by car or aircraft within one day’s travel time and had to have basic accommodations for the observer team that were judged as sufficiently safe.32 There was also some effort made to avoid extensive overlap with the European Union election observation mission, as well as consideration for whether access was granted to areas in which foreigners are frequently prohibited from traveling, such as Banda Aceh, Ambon, and parts of Papua. For the participating teams, random assignment was applied within each district or pair of districts where Carter Center observers were sent.


The lists of villages and neighborhoods assigned to each participating Carter Center team were generated within each preselected geographic area using systematic random sampling (also called patterned sampling).33 These lists were not released to anyone other than the Carter Center staff and the observer teams assigned to each area.


The unit of analysis in this study is the village/neighborhood. However, each village or neighborhood contained one or more polling stations, which observers were instructed to select using a method that approximates randomization.


To check the randomization of villages within each experimental block, I used logistic regression with assignment to the treatment group as the dependent variable. Because this was the first direct presidential election in Indonesian history, little historical precedent existed on which to base predictions of vote patterns for the 2004 elections. Only one background covariate is available at the village level: the total number of registered voters. Table 4.4 presents the results of the randomization check. Across all blocks, the null hypothesis—that assignment to the treatment group is not related to the number of registered voters—cannot be rejected. Also in table 4.4, when all blocks are pooled, assignment to the treatment group is unrelated to the number of registered voters, similarly indicating that there is no significant difference in the number of registered voters between treatment and control groups.34


Table 4.4. Logistic regression of assigned-to-treatment group on registered voters
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Table 4.5 summarizes the areas observed by Carter Center observers at the village level. Out of all villages in the visited regions, Carter Center observers were assigned to visit 482 villages, 95 of which were actually visited. Within these 95 assigned and visited villages, 147 individual polling stations were visited. Note that a small proportion of villages in the control group were visited.35


Data and Results for 2004 Indonesian Election


In the second round of the 2004 presidential elections, Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono and his running mate Jusuf Kalla were the leading candidates, having won 34% of the votes cast in the first round in a five-candidate field. The incumbent president, Megawati Sukarnoputri, won 27% in the first round. The runoff was held on September 20, 2004. SBY won the presidency with 61% of the vote. Due to the size of the country, Carter Center observers could not spread out across the entire country, as was attempted by the OSCE/ODIHR mission in Armenia. The randomization within blocks prevents generalization across the country, but within-block comparisons remain valid. Estimating the average effect across included blocks is also possible, although it is more complicated and should not be confused with randomization across the whole country.


Government-reported unofficial election results for the total number of votes cast for each candidate and the number registered voters for all villages were recorded in the second round of the 2004 presidential election. Polling station-level data for the same regions were also collected but are not analyzed here.36 The unofficial results were made public by the Indonesian KPU (the general elections commission) for most of the country. These aggregate results were uploaded by regional election officials to a central government-run website and are subject to the usual disclaimers about unofficial election results. Unfortunately, data were incomplete for three of the districts where teams from the Carter Center were deployed in the second round: Mimika, Kupang, and Manokwari. These regions (and the three corresponding Carter Center teams) were dropped from the analysis, leaving twenty experimental blocks.


Table 4.5. Carter Center observation coverage of villages in Indonesia
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Another important issue in analyzing the results pertains to treatment rates. Table 4.5 shows that the treatment rates, or the percentage of villages randomly assigned to be monitored that were, in fact, monitored, vary considerably across blocks. Several issues must therefore be considered in the analysis of the experiment. There is one block in particular (block 12, in Cianjur) in which there was no experiment to speak of, with monitors going only to less than 2% of both the treatment and control groups. It is also a block with an unusually large number of villages, representing a significant portion of all villages in the “failure to treat” category. The reason for the implementation failure in this block was that the team of monitors assigned there did not attempt to comply with the assigned list of villages, a decision that was not influenced by the characteristics of the block. Although I present the summary data for this block in table 4.5, I exclude it from the remainder of the analysis.


Table 4.6 presents aggregate summary statistics for the 1,822 remaining village-level observations. I downloaded, compiled, and merged the international observer data with the unofficial election results. All comparisons include only districts in which Carter Center observers were deployed, where they participated in the randomization, and where village-level elections results were reported for the entire district.


Another issue stems from treatment rates. Given some failure to treat, it is tempting to move the untreated villages into the “control” group and simply compare the subset of villages visited by international observers with those that were not. This comparison yields biased estimates when nontreatment is correlated with the dependent variable and does not take advantage of the randomization. To illustrate with this experiment, because it is plausible that some villages were more difficult for observers to locate than others and that this “findability” could be related to voting behavior, it cannot be assumed that the factors determining which villages were actually monitored were completely random. All comparisons must therefore exploit the randomization by using assignment to the treatment group rather than actual treatment. As the central dependent variable of interest, I use the total number of votes cast for Megawati (logged).


Table 4.6. Summary statistics for all available village-level variables
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The most straightforward method requiring the fewest assumptions is to estimate the intent-to-treat (ITT) effect within each block for one of the candidates. Here, the estimated ITT effect within each block i is the average difference between treatment and control groups in incumbent performance in villages. It would be possible to estimate the ITT effect without accounting for any other observed differences between villages, but regression analysis allows the inclusion of covariates that reduce the unexplained variance in vote share between villages.


I calculate the ITT effect using ordinary-least squares (OLS) regression. The central dependent variable is the performance of the incumbent candidate, measured as the total number of votes cast for Megawati in each village (logged). To account for varying village sizes, an additional independent variable measuring the total number of registered voters in the village (logged) is included in the regression. This basic model can therefore be expressed as:


log (Yj) = ß0 + ß1Tj + ß2 log (Xj) + µj,


where Y is the total votes vast for Megawati in village j, Tj = 1 if the village was assigned to the treatment group, X is a variable representing the total number of registered voters in the village, and µ represents unobserved causes of votes for Megawati.0


Table 4.7 presents estimates of the effect of being assigned to the treatment group within each regional block. Even given the relatively low rate of assigned villages that were actually visited (as shown in table 4.5), assignment to the treatment group is associated with improved performance for Megawati in 15 out of the 20 blocks, a result that is unlikely to be due to chance. I also provide a pooled estimate with fixed effects for each experimental block. Note that in these models, Treatment Group is a measure of the intent to treat the village, not the actual presence of observers on election day. Because Treatment Group is dichotomous, the coefficients represent the percentage of change in total votes cast for Megawati given that Treatment Group changes from zero to one and all else is constant. In the pooled estimate in table 4.7, assignment to the treatment group causes a 6.5% positive change in the number of votes cast for Megawati. To put this number in context, the average number of votes cast per village for Megawati is 1,394, and assignment to the treatment group is associated with an average increase of about 91 votes.


Table 4.7. Estimated effects of intent to treat on total votes for Megawati (ordinary least squares, ln)
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This estimation of the intent-to-treat effect is the least biased estimate, but it does not count for actual treatment rates. Because relatively few assigned villages were visited by observers, the estimated effect of observers on villages that were visited is much larger. The average treatment rate across all blocks in the experiment was about 23%: a little more than one out of every five villages assigned to observers was actually visited on election day. Given low treatment rates, as in this case, the figures in table 4.7 likely underestimate the magnitude of the observers’ effect.


Following previous applications in field experiments, I use instrumental variable techniques to estimate the magnitude of the treatment effect.37 Very generally, this estimate can be understood as the ITT effect divided by the actual treatment rates.38 Table 4.8 presents estimates from two-stage least-squares regression (2SLS). Using 2SLS, for an instrument to be valid it must be correlated with the actual treatment but not correlated with the error term in the model. Assignment to the treatment group of villages within a region is random, and there is therefore no reason that it should be correlated with the error term. Actual treatment, or being visited by international observers, is a function of a village being assigned to the treatment group. When the actual visit by observers to a given village is used as an explanatory variable, assignment to the treatment group satisfies the conditions for a valid instrument.


Like the ITT estimates presented in table 4.7, total registered voters (logged) are included as an independent variable. The difference between the results presented in tables 4.7 and 4.8 is that the table 4.8 results account for the fact that observers did not visit all assigned villages. Consistent with expectations, the estimate of the effect of observers on treated villages in the treatment group (also called the treatment-on-treated effect) is substantively larger and is associated with a +32% change in votes cast for Megawati, an average increase of 446 votes per treated village.39 Note that this is an estimate of the size of the effect if observers had visited all villages in the assigned-to-treatment group.


The same estimates using vote share rather than votes cast were also conducted, but results are not presented here because the varying size of villages and blocks complicate the analysis. These estimates using alternative specifications of the dependent variable are similar.40 As an additional check, the estimates presented in Tables 4.7 and 4.8 were also conducted on total votes cast for SBY and are available on request. There is no significant relationship between observer presence and the performance of the winning candidate, SBY.


Table 4.8. Estimated effect of observers on total votes for Megawati in observed villages (two-stage least-squares regression)
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Overall, the results of the Indonesia field experiment show that the incumbent candidate performed better and the challenger performed about the same in villages and neighborhoods assigned to be monitored by Carter Center observers. This result was not anticipated and highlights a central advantage of using field experimental methods: the possibility that they can reveal effects that are not anticipated by scholars or practitioners.41 Such a surprising result nevertheless requires some speculative explanation and analysis of the unique circumstances surrounding this election. Why might the presence of observers increase votes cast for Megawati but not decrease votes cast for SBY? Why did observers influence what was widely viewed as a democratic election?


The reports of international observers, journalists, and analysts suggest several possible explanations. Although all major international observer organizations judged the observed problems with the election to be insignificant, a number of irregularities were documented and described in the postelection reports of international observers. The most plausible explanation for this finding stems from the early closing of polling stations. The official election day was from 7:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m., but after the first round of the presidential election, the KPU ruled that polling stations could close after 11:30 a.m., provided that all eligible voters had voted. If this rule was followed correctly, it should not have produced significant problems, and only those polling stations that reached 100% turnout should have closed early. Reports suggest, however, that a number of polling stations closed before all eligible voters had cast a ballot and well before the earliest legal closing time of 11:30.42


During the course of their observation, many Carter Center observers announced or implied that they could return later in the day to observe the closing. The presence of observers could have influenced the decision by election officials to close early by making it more likely that polling stations in visited areas would stay open until the mandated time. If Megawati supporters were less likely to turn out to vote without being mobilized to do so by party representatives or election officials, correctly following the regulations surrounding the length of election day would have disproportionately benefited Megawati voters. Local party officials would have more time to mobilize voters, and poll workers would have had greater incentive to prove that all voters had cast a ballot so that they could close early without violating electoral regulations. One potential explanation is therefore that nonobserved villages were more likely to close before less-motivated or reluctant voters had shown up and were less likely to follow the electoral regulations about staying open until 1:00 p.m. or until all registered voters had cast a ballot.


Several additional pieces of evidence support the possibility that Megawati supporters were more reluctant to turn out and also suggest that she was not in control of the party or state machinery that would have been required to engage in widespread election day fraud. First, her party performed poorly in the April legislative elections and in the first-round presidential elections. Second, in the weeks leading up to the runoff election, it was widely speculated in the media that she would lose, with public opinion polls from several organizations predicting support for SBY at about 60% and support for Megawati at around 29%.43 Third, although Megawati had some incumbency advantages, including the ability to make public appearances throughout the country outside of the legal three-day campaign period, her support from several prominent parties was unstable. For example, Megawati was endorsed by the powerful Golkar party, which won the April 5 legislative elections and which possessed well-developed local party machinery that could have been used to mobilize the vote for Megawati. But several weeks before the election, national and local party leaders split publicly over the decision to endorse Megawati, and before the election, analysts predicted that “Golkar will not be able to fully bring its formidable party machinery behind Megawati.”44 Postelection polling revealed that the vast majority of Golkar voters who cast a ballot voted against their party’s endorsement and for SBY.45 Relative to incumbent presidential candidates in other countries, Megawati’s election day advantage was minimal.


If Megawati supporters were reluctant to turn out, she should have performed better in those areas in which turnout was higher. Although it is not conclusive evidence, scatter plots of votes cast for Megawati versus turnout across all 1,822 villages included in the experiment illustrate that Megawati does somewhat better in villages with higher turnout and SBY does worse, on average, in villages with higher turnout. These comparisons do not prove that increasing turnout would have necessarily increased votes for Megawati, but they are consistent with the idea that Megawati’s supporters were more reluctant to turn out and that her performance increased when voter mobilization increased.


The results presented here show a clear difference between observed and unobserved villages, but they are subject to interpretation. The most likely explanation for this finding, in my view, is that observers made polling station officials more likely to follow electoral regulations and therefore caused visited polling stations to stay open later than they would have if observers had not visited. Given that the election was expected to be relatively free of election day irregularities, the fact that any significant effect of observers was found is noteworthy. This result does not imply election fraud. If widespread election fraud by one candidate had taken place, and this fraud was deterred by observers, the cheating candidate should have performed worse in areas that were observed. Even though Megawati benefited from observers, the results do not show that SBY performed significantly worse when observers were present, as would be expected if observers reduced ballot box stuffing or other forms of direct election fraud. Rather, I argue that election officials were more likely to follow the letter of the election law pertaining to closing time after having been visited by international observers.


The Carter Center mission concluded that “voters were able to exercise their democratic rights in a peaceful atmosphere and without significant hindrance.”46 The results presented here do not contradict this conclusion.


Inviting Observers Changes Behavior


Taken together, the micro-level results from elections in Armenia and Indonesia show that observers can be more costly to pseudo-democrats than to true-democrats, at least in terms of their election day performance. Particularly for pseudo-democrats who commit election day fraud, this chapter demonstrates that observers can make stealing elections more expensive or more difficult by directly reducing fraud through their presence in polling stations. Even in the case of Indonesia, in which the election was viewed as a successful exercise in democracy, the presence of observers had a direct and measurable effect on election day behavior, perhaps inducing increased compliance with government regulations and having an unanticipated effect on turnout among the more reluctant supporters of the incumbent. The Indonesia study demonstrates that the incumbent government was not significantly harmed by the presence of observers, and even benefited from their presence for idiosyncratic reasons.


More generally, these findings indicate that inviting observers can be consequential for leaders who invite monitors and attempt to steal the election and that these costs do not necessarily exist for incumbent true democrats. I also showed that competitive elections outcomes are positively correlated with the presence of observers. In chapter 3, I showed that pseudo-democrats face consequences if they refuse to invite observers or if they are caught cheating by international observers. As I will show in the next chapter, in addition to potentially reducing blatant election day fraud, many leaders now invite observers and work to avoid international criticism, making the changing forms of election manipulation another consequence of internationally monitored elections.
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THE QUALITY OF MONITORING AND STRATEGIC MANIPULATION


The norm of election monitoring is that governments committed to democratic elections invite international monitors. The corresponding belief is that noninviting states must be electoral autocracies, unless the country has otherwise established a reputation as a consolidated democracy. Because of the belief that all true democrats invite observers, and because there are consequences to being caught manipulating the election by international observers, my theory implies that pseudo-democrats should devote effort to concealing election manipulation such that they are less likely to be caught. In addition, pro-democracy actors should push for increases in the quality of election observation, and international observers should attempt to detect and criticize an expanding range of tactics used to manipulate elections. This chapter continues evaluating the empirical implications of my argument and provides support for the final implication outlined in chapter 1: that the normalization of election monitoring, including improvement in the quality of monitoring and the growing number of pseudo-democrats who invite observers, should increase the use of strategic election manipulation. Chapters 3 and 4 provided evidence of two ways in which election monitoring can be costly to pseudo-democrats: negative reports from observers can lead to reduced international benefits and international observers can reduce election day fraud directly. These findings underscore my argument that inviting international observers is more costly for pseudo-democrats than for true democrats.


Adding to these findings, by documenting strategic action by incumbents in the face of election observers, this chapter illustrates that even well-entrenched autocratic leaders such as Vladimir Putin of Russia and Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe are willing to devote significant effort to manipulating public perceptions of election-monitors’ judgments. This is further evidence that the norm exists and reflects the pseudo-democratic response to the norm. I also document how some incumbent leaders engage in strategic manipulation of elections and observers.


Generally, I document three methods used by incumbents to maintain their hold on power while complying with the norm. First, pseudo-democrats can attempt to use different forms of election manipulation that are less likely to be caught by observers. Second, they can invite low-quality or “friendly” observers in order to ensure that at least one observer group endorses the elections as democratic. Third, if they are caught manipulating the election (or if they choose to cheat blatantly), they can work to discredit the reports of observers after the election.


For example, Russia’s efforts to both invite and manipulate observers are perhaps the most baffling, with their efforts extending throughout the post-Soviet sphere. By 2004, Russian elections had been observed on five occasions by the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe’s Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (OSCE /ODIHR). Since the mid-1990s, the OSCE /ODIHR has developed a reputation as a critical and professionalized observer group that applies relatively consistent standards to the elections it observes within its member states.1


In the late 1990s, the Russian government began a campaign arguing that observers from the OSCE /ODIHR are biased and apply inconsistent criteria to countries that are not Western allies. Russia took a position against so-called double standards in international election monitoring and began exerting significant effort to ensure that OSCE /ODIHR observers are shadowed by international observers who are loyal to the Kremlin and whose not-so-secret objective is to contradict the conclusions of OSCE /ODIHR reports.2


In response to OSCE /ODIHR monitoring, the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), began to monitor elections within its member countries, which are also OSCE members. The CIS is an intergovernmental organization composed of former Soviet states and is headquartered in Belarus. It has earned a reputation for praising blatantly fraudulent elections in former Soviet states and issuing reports that are in direct opposition to the conclusions of the OSCE /ODIHR missions. In what appears to be deliberate effort to create confusion, in 2003 a Russian-based nongovernmental organization (NGO) was founded with the same name as the intergovernmental organization’s election-monitoring arm (CIS-EMO), but claimed no connection. The CIS-Elections Monitoring Organization, registered as an NGO in Nizhny Novgorod, Russia, deploys international observer delegations alongside CIS (the IO) and OSCE /ODIHR delegations. The NGO issues virtually identical election observation reports as the Minsk-based CIS reports, conceivably so that they can claim intergovernmental organization and NGO certification of elections criticized by the OSCE.3


Additionally, at meetings of the OSCE, Russia has advocated reduced funding for OSCE /ODIHR missions and otherwise attempted to undermine the organization’s work as an independent but pro-democracy judge of election quality. Some pro-Western CIS member states have pushed back against Russian efforts to generate controversy about the quality of their elections. For example, the Moldovan government blocked a train carrying CIS observers at the border prior to their 2004 elections, and Georgia withdrew its membership in the CIS, in part to protest the organization’s involvement in elections.


Attempts by incumbents to evade observer criticism have been well documented by other scholars. As Daniel Calingaert argues, “authoritarian regimes have become increasingly adept at keeping up the appearance of meeting democratic norms while subverting the integrity of the electoral process.”4 Similarly, in his widely cited 1997 article critiquing election observation, Thomas Carothers notes that, in part due to an “overemphasis on election day” by observers, “efforts by entrenched leaders to manipulate electoral processes to their advantage have become more subtle as such leaders have been socialized into the new world of global democracy and internationally observed elections.”5


Building on this work, this chapter provides additional evidence that efforts by pseudo-democrats to conceal election manipulation triggered an evolving game of strategy between international observers, pseudo-democrats, and pro-democracy actors. Pseudo-democrats attempt to invite observers and guarantee their own victory without getting caught, and observers and democracy promoters attempt to catch them, prompting improvements in observation technology, stronger and more overt links between the reports of observers and international benefits, and continuing innovation in the forms of electoral manipulation used by rulers to stay in power. Strategic manipulation includes efforts by leaders to change their methods of manipulation, including the use of new methods, recycling of old methods on which observers may no longer be focused, and borrowing techniques from other countries.


Over time, this “arms race” of election monitoring should jointly increase the ability of observers to detect various forms of election fraud as well as the effort required for pseudo-democrats to evade international criticism, introducing further costs to pseudo-democrats. Leaders who do not devote sufficient resources to manipulating the election increase their risk of a negative report from observers, the consequences of which were explored in chapter 3. As in chapter 3, although anticipated costs of negative reports and strategic manipulation by pseudo-democrats are important elements of my theory, they do not lend themselves easily to quantitative hypothesis testing. Instead, I rely on a series of examples drawn from reading of hundreds of election observation reports and case studies of elections, detailed information about the tactics used by pseudo-democrats and observers, and descriptive statistics of election-monitoring missions.


Manipulators versus Monitors


In the remainder of the chapter, I outline over-time interactions between international observers and leaders working to manipulate them, including observer response to strategic manipulation and improvements in the methods and quality of election observation. I then discuss in greater detail strategies used by leaders to invite observers and successfully manipulate elections in front of them, illustrating forms of strategic election manipulation, and then briefly discuss opposition party reactions to international observers.


I have already presented some indirect evidence that both pseudo-democrats and international observers are innovating in the game of strategic manipulation. If it were the case that international observers did not react to more strategic forms of manipulation among pseudo-democrats, the rate of negative reports should have gone to zero as election observation spread, a prediction that is contradicted by the empirical evidence (see introduction, figure I.1). An important effect of the normalization of election observation is that it increased the pressure for leaders to invite observers even as the stakes increased: election monitors improved their methods, negative reports became more likely, and pseudo-democrats became more constrained or more skilled at concealing election manipulation.


Counterintuitively, the fact that observers sometimes legitimate fraudulent elections played a large role in motivating pseudo-democrats to invite international observers, but in the long run it caused the same types of leaders to face a difficult choice between consequences for refusing observers and the risk of a negative report from them. Neither of these options is desirable for pseudo-democrats, who can no longer simply refuse international observers without facing other, more certain, consequences.


Professionalized international monitors are well aware of pseudo-democrats’ efforts to evade criticism. By the end of the 1990s, many organizations were actively cautioning their missions to be on alert for leaders attempting to gain international approval for rigged elections. As a European Commission document warned:


Sometimes politicians in power may be tempted to organise manipulated elections in order to obtain international legitimacy (Togo 1998, Kazakhstan 1999). Care should be taken if…an EU observation mission could contribute to legitimising an illegitimate process.6


Despite observers’ awareness and the improvements in election-monitoring techniques, it remains difficult to detect all forms of manipulation, weigh their impact on the election quality, and judge the quality of all elections accurately. Most elections fall within the gray area between flawless democratic elections and outright election theft, such as in the Philippines in 1986, Panama in 1989, Georgia in 2003, or Zimbabwe in 2008. Even elections in consolidated democracies are imperfect by a number of objective standards, making the evaluation of elections in countries with new or fluctuating political institutions subjective and challenging.


Transitional elections are particularly difficult to judge. For postconflict countries, some newly independent states, and countries holding their first multiparty elections in decades, any sort of election is viewed as a major accomplishment, even if it is far from democratic. The necessary conditions for democratic elections were arguably not present for the 2006 elections in the Democratic Republic of Congo, yet because they were the first multiparty elections in more than forty years, observers gave the government and the election commission considerable leeway. Despite a number of reported problems, the missions organizing the roughly two thousand international observers issued generally positive evaluations. Even for the best-intentioned observers, evaluating election quality remains a serious challenge, particularly when pseudo-democrats work to manipulate elections subtly, without attracting observer criticism.


Despite frequent reference to universal standards for democratic elections, no such black-and-white standards exist.7 Irregularities in elections can stem from low levels of economic and political development, poor infrastructure, little experience with democracy, or challenges typical in postconflict environments rather than government-sponsored election fraud. Nevertheless, observers have developed a variety of techniques that, although they do not generate automatic and objective judgments of whether elections are free and fair, allow them to document many forms of manipulation and to issue credible and sometimes forceful condemnations of elections. Democracy promoters continue to push for enforcement of existing commitments to democratic elections, as well as more systematic techniques of election observation.8


Criticizing and Improving Election Evaluation


Observers’ willingness to invest in improved election-monitoring techniques and their willingness to criticize elections increased as election monitoring became a widely shared international norm. Among benefit-seeking states, as election monitoring spread and it became clear that inviting observers was “the only way towards loosening the purse-strings of donors and creditors,” criticism of observers increased, including from within election-monitoring organizations.9 This criticism was followed by changes within many international monitoring groups, including increased professionalization, experience, and improved methodology. Increasingly sophisticated election fraud “has been matched by improvements in the skills and methods of election observers.”10


Since international election observation was initiated in the 1960s, many observers have recognized their own limitations, and organizations have sought methods to improve their ability to evaluate election quality. Concerns about how accurately observers can judge election quality surfaced in some of the very first election observation missions and those concerns have continued to drive innovations in election observation. Common criticisms of observers include that they legitimize fraudulent elections, engage in electoral tourism, ignore fraud in the pre-election period, issue statements prematurely, distract from more qualified domestic observers, and practice “electoral fetishism” by overemphasizing election day with respect to the broader democratization process.11


In many cases in the early 1990s, particularly in Africa, reputable observer groups seemed unsure of how to evaluate elections that were clearly flawed.12 Observers appeared to be aware that some elections were riddled with problems but were unable to determine if the problems affected the outcome of the election or if criticizing the election would generate more problems in the country than would giving the election qualified endorsement. Many reports from this time period in Africa evaluated faulty elections as “a step in the right direction.” Jon Abbink and Gerti Hessling refer to this as “one of the most worn-out metaphors in [election observation].”13 Observers were widely criticized for their failure to highlight accurately the widespread problems in the 1992 elections in Kenya, Ghana, and Angola, among others, and complaints were made that “the presence of observers and their often hesitant reports can be easily misappropriated by African governments and bent in their favour.”14 Although the possibility that observers will endorse flawed elections is a common criticism of observers, according to my theory this possibility is an important reason why election monitoring spread to pseudo-democratic countries in the late 1980s and early 1990s.


In response to criticism of election observation, many organizations began to undertake more systematic and comprehensive election-monitoring missions. For example, the Commonwealth, which once issued statements on the quality of elections before election day was over, significantly revised its election observation methodology and became more likely to criticize problematic elections.15 The more professionalized observer groups continue to respond to criticism and work to improve election observation methods, but debates over the mandate of international observers, their appropriate role, and criteria for democratic elections are unlikely to disappear. In table 5.1, I summarize common tactics used to bias elections and the corresponding methods used by observers to mitigate them. In general, improvements in election monitoring should lead to less direct forms of election manipulation. Generally speaking, election fraud that takes place on election day is easiest for observers to detect and condemn. As manipulation moves away from the casting and counting of votes, it becomes more difficult for observers to detect, more difficult for them to demonstrate that significant election fraud took place, and less likely (although not impossible) that election manipulation will be condemned. Thus, the diffusion of the norm of election observation should be associated with a parallel change in the most likely types of election fraud used by political actors seeking to manipulate the election in their favor.


To illustrate, when the count and tabulation process is not observed, one of the easiest ways to steal elections in front of foreign observers is to hold entirely democratic elections and then falsify vote totals at the end of election day. This concern was recognized by international observers as early as 1966:


Our concern…is that the process of the final tally of votes is beyond the possibility of verification by foreign observers. If fraud took place, it would seem to be more likely at the point of reporting from the province and /or reporting from the [Central Election Commission].16


Election monitors have since developed methods of reliably detecting—and therefore deterring—this tactic. The expectation that Ferdinand Marcos would steal the 1985 elections by falsifying the vote totals led a domestic election-monitoring group, NAMFREL, to attempt a comprehensive independent tally of votes from all polling stations. They planned to station nonpartisan observers from their organization at all polling stations in the country for the counting of votes and produce their own tally. It quickly became clear that the large number of polling stations would make aggregation unwieldy and time consuming. Recognizing this challenge, National Democratic Institute (NDI) staff recommended that observers be stationed in a random sample of polling stations for the count, allowing observers to produce an independent estimate of the election results, within a specified margin of error, well before official results were released.17 In the Philippines, this method was instrumental in demonstrating that Marcos lost the 1986 elections. In part because of advocacy of the method by international and domestic observers, these “quick counts” or parallel vote tabulations spread rapidly with election monitoring in the late 1980s and early 1990s and represent one of the first and most important innovations in election-monitoring technology. When quick counts are correctly administered, fraud in the vote tabulation process is very difficult to get away with.


Another concern is that observers were focusing their attention on capital cities and other urban areas, clearing the way for widespread fraud in rural areas. Although international observer coverage is not comprehensive in most cases, the average number of short-term observers has increased dramatically, as illustrated in figure 5.1, at the same time that election-monitoring technology has improved, and since the early 1990s, long- and short-term observers spend significant time in rural and urban areas.


Responding to concerns about pre-election manipulation, international observers introduced a variety of improvements, including long-term observers, or LTOs. Beginning in the early 1990s and becoming widespread by 1995, LTOs are deployed throughout the country months in advance of an election and report on all aspects of the electoral process, including the registration of candidates and voters, campaigning, and the state of administrative preparations for elections countrywide. The qualitative evaluations provided by LTOs make the reports of international observers more credible.


Some organizations also conduct media monitoring. Media monitoring can be used to evaluate whether all candidates have sufficient access to media time, to judge imbalance in coverage, and to evaluate the veracity of content in campaign-related advertising. In each election observation mission, other tactics may be employed if they are deemed useful.


In part because of the example set by NAMFREL in the Philippines, nonpartisan domestic election monitoring has also spread rapidly since the mid-1980s, and many critics of international observation believed domestic election monitoring to be a superior alternative.18 In the mid-1990s, many democracy promoters viewed international observers as temporary substitutes until domestic observers could become better established. It soon became clear, however, that in many countries domestic election-monitoring organizations are relatively easy for pseudo-democrats to discredit as biased, refuse to credential, or falsify by allowing only loyal government supporters to be credentialed as domestic observers. International monitors, because their reputations are established outside the monitored country, are harder to discredit. By the late 1990s it was widely recognized by election-monitoring experts that domestic and international monitors were complementary, and coordination between reputable domestic and international observers became increasingly common.19 For pseudo-democrats, coordination between international and domestic observers makes manipulating either group more difficult, and the complementary advantages of both types of observers further increase the forms of manipulation that are likely to be criticized.
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Figure 5.1. Average number of reported short-term observers per observed election, 1960–2004


Note: The dashed line represents a locally weighted regression curve, known as a lowess smoother.


The expanding mandate of election observation missions also increased attention to postelection dispute resolution and acceptance of the results. Whereas election monitors in the early 1990s were more likely to issue a postelection statement immediately after the election and close their in-country offices, international observer organizations in the late 1990s were more likely to stay in the country for weeks or months after an election, continuing to evaluate the government’s conduct in handling election-related disputes. Countries with relatively frequent elections may invite constant observer presence, with monitoring of the upcoming election beginning while monitoring of the previous election is completed.


Table 5.1. Election manipulation and observer response
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Observer organizations also sought to coordinate across organizations and countries. A common charged leveled against international observers, frequently by incumbent governments, is that they apply inconsistent criteria across elections, a problem Thomas Carothers highlights as the “elusive standards” of democratic elections.20 In response to this criticism, individual observer organizations published their own criteria and methodology for election monitoring, and academics contributed recommendations for how elections could be more uniformly judged.21


International Human Rights Law Group’s 1984 publication of Guidelines for International Election Observing was perhaps the first effort to standardize election-monitoring practices across organizations, and it set out some very basic guidelines for election observation.22 The Inter-Parliamentary Union published Free and Fair Elections: International Law and Practice in 1994, written by a prominent international human rights lawyer Guy Goodwin-Gill and updated in 2006.23 The OSCE /ODIHR’s Election Observation Handbook, now in its fifth edition, was first published in 1996.24 NDI contributed a number of guides and handbooks on election-monitoring techniques (also aimed at domestic observers), including the quick count, monitoring of voter registration, and media monitoring. The Handbook for European Union Election Observation was first published in 2002 and is now in its second edition.25 Initiated by the Carter Center, NDI, and the UN, and commemorated in 2005 at the UN headquarters in New York, twenty-three organizations signed on to the Declaration of Principles and Code of Conduct for International Election Observation, a document that individual election observers are now expected to sign and to which they must adhere.26


However, despite the improvements in election-monitoring technology and the increased investment by international actors in improving election monitoring, observers remain far from perfect judges of election quality. For leaders engaging in blatant and premeditated forms of election manipulation, inviting low-quality election observers represented a reliable strategy. By 2000, the reputations of most observer organizations had become clear, and leaders planning blatant election fraud could either invite observers that were not reputed to be critical or invite organizations of varying quality so that conflicting reports between observers were more likely. Even following widespread improvement in election-monitoring techniques, low-quality observers remained and, in some regions, proliferated. For a number of African states, such as Zimbabwe, the Organization for African Unity (now the African Union) represented a friendly organization that was highly unlikely to criticize, although their reputation has improved in recent years. The Arab League has sent delegations to elections in Northern Africa and is also unlikely to criticize election fraud. Although La Francophonie has issued several critical reports, their observers can more often be relied upon to validate questionable elections. The Russian controlled Commonwealth of Independent States is one of the most blatantly artificial observer groups. The Shanghai Cooperation Organization, which is composed of China, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan, has also deployed election-monitoring delegations in recent years, but the organization has no stated objective of promoting democracy.


In figure 5.2, I show the trends in multiple monitors and in the use of “friendly” organizations.27 I use a conservative definition of critical observers, including only those groups that have reputations for regularly criticizing election manipulation: the OSCE/ODIHR (including observers representing the Parliamentary Assembly Council of Europe), the Organization of American States (OAS), the EU, the Carter Center, the Commonwealth, and the NDI or International Republican Institute (IRI). Each of these groups has also been criticized for failing to condemn elections that others believed were fraudulent.28 However, relative to other organizations, their reputations are much more professional, and they condemn elections more frequently than do any other organizations. If I instead code each organization as “critical” after it has condemned at least one election, more organizations qualify as critical after 1995 and substantially fewer elections are observed by only uncritical observers.


As in the Russian case described in the introduction to this chapter, governments frequently accuse observers of bias, applying double standards, or of not understanding elections or democracy in the region. Although these criticisms are sometimes well deserved, such government-sponsored criticism is more likely to be leveled by leaders seeking to distract media attention from their own behavior. Some leaders actively court professionalized observer organizations, convince them to monitor the election, and then try to discredit them after they arrive in the country. For example, the Zambian government sought European Union observers for the 2001 presidential elections, welcomed them into the country, and then almost immediately accused them of favoring the opposition candidate before they had made any statements.29
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Figure 5.2. Trends in international observation missions


The reputed master manipulator of elections and international observers is Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe.30 Over the course of elections in 2000, 2002, 2005, and 2008 the Mugabe government attempted to control, manipulate, and discredit international observers using a variety of tactics. Despite his efforts, Mugabe did not succeed at eliminating criticism of the elections, but on several occasions these efforts appear to have muddied the waters sufficiently to lessen the effects of international condemnation.


Mugabe’s tactics against observers vary. By the late 1990s, some observer groups were in the habit of deploying pre-election missions to evaluate whether they should send an observer mission should they receive an invitation from the host government. This practice of sending pre-election missions before government invitations were issued was in many cases welcome and noncontroversial, yet it was not strictly compliant with the norm that observers should be invited by the host government. U.S.-based NGOs NDI and IRI deployed a pre-election mission for the planned 2000 Zimbabwean elections, but they chose to announce that the conditions for credible democratic elections did not exist, provoking a forceful reaction from the Zimbabwe government. The government revoked NDI and IRI staff visas before the election and launched a comprehensive campaign to manipulate foreign observers. It is noteworthy that Zimbabwe did not simply ban all foreign observers from the country, which would have been a violation of the norm. By 2000, refusing observers would have been an unambiguous sign that the election would not be democratic and likely would have led to immediate sanctions.


Instead of banning observers outright, Mugabe issued a blanket invitation to observers and then changed the requirements continuously until election day, attempting to dictate their nationality and their numbers and decreasing the likelihood they would criticize the election. Ultimately, the government banned all NGOs from monitoring the election, refused to credential any observer from the United Kingdom, and mandated that the EU delegation contain members from EU member countries only, effectively banning observers from Kenya and Nigeria who had planned to serve on the EU delegation.31 The election was eventually observed by the EU, the Commonwealth, the Organization of African Unity (OAU), and the Southern African Development Community (SADC).


After giving up their pursuit of credentials, IRI condemned the election based on their pre-election observation: “The process is so flawed that it cannot adequately reflect the will of the people. Those responsible for elections in Zimbabwe have failed their country.”32 In contrast, the OAU and SADC missions praised the elections as free and fair, and the Commonwealth mission issued what the EU later called a “wishy-washy” report.33 Citing pre-election violence, the Commonwealth report said that there were “impediments placed in the way of enabling the electorate to freely choose their representatives,”34 but did not argue the election was fundamentally flawed. Of the groups permitted in the country, the EU issued the most critical report, citing “serious flaws and irregularities in the electoral process,”35 but they were subsequently criticized on all sides: by African observer groups for “not allowing Africans to express themselves,” from Mugabe himself for applying biased standards, and by the banned observer groups for implicitly condoning the manipulation of observers by failing to withdraw their mission.36


For the 2002 presidential elections, tensions increased, as did the Mugabe government’s sometimes impressive and confusing tactics. Mugabe reportedly met with the EU team about potential deployment of an EU mission but stormed out of the meeting, telling them to “keep out,” that “Zimbabwe would not allow other countries to run our elections,” and protesting after the meeting that “some of them were our former colonizers.”37 The government later backpedaled on Mugabe’s statements and the EU observer ban, announcing they were only opposed to “monitors” but would accept “observers.”38 Zimbabwe later prohibited observers from Denmark, Finland, Germany, the Netherlands, Sweden, and the United Kingdom, causing the EU to withdraw its efforts to deploy a mission, instead imposing economic sanctions.


The quality of the 2002 elections was again quite poor, with widespread government-sponsored violence and election fraud. Unsurprisingly, the Organization for African Unity found it to be “transparent, credible, free and fair.” In contrast to the 2000 elections, however, the Commonwealth and SADC Parliamentary Forum condemned the elections, along with the EU and other groups that had refused to deploy observers. The Commonwealth suspended Zimbabwe from the organization for twelve months. Within a month of the elections, economic sanctions or aid suspensions were instituted by Germany, Norway, Japan, Canada, Switzerland, the United States, and Denmark, and it was estimated that Zimbabwe lost $4 billion in development aid in the year after the 2002 elections.


Mugabe’s efforts to manipulate observers succeeded on some fronts, because he was able to gain a positive report from international observers from the OAU and generated voluminous media attention to the question of whether Westerners could fairly judge African elections. It is impossible to know for certain whether Mugabe would have faced the same forms of international condemnation if international observation had not become an international norm, yet it is clear that international condemnation of the elections from foreign observers caused the government to forgo a variety of international benefits, including severe reductions in foreign aid, suspension from international organizations, travel bans on Mugabe and other prominent government officials, freezing of their assets, and the labeling of Zimbabwe as a pariah state. Zimbabwe presents a clear example of government efforts to manipulate observers as well as the international response when leaders fail to evade international criticism.


Strategies of Election Manipulation


Willful manipulation of elections and electoral processes is widespread, diverse, sometimes obvious, and frequently innovative. As Andreas Schedler emphasizes, “rulers may choose any number of tactics to help them carve the heart out of electoral contests.”39 Within electoral authoritarian regimes, case-based research and recent theoretical work documents the use of a variety of tactics used by governments to maintain their hold on power.40 Observers do not cause election manipulation to exist. Rather, observers influence the form of manipulation employed by governments and parties to bias elections in their favor. In my theory, pseudo-democratic governments that invite observers should attempt to manipulate elections without getting caught or criticized, an effort I refer to as “strategic manipulation.”41


As American politics literature has documented, strategic manipulation is not confined to the developing world.42 For example, in urban political machines, Jessica Trounstine cites various biasing strategies in voter access to information, voting, and the ways in which votes are translated into seats, many of which are difficult to prove or are not perceived as illegal. Trounstine lists media control, suppression of civic groups, vote bribery, obscure polling sites, misuse of government resources, violence aimed at voter suppression, ghost voting and the discarding of ballots, candidate disqualification, gerrymandering, and malapportionment.43 Similarly, but illustrated in the comparative politics literature on electoral authoritarianism, Schedler describes the “menu of manipulation” used by leaders, which includes overt election fraud, political repression, manipulating the ability of politicians to participate, manipulating the forum for debating policies or access to the relevant means of communicating with voters, manipulating the rules of competition, and making competition unfair.


As Michael Bratton points out with respect to elections in Africa, incumbents use executive power not simply to break electoral rules, but to bend the rules in their favor, including, for example “the disqualification of leading candidates, the spotty coverage of voter registration, the lack of internal democracy in ruling parties, [and] the abuse of government resources during the campaign.”44 Leaders possess an array of tactics and rely on diverse strategies in order to maintain a “semblance of democratic legitimacy” in the presence of international observers.45


As election monitoring has evolved, so have the strategies used by pseudo-democrats to evade international condemnation of their elections. For example, as election monitoring began to spread rapidly throughout Africa in the early 1990s, Gisela Geisler criticized the disproportionate focus by observers on election day and the fact that elections in Kenya and Ghana were “already ‘rigged’ before the votes were cast and counted.”46 This and related criticism lead observers to increase emphasis on observation of the pre-election period.47


It would be impossible to define and measure all strategies of manipulation, because strategic manipulation should, by definition, include unobservable forms. Strategic manipulation may also be obvious and observable, but it is distinguishable from outright election theft because it is intended to evade detection and criticism. Strategic election manipulation may include tactics that are legal, such as electorally targeted manipulation of fiscal policy, changing the electoral system, or gerrymandering. For example, following three previously unsuccessful attempts at running for president, Daniel Ortega was elected as president of Nicaragua only after he spearheaded a change in the electoral rules so that a president could be elected with 35% rather than the previously necessary 45% of votes cast. In 2006 he won with 38% of the vote in an election that was endorsed by reputable international monitoring missions despite the blatant manipulation of the electoral rules to engineer his own victory.48


Cleverly, some governments change election-related laws in order to make their intended manipulation strategies legal, such as passing obscure candidate citizenship requirements, modifying voter registration laws, or requiring opposition candidates to pay enormous registration fees. Of course, some leaders manipulate elections blatantly in order to demonstrate their strength or dominance or for other domestic reasons.49 President Alexander Lukashenko of Belarus has boasted that he is so popular that he had to commit election fraud by artificially lowering his own vote share so as to be credible to international observers.50 Lukashenko has also engaged in more traditional forms of election fraud, banned any criticism of his regime in public discourse, employed a widespread campaign of violence and intimidation against suspected regime opponents, branded opposition party members as traitors, and kept tight control of state-run media.51 Lukashenko, and leaders like him, make little effort to conceal such manipulation. They employ a different form of strategic manipulation by instead waging a war of public opinion and arguing, for example, that their popularity makes political repression irrelevant because they would win even in free and fair elections, or by attempting to discredit international observers.


In order to bias elections in their favor while avoiding the most extreme and obvious forms of election theft, governments have intimidated journalists and shut down independent media outlets; monopolized or misused state-run television; falsely accused their opponents of crimes; threatened and intimidated opposition candidates, their families, and their supporters; and taken other actions aimed at increasing their own chances at winning the election without being condemned for election fraud. I discuss how these tools are used strategically below.


Candidate exclusion and dividing the opposition represent very effective forms of biasing election outcomes because they are not on their own likely to provoke severe international criticism, as their use is often hard to prove. At its most extreme, candidate exclusion includes indefinite disappearance of candidates, jailing, actual or attempted murder, intimidation, or “voluntary” exile. These extreme forms of candidate exclusion provoke international condemnation if the government is clearly responsible, but perpetrators frequently remain unknown. The suicide bombing and assassination of leading Pakistani opposition candidate Benazir Bhutto at a campaign rally led international observers to condemn violence leading up to the 2008 elections, but the overall evaluation of the election was ultimately positive, in part because the ruling party was defeated.


If leading opposition candidates do not “choose” to compete, it is much easier for the incumbent party to win without using other forms of manipulation. Screening candidates through intimidation, political imprisonment, or even murder is a highly effective tactic. In countries with extreme levels of political violence, such as Afghanistan, prospective politicians face an increased risk of assassination. Less violently but just as effectively, candidates in the 1995 Haitian elections could be barred from competing if they were members of the ruling party during the Duvalier dictatorship; however, the determination about which candidates fit this description was subjective, and some argue that the criterion was applied unfairly. In Côte d’Ivoire, the leading opposition candidate and former prime minister (1990–1993), Alassane Dramane Ouattara, was disqualified as a candidate from the 1995 and 2000 presidential elections because of a newly introduced nationality clause in the electoral law that required candidates to prove that they and their parents were Ivorian. Eligible opposition parties boycotted the Indonesian election of 1997 because, they claimed, one popular opposition candidate had been barred from competing in the election, ostensibly due to his health, even though the government argued these exclusions were within the scope of the law.


Underscoring the success of these strategies, recent research on electoral authoritarian regimes has shown that unless opposition parties are able to form a coalition to challenge the incumbent regime with a united front, “liberalizing electoral outcomes” are unlikely.52 Although the methods vary, it is frequently the case that “incumbents find ways to engineer the failure of opposition parties.”53 Because electoral autocrats are rarely beaten by divided or weak opposition parties, engineering a weak or divided opposition remains one of the most powerful strategies for incumbent governments to stay in power.


Another form of indirect manipulation of elections reflects the importance of information in campaigns and elections. Governments can monopolize state-run media to campaign for government candidates, and they are frequently criticized for such actions by international observers. Drawing less attention is the more subtle, but potentially just as effective, method of exploiting state-run media in a manner that harms the opposition but is not technically campaign related. For example, in Cambodia in 1993, the government played the movie The Killing Fields on state television just days before the election, which was arguably intended to discredit Communist Party candidates.54 Playing a movie on state-run television sounds relatively innocuous, but this type of strategy can bias the election using resources available only to the state, while avoiding overt or illegal forms of election manipulation. Alberto Simpser and Daniela Donno argue that international election observation can actually harm governance by leading incumbents to resort to the rigging of courts, media repression, and control of other administrative bodies.55


Violence and political repression can be used to display dominance of the regime, but it can also be employed in manner intended to avoid international condemnation. As Schedler writes, “irregular episodes of harassment and intimidation make fewer international headlines than systematic human rights violations, and they may be equally effective in dissuading dissidence and imposing self-censorship.”56 This method of manipulation is clearly not part of a democratic political process and is likely to be condemned by observers if it is blatantly or systematically undertaken by the government. Prior to the 2006 election in Belarus, President Lukashenko preemptively threatened any supporters of a postelection attempt to overthrow the government, saying that “we will break the neck [of protesters] immediately—like a duckling’s.”57 Although the statement obviously threatened protestors, its actual effect on the behavior of voters, journalists, and opposition political parties is hard to gauge, and observers have difficulty distinguishing between opposition supporters who are intimidated and those who are simply indifferent. Threats of violence have a chilling effect on competition that may be impossible to prove because successful intimidation leaves little observable evidence.58 Similarly, in an effort to justify the use of violence toward opposition party supporters, governments have been discovered planting armed agitators at otherwise peaceful rallies, a charge levied at the Ethiopian government following the 2005 elections. Subsequent government crackdowns on “violent protestors” are then less likely to be criticized by international observers.


State bureaucracies sometimes enact discriminatory policies aimed at biasing the election without giving the appearance of impropriety. Because many bureaucracies in developing countries already have existing reputations as being incompetent (or they can quickly earn them), claims that opposition candidates did not properly file candidate registration papers, cumbersome voter registration processes, lost election materials, supposedly broken computers (famously following the 1988 Mexican elections), duplicate voter registrations for government supporters, and similarly ambiguous election irregularities are potential forms of intended election fraud that are difficult to prove as such. If an outdated voter register favors the incumbent, it can be an effective form of strategic manipulation simply to underemphasize the importance of voter registration or divert bureaucratic energies elsewhere and blame the out-of-date rolls on a lack of time and money. Politically captured election administration bodies can falsify vote counts or adjudicate electoral disputes in favor of the incumbent. Intent matters, particularly in countries with little electoral experience. When intentional manipulation and administrative incompetence are observationally equivalent, it becomes difficult for observers to condemn an election without additional evidence that administrative problems were in fact intentional manipulation of the electoral process.


Similarly, partisan control of the election administration body may be gained through legal measures, although it can be used to confer an unfair advantage and manipulate electoral outcomes. For example, in Azerbaijan in 1998, President Aliev’s control of the central election commission was cited as the central opposition party complaint. Although OSCE /ODIHR observers criticized the administration of the election, Aliev retained control of the election commission, which disqualified several opposition parties from participating in the 2000 election, including the most popular party.


Vote or abstention buying are also relatively common strategies used both by government and opposition parties, some of which can be well concealed from international observers.59 Although these techniques are not new, when campaigns pay voters to stay home in an effort to suppress turnout for supporters of their opponent, international observers may note that turnout is unexpectedly low; however, a well-orchestrated effort could realistically be concealed from international observers. For example, a widespread vote-buying strategy with a diverse pedigree goes by many locally known names, including the “Tasmanian dodge,” the “caterpillar” in Russia, the “shuttle” in the Philippines, and chain voting or carousel voting in other countries.60 The goal of this vote-buying scheme is to allow vote buyers to evade the secret ballot and decrease uncertainty that vote sellers followed through on their side of the transaction. The scheme begins with a ballot that has been stolen or smuggled out of a polling station. The vote buyer marks the ballot and gives it to a vote seller, who then smuggles the premarked ballot into the polling station, casts it as his or her own, and then must smuggle out the voter’s own ballot, still unmarked, in order to be paid by the vote buyer. The newly obtained blank ballot is then marked and cast by the next vote seller. Although this tactic has been documented and criticized by international observers on a number of occasions, it is possible to conceal it from international monitors. It serves as an example of election manipulation that can evade the protections of the secret ballot, take place in otherwise functioning polling stations, and not be observable by anyone but the participants in the vote-buying scheme.


Efforts to engage in strategic manipulation are not foolproof, and sometimes they fail spectacularly. In the 2000 elections in Côte d’Ivoire, coup leader and presidential candidate General Robert Guei attempted to win his election through fraud and gain international certification, but he managed to fail at both. To limit competition without eliminating it entirely, the Guei regime ensured that fourteen of the nineteen prospective presidential candidates, including those from the two largest political parties, were barred from running by the Supreme Court. These actions led the UN-coordinated observer mission to withdraw from the country and issue a strong condemnation. However, Guei apparently did not cheat enough to win the election, and in a surprise outcome, one of the four remaining opposition candidates won the elections with 59% of the vote.


Although some forms of election manipulation are uniquely available to the incumbent because they require government complicity or the exploitation of state resources, opposition political parties or other civic groups are capable of election fraud, and some governments diffuse criticism of their own fraud by accusing the opposition of cheating as well. International observers at the 1999 Nigerian elections witnessed widespread election fraud, including ballot box stuffing, voter intimidation, and inflation of the voter register. In part because both sides were cheating, however, they had difficulty determining whether the observed irregularities influenced the winner of the election. Despite the poor quality of the elections, the Carter Center’s postelection statement reflected their uncertainty about the overall effect of widespread election fraud committed by multiple parties and did not condemn the election as strongly as it might have had only the government had been caught cheating:


While we witnessed a number of abuses, the delegation has no systematic evidence indicating that these abuses would have affected the overall outcome of the election. Nevertheless these abuses may have substantially compromised the integrity of the process in the areas where they occurred.61


Incumbents who are caught and criticized by international observers frequently attempt to diffuse criticism. Incumbent governments may argue that observers are biased and imperialist, that they are too few in number to accurately judge elections, and that they act only for their host country’s interests.


In addition to these examples, many forms of strategic manipulation may be unobservable. Like a perfect crime, perfectly orchestrated strategic manipulation leaves no evidence but guarantees victory for the government and defeat for the opposition. Because of the potential for this dynamic to exist, and because of the possibility that opposition parties are better equipped to document such covert manipulation, I briefly explore the reaction of opposition parties to international observers and strategic manipulation.


Opposition Parties, Observers, and Election Fraud


Across all observed elections, the reaction of opposition parties to international observers is diverse. Opposition parties may actively pressure their government to invite international election monitors, as in Jamaica in 1997. If they think that observers will legitimize what they anticipate will be a seriously flawed process, they lobby against them. Writing on opposition parties in Africa, Oda van Cranenburgh notes that initially “opposition parties were the primary actors urging for international observation to ensure a free and fair process…” but that “many opposition groups have become disenchanted with election observation.”62


Opposition parties also engage in election fraud, although the dynamics between observers and opposition parties are distinct from those between pseudo-democratic leaders and the observers they invite. When the government holds democratic elections, it is rare for opposition parties to engage in nationally orchestrated election fraud and even less likely that an election will be internationally condemned for opposition-only election fraud. Nevertheless, documented forms of opposition party manipulation include local schemes in areas of opposition party control, clientelism and vote buying, or intimidation and violence perpetuated by nonstate groups.


The strategy of opposition parties hinges on whether they anticipate that observers will judge election fraud accurately. For opposition political parties, the worst possible outcome is that the government rigs the election and international observers nevertheless praise it. Observer praise of an election makes postelection complaints by opposition parties less credible, and successful strategic manipulation by the government reduces their ability to win political representation. Indeed, this is precisely the outcome that pseudo-democrats are trying to achieve.


Thus when governments are engaging in strategic manipulation, the opposition has an increased incentive to signal their complaints to observers and to demonstrate that their complaints are valid. This dynamic, as recent research shows, led to increases in opposition party election boycotts during the 1990s when observers were present and their ability to judge election fraud was still in question.63 More so than postelection protest, successful pre-election boycotts are costly for opposition parties. Not only do successful boycotts involve significant organization, they require that the parties forgo any possibility of representation. Threatening or carrying out an election boycott has been used in many countries to draw attention to unfairness in the electoral process, to pressure governments to rectify problems in the administration of elections, and to draw international and domestic attention to election manipulation.64


False accusations of government-sponsored election fraud may also be triggered by the presence of international observers because the possibility of causing negative international media attention increases the incentive for opposition groups to invent claims of election fraud, particularly if their chances of winning are otherwise low. Pre-election complaints of fraud inoculate the opposition against the possibility that they will perform poorly in the election. If the opposition party wins, the complaints become irrelevant, and if they lose, their performance can be blamed on unfair competition. This strategy is not foolproof, and it backfires if opposition complaints of fraud are believed to be exaggerated. Opposition parties suspected of such falsified complaints themselves become targets of observer criticism.


Nevertheless, some complaints made by opposition parties cannot be proven or disproven. Some involve complicated conspiracies or point to types of manipulation that are legal, such as targeted increases in government spending. Other opposition complaints are hard to believe. In the Dominican Republic in 1966, one observer faithfully reported opposition party claims that “they had been warned to expect white phosphorous to be placed in the ballot envelopes causing them to burst into flames when opened.”65 No burning ballots were documented in the Dominican election, but similarly creative accusations have continued along with government innovation in the use of strategic manipulation.


In short, opposition response to observers is not uniform, but rather it reveals that opposition parties have an interest in exposing government-sponsored manipulation when it exists, sometimes accuse the government of fraud that it did not commit, and are generally wary of participating in a process that could be manipulated but not criticized by the international community. If they believe that foreign observers will improve the quality of the process in either the short or the long term, and thereby improve their chances of winning, opposition parties are also likely to pressure governments to invite high-quality election observers.


Strategic Interaction under the Norm of International Observation


Many forms of strategic manipulation follow the letter of the law, but they bend the laws governing democracy such that the playing field is steeply tilted. Other forms of strategic manipulation that may be encouraged by election monitoring are clearly illegal and violate the letter and the spirit of rules governing democratic elections, such as bringing about the mysterious disappearance of opposition candidates, engaging in well-concealed vote buying, and manipulating the voter registration lists in opposition strongholds. As I have shown in this chapter, observers have responded to this diversity in tactics and have become more likely to criticize many forms of election manipulation that take place before and after election day.


The evolving game of strategy between international observers and pseudo-democrats suggests continuing innovation on the part of leaders, observers, and democracy-promoting international actors. As election monitoring became more widespread, international actors invested in improving election observation, thus increasing the scope and quality of election monitoring and giving leaders the incentive to modify their methods of strategic manipulation. After the norm became established, few leaders chose not to invite observers, and many leaders who were not otherwise inclined to signal their democratizing intentions invited reputable international observers. The fact that monitoring is costly to pseudo-democrats makes it an effective signal, and it is a central reason that international actors accepted the practice. Overall, for pseudo-democrats, the norm of election monitoring—and the widespread international support for democratic regimes—increases pressure on all governments to hold elections and increases the uncertainty over the outcome of those elections. To comply with international expectations, leaders must now hold elections, invite observers, and receive a positive report. For leaders who do not wish to give up power but who cannot afford to shun pro-democracy international actors or become a pariah state, the norm of election monitoring means they must devote increased effort to conceal election manipulation, risk the consequences of a negative report, overcome any direct deterrent effect that observers have on election fraud, and still guarantee their hold on power. This calculation is increasingly complicated as observers and pseudo-democrats interact under the norm of election monitoring.
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CONCLUSION


Constrained Leaders and Changing International Expectations


Prior to the 2006 Belarusian election, President Aleksander Lukashenko invited observers from the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), the National Democratic Institute, and the Commonwealth of Independent States. Reportedly a popular incumbent, Lukashenko nevertheless engaged in many forms of electoral manipulation, including vote buying, intimidation, mass arrests, and monopolization of the media. The OSCE criticized the electoral process, saying that that it was “severely flawed due to arbitrary use of state power and restrictions on basic rights.”1 The United States responded to the fraudulent elections by declaring the results invalid, refusing to accept Lukashenko as the winner, and calling for a new election.2 The European Union barred President Lukashenko and thirty of the country’s officials from entering EU member states, and vowed to support Belarus’s opposition movement and the development of an independent press.3


This international involvement in the Belarusian election is not unique. In fact, the elections are typical in that an incumbent who planned on manipulating the election willingly invited high-quality international observers. Predictably, the fraudulent elections were denounced by international observers, the international community responded by attempting to delegitimize the elections, and pro-democracy actors used the reports of observers to justify the imposition of costs on the government. In some cases, similar scenarios following fraudulent elections have resulted in massive domestic uprisings and the eventual removal of the incumbent government. In other cases, the parallel vote tabulations organized by domestic and international observers have prevented the incumbent government from falsifying the results during the tabulation process, also resulting in the ouster of the incumbent government.


Over the past fifty years, the trajectory of election observation reflects a widespread increase in global support for democracy. Democracy has become the world’s most popular form of government. Long-standing democracies devote significant resources toward encouraging the development of democratic political institutions in other countries, and regimes not already perceived as consolidated democracies face direct and indirect pressure to liberalize their political institutions. How do leaders react to this pressure? More generally, when the preferences of powerful states change, how do other governments respond and what are the lasting consequences? Motivated by these questions, this book examines how the movement toward democracy and international pressure on states causes behavioral changes among governments seeking foreign support. I argue that an important outcome of this pressure is that efforts by regimes to increase their share of international benefits can generate lasting changes in global governance through the creation of new and self-enforcing international norms.


This book opened with an empirical puzzle. Leaders throughout the developing world are now expected to invite international observers and receive their endorsement, and those few leaders who refuse now send an unambiguous signal to international and domestic audiences that they are holding undemocratic elections and they reject international engagement. Strikingly, even the majority of leaders planning to commit widespread election fraud comply with the norm, risking international condemnation of their elections. Many leaders now face “the pseudo-democrat’s dilemma,” in which they must choose between two undesirable outcomes: inviting observers and risking the consequences of a negative report or refusing to invite observers and sending an unambiguous signal that their country’s elections will not be democratic.


Now tied to broader international support for democracy, good governance, and political stability, inviting foreign observers has become linked to a variety of internationally allocated benefits, including membership in international organizations, foreign aid, international investment, increased trade, tourism, normal diplomatic relations, and international legitimacy. Similarly, refusing foreign observers or earning their criticism now leads to reduced or eliminated international support.


The case of international election monitoring illustrates why states invite potentially costly foreign intrusions into their domestic affairs and how actions intended to signal a government’s type become international norms. Increasing global integration and the widely held view that states can and should influence the domestic politics and policies of other states make this argument particularly relevant to modern international relations theory. Norms help govern international interactions in the absence of global government. The international relations literature to date has focused almost exclusively on two types of international norms: those that facilitate cooperation within international institutions or that are imposed by powerful states and those that result from the work of norm entrepreneurs, motivated by principled ideas, whose efforts bring about desired change in the state behavior.


At least one other class of norms is important in global governance, and it does not fit neatly into either of the previous categories. Signaling norms are distinct both because of the mechanism that creates them and because of their consequences, as I have argued throughout this book and as I summarize below. Signaling norms are diffusely motivated behaviors that are initiated as a strategic response to changes in the international environment but that become widely shared—and enforced—“standards of appropriate behavior for actors with a given identity.”4 In explaining the norm of international election monitoring, I have argued that the global movement toward democracy triggered a game between leaders seeking international benefits and democracy-promoting actors, ultimately resulting in the widely held expectation that leaders holding credible elections should invite international election monitors to judge them. In the remainder of this chapter, I summarize my theory and the findings presented in the book and evaluate the implications of my argument, including the implications for theories of international norm formation, the quality of elections, the behavior of pseudo-democrats, and the policies related to election observation and democracy promotion.


Theory in Brief


My central argument is that that states seeking international benefits can generate unintended yet consequential international norms. In my model of norm development, states are divided into two groups: those seeking foreign support and those allocating international benefits. Actors within each group behave independently, without explicit coordination with other actors in their group. Benefit-seeking states are further divided into “good” types of regimes, which are preferred by benefit-giving states, and “bad” types of regimes, which international actors would prefer not to support. In explaining the norm of election monitoring, good types of leaders or regimes are committed to democratization and bad leaders are pseudo-democrats, or leaders who hold elections but who are willing to violate the rules of democracy.


Leaders of many states in the international system work to maximize their share of international benefits. These international benefits are targeted toward states possessing desirable characteristics and withdrawn from states that are revealed not to possess them. Information between states is asymmetric: governments possess accurate information about their own type, but other international actors can have difficulty judging whether another state is a desirable type. Thus, even when international actors prefer to interact with specified types of states, they cannot always distinguish good from bad regime types and, all else equal, prefer to avoid states of uncertain value that might possess undesirable characteristics. Benefit-seeking states with desirable characteristics are thus motivated to find credible signals of their type to other international actors.


If an attempted signal is successful in communicating a state’s valued characteristic to international audiences, it is rewarded. Mimicry of successful signals causes the new behavior to spread. The behavior becomes an international norm when benefit-giving actors believe that all good governments send the signal. More states are motivated to adopt the signal, even those that must fake it, and the behavior becomes widespread and expected, even in the absence of explicit advocacy or pressure on states to adopt the new behavior. Acceptance of the signal as an internationally held norm reinforces the incentives for states to continue the signaling behavior.


The normalization of a signal also ties the behavior more closely to a characteristic that is valued by powerful international actors. Initially, these benefit-giving international actors may be indifferent to the signal, but once it is accepted as a means by which they can more efficiently target their support to states possessing desirable characteristics, they are motivated to invest in the quality of the signal, making it more difficult for undesirable types to fake it. Therefore, when a signal becomes a norm, it increases the costs for leaders who refuse to signal and simultaneously makes it riskier for undesirable types to attempt to signal.


Although this theory can be applied to other signaling-based norms, I have developed and evaluated it using international election observation. Reacting to increases in international benefits tied to democracy, governments seeking increased Western support were motivated to find a signal that demonstrated their commitment to democracy. Although other signals were attempted, government invitations to nonpartisan foreign election monitors became a successful—and therefore widely imitated—signal of a government’s commitment to democratic elections. Foreign observers are not perfect judges of election quality, but because they are frequently willing to condemn elections that are stolen, their reports are a valuable source of information to democracy-promoting actors, and inviting observers and receiving their endorsement became recognized as a credible signal that a government was committed to democratization. Because election observation was initiated by state leaders and observers continue to be invited by host governments, the practice evaded concern among democracy promoters regarding the issue of international intervention in the domestic affairs of sovereign states.


My theory also provides a direct theoretical link between the causes and consequences of signaling norms. More than arguing that norms matter, I show that the fact that election monitoring is risky for electoral autocrats is not only an interesting feature of international election monitoring, but it is also a central reason why inviting observers became a widely accepted international norm. This feature of signaling norms is counterintuitive because it implies that the bad types who would least prefer a signal to become a widely held norm—in this case the pseudo-democrats—are the driving force in spreading the behavior and in demonstrating to international actors that the signal is informative. To illustrate, if inviting monitors was costless for pseudo-democrats, it would be cheap talk and easier for them to mimic, but the potential rewards of signaling would be diminished. If election observation were not riskier for pseudo-democrats, the practice would not have become an informative signal of a government’s commitment to democracy, inviting observers would not have been rewarded by pro-democracy actors, and pseudo-democrats would not have had the incentive to mimic the signal. Thus, the fact that election monitoring is a useful but imperfect tool to separate true democrats and pseudo-democrats is both a consequence of the norm and a central reason why it became an international norm at all.


By initiating a new and potentially costly signal of an internationally valued characteristic, states seeking democracy-related international benefits generated the norm of election observation. Norm generation was not the explicit goal of democratizing leaders or democracy-promoting actors; yet over time, the response by individual states to changes in the international environment led to an important change in internationally held expectations about the behavior of governments throughout the developing world.


Findings


I presented a variety of evidence in support of my argument, including cross-national data on the spread of election observation; detailed descriptions of the characteristics of inviting and noninviting countries; evidence of three ways that election monitoring is costly to pseudo-democrats, including several detailed cases demonstrating the existence of democracy-contingent international benefits; micro-level experimental tests showing that observers can deter fraud and otherwise improve the quality of elections (an effect that is more costly to pseudo-democrats than true democrats); and qualitative evidence illustrating the escalating game of strategic manipulation between pseudo-democrats, international monitors, and pro-democracy international actors. Additionally, I rely on diverse sources of documentation, including the rhetoric from leaders who discuss their decision to invite observers, archives of international organizations and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), reports from individual observers, and a variety of election-based cases, to show that election monitoring was initiated as a signal to international audiences by governments that were committed to holding democratic elections but whose reputations were not well established. As international benefits tied to democracy increased, and as the number of governments inviting observers and receiving international endorsements increased, more governments began to invite international election monitors.


During the Cold War, Western reticence to support governments that were not overtly anti-communist outweighed their relatively weak preference for supporting democratic governments. Consistent with my theory, nearly all early inviters were governments that were already recognized as anti-communist Western allies and who could therefore marginally increase their value by signaling their commitment to democratization. Countries that were not already anti-communist were unable to improve their share of international benefits by signaling their commitment to democracy because of the disproportionate weight given to a country’s opposition to communism.


As Cold War politics waned, the relative weight of a country’s commitment to democracy increased, as did the overall amount of international benefits devoted to promoting democracy. Governments throughout the world felt international pressure to democratize, and invitations to international election observers spread rapidly, becoming a widely recognized signal of a country’s commitment to democratize. In the 1990s most newly independent states and countries holding their first multiparty elections invited international observers. By the late 1990s, more than 80% of elections in the developing world were internationally monitored. Without pressure from powerful states or morally motivated activism, and at the invitation of leaders seeking international endorsement of their elections, inviting international observers became an international norm.


Using cross-national data on election observation, I explore several observable implications of my theory pertaining to the causes of internationally observed elections. I show that leaders were more likely to invite observers as international pressure for democracy increased, particularly if their regime type was highly uncertain (previous elections were suspended, country was run by transitional leadership, the elections were the country’s first for which multiparty competition was allowed); if they were not already recognized as a democratizing country; and if they had invited observers previously. The central alternative explanations for the norm of election observation, including other theories of norm development, the regional and international diffusion of policies, and existing work on election monitoring, are undermined by a lack of evidence. Although norm entrepreneurs were active in promoting democracy and human rights, there is little evidence that activists helped initiate and spread the practice of election observation. Most organizations sending international observers were at first reluctant participants in election observation and declined invitations from leaders of sovereign states to send election monitors. Election monitors sent by human rights NGOs, rather than advocating election monitoring for its own sake, appeared to be exploiting leaders’ enthusiasm for election observers in order to gain access to otherwise restricted information on human rights abuses. Evidence of overt pressure on states to invite observers (rather than pressure to democratize), exerted by either international or domestic actors, did not appear until the later stages of norm development, as election monitoring became a widely expected practice. In contrast to the literature on diffusion, I also find that the regional rate of election monitoring does not predict observed elections.5


The final alternative explanation that I consider in the book is that it is costless for leaders to invite international election observers, and the norm of election monitoring is therefore entirely inconsequential. I evaluated this alternative explanation by examining the domestic political implications of my theory. Evidence of significant domestic consequences of election monitoring refutes the alternative explanation that it is costless for pseudo-democrats, and tests several key empirical implications of my theory. For election monitoring to be an effective signal of a government’s type, it must be costly for undesirable types to imitate. Although election monitoring does not separate types perfectly, I exploit subnational experimental evidence in order to demonstrate that observers can deter fraud directly and therefore cost cheating parties a significant number of votes that they would have received in the absence of election observers. This is just one of many ways that election monitors can be costly to pseudo-democrats, but it presents clear causal evidence that inviting observers is not cheap talk and that it is more costly for pseudo-democrats to invite observers than it is for true democrats.


Not only do observers criticize elections, but consistent with my theory, a variety of international actors began reacting to negative reports from observers by withdrawing international benefits or by refusing to reopen channels of foreign support following elections that did not meet international standards. The norm of election monitoring means that pseudo-democrats must choose between inviting observers and risking a negative report and refusing observers and facing a virtually nonexistent chance that their elections will be recognized as democratic. I further explore the types of leaders who do not invite observers and show that, after the norm developed, the countries most likely to refuse observers were holding elections in which competition is banned or severely restricted, such as Cuba, Laos, North Korea, Singapore, Turkmenistan, and Vietnam. Other governments, such as Iran and Malaysia, hold somewhat competitive elections but represent rare cases in which the parties in power receive domestic support for refusing international engagement. I also show that this second strategy is less likely than one might expect. Even countries such as Belarus, Russia, and Zimbabwe devote significant effort to inviting observers and manipulating their reports, rather than simply refusing to invite them.


In addition to generating observable implications about the spread of election monitoring, my theory also predicts an evolving game of strategy between pseudo-democrats, who try to mimic the signal of inviting observers without being criticized, and international observers, who improve their ability to catch election manipulation over time by expanding their mandate and improving election-monitoring techniques. I demonstrate that pseudo-democrats engage in strategic manipulation by providing numerous examples of government attempts to manipulate elections without being caught and illustrate the changing practices of international election observers by focusing on how they respond to innovations in strategic manipulation. If pseudo-democrats had successfully fooled international election observers, the over-time trends should show negative reports becoming increasingly rare. In contrast, if my predictions of an evolving game of strategy in which innovations in cheating are met with improvements in election monitoring are correct, the rate of negative reports should remain relatively constant after the norm is created. The pattern of internationally criticized elections is relatively stable after about 1995, implying that pseudo-democrats are not entirely successful in evading observer criticism.


The types of evidence presented in this book are diverse and range from micro-level tests of whether observers reduce rates of blatant election fraud to cross-national examinations of whether international pressure for democracy coincided with governments choosing to invite observers. By evaluating the evidence at several levels of analysis and by employing multiple methods, I demonstrate significant support for my argument: leaders initiated election monitoring as a signal to international audiences of their commitment to democratization. Other leaders, including pseudo-democrats, mimicked the signal in order try to gain the endorsement of observers and increase their access to international benefits. Because election monitoring was risky for pseudo-democrats and provided valuable information about leaders’ types to pro-democracy actors, it was rewarded by pro-democracy audiences. The fact that observers were invited by host governments rather than forced upon them by democracy promoters sidestepped early concerns that election monitoring violated sovereignty, and eventually this fact was used by democracy promoters to make internationally certified elections a necessary condition for an even greater range of international benefits, further raising the stakes and expanding the dilemma faced by pseudo-democrats.


The Norm of Election Observation


The consequences of the norm of international election monitoring continue to evolve. Two trends in particular underscore the acceptance of election observation as an international norm, highlight its near-global acceptance by even the most powerful states in the world, and reflect how democracy promoters respond to efforts by pseudo-democrats to manipulate the institution of election observation.


The first trend resulting from the norm is that international observers are now invited to monitor elections in many long-standing democracies. The empirical analysis provided in this book covers 1960–2006. From 2002 to 2010, election observation spread most rapidly among the developed democracies such as Belgium, France, Italy, Norway, the United Kingdom, and the United States. The diffusion of election observation to long-standing democracies has not yet been fully explained, in part because it can only recently be described as a trend and because observation in recognized democratic states is by one account “still largely unnoticed by the general public.”6 OSCE Magazine published a 2010 article intended to highlight and explain the practice to the OSCE community.7 Among democracy promoters, election observation in developed democracies remains controversial. On one hand, supporters of election observation are reluctant to devote scarce resources to observing elections that they know they will judge to be democratic. On the other hand, countries such as Cuba, Iran, Malaysia, and perhaps most vocally, Russia, supported a narrative that accused the developed democracies of hypocrisy for supporting observation in other states but not welcoming observation of their own elections. As election observation became more widely accepted as an international norm, pseudo-democratic governments increasingly complained about double standards in election observation. Although it is possible that the Russian government was genuinely concerned with promoting democracy and improving the quality of elections when they proposed a number of changes to OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) observation practices, a more likely interpretation is that the Russians were attempting to undermine criticism of their own elections, as well as diffuse international support for pro-democracy movements in former Soviet states.


Thus, in part to guard against charges of hypocrisy and double standards, many democracy-promoting states with well-established reputations as democracies now invite observers. This trend is consistent with widespread acceptance of the international norm of election observation, decreasing domestic sovereignty costs associated with inviting observers, and a desire on the part of democracy-promoting OSCE member states to demonstrate that they are not exempt from the rules. As the director of the ODIHR, Ambassador Janez Lenarčič, explained, “all OSCE participating states are under the same obligation to implement election-related commitments and to invite international observers to verify this…” and that “established democracies are not immune from election-related problems.”8 He went on to state that OSCE member states that have long democratic transitions can, “as mature and self-confident democracies…serve as positive examples for countries which still meet election observation with suspicion and fear of international interference.”9


The OSCE missions to the U.S. elections, for example, have been formally documented since 2002, with the first national deployment of an OSCE mission taking place in 2004. Prior to 2002, some OSCE states viewed the invitation to observers to be implicit in their 1990 commitment to the Copenhagen Document. An official report pertaining to the 2004 U.S. elections states that the United States has invited observers from the OSCE to “every presidential and midterm election in the U.S. since 1996.”10 Although there remain questions about the equality of missions deployed across countries, with leaders of countries such as Armenia, Belarus, Russia, and Uzbekistan within the OSCE, as well as the governments of Algeria, Malaysia, and Zimbabwe attempting to challenge the legitimacy of election observation by arguing that observers employ inconsistent standards, observation in even the developed democracies undercuts their argument.


The second trend relates to the supply of observer missions. Even China has become involved in sending international observers through the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO), an international organization composed of China, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Russia, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan.11 The Chinese government’s apparent interest in supporting international election observation missions is noteworthy primarily because China is the world’s largest and best-known autocracy, as well as one of the few remaining countries in the world that does not itself hold direct national elections.12 Election observation by the SCO, along with the observation missions sponsored by the Commonwealth of Independent States, make clear that one consequence of the norm is the adoption of international election observation by international actors who have no interest in promoting democracy. Although some practitioners worry that this trend undermines the practice of election observation, I would argue that the deployment of election observers by autocratic governments is an indication of the strength of the norm of international election observation. Since the late 1990s, rather than reject the norm, even autocratic governments have attempted to influence the content of election observer reports, going so far as to sponsor election observation missions through clearly anti-democratic international organizations.


Extending the Theory to Other International Norms


Although I have focused on international election observation as a substantively important topic and an informative case of norm creation, the theory outlined in this book can be applied to other issue areas. In democracy promotion alone, government efforts to signal their type and increase internationally allocated benefits have led to the normalization of a variety of behaviors, including the spread of national elections to nearly all countries in the world, the adoption of independent election commissions, the widespread use of transparent ballot boxes and indelible ink, the public release of precinct-level election results, and even reserved parliamentary seats for women and minorities.13 Like election monitoring, some of these practices are adopted by governments because they want to be perceived as democratizing countries, not necessarily because they are committed to democratization.


There are other characteristics that are valued by international actors, such as transparency, stability, rule of law, good governance, and business-friendly investment climates. The theory offered in this book suggests that benefit-seeking states should respond to changes in the relative value of such characteristics, and my theory can help explain the widespread adoption of independent central banks, bilateral investment treaties, liberalization of the media, the use of credit-rating agencies, and even perceptions about countries that refuse to allow international weapons inspectors. Similarly, governments and transnational actors such as corporations invite international monitoring in areas as diverse as child-labor practices, pollution, the production of coffee, and compliance with international trade agreements.14 The theoretical issues surrounding signaling and monitoring within other issue areas are similar in many ways to those surrounding international election monitoring, including questions of why states give access to international actors so that they can judge their internal processes, and even more interestingly, why states often seek various forms of international monitoring even when negative judgments can be very costly. Although it is outside the scope of this book to provide complete documentation of these extensions, I briefly discuss the application of my theory to several other issue areas.


Attracting Foreign Direct Investment and Bilateral Investment Treaties


Like election monitoring, bilateral investment treaties (BITS) have grown from a nonexistent phenomenon in the late 1950s to being widely practiced throughout the world. Bilateral investment treaties are “agreements establishing the terms and conditions for private investment by nationals and companies of one country in the jurisdiction of another.”15 For governments that do not already possess well-established property rights protections for foreign investors, BITs are now expected by multinational corporations to signal that foreign investments in the country will be protected. As Zachary Elkins, Andrew Guzman, and Beth Simmons write, before BITs existed, for governments seeking foreign investment the existing system of customary international law “did not allow potential hosts voluntarily to signal their intent to contract in good faith.”16 Similarly, as Tim Büthe and Helen Milner argue with respect to preferential trade agreements and BITs,


A government can make a more credible commitment regarding present and future economic policies by entering into international agreements that commit its country to the liberal economic policies that are seen as desirable by foreign investors.17


Because BITs possess an international enforcement mechanism, the treaties are arguably less costly for states whose commitment to property rights protections is genuine and therefore represent a credible signal of a government’s commitment to the property rights of investors. Also like election monitoring, a number of powerful states, including the United States, initially opposed BITs. Yet despite their opposition, many host governments embraced BITs as a method to attract foreign direct investment. Although scholars do not typically refer to BITs as an international norm, I would argue that this is a result of insufficient interaction between scholars working on quantitative international political economy and those working on international norms. BITs represent a neglected international norm in the international relations literature and provide an example of a signaling-based norm. The definition of international norms can easily be applied: under the norm of BITs, foreign investors now share the expectation that governments that desire foreign direct investment and intend to respect property rights will sign BITs. Additionally, foreign investors expect that only those countries that do not intend to respect the rights of foreign investors refuse BITs, thus generating pressure on less-desirable types of investment-seeking countries to sign BITs in order to lure investors. Elkins, Guzman, and Simmons explain the diffusion of BITs through a competitive process that is similar to my argument, although they do not use the term “international norm” or try to explain the diffusion of BITs. According to their argument, BITs were initiated and spread precisely because they represented a credible signal of a government’s commitment to enforce property rights protections for foreign investors. Those countries most in need of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI), most likely to lose investment to competitors, and without an excellent reputation in the eyes of foreign investors (what they refer to as “inherent credibility”) were the most likely to sign on to such treaties. Additionally, like the increase in democracy-contingent benefits that triggers my theory, they predict that BITs should spread rapidly when there is an increase in the global amount of capital seeking foreign investment opportunities.


Although rationalist and institutionalist scholars of international political economy have been somewhat reluctant to discuss international norms, this is not because international norms do not exist or because these scholars necessarily think that norms are inconsequential. The added value of applying my theory to other substantive areas such as BITs is that it provides a more complete understanding of international norm formation and provides a more thorough casual explanation of the diffusion and persistence of new behaviors within the international system.


Applying my theory of norm formation also tentatively reconciles two divergent findings in the political economy literature that explain the diffusion of BITs and their effects on levels of FDI. Several scholars argue that BITs diffused because they are more costly for governments that will not respect property rights and that signing a BIT represents a credible signal of a government’s commitment to respect property rights.18 Yet other scholars, such as Susan Rose-Ackerman and Jennifer Tobin, have found that BITs increase FDI only for countries that already have a stable business environment and have little effect on low- and middle-income countries.19 If BITs in fact signal a credible commitment of respect for property rights, why are they not associated with increased FDI for all governments?


One answer to this puzzle is suggested by the dynamics of the argument in this book. Foreign direct investors have difficulty judging whether a given government will respect property rights. All else equal, investors prefer countries in which the risk of property rights violations are low. However, once BITs were identified by investors as a signal that the government was committing itself to respect investors’ property rights, refusing to sign a BIT became a signal that a government would not respect property rights. BITs diffused widely, even to countries in which the business environment was less than desirable. The signaling dynamics between investors and investment-seeking governments created pressure toward an equilibrium in which all governments that might respect property rights offered BITs to investors. In the competitive market for FDI, investors developed the belief that governments that did not offer BITs were undesirable places to invest (and that many less-desirable countries also offered BITs). This over-time dynamic should ultimately generate pressure on governments to find additional signals of the quality of their investment climates. The signaling theory of norm formation also offers a possible explanation for Rose-Ackerman and Tobin’s paradoxical finding that BITs do not increase FDI to low- and middle-income countries (which I assume are also less likely to be able to send other costly signals of the quality of their investment climate).20


Independent Central Banks


Independent central banks combined with transparent political institutions have spread relatively widely throughout the world and are generally interpreted as a method by which governments can commit to a low-inflationary monetary policy.21 Kathleen McNamara has argued that adopting “central bank independence is one way of signalling to investors a government is truly ‘modern’, ready to carry out extensive reforms to provide a setting conducive to business.”22 Sylvia Maxfield has made a similar argument.23 McNamara criticizes literature that explains the diffusion of independent central banks as a credible commitment device by highlighting that governments sometimes adopt central banks when they do not necessarily need the policy credibility. She also demonstrates that central banks have not necessarily been successful—as the most extreme functionalist argument of central bank independence (CBI) would predict—at ameliorating inflation or improving economic conditions in countries that adopt them. Alternatively, McNamara argues that central banks and other organizational structures “diffused across borders through the perceptions and actions of people seeking to replicate others’ success and legitimise their own efforts at reform by borrowing rules from other settings, even if these rules are materially inappropriate to their local needs.”24 Her argument implies that the adoption of central banks could have diffused for reasons similar to my explanation for the diffusion of election monitoring. Like the spread of election monitoring to pseudo-democratic regimes, and like the diffusion of BITs, central bank independence is associated with lower inflation in only a subset of cases.25


Applying my theory of norm development to the diffusion of CBI would suggest that one potential reason why CBI does not always have its intended effect of reducing inflation is in part because some governments adopted the policy of independent central banks in order to appear like other states that adopted business-friendly neoliberal economic reforms. These governments may try to influence the decisions of the central bank for political gain or appoint central bankers who will not necessarily maintain a low-inflation policy.


Other state behaviors have become signals of neoliberal economic policies, and my argument would suggest that if an important audience (in this case, either domestic constituents or international investors) develops the belief that all good types of neoliberal democratic states adopt independent central banks, fixed exchange rates, capital account liberalization or other such policies, and these policies are rewarded by international actors, failing to adopt these policies begins to signal that a given government is not committed to neoliberal or proinvestment policies. If international actors believe that all states that have good investment climates send such signals, the behaviors can be understood as international norms.


International Weapons Inspectors


Former Iraqi President Saddam Hussein’s interactions with international weapons inspectors illustrate the strength of connections between signals, norms, and internationally held beliefs about whether a state possesses desirable or undesirable characteristics. In this case, an international norm surrounding the possession of biological and nuclear weapons is that states that are not carrying out covert weapons programs will allow the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) free access to inspect their country, a norm that could also be explained by the signaling theory outlined in this book.


Like the norm of election monitoring, the corollary to the norm of weapons inspection is that any government that refuses or resists IAEA inspectors must possess weapons of mass destruction (WMDs), as was famously illustrated by the U.S. government’s belief under the Clinton and Bush administrations that Iraq possessed them. As George W. Bush argued to Congress in the 2002 State of the Union Address, “The Iraqi regime has plotted to develop anthrax and nerve gas and nuclear weapons for over a decade…. This is a regime that agreed to international inspections then kicked out the inspectors. This is a regime that has something to hide from the civilized world.”26 As has now been documented, although Hussein refused IAEA inspectors, it was not because he actually possessed WMDs. Rather, he wanted to maintain the illusion that he did in order to appear more threatening and powerful to domestic audiences and regional rivals.27


As recent scholarship recognizes, a number of political, economic, and military behaviors have diffused throughout the international system. I have briefly outlined how my argument can be applied to weapons inspection, the diffusion of bilateral investment treaties, the spread of neoliberal economic institutions, and how it can explain some paradoxical findings in these literatures. This argument could also help explain the widespread reliance on sovereign credit-rating agencies; the spread of mechanized armies to nearly all countries in the world, despite their disadvantages in fighting insurgents; and the signing of various international treaties and agreements, even by states that continue to violate the provisions of the treaties.28 Understanding and explaining these phenomena as global signaling-based norms illustrates why states adopt new behaviors when they are costly, even when there is not coercive or moral pressure to do so. My theory also explains how such international actors can simultaneously serve as effective and credible signals for a subset of governments and be associated with empirical findings that are puzzling to scholars looking at only whether costly signals have their intended effects. My theory generates dynamic over-time predictions across issue areas: Signaling norms should be initiated by desirable types. If benefit-giving actors believe that all good types send the signal, marginal types will also have the incentive to send the signal, and over time, nonsignaling types will be perceived as nonvaluable types. When less desirable types mimic the signal, benefit-giving actors and valued regime types should work to increase the cost of the signal by making the required signal more costly for them to imitate. Although the signal may have initially allowed audiences to separate good regimes from bad, the norm—or the belief that all good regime types send the signal—should lead to diffusion of the signal among both types of governments, diluting the information provided by the original signal and generating demand for more costly (more informative) signals.


Implications and Future Research


I now turn to a discussion of the implications of this book for future research on international norm development, democratization, international diffusion of costly behaviors, democracy promotion policy, election monitoring, and other international efforts to motivate change in state behavior.


Pathways to International Norms


The central contribution of this book to the international relations literature is an alternative theory of norm development. My theory does not subsume or contradict existing theories of norm formation. Rather, I have argued that some types of norms, specifically those that grow out of signaling dynamics, are relatively neglected in the international relations literature. This focus on the existing theories raises questions about when the alternative logics of international norm formation are most likely to operate. In addition to the theory presented in this book, there are at least two other paths to the creation of new international norms now identified in the existing literature. In the first theory, norms are generated because they encourage or reinforce mutually beneficial international cooperation. Individual states serve both as norm compliers and norm enforcers, and these cooperative norms tend to exist within broader sets of international institutions.


The second existing theory centers on norms initiated and spread by the work of norm entrepreneurs. These activist-centered norms are often intended to modify or prevent existing behaviors, such as the use of land mines, torture, child slavery, or nuclear weapons. How are these theories related to my argument? If they do not directly contradict each other, and instead explain norm formation under varying conditions, when is each theory most likely to apply? I offer a preliminary answer to these questions in part by making the simplifying assumption that states or governments are motivated to comply with new behaviors (potential norms) because they think it is in their interest to do so. This is a conservative rationalist assumption, indicating only that governments do not knowingly adopt a new behavior if they believe that doing so will make them worse off. The assumption says nothing about the composition of potential benefits, which may include material gains, such as foreign aid and international investment, or nonmaterial gains, such as legitimacy or prestige.


The interesting question, in my view, is not whether adopting a new behavior is in a state’s interest but rather which factors within the environment changed such that modifying existing behavior is perceived to be a better option than the status quo. The three (simplified) theories of norm formation differ most clearly on why states are motivated to change their behavior. For cooperative norms, opportunities to institutionalize mutually beneficial cooperation are in a state’s best interest because they directly benefit the norm-complying government through gains from cooperation or they help institutionalize such gains from cooperation. For advocacy-based norms, the desired change in behavior is typically not in the state’s interest without pressure from norm entrepreneurs. Norm entrepreneurs work to make compliance with the new behavior more beneficial to target states or to increase the costs for noncompliers. Thus, activists cause changes in the international environment and pressure states to adopt the new norm, changing their decision calculus in a manner that is distinct from the reason why states begin complying with cooperative norms.29


For signaling-based norms, as I argue in this book, changes in preferences among benefit-giving actors provide diffuse incentives for individual states to signal their type in order to increase their share of international benefits, triggering a dynamic process that ultimately leads to international norm formation. In comparing the reasons that states begin to change their behavior and comply with a potential norm, I find that singling norms fall between cooperative and advocacy norms. For signaling norms, the driving force for states to change their behavior is a change in the preferences of benefit-giving actors, although the change is not imposed or coerced. The broader changes in preferences among international actors can be caused by norm advocacy, although my theory is noncommittal on this point. Changes in preferences among international actors occur for a number of reasons and are treated in my argument as exogenous. In contrast to advocacy norms in which the behavioral change is caused by pressure from activists or cooperative norms in which the behavioral change is caused by the belief that there are mutually beneficial gains from such a change, my argument is defined by states changing their behavior because it signals something to international actors about their own characteristics. The signal itself does not necessarily have advocates (although this is a point at which the two theories can converge) nor does it necessarily cause or enforce mutually beneficial cooperation. Complying states perceive the behavior to be in their interest because it is informative to international or domestic audiences or because international actors have developed the belief that all good regime types send the signal.


This distinction suggests a possible pattern in the conditions under which each theory is most likely to apply. When the formation of a new norm would facilitate or enforce mutually beneficial cooperation, international benefits are reciprocal and cooperative norms are most likely. In contrast, if complying with a new standard of behavior is not perceived to be in a state’s interest, but other actors wish to bring about a specific change in the behavior of states, new international norms are most likely the work of norm entrepreneurs. Situated between these two causal paths to international norms are signaling norms, which are likely when there are (new) potential gains for actors possessing certain characteristics but when it is difficult to judge which actors possess those characteristics.


Note that the suggested relationship between existing theories does not imply that norm formation is automatic under any conditions. In the best of circumstances, the formation of new international norms remains unlikely. However, defining the varying logics by which new and consequential international norms are generated is a valuable theoretical contribution.


Constraining Election Manipulation and Pseudo-Democrats


International election monitoring attracts a variety of criticism, much of it warranted. This book has presented evidence suggesting that despite its faults—and in some cases because of them—international election monitoring can improve the quality of elections and constrain the behavior of pseudo-democrats by decreasing their scope for manipulation.


Criticisms of election monitoring are widespread. Some scholars argue that international election monitors fail in their objectives when they observe election fraud because they have not eliminated it entirely,30 have been critical of election monitoring because observer organizations have not condemned clearly problematic elections,31 and criticize the lack of consistent and universal standards for democratic elections.32 The findings in this book suggest a more nuanced view of election monitoring in which both its strengths and its shortcomings are reasons why it has become a widespread practice and an internationally held and enforced norm.


Manipulating elections and receiving a positive report remain the central aims of pseudo-democrats. In the early stages of election monitoring, perfect detection of election manipulation by observers would have eliminated this strategy, and according to my theory, election monitors never would have been invited to low-quality elections. Thus, one of the central criticisms of observers—that they sometimes legitimize fraudulent elections—is also a reason why election monitoring spread to countries for which their reports now matter and in which they can deter fraud and improve the quality of elections.


I also explored why leaders invite observers, cheat in front of them, and get caught. This is not a preferred strategy for any type of leader. However, the fact that leaders are now regularly caught and criticized by international observers—and face a loss of international benefits as a result—is a direct consequence of the fact that election monitoring has become an international norm. The most direct and obvious forms of stealing elections are less likely because of the spread of election monitoring. Although it is possible that some forms of strategic manipulation may be even more pernicious, some forms of strategic manipulation can exist in stable and functioning democracies, such as gerrymandering or less-than factual campaign advertisements.33 The fact that pseudo-democrats work to conceal election manipulation and international observers work to detect and criticize it means that observers have expanded the scope of their observation over time, have improved their methods, and have become somewhat more willing to criticize elections even when the election manipulation is not blatant. Thus, the methods available to pseudo-democrats to invite observers, steal the election, and not get caught are constrained by improvements in election monitoring.


Taken together, international pressure for democracy and the norm of international election monitoring make it substantially more difficult for leaders to steal elections. Election monitoring constrains pseudo-democrats by limiting the tools that they can use to bias elections in their favor without getting caught. The types of election manipulation that are less likely to be caught and criticized tend to be less direct and less certain forms of election manipulation. Direct election fraud, as shown in chapter 4, is reduced by the presence of international observers. International pressure for democracy raises the stakes for election-holding leaders by making it more difficult for pseudo-democrats to avoid criticism by international observers and simultaneously more costly for them to receive a negative report.


Implications for Election Observation


For reputable organizations engaging in election monitoring, this book presents some good news. Even short-term international monitors can have a direct deterrent effect on election day fraud simply by visiting polling stations on that day. This finding suggests that when blatant election day fraud is suspected, maximizing the number of short-term election observers could be a wise investment. It also implies the possibility that those engaging in election manipulation are sensitive to being watched, and targeted observation—potentially including long-term observation and media monitoring—could successfully reduce manipulation in other elements of the electoral process, including voter registration, campaigning, or preparation of electoral materials. These untested propositions could be evaluated using similar field-experimental methods.


Observer organizations, if they are so inclined, could learn a great deal about the conditions under which their work is effective by randomly assigning international observers or other related elements of election monitoring when it is possible. There are still a number of questions about the effectiveness of election observation that could be answered with further use of field experimental methods and the randomization of various components of election observation: Are domestic and international observers substitutes or compliments? Does the length of time observers spend in a polling station matter? What is the most effective combination of long- and short-term observers? Do observers displace election day fraud? Is widespread publicity that observers will be monitoring a region more or less effective than actually deploying high-quality long- and short-term observers?


My argument also suggests that it is important for observers to continue to innovate their technologies and to avoid setting out rigid universal standards for democratic elections. Although some organizations and scholars are working toward universally applied standards, the evidence in this book highlights some challenges inherent in this objective. Because of the extensive menu of manipulation provided to pseudo-democrats and their incentives to engage in strategic manipulation, predictable observer methodology and universal standards for democratic elections would make it easier for pseudo-democrats to comply with the letter of these standards while violating their spirit and continuing to covertly manipulate elections in their favor. By retaining some agency in the application of methods and interpretation of standards, observers are able to tailor their judgments to the context of each country and therefore require pseudo-democrats to continue innovating and to employ an increasingly constrained set of tools to manipulate elections in their favor. This may leave them more exposed to charges of being unfair but may allow them further leeway to criticize pseudo-democrats who engage in more creative but no less effective forms of election manipulation.


Implications for Democracy Promotion and International Pressure


The history of international election monitoring also suggests several implications for democracy promotion and international pressure more generally. First, democracy promotion need not be overt in order to be effective. Much of the literature on democracy promotion focuses on direct democracy assistance within other countries or democracy promotion via military invasion or coercive tactics. This book focuses instead on how changes in the broader international environment can indirectly motivate states to change their behavior. Even in the absence of direct intervention, when powerful states make their preferences on an issue known, other states react, particularly those states working to maximize their share of international benefits. Powerful states may or may not anticipate this reaction, but efforts to gain increased foreign support will continue to provoke behavioral changes and can eventually produce new, international norms regarding the appropriate behavior of governments.


In addition to exploring the consequences of international support for democracy, my theory also supports existing methods of democracy promotion and efforts to change the policies or behaviors of other regimes. Governments and organizations wishing to promote democracy in other states should make their preferences known, support governments that appear to be successfully democratizing, and advertise their support of countries that successfully changed their policies or behavior. In some sense, this has already been demonstrated by studies of EU membership conditionality and programs such as the Millennium Challenge Corporation, which sets explicit requirements with which states must comply in order to receive foreign aid. Similar methods could be used outside of foreign aid and EU membership in order to influence states without intervening directly.


The Pseudo-Democrat’s Dilemma Explained


This book was motivated by the empirical puzzle of why incumbent leaders invite international election observers and cheat in front of them. During the period of research for this study, election observation continued to spread to elections in even more countries, including some developed democracies, and the reports of observers garnered increasing international attention. One of the contributions of this book is simply to document the global trend of election observation since its inception in sovereign states. It is perhaps always something of a risk to study a new and rapidly changing phenomenon. International election observation in sovereign states grew from an unheard of activity fifty years ago to a nearly universal practice, and it could just as easily disappear. For the time being, however, international observers continue to play an integral role in many elections throughout the world and will likely to do so as long as democracy-contingent benefits exist and as long as democracy promoters gain valuable information from observer reports.


The reasons why international observers are invited have changed over time, and the decision by an incumbent government to invite observers is closely tied to the availability of international benefits for countries perceived as democracies. Election observation began in countries with relatively clean elections. Today, a positive judgment from reputable international observers confers legitimacy to the elected leaders and to the country. Especially for those countries with previously poor reputations, an internationally endorsed election brings increases in internationally allocated benefits. A negative report can lead to suspension from international organizations, reduction in foreign aid, and in extreme cases, it can be used to legitimize or support postelection electoral revolutions.


I have also shown that international observers can, but do not always, reduce election day fraud and that they have a variety of effects on forms of election manipulation. Taken as a whole, this study has offered a theory of why international observers are invited and, in this context, provided empirical tests of the argument and of the domestic consequences it implies. In conclusion, one might ask whether election observation is good for democracy. In the past twenty years, international observers have been involved in a variety of historically important elections, and by most accounts, they have had both positive and negative effects. This book contributes to the debate by providing a clearer picture of the mechanisms of international involvement in democratization. International observers are consequential players in the field of elections, not only because of their reports on election quality but also because they represent a broader trend among the election-holding states that are attempting to gain international support for their domestic political institutions.
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APPENDIX A


Formalization of Signaling Game


The theory presented in chapter 1 is based on a signaling game, which is outlined briefly in this appendix. The game models the decision by incumbent governments to invite international observers. It is a finite game of imperfect information, in which incumbent governments can signal their commitment to democratic elections by inviting observers and receiving their endorsement. Because it is not modeled as a dynamic game, it does not formalize the over-time changes in the norm of election observation. However, equilibria from the game can be used to approximate different periods of the election-monitoring norm development and are helpful in highlighting both the conditions under which leaders should be expected to invite observers and how changing parameters in the model influence the decision calculus of incumbent leaders and democracy promoters.


Actors and Game Sequence


Incumbent regimes are represented by i, and can be one of two types, a true democrat (T) or a pseudo-democrat (P), i ∈ {T, P}. Democracy promoters are denoted by D and are the intended recipients of signals sent by the incumbent. The incumbent chooses whether to invite observers and whether to cheat. International observers may be invited by the incumbent and issue reports on the quality of the election, but they are not the sender or the receiver of a signal.


The sequence of moves is as follows. Prior to the start of the game, democracy promoters set the level of the democracy premium, or the contingent benefits, available to a government recognized as democratizing. In the first stage, the type of the incumbent is determined by chance. The probability that the incumbent is of type T is represented by γ, where 0 ≤ γ ≤1 and the corresponding probability of P is 1-γ.


In order to focus on the decision to invite observers, I limit the model to the simplest case in which true-democrats never cheat (M = 0), and the pseudo-democrat always cheats (M > 0). Excluding the long-term consolidated democracies, democracy promoters prior beliefs are that γ < 1/2.


The incumbent chooses whether to invite international observers (J = 1) or not (J = 0). All governments pay a marginal cost when inviting observers, called a sovereignty cost, denoted by Y, with Y = 0. All cheating is costly, and cost of fraud is a function of whether observers are invited c (J).


After choosing whether to invite observers, the incumbent chooses the level of manipulation, which includes any effort required to conceal election fraud (M > 0). Pseudo-democrats cheat at some optimal level, M *, and the probability of victory increases in M. All cheating is costly, and the level of cheating is assumed to be directly proportional to its cost.


Nature moves, and the incumbent can win or lose the election, or e ∈ {L, W}. The base probability that an incumbent wins the election is denoted by p. For simplicity, I assume that the probability of victory is the same for both types, absent fraud. The probability of victory with fraud is denoted as q. Fraud increases the probability of victory, so q is always greater than p. Observers can influence the probability of victory indirectly by deterring fraud or making it more expensive to commit the equivalent level of fraud. If the incumbent loses the election, the payoff is zero, even if observers are invited.1 I assume that when observers are invited (J = 1), the costs of fraud, or c (1) is greater. When observers are present, they are assumed to make election fraud more difficult or more costly, thereby requiring more fraud in order to generate the same probability of victory, as illustrated in figure 1.1 (chapter 1).


Following the election, democracy promoters update their beliefs about the government’s type based on whether the incumbent government won or lost, whether observers were invited, and whether observers criticized the election or not. The report of observers is denoted by R. If cheating is detected, observers issue a negative report, R = -1, and if cheating is not detected, observers issue a positive report, R = 1. If observers are not invited, R is denoted as 0. The probability that observers find evidence of cheating is r. If there is no fraud, no evidence of cheating is produced. The reports issued by observers inform the updated beliefs of democracy-promoters about a government’s commitment to democracy. The international community reverts back to its prior beliefs about the incumbent’s type (γ < 1/2) when beliefs are not pinned down by Bayes’ rule off the equilibrium path. Given the observed behavior of the incumbent, the outcome of the election, and the reports of observers, if any, democracy promoters accept the results of the election (X = 1), or reject them (X = 0). If the incumbent does not win, observers always accept the result of the election as a sign that the country is democratizing, but the incumbent is no longer in office to receive benefits.


Summary of Timeline


Stage 1: The incumbent, i, determines whether to invite J.


Stage 2: The election outcome is realized.


Stage 3: If i wins, observers issue a report on the election, R based on whether fraud was uncovered.


Stage 4: D accepts or rejects the results of the election.


Stage 5: Payoffs are accrued.


Payoffs


International benefits are allocated to the incumbent regime after they have chosen whether to invite observers, they have won or lost, and after democracy promoters have accepted or rejected the results of the election. The size of international benefits tied to democracy are exogenous, set before elections take place, and are denoted by A = 0. They are based on the relative value of a country’s characteristics to international actors and whether democracy promoters’ accept or reject the results of the election, which is informed by the observer report R. B denotes the benefits of winning office such as salary and domestic prestige that are not dependent on the government’s type. Let B denote the benefits of winning office such as salary and domestic prestige that are not dependent on the government’s type. The payoff to an incumbent is:
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Democracy promoters are better off when they accurately support democratizing states. They gain V when they accurately reward democratic governments and avoid rewarding pseudo-democratic governments. I assume that V > 0 when any democracy premium exists. Thus, the payoff to democracy promoters is:
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Proposition 1: There is a unique equilibrium to this game, depending on the value of the democracy premium (A) and the sovereignty costs of inviting observers (Y):


If A = 0, then neither T nor P invites. D rejects the results of the election.


If [image: ], then T invites and P does not. D accepts the results of the election if and only if the incumbent invites observers and no fraud is detected.


If [image: ], then T and P invite observers. D accepts the results of the election if and only if the incumbent invites observers and no fraud is detected.


PROOF: The incumbent invites when the expected utility of inviting observers is greater than the utility of not inviting observers, or EUi (1, R) > EUi (0,0).
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APPENDIX B


Codebook


Data used in the cross-national empirical analysis come from both original data collection efforts and pre-existing sources. All sources are cited, summarized, and referenced in relation to individual variable definitions, which are also provided below.


Sources


Elections and Election Observation Data


Original data collection efforts took place in two stages. First, it was necessary to collect data on national level election events from 1960 to 2006. Second, I coded whether an election was internationally observed or not. When possible, data also indicate which organizations observed the election and the content of their summary judgment about the quality of the election process.


In evaluating whether the government of a country invited international observers, it is necessary to distinguish between first and multi-round elections. Because the invitation to observers in the final round of an election is nearly perfectly determined by whether the election was observed in the first round, data were collected on multiple rounds, with emphasis on first-round elections. Data on election events were coded from a variety of sources, beginning with Tatu Vanhannen’s Polyarchy manuscript.2 The Oxford University Press data handbooks on elections, edited by Dieter Nohlen and a series of coauthors, were principal sources of information on multiple rounds and precise election dates.3 The IFES election guide was the primary source for election dates in the post-1998 period.4 For this book, the original data collection on national election events used in Hyde (2006) was updated based on the NELDA dataset, described below, and fully reconciled. International system membership data are from Gleditsch and Ward (1999).


The original data collection excluded the developed democracies, which have been added based primarily on Matt Golder’s dataset on elections and electoral systems.5 Dates of these elections were then updated, cleaned, and converted into the format used in the NELDA dataset.


Observed elections were coded in the following manner. First, observer organizations’ official reports were sought as primary sources. Except in rare cases, if an observer organization reported that they observed an election, it was coded as observed. However, a number of observer organizations have lost records of some observed elections or make only a subset of their reports public. For every election held between 1962 and 2006, newswire reports and other news sources were searched for mention of the election and the words international, foreign, observer, and monitor. The secondary literature on election observation was searched extensively for comparison,6 with articles such as Amanda Sives’s analysis of election observation by the Commonwealth Secretariat serving as the principle record of early election observation by that organization.7 For elections in which it was still difficult to determine whether observers were present, academic writing on elections and personal accounts written by individual observers were searched for references to elections.


If it was clear from news reports that international election observers were invited and actually monitored a given election, it was recorded as observed even if it was never made clear which organization monitored the election. Out of the 522 observed first-round national elections recorded in the dataset, I was unable to identify the observer organization for 33 elections, or 6.3% of observed elections.


Embassy delegations and delegations sent from individual countries were not considered official observers unless they joined a multinational delegation, a delegation sponsored by an intergovernmental organization, an international nongovernmental organization, or participated in “coordination and support” under the umbrella of the United Nations. Similarly, journalists, individual academics, and nonpartisan domestic observers are not considered international observers.


The National Elections across Democracy and Autocracy (NELDA) Dataset


In cooperation with Nikolay Marinov, data were collected on 58 variables and attributes for each election event occurring in the developing world between 1960 and 2006. The dataset, variables, sources, and intercoder reliability tests are described in detail on the project’s website, http://hyde.research.yale.edu/nelda. The NELDA data were used to update and reconcile the list of election dates originally collected for this project. In addition, six of the variables used in chapter 2 originated in the NELDA data, as cited below.


POLITY and Regime Type Data


Data on regime types come from several sources. Data on long-term developed democracies were compiled from Arend Lijphart’s book and from OECD membership data.8 As an alternative measure of regime type and level of democratization, the POLITY dataset was used.9


The Democracy Assistance Project


Sector-specific data on foreign aid are from the Democracy Assistance Project, a USAID-funded investigation of the effectiveness of democracy assistance. The data and codebook for this project are available on the project’s website, http://www.pitt.edu/~politics/democracy/democracy.html.


Data were downloaded from Phase II of the project, and they include two-year averages of the total amount of aid devoted to democracy and governance and nondemocracy and governance for 1990-2005 and for U.S. and non-U.S. bilateral foreign aid donors.10


The Democracy Assistance Project was also used as the source for data on the U.S. policy priority for each aid-receiving country in terms of military assistance, as described below.


Variables


Observed


Coded by the author, this variable is equal to one if the election was observed by an official delegation of foreigners invited to observe and report on the electoral process.


Pre-election Concerns about Election Fraud


Coded from NELDA11, the variable is equal to one if the answer to the following question was yes, and zero otherwise: “Before elections, are there significant concerns that the election would not be free and fair?” If the variable was coded as “no,” “unclear,” or “unknown,” it was zero.


Opposition Competition


This variable measures whether opposition parties were allowed to compete, and was coded from three variables in the NELDA data, NELDA 3-5. If all three variables were coded as “yes,” Opposition Competition was equal to one, and zero otherwise. The three variables answer the following questions:


NELDA3: “Was opposition allowed?”


NELDA4: “Was more than one party legal?”


NELDA5: “Was there a choice of candidates on the ballot?”


Previous Elections Suspended


This variable measures whether elections had previously been suspended in the country and was coded from NELDA1: “Were regular elections suspended before this election?” It is equal to one if NELDA1 is yes, and zero otherwise.


First Multiparty


This variable measures whether the elections were the first multiparty elections held in a country and was coded from NELDA2: “Were these the first multiparty elections?” It is equal to one if NELDA2 is yes, and zero otherwise.


Transitional Government


This variable measures whether the elections were organized by transitional leadership and was coded from NELDA10: “Was the country run by ‘transitional leadership’ tasked with ‘holding elections’?” It is equal to one if NELDA10 is yes, and zero otherwise.


Uncertain Type


This variable is a composite of Previous Elections Suspended, First Multiparty, and, Transitional Government. If any one of these variables is coded as “yes,” Uncertain Type is coded as one, and is zero otherwise.


Consolidated Democracy


This is a dummy variable that indicates governments widely considered to be long-term consolidated democracies. This group of countries includes the long-term developed democracies, which are defined as countries that have been continuously democratic for forty years or more, as coded by Arend Lijphart,11 and that were also OECD members before 1975. These 23 countries are Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Luxembourg, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom, and United States. Consolidated Democracy also includes countries after they have joined the European Union or countries after they were officially informed by a respected international election observer organization that they no longer need to invite international observers because they were widely considered consolidated democracies. I also consider Israel and India to be long-term consolidated democracies.


Democracy and Governance/ODA


This variable was constructed from data provided by the Democracy Assistance Project and collected from USAID. For each aid recipient, it measures the percentage of aid devoted to democracy and governance as a percentage of total development assistance in the previous year. The four variables used from the Democracy Assistance Project dataset are aid100 (total Democracy & Governance aid from the United States, or D & G aid), aid000 (total non-D & G aid from the United States), oda100 (total non-U.S. D & G aid), and oda000 (total non-U.S. non-D & G aid). All four variables are two-year averages of aid in year t and year t-1 and were reported in millions of 2000 U.S. constant dollars.12 Thus, for each election holding country,


Democracy and Governance/ODA = (aid100 + oda100) / (aid100 + oda100 + aid000 + oda000)


U.S. Military Assistance Priority


This variable was constructed by Finkel et al. and represents the percentage of global U.S. military assistance (including counternarcotics) devoted to a given country in the previous year.13


GDP (logged) and GDP per capita (logged)


Both GDP variables are from the World Development Indicators, as published by the World Bank.14


POLITY and POLITY Squared


The POLITY2 variable from the Polity IV dataset was used as a measure of regime type. Because the POLITY variables lag by one year, for newly independent states I assume that that the POLITY2 score for the current year (year of independence) can be substituted for the previous year.


Regional Percentage Observed


This variable was computed from the original data on observed elections and represents the total percentage of elections observed in a country’s region in the previous year, excluding the country’s own elections, if any.


Table B.1. Descriptive statistics for table 2.3
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Table B.2. Countries included in analysis
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Table B.3. Excluded countries by reason for exclusion
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1. Note that the decision to hold elections is not included in the model. This assumption could be relaxed in future iterations.


2. See http://www.prio.no/sptrans/-929210677/file42502_contents.pdf.


3. Nohlen, Elections in the Americas; Nohlen, Krennerich, and Thibaut, Elections in Africa; Nohlen, Grotz, and Hartmann, Elections in Asia and the Pacific.


4. See http://www.electionguide.org/.


5. Golder, “Democratic Electoral Systems Around the World, 1946-2000.”


6. Beigbeder, International Monitoring of Plebiscites, Referenda and National Elections; Bjornlund, Beyond Free and Fair; Lean, “External Validation and Democratic Accountability”; Legler, Lean, and Boniface, Promoting Democracy in the Americas; Pastor, “Mediating Elections”; Carothers, “The Observers Observed”; Abbink and Hesseling, Election Observation and Democratization in Africa; McCoy, “Monitoring and Mediating Elections during Latin American Democratization”; Middlebrook, Electoral Observation and Democratic Transitions in Latin America; Santa-Cruz, “Monitoring Elections, Redefining Sovereignty”; Santa-Cruz, “Constitutional Structures, Sovereignty, and the Emergence of Norms.”


7. Amanda Sives, “A Review of Commonwealth Election Observation.”


8. Lijphart, Patterns of Democracy; OECD, “Ratification of the Convention on the OECD.”


9. Marshall and Jaggers, “Polity IV Project.”


10. Finkel et al., “Effects of US Foreign Assistance on Democracy Building.”


11. Lijphart, Patterns of Democracy.


12. Finkel et al., Cross-National Research on USAID’s Democracy and Governance Programs—Codebook (Phase II).


13. Ibid.


14. World Bank, World Development Indicators.
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