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Abstract

Foreign aid is a policy tool implemented with the purpose of fostering both hard and soft power abroad. Yet,
previous research has not probed the effects of US foreign aid on public attitudes toward the US in the
recipient countries. In this article, I argue that US foreign aid may actually feed anti-Americanism: aid indirectly
creates winners and losers in the recipient countries, such that politically discontented people may blame the
US for the survival of the prevailing regime. Drawing on Pew Research for Global Attitudes and on USAID
Greenbook datasets, I focus on determining both the conditions under which foreign aid exacerbates anti-
Americanism and the type of aid most likely to do this. The findings reveal that political losers of the recipient
countries are more likely to express negative attitudes toward the USA as the amount of US aid increases,
whereas political winners enjoy the results of US aid and view the USA positively accordingly. Moreover, the
effect of US aid on attitudes toward the USA is also conditional on the regime type. While US aid increases the
likelihood of anti-American attitudes among the losers in non-democratic countries, it decreases the likelihood
of anti-Americanism among the losers in democratic ones. This article has important implications for policy in
terms of determining how and to whom to provide aid in the context of the possible ramifications of providing
aid at the individual level.
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‘Obama can take his foreign aid, and go to hell’ (Mah-
moud Badr, an Egyptian protester whose petition cam-
paign helped to bring down Egypt’s president)

Introduction

The United States’ image among the public abroad
declined sharply in the last decade. Increasing anti-
Americanism and negative views on US values impair
the global image of the USA, which could lead, in turn,
to significant problems for the national security (Holsti,
2009; Katzenstein & Keohane, 2007). On the one hand,
intense and widespread anti-Americanism endangers US
national interests by forcing democratic governments to
reconsider their relations with the USA and/or by
encouraging terrorist activities against the USA and
US-friendly nations (Berger, 2014; Datta, 2014; Lord,
2006). Further, anti-Americanism also erodes the USA’s

image and US-led values in global terms, which could
impede the nation’s long-term goals. Put simply, increas-
ing global anti-Americanism has an adverse impact on
US hard and soft power.

One of the strategies designed to foster pro-American
attitudes abroad is that of providing foreign aid as a tool
to endorse and complement public diplomacy (Lancas-
ter, 2000, 2008; Radelet, 2003; White House, 2010).
Starting with the Marshall Plan after World War II,
foreign aid programs have been used as an effective tool
of US diplomacy, fostering both hard and soft power, to
further the goal of sustaining US interests by supporting
public diplomacy and shaping public opinion (Meernik,
Krueger & Poe, 1998). In fact, the substantial increase in
total aid after 9/11 provides evidence that the US is using
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exactly this strategy in an effort to renew its image and
win the hearts and minds of people in the aid-recipient
countries (Fleck & Kilby, 2010).

Recent developments in the USA–Egypt relation-
ship, however, have shown that foreign aid does not
necessarily produce the desired results as a winning
hearts and minds policy. Egypt, as a pivotal partner of
the USA in the Middle East, has always benefited from a
large amount of US aid mostly for strategic reasons. Yet,
Gallup polls in 2011 show that only 21% of Egyptians
are in favor of US aid, which reveals concerning results
about other possible uses of aid (Younis & Younis,
2012). With the outbreak of the mass protests, the
slogan ‘Obama can take his foreign aid and go to hell’
was only one of many called out by protesters on the
streets of Cairo. Why, then, on the basis of a large
foreign aid package was the USA not only unable to
win the hearts and minds of Egyptians along with
achieving its strategic goals but instead contributed to
anti-American attitudes? I answer this question by pro-
viding a generalizable, theoretical mechanism, and con-
tribute to a newly emerging literature, which probes the
effect of foreign aid on public opinion abroad (see
Milner & Tingley, 2013).

In this article, I argue that far from functioning to
salvage the image of the USA, foreign aid may actually
feed anti-Americanism. Relaxing the unitary actor
assumption and focusing on predispositions of individ-
uals in domestic politics, I examine how institutional
settings and people’s political status moderate the effect
of aid on their attitudes towards the USA. Building on
the selectorate theory, I argue that winners of the polit-
ical system can be economically and politically better off
from incoming aid, whereas losers see very little, if any,
positive impact on their lives. Losers who are deprived
from the benefits of aid will also develop feelings of anger
and frustration as relative deprivation theory suggests
(Grofman & Muller, 1973; Horowitz, 1985).

However, I contend that this anger will also be
directed towards the aid-donor that is blamed to
strengthen the position of the winner. As a result, people
balance their attitudes; and eventually, hatred and frus-
tration toward the non-democratic regime and its sup-
porters are transferred to the USA, with the reasoning
that ‘the friend of my enemy is my enemy’. Based on an
analysis of individual attitudes toward the USA in 50
countries drawing on Pew Research Global Attitudes and
USAID Greenbook datasets, I find that in non-
democratic recipients’ losers, those who are politically dis-
contented, express a higher level of anti-Americanism, as
the aid supports the current regime even enabling it to

become more powerful, and that the winners, those who
are politically content, enjoy the aid that consolidates
their positions.

My contribution in this article is four-fold. First, this
article is one of the few studies in the literature to probe
the effect of US policies on the attitudes of individuals
in terms of the extent to which they are pro- or
anti-American in a quantitative cross-sectional design. I
consider (a) how domestic political configuration in
the recipient countries conditions the effect of aid, (b)
the conditions under which foreign aid may exacerbate
anti-Americanism, and (c) the type of aid most likely to
do this. Second, I demonstrate that more aid does not
necessarily create more pro-American attitudes in the
recipient country. On the contrary, this article shows
that foreign aid may even feed anti-Americanism con-
ditional to domestic politics of the recipient country
(e.g. domestic coalitions and preferences). Third, by
investigating a possible use of foreign aid as a soft power
tool, I also provide an empirical test for one of the soft-
power arguments about foreign aid. In so doing, I aim
to offer a more comprehensive understanding for the
possible impacts on soft power policies abroad. Finally,
my contribution extends to the conflict literature, as
well, by showing whether such policies could prevent
individuals from developing grievances and hostile atti-
tudes, which otherwise generates a recruitment pool for
terrorist organizations.

In the remainder of this article, first, I briefly review
the causes of anti-Americanism and the impact of aid
programs as a potential antidote to growing anti-
Americanism. Second, I explore the mechanism
whereby aid distribution feeds anti-Americanism senti-
ments. To this end, I examine people’s attitudes toward
their own governments, and I consider the connections
people make between the survival of the regime and US
aid, looking at the case of Egypt. Third, I present the
research design, followed by my empirical findings in
the result section. Lastly, I offer remarks about the
findings, including a discussion of their implications
for government policy, and I suggest a road map for
future research.

Causes of anti-Americanism: The effect of US
foreign policy

According to Rubinstein & Smith (1988: 36), ‘Anti-
Americanism can be likened to an onion; it has many
layers and these need to be peeled and examined sepa-
rately.’ However, there are not many studies offering an
explanation to the question of how individuals form
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their attitudes towards foreign countries’ policies from a
comparative perspective. Qualitative case studies largely
build on historical and cultural causes (i.e. support for
democracy and liberalism as well as religious considera-
tions) to identify causes of anti-Americanism (Abdallah,
2003; Baxter & Akbarzadeh, 2008; Krastev, 2004; Ross
& Ross, 2004). Yet, the findings are not always in sup-
port of value-based explanations of anti-Americanism.
For instance, Chiozza (2010) shows that the majority
of people in Eastern Europe, South Asia, East Asia, and
the Middle East have positive attitudes towards US
democracy, popular culture, science, and business.

Some other studies investigate non-US factors, and
show that anti-Americanism is an elite-driven phenom-
enon resulting from conflicting policy goals between the
US and other countries’ elites. The domestic interests of
the elites are the driving cause to manipulate the US
image (Blaydes & Linzer, 2012; Rubinstein & Smith,
1988). The roots of anti-Americanism, hence, are polit-
ical rather than cultural or social (Furia & Lucas, 2008).
The hegemonic role of the USA also reinforces elite-
driven, instrumental anti-Americanism, as the USA fre-
quently interacts with the domestic politics of other
countries (Bacevich, 2004; Ferguson, 2003). While this
explanation of attitude formation in general takes
domestic politics into account, it does this only in a
hierarchical way ignoring the micro-level processes, such
as domestic coalitions and preferences.

Lastly, US policies abroad are an important source of
hostile attitudes (Katzenstein & Keohane, 2007; Lynch,
2007; Makdisi, 2002; Sengupta & Masood, 2005). For
example, US support for authoritarian regimes reinforces
anti-Americanism by linking the US policy stance with
the rulers of repressive regimes (Abdallah, 2003; Lynch,
2007; Rubin, 2002). On the one hand, alleged US
hypocrisy impedes people’s trust in US-led actions in the
region; on the other hand, they trigger the ‘friend of my
enemy is my enemy’ rationale – especially among citizens
of Arab countries – blaming the US for political and
social oppression. Hence, people ‘transfer their dissatis-
faction with the state of affairs in their countries onto the
US’ (Chiozza, 2010: 121), which intensifies the animos-
ity toward the USA.

Since what the USA does also shapes what the USA is
in the long term, an emerging literature on soft power
argues for investment in policies that could win hearts
and minds of foreign publics (Nye, 2004). Soft power
arguments have attracted broad attention in policy circles
recently; however, quantitative research, albeit limited in
coverage, could not provide solid findings confirming
effectiveness of public diplomacy tools. US-hosted

educational exchange programs can serve US democra-
tization interests (Atkinson, 2010), whereas, pro-active
policies of the US to increase its soft power and win
hearts and minds abroad through public diplomacy do
not seem to be working as intended. Intervening in the
electoral process to endorse democratization (Corstange
& Marinov, 2012), promoting women’s participation in
politics (Bush & Jamal, 2014), high-level diplomatic
visits (Goldsmith & Horiuchi, 2012), economic aid,
and exposure to US media (Goldsmith et al., 2005)
do not necessarily create positive effects among the
public of the target country for US interests. Why,
then, are these strategies not working properly and
even generating a backlash effect under some circum-
stances? In the following section, I explore the possi-
ble effects of foreign aid on the public abroad as a
‘hearts and minds’ strategy, then probe micro-level
attitude formation in return.

Foreign aid: A treatment for anti-Americanism?

Foreign aid programs can ideally serve as a soft-power
tool as well by influencing public opinion in the positive
direction (Böhnke & Zürcher, 2013; Baker & Cupery,
2013). The National Security Strategy (NSS) of the
United States (2010) clearly expresses the need for a new
US foreign policy in regard to promoting strategic com-
munication with foreign publics and rendering more
economic foreign aid in a variety of forms. Foreign aid
is a powerful tool in supporting an effective public diplo-
macy – a tool that penetrates and shapes public opinion
(Meernik et al., 1998; Nye, 2004). Indeed, the increase
in total US foreign aid after 9/11 suggests that the USA
is, indeed, using aid as a way to renew the nation’s image
(Fleck & Kilby, 2010).

The broad literature on aid shows that this tool is used
in ways that are multi-faceted. Lebovic (1988) and Gro-
ver (2009) conclude that strategic calculations play an
important role in the selection of aid recipients. For
example, foreign aid is used as a bribe in an effort to gain
the allegiance of non-permanent members of the UN
Security Council (Kuziemko & Werker, 2006; Vreeland
& Dreher, 2014). In addition, foreign aid can be used as
a ‘carrot’ especially when given to non-democratic coun-
tries to influence their stance on international issues (Lai
& Morey, 2006; Wang, 1999). Thus, foreign aid pushes
recipient states to comply with US interests and policies.

No matter for what reason the aid is given, its ability
to also serve as an effective US soft power tool is
doubtful. Aid may lead to positive institutional changes
(Dietrich & Wright, 2015), reduce poverty and remove
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constraints on economic growth (Sachs, 2005; Sachs &
Ayittey, 2010). However, Easterly & Pfutze (2008)
and Chong, Gradstein & Calderon (2009) show that
aid provided to authoritarian, corrupt structures is not
very effective in reducing poverty and income
inequality. Moreover, foreign aid fails to improve
indicators of human development (Boone, 1996), has
a negative influence on governance (Busse & Gröning,
2009) and does little or nothing to promote the demo-
cratization of the recipient country (Knack, 2004).
Foreign aid may even exacerbate political repression
in recipient countries (Ahmed, 2016; Fielding &
Shortland, 2012; Wood 2003). Thus, aid does not
necessarily serve the people’s interest in the recipient
countries, as it may fail to generate improvements in
social, political, and economic conditions. It can be
expected, therefore, that aid may fail to function as a
soft power tool in generating negative attitudes
toward the USA in such contexts.

Shooting yourself in the foot: The boomerang
effect of foreign aid

Aid may strengthen suppressive regimes by equipping
them with repressive capabilities and private goods,
thus facilitating efforts to consolidate their rule
(Ahmed, 2016; Bueno de Mesquita & Smith, 2009,
2011; Dube & Naidu, 2015). This automatically
implies the existence of other people who are not the
beneficiaries of the aid. Hence, those subjects of these
regimes do not uniformly enjoy or suffer from the rami-
fications of aid. While some people benefit from the
policies of the existing government, others suffer under
its policies, and aid itself may intervene in domestic
politics by creating political and social winners and
losers or simply by reinforcing a current situation of
this nature in recipient countries.

Therefore, it is necessary to distinguish between the
effects of aid among people instead of concluding that
one attitude is shared by an entire population. Further-
more, it is also necessary to consider the relationship
between the provision of aid and the type of regime
prevailing in the recipient country. If foreign aid does
not have a positive influence across all people, then it
may be that such aid offered with the goal of reducing
anti-American sentiment may actually be backfiring.
That is, US aid may be used by the recipient country’s
regime to fuel existing domestic dynamics with one
result being that the image of the USA becomes even
more tarnished in that country—among the social and
political losers, at least.

Perceiving aid: Winners vs. losers
Providing or even increasing the amount of aid to
nations where anti-American sentiment is strong ought
to foster pro-Americanism. However, there is no direct
connection between US aid and gains accrued to indi-
viduals in the recipient countries because aid does not
flow directly to individuals. Instead, the government of
the recipient country becomes the intermediary agent
that decides who receives it.1 Therefore, in providing
aid, the US becomes party to a principal–agent relation-
ship, where the possibility of agency loss is high due to
lack of effective monitoring. This problem is exacer-
bated for the USA, as it ranks second in providing aid
to corrupt countries.2 The USA could, of course, send
aid with conditions attached to it, that is, cut off aid in
case of corruption. However, whatever conditions are
set, there is no way to ensure effective monitoring of the
distribution of aid. In fact, while USAID’s Inspector
General admitted that the agency is unable to produce
an inventory of organizations to which USAID provides
funds (Regnery, 2012), Ambassador Albright (US Sen-
ate, 1997: 205) during the fiscal year hearings also
confirmed how hard it is to influence how aid is dis-
tributed within recipient countries:

[Aid] is designed to help the poorest people [ . . . ] and
delivers services at the township level. What is very hard,
I think, [ . . . ] is to make sure that programs actually get
to the grassroots.

Who does benefit from the aid, then, if allocation of
aid is not equal and fair in many circumstances? In non-
democratic regimes, aid may become a resource to
strengthen and consolidate their repressive capabilities.
Put differently, the non-democratic structure of a reci-
pient country can transform foreign aid from a potential
public good into a private good, and thus strengthen the
hand of authoritarian governments (Bueno de Mesquita
et al., 1999; Licht, 2010). The avowed goal of US aid
may be to support the economic and humanitarian
development of the people in the recipient country.
However, strict control over the distribution of aid on
the part of non-democratic, repressive regimes is likely to
hinder this purpose (Bueno de Mesquita & Smith,
2016). The potential result: aid siphoned off through
corrupt and unequal distribution among the populace

1 Please see the Online appendix for a discussion of direct vs. bypass
channeling of US aid, and its impact on my argument.
2 The USA ranks 39th out of 40 countries in aid going to corrupt
countries by 2004. See Table III in Easterly & Pfutze (2008).
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(Culbertson, 2016; Decanay, 2005; Koelbl, 2010). It is
not surprising, therefore, that Muluzi, Malawi’s former
president, and Chiluba, Zambia’s former president, were
each charged with embezzling foreign aid (Moyo, 2009).
Aid dollars are used to sustain an authoritarian leader’s
rule, whether directly or indirectly.

Since repressive and non-democratic governments, are
neither constrained by public approval nor by any need to
appease a large coalition of individuals, it is not implau-
sible to say that aid, as a private good, would only benefit a
small proportion of the population, namely the winning
coalition. Why then, do those who may not receive private
goods still distinguish from each other attitudinally in
their response to US aid? In fact, some groups in the
society may side along with the existing regimes for their
economic, political and social interests regardless of their
inability to access the private goods. Based on the premise
that political winners are more likely to be content, and
losers to be discontent with the status quo (Anderson &
Tverdova, 2001), winners enjoy the aid considering it as a
tool to reinforce the existing conditions, which makes
winners content with it in the first place, whereas losers
are not. In this sense, I conceptualize the winners of the
regimes differently from the literature, which defines them
as part of the winning coalition that have direct access to
private goods. Political winners in this article denote those
who support the status quo; losers are those who are
opposed to it, hence politically discontented.

From the perspective of winners, they can be eco-
nomically and politically better off from incoming aid.
Since the existing status quo already favors them, for-
eign aid as an extra resource to maintain the status quo
providing the regime with additional capabilities would
contribute to the social, political and economic position
of the winners. Moreover, in the presence of ethnic,
sectarian and religious lines within the society, winners,
as part of the politically advantaged group, would enjoy
the aid, as it also helps in reinforcing the political and
social status. Governments with enhanced capacities
could sustain the status quo more easily by distributing
more private goods as well as taking measures against
the aggrieved population, whereas political losers see
very little if any positive impact on their lives (Bueno
de Mesquita & Smith, 2009; Easterly, 2005). This can
generate a feeling of unfairness among the losers.
Regardless of the absolute benefits that losers may
receive, the perception that aid is being unfairly distrib-
uted mitigates against aid having a broad positive
impact. Perceptions of a widening gap between the
winners and the losers may, therefore, cause the losers
to develop negative attitudes toward the donor. Indeed,

according to relative deprivation theory, groups are
frustrated when they are denied benefits granted to
others (Grofman & Muller, 1973), which leads to feel-
ings of anger and frustration (Horowitz, 1985; Miller,
Bolce & Halligan, 1977). Lastly, the losers also directly
suffer from the ramifications of aid. As aid provides
winners with increasing power and control over existing
institutions and policy area, their well-being and secu-
rity is likewise supported (Ahmed, 2016; Regan, 1995).
The future for losers becomes more and more
uncertain.

Here, the important question is what leads people to
translate their political status to their attitudes related to
foreign aid, and thus to the donor of the aid. Social dom-
inance theory suggests that individuals desire group-based
dominance and inequality, which makes dominants better
off than subordinates, due to individual predisposition in
the group hierarchy (Pratto et al., 1994). As a response to
this, counter-social dominance orientation creates aware-
ness about differing interests and motivates subordinated
groups such as ethnic, racial, or religious groups, or polit-
ical and social minorities, to reject the hegemony and
challenge the status quo (Pratto et al., 2014). Hence,
while political winners would like to reinforce their posi-
tion, political losers would challenge it. This domestic
conditioning also translates into attitudes towards inter-
national actors, as the balance theory suggests. Accord-
ingly, ‘(an) attitude change can occur in the absence of
careful scrutiny of a persuasive message’ to maintain the
cognitive balance (Visser & Cooper, 2003: 218; Heider,
1958). When a subordinated group has prior negative
attitudes towards the subordinator, and the donor is per-
ceived as having good relations with the subordinator due
to the aid provision, then the subordinated group restores
the balance by adopting negative attitudes towards the
donor too. In fact, Teimourian (2002) implies this effect
saying ‘governments as [the] most corrupt and authoritar-
ian, and because [the] US gives billions of cash every year
to some Arab regimes, the public opinion assumes those
regimes are [lackies] of the United States’. Hence, hatred
toward the repressive regime is transferred to the USA as a
result of the reasoning whereby ‘the friend of my enemy is
my enemy’.

The case of Egypt: Failure of aid to win hearts and minds
US–Egypt relations have recently shown the ways in
which US policies aimed at winning the hearts and
minds of people in the Middle East may be failing to
achieve the desired results – and may even be backfiring.
As a pivotal partner of the USA in the region, Egypt has
benefited from a large amount of aid during the
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Mubarak era. In terms of receiving US aid, Egypt is
second only to Israel. To date, Egypt has received 73
billion dollars in US aid. Almost half of this aid has been
provided in the last 15 years (1998–2012), a remarkable
fact given that other countries saw a marked reduction in
US aid after the Cold War (Sharp, 2009). While military
aid included contracts for the delivery of all kinds of
weaponry systems (i.e. tanks, attack helicopters), eco-
nomic aid mostly targeted policy reforms and the eco-
nomic development of Egypt. How this aid was spent,
though, was unclear (Regnery, 2012). Moreover, the aid
given to Egypt carried no conditions – neither in refer-
ence to human rights nor in reference to political reforms
(Meyer, 2013).

With the outbreak of mass protests against the
Mubarak regime, it has become clear that aid provided
to Egypt has endorsed the status of winners and losers.
While foreign aid to Egypt supported the old regime in
both military and economic terms, those who did not
benefit (the losers), Islamic groups such as the Muslim
Brotherhood, were subject to increasingly repressive
measures due to the increasing power of the regime
supported by aid. Among the many examples of anti-
American rhetoric called out by activists during the
mass protests was this one: ‘Obama can take his foreign
aid, and go to hell’ (Saleh, 2013). Many other Egyp-
tians shared this opinion. According to a Gallup poll of
Egyptians in December 2011, only 26% of respondents
favored US aid to Egypt, whereas the support for aid
from international institutions was 50%, and from
Arab governments 68%. Hence, aid intended to serve
as a tool of public diplomacy designed to boost the
standing of the USA among Egyptians instead fed
anti-American sentiment.

Although the USA expects to win the hearts and
minds of the people by rendering foreign aid, as well
as pursuing other strategic goals, the implications of pro-
viding foreign aid are clearly multifaceted. As the ways in
which aid is distributed do not necessarily target the
needy by any means, understanding the distribution
mechanism is crucial to establishing a meaningful under-
standing of the impact of aid on the attitudes of people in
a recipient country. In the case of Egypt, where the
interests of the regime differ in fundamental and far-
reaching ways from those of the rest of Egyptian society,
US aid has been transformed into a private good by
empowering police forces and intelligence, and advan-
cing interests of elites around Mubarak, such that it is
threatening the interests and rights of citizens not aligned
with the regime. Moreover, such support to the regime
and its supporters also generated feelings of unfairness,

relative deprivation, and a lack of hope for the future
among the losers, as the winners further consolidated
their power. These, in return nullify the positive effect
of US foreign aid on the USA’s image in the recipient
country as shown in Figure 1.

Iraq provides another recent example. After the over-
throw of Saddam Hussein, the USA allied itself with the
Shias, due to the fear of a Sunni revival. Shiite control
over the state mechanism helped them to establish an
ethnic-oriented nepotistic regime that ostracized ex-
Baathists and Sunni Arabs (Beauchamp, 2014).
Although the Shias enjoyed private benefits through aid
allocation (e.g. social programs that mostly targeted
southern Iraq and strengthened Shia groups), the
exclusion of Sunnis from aid led them to develop an
anti-American attitude, and pushed them toward anti-
government and anti-American strategies such as lending
support to the Islamic State. The following hypotheses
are derived from the discussion provided thus far, and
describe how aid interacts with the regime type in the
recipient country and transforms attitudes at the indi-
vidual level depending on individuals’ perception.

Hypothesis 1: The higher the amount of aid the USA
provides to a non-democratic regime, the more likely
it is that losers in the recipient country will express
anti-American attitudes.

Hypothesis 2: The higher the amount of aid the USA
provides to a non-democratic regime, the less likely it
is that winners in the recipient country will express
anti-American attitudes.

Thus far, I have mostly focused on the conditional
effect of political predispositions at the individual level,
arguing that the losers develop a negative attitude toward
the aid-giving country. However, a key question should be
considered next: what distinguishes the losers in non-
democratic countries from the losers in democratic

Figure 1. Theory of the effect of aid as a public diplomacy tool
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countries? In other words, how does regime type as a
country-level indicator moderate the attitude formation
of individuals? The main difference here is in the use of
aid. While democratic regimes with large winning coali-
tions use aid to increase quantity and quality of the public
goods, non-democratic regimes take it as a private good to
content elites (Bueno de Mesquita & Smith, 2009). Thus,
from an institutional perspective, the latter transforms the
very purpose of aid in order to reinforce existing political
and social status. Nevertheless, today’s losers can become
tomorrow’s winners in democratic regimes (Przeworski,
1991); whereas political losers often lack hope in non-
democratic regimes. Although the literature on winners
and losers establishes that losers report less satisfaction
with democracy compared to winners (Anderson & Guil-
lory, 1997; Anderson & Tverdova, 2001), they still have
the means to change the game in the next election. Thus,
in democratic regimes, losers would be less aggrieved even
if they benefit disproportionately from aid.

Accordingly, I expect the attitudes of winners and
losers in democratic regimes towards the aid-giving coun-
try to differ from the attitudes of those in non-democratic
regimes. Since democratic regimes are the ones with larger
winning coalitions, it becomes inefficient for them to
distribute the benefits of aid as a private good. Instead,
they use foreign aid for public good purposes; hence the
benefits of aid are non-rival and non-excludable by defi-
nition. This implies that both losers and winners of the
regime can benefit from the goods of foreign aid; and
therefore, the losers develop neither anger nor frustration,
nor perceive a disadvantaged position for themselves based
on the use of aid. In return, political losers will have no
reason to blame the aid-giving country for the survival of
the regime. So, the third hypothesis reiterates this flow of
argumentation as the following:

Hypothesis 3: The more democratic the aid recipient
country is, the less likely neither losers nor winners
express more anti-American attitudes with the increas-
ing amount of aid.

Research design

In order to test my hypotheses, I employ two datasets.
First, data from the Pew Research for Global Attitudes
(2007–12) provided individual-level indicators of anti-
Americanism. I restricted the analysis to the six waves of
surveys, which were conducted between 2007 and 2012.
This restriction in the data scope is a result arising from
the lack of survey data across time and space. The unit of
analysis is survey respondents of 50 countries situated in

regions worldwide including Africa, the Middle East,
Latin America, South and East Asia, and Europe. The
detailed list of survey countries, including the number of
survey respondents and the years of surveys, can be
found in the Online appendix. Second, I draw on
USAID datasets (2014) for data pertaining to US foreign
aid. USAID provides military assistance and economic-
humanitarian assistance separately.

Dependent variable
The dependent variable is anti-American attitude at the
individual level. Survey respondents from all the coun-
tries are questioned about their attitudes toward the
USA. The responses are given on a four-point Likert
scale ranging from very unfavorable to very favorable.
For further robustness checks, I also transformed the
variable into a binary form: 1 indicated an unfavorable
opinion of the USA, whereas 0 indicated otherwise. In so
doing, I used alternative model specifications and
avoided possible biases that might stem from different
weights assigned to favorability or unfavorability in dif-
ferent years and countries. Given the cross-sectional
longitudinal nature of the data, the difference between
‘very unfavorable’ and ‘unfavorable’ or ‘very favorable’
and ‘favorable’ might not be equal across units.

Independent variables
Theoretically, foreign aid may feed anti-American
rhetoric because it helps regimes consolidate their sup-
port and augment their repressive capabilities. How-
ever, aid is not a unified phenomenon, and different
types of aid may serve different purposes (Fielding &
Shortland, 2012; Wood, 2003). Military aid is a direct
way to support a regime by enriching the security appa-
ratus through training and equipment, whereas eco-
nomic aid is aimed at winning the hearts and minds
of the citizens of the recipient country by improving
their economic state of affairs (Regan, 1995). For
instance, by providing high-tech military equipment
to the Iraqi Police Force, the Royal Saudi Land Force,
and the Royal Bahraini Army, US military aid directly
improved the capacity of the state security apparatus.
However, the impact of economic aid is less direct, as
recipient countries may not have full control over its
distribution. For instance, USAID delivers US agricul-
tural products to the recipient country as part of its food
program, bypassing the government in the distribution
of aid. Similarly, NGOs or IGOs can also play an inter-
mediary role in providing economic aid, which limits
the involvement of the recipient government in the
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distribution process. Therefore, I look at the effects of
military and economic aid separately.

For both variables, I calculated per capita military and
economic-humanitarian aid, and lagged the variables by
one year to alleviate possible endogeneity problems. As
the interactive terms are key explanatory variables, I
designed a three-way interaction of both military and
economic-humanitarian aid per capita with the dummy
variables of dissatisfaction (which measures loser–winner
status) and non-democracy (regime type), respectively.3

To identify the first moderator in the model, that is,
winners vs. losers, I utilize people’s expressed satisfaction
and dissatisfaction with a ‘how things are going in the
country’ question. Survey respondents who express dis-
satisfaction with the conditions in the country, and thus
with the government responsible for addressing matters
with which people are dissatisfied, are more likely to be
losers than winners; therefore, I coded dissatisfaction as
1, otherwise 0. Another constitutive term in the three-
way interaction is regime type. Countries with a Polity
IV score of lower than 5 were coded as 1, indicating the
status of a non-democracy, whereas the rest were coded
as 0 to indicate their status of democracy.

Control variables
In the models, I included commonly used variables that
may influence the level of anti-American attitudes, both
at the country and the individual level. At the individual
level, I controlled for gender (Male ¼ 1), age (continu-
ous), religiosity (Religious¼ 1), employment (Employed
¼ 1), education (High School Graduate ¼ 1), and eco-
nomic conditions (Content ¼ 1) (see the Online appen-
dix for cross-level standardization of variables).

At the country level, I controlled for gross domestic
product per capita in a given year, physical integrity score
(Cingranelli & Richards, 2010), Polity IV score
(Marshall, Gurr & Jaggers, 2012), and for Middle East-
ern countries. I discarded Israel from the analysis because
with more than $300 per person yearly aid amount,
Israel is an outlier, which could directly bias the results.
Nevertheless, I also added Israel into the analysis in the
models provided in the Online appendix. Lastly, I con-
trolled for the Bush era on the basis that according to
some studies Obama’s election to the presidency was

welcomed worldwide (Chiozza, 2009; Datta, 2014;
Dragojlovic, 2011). The dummy variable for the Bush era
is coded 1 for the years 2007 and 2008, and 0 otherwise.
Descriptive statistics can be found in the Online appendix.

Model specifications
I used an ordered logistic estimator in order to test my
hypotheses. However, this method has the potential to
bias the results given that I combined two datasets at
different levels. This resulted in a dramatic increase in
the number of observations at the country level with no
variation across survey respondents within each country-
year. One way to overcome this problem is to offer an
alternative model specification, for example multi-level
logistic regression, in order to determine how macro-
level indicators (variations across countries) affect
micro-level attitudes (anti-Americanism among survey
respondents). Although I proceeded with the ordered
logistic regression as the main estimator with robust
standard errors and year-fixed effects to account for the
macro-level dynamics, I also ran a random effects model
as a robustness check (see the Online appendix).

Results

The findings show that both military aid and economic
aid are statistically significant. Although some constitu-
tive terms are not statistically significant, a careful exam-
ination of the t-scores of the interactive terms (Brambor,
Clark & Golder, 2006), which are key explanatory vari-
ables, reveals significant results. As three-way interaction
in an ordered logistic model makes the tables almost
non-interpretable, instead of reporting the tables in the
main manuscript, I reported the substantive effects, and
put the tables in the Online appendix. While the
ordered logistic regression results provide support for
the hypotheses, further robustness checks show that
the parallel regression line assumption is violated by
some of the variables in the models. Additionally,
given the cross-sectional longitudinal nature of the
data, using a Likert-scale dependent variable may have
given rise to biases, as the meaning and weight of
respective levels of favorability toward the USA may
differ across units and years. Therefore, I transformed
the four-scale anti-Americanism variable into a binary
choice and then replicated all the models. Therefore,
the substantive results presented in Figures 2–5 are
based on logistic estimations.

In Figure 2, I plot the predicted probabilities of anti-
Americanism conditional on political status (winner or
loser) and regime type across different amounts of

3 In order to show how it might be misleading for researchers and
policymakers to look at the effect of aid directly disregarding the
context into which aid is distributed, I also run unconditional
models in the Online appendix showing that the more aid given,
the less people express anti-American attitudes.
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military aid. Setting all other variables to their mean and
mode, political losers, that is, those who are dissatisfied
with the regime, in non-democratic countries express

anti-American attitudes more with the increase of mili-
tary aid. Comparing two ‘losers’, one is in a non-
democratic regime receiving no military aid at all and
the other receives a high amount of aid (þ2SDs), the
probability of expressing anti-American attitudes
increases from 21% to 35%. This finding confirms the
first hypothesis. Figure 3 also reports the statistically
significant effect of military aid conditional to dissatisfac-
tion in a non-democracy on anti-American attitudes.
Looking at the attitudes of the winners, though, I cannot
find support for the second hypothesis, as the satisfied
people in a non-democratic setting do not reveal any
statistically significant attitudinal change. One possible
explanation for this finding might be the very character-
istics of the military aid. Accordingly, military aid is
given for a specific type of use and only serves the interest
of a very small winning coalition, namely military offi-
cers. By either promoting the social status of military
personnel, or providing them with corruptible resources,
military aid could benefit officers; however, the rest of
the winning coalition or the people who perceive them-
selves as winners could hardly benefit from the aid
directly or indirectly. Lastly, we see that people in dem-
ocratic regimes, regardless of political status, show less
anti-American attitude with the increasing amount of
aid, as aid in these regimes provides them with a public
good, increasing security.

Looking at the effect of economic aid in Figure 4, the
results confirm the first hypothesis again. Political losers
are more likely to express anti-American attitudes in
non-democratic regimes as the amount of economic aid
increases. The probability of showing anti-American atti-
tudes increases from 20% to 26% comparing two dis-
satisfied people, the former in a non-democratic regime
receiving no economic aid, and the other with high

Figure 2. Effect of military aid on anti-Americanism condi-
tional on satisfication and regime type

Figure 3. Marginal effect of military aid conditional on dis-
satisfaction in non-democracy

Figure 4. Effect of economic aid on anti-Americanism condi-
tional on satisfication and regime type

Figure 5. Marginal effect of economic aid conditional on dis-
satisfaction in non-democracy
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economic aid (þ2SDs). Figure 5 also shows the signifi-
cant impact of economic aid conditional to dissatisfac-
tion in a non-democracy. So, I can confidently confirm
the first hypothesis. Looking at the political winners, this
time, I also confirm the second hypothesis. Accordingly,
the higher the amount of economic aid, the lower the
probability of expressing anti-American attitudes. This
finding shows that political winners in non-democracies
actually enjoy the material (as argued by the selectorate
theory) and/or psychological benefits (as argued by social
dominance theory) of economic aid. Compared to mil-
itary aid, economic aid could appeal to more people in a
winning coalition, or among those who perceive them-
selves as winners, because it is not as technical as military
aid, and it is easier to transform the economic aid to a
private good for more people. Lastly, confirming my
expectations, people in democracies enjoy the aid and
express positive attitudes towards the donor, as aid in
these institutional settings contributes to the public
goods in different forms.

Lastly, the findings also confirm Hypothesis 3.
Regardless of their political status, people in democratic
regimes enjoy US aid, and express less negative attitudes
toward the USA with the increasing amount of aid. In
both types of aid, while dissatisfied citizens express more
anti-American attitudes compared to satisfied citizens,
the substantive effects in Figures 1 and 3 show that the
aid helps the USA alleviate anti-Americanism in demo-
cratic contexts. In democratic regimes, the probability of
showing anti-American attitudes decreases from 51% to
4% comparing two dissatisfied people, the former in a
country receiving no economic aid, and the other with
high economic aid (þ2SDs). It decreases from 18% to
2% when we compare two satisfied people. When we
look at the military aid, the results hold significantly;
the probability of showing anti-American attitudes
decreases from 25% to 3% comparing two dissatisfied
people and from 18% to 2% when we compare two
satisfied people, the former in a country receiving no
military aid, and the latter with high military aid
(þ2SDs). So, the results hold across different types of
aid, as well. This is because democratic regimes rely on
large winning coalition, and aid is used as a public good
to satisfy large groups of supporters. The larger aid in
this context means the larger amount of resources from
which the public could benefit.

Robustness checks and discussion

In addition to using alternative estimators, I also used
different variables and samples to determine whether the

findings are sensitive to variable and sample selection as
some countries are less likely to receive foreign aid (e.g.
advanced democracies) and because citizens of some
countries are less likely to have anti-American attitudes
(e.g. US allies). I first limited the sample to Middle
Eastern countries because these are the countries receiv-
ing the most aid and expressing the highest anti-
Americanism. The effect largely holds for Hypotheses
1 and 3, but they do not hold for Hypothesis 2. Then,
I ran the analyses excluding the US allies and OECD
countries, respectively. The results were robust in regard
to sample changes (see Online appendix).

I also tested the sensitivity of my results depending on
variable selections and employed question asking about
‘Americans’ instead of the ‘USA’, to avoid any bias result-
ing from the survey respondents identifying the USA and
Americans interchangeably. Then, I also reran the models
replacing the regime type variable with W/S scores4 to test
my expectations using a more direct measure. The results
are similar, but the direction of coefficients is reversed,
with the higher scores indicating a more democratic sys-
tem in W/S, whereas it is coded 1 for non-democratic
regimes in the main analysis (see Table II in the Online
appendix). Lastly, I switched my moderating variable to
account for level of repression considering that some
democracies can be repressive as well. Therefore, I created
a binary variable ‘repressive regime’ using CIRI data,
coded 1 if we see frequent violations of physical integrity
rights (0 and 1); otherwise 0 (see Online appendix). The
results still largely hold, but show some sensitivity to
Hypothesis 2 when we use CIRI data.

Along with looking at yearly aid data, I also looked at the
effect of cumulative amount of aid, and yearly change in it.
The former is important because people may maintain
their already acquired attitudes. I calculated the cumulative
aid a country received over the 15-year period, and rescaled
the aid by 100 million USD. The effect is still statistically
significant; the results are also robust in regard to long-term
aid patterns. In terms of the latter, the change may signal
citizens’ views about changing donor policies, which influ-
ence their attitudes. I used the percentage change in aid
between time t–2 and t–1 to predict the effect of aid on
anti-Americanism at time t. There was no significant effect
of military aid; yet, the effect is significant with regard to
economic aid (see Online appendix).

4 W/S scores were not available for many countries from 2007 to
2012. Therefore, I have extended the data for 50 countries in missing
years. Please see supplementary files in the Online appendix for the
replication.
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Endogeneity might be an important theoretical prob-
lem more than it is for empirics. Perhaps it is not the
high amount of foreign aid that feeds anti-Americanism,
but high anti-Americanism that leads the USA to give
more foreign aid to win hearts and minds in the recipient
countries. Along with using lagged variables in the main
models, I also predicted the effect of the anti-
Americanism level in a country with US foreign aid. I
found no statistically significant relationship between the
level of anti-Americanism and the US decision to provide
aid (see Online appendix). Nevertheless, this leaves us
with a puzzling finding, which deserves further attention
for future research about the strategic use of aid.

Lastly, US aid could help repressive regimes consoli-
date their power, but are citizens of the recipient coun-
tries aware of the existence and type of aid or the
connections between the survival of their country’s
regime and US policy? First, visibility is a function of
the amount and type of aid provided. Second, increasing
globalization and the widespread broadcast of transna-
tional TV channels may heighten people’s awareness of
international politics in the Middle East (Nisbet &
Myers, 2011). This potentially implies people’s aware-
ness of international politics, and the tie between their
governments and others. Hence, citizens of these coun-
tries are likely to be informed about US aid and to
associate it with the survival of the repressive regime in
their country.

Conclusion

In this article, I aim to investigate the individual-level
effects of US foreign aid in the recipient countries.
Policymakers may see foreign aid as a foreign policy tool
to renew the US image abroad as a response to increasing
anti-Americanism. However, I contend that individual
attitudes toward US aid are conditional on the political
predisposition of citizens and on the regime type of the
recipient country. I argue that those who are oppressed
under an aid-recipient regime may blame the USA for
the survival of the regime. Under such circumstances,
losers may discern US aid as a life belt for the regime
that suppresses them, whereas political winners enjoy the
aid for reinforcing their dominant social and political
status. In democratic regimes, however, people enjoy the
aid regardless of their political status as it is largely used
as a public good.

The empirical findings support these theoretical
expectations. In non-democratic countries, losers are
more likely to express a negative attitude toward the
USA, whereas winners enjoy the benefits of US aid and

show a more positive attitude toward the USA accord-
ingly. An increase in US aid increases the likelihood of an
anti-American attitude among the losers of non-
democratic countries, but such an increase decreases
anti-Americanism among the losers of democratic coun-
tries. This leads us to important policy implications per-
taining to how and to whom aid should be given.

By testing the influence of US aid on anti-American
attitudes in aid-recipient countries, this article contri-
butes to the empirical evaluation of US policies on global
public attitudes. No doubt various factors affect the
image of the USA abroad, which should be considered
in further research. Nevertheless, as one of the few efforts
to empirically test the influence of US policies on foreign
public attitudes, this article has the potential to open the
door to future quantitative research on public diplomacy
and soft-power theories.

Replication data
The Online appendices, data supplements, dataset, code-
book, and do-files for the empirical analysis in this article
can be found at http://www.prio.org/jpr/datasets and
www.efetokdemir.com
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