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Abstract 
The previous literature fails to reach consensus on the role of media in the 

foreign aid allocation.  My paper attempts to answer following questions by examining 

Muslim countries: Are there any media effects on the pattern of aid giving? If the media 

influence the amount of aid, then how does it play its role? In addition, although 

previous studies show that different donors have prioritized specific groups, no study 

systemically shows the reason why a donor prioritizes certain recipients. Examining all 

recipients and donors cannot control the circumstantial factors generated by different 

regions and ethnicities. In other words, donors allocate international aid to different 

group of countries for various reasons and much of the research fails to examine the 

reasons that cannot be generalized.  

This paper conducts the OLS time series regression analysis with robust standard 

errors for U.S. foreign aid allocations, specifically for 46 Muslim/Arab countries. The 

results of my empirical analysis are threefold. First, Muslim/Arab related factors such as 

oil reserves, Millennium Challenge Account, and the existence of terrorist groups affect 

aid variation. Second, the more media attention a country acquires, the more it is likely 

to receive more generous allocations of aid. Finally, and most importantly, there is a 

negative interaction effect between the level of media coverage and the number of U.S. 

soldiers present in that country on aid allocation. When a Muslim recipient maintains 

more number of U.S. soldiers than the yearly mean U.S. troop level of Muslim countries, 

the media effect on aid volume decreases. This finding provides guideline for the 

plausible links around the public, media and governing bodies. 
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1. Introduction 
My paper examines the media effect on foreign aid. One potential weakness of 

media effect literature is that the basic assumption remains unproven: Does the general 

public know much about aid allocations for different countries? Do they care about the 

level of aid being given to recipients? Is it even fair to assume media coverage has an 

affect at all if the public does not pay any attention to such countries? In this sense, my 

media coverage variable in the statistical model will serve as a better predictor. 

This is because historically, Muslim countries have been important elements in 

formulating U.S. foreign policy. Beginning in the 1990s, administrations not only 

pursued stability for energy supplies like oil, they have also put much effort into settling 

Arab-Israeli disputes. Especially after 9/11, the strategic importance of Muslim countries 

has been more emphasized as U.S. national security is threatened by terrorist groups 

originating in the Muslim world, as well as a number of rogue states that support these 

terrorist groups and seek WMD.  

In this sense, Arab countries have drawn keen attention from the American 

people since the late 20th century because of its strategic importance. Accordingly, the 

American public has become quite familiar with the Arab world through the media. In 

other words, people are likely to be influenced by the clear image of recipients 

appearing in the media – this will enhance the explanatory power of media coverage 

variables to account for the aid variation among Muslim countries.  

Additionally, my paper may provide some hint of the characteristics of U.S. 

assistance to Muslim states. Political scientists have long been concerned with the 

pattern of allocation of foreign aid from various donors to recipients. Many of them are 

interested in the altruistic and strategic aspects of aid allocation. Some scholars use the 

cross-national analysis and regional controls to account for individual donor priorities. 
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For example, France allocates aid because of colonial ties and Japan is seen as giving aid 

to trading partners. The United States gives much aid to the Middle East (Alesina and 

Dollar, 2000), and during the Cold War allocated consequential aid to nations bordering 

Communist countries (McKinlay and Little, 1977). 

However, few studies have successfully accounted for the exact determinants of 

donor states’ individual priorities. Although previous studies show that different donors 

have prioritized specific groups, no study systemically shows the reason why a donor 

prioritized certain recipients. Examining all recipients and donors cannot control the 

circumstantial factors affecting the level of aid generated by different regions and 

ethnicities. In other words, donors allocate international aid to different group of 

countries for various reasons and much of the research fails to examine the reasons that 

cannot be generalized. 

To solve aforementioned problems, my paper restricts its attention to U.S. 

foreign aid to Muslim countries. Since my paper does not take all recipients into 

account, it will not explicitly show why the United States allocates certain amounts of 

aid to Muslims as opposed to other recipients. However, by examining aid variation 

among Muslim recipients, my paper may provide some hint of the characteristics of U.S. 

assistance to Muslim states. Furthermore, I was able to test the aid pattern with variables 

that have yet to be examined in other studies. This measure will elaborate the 

circumstantial factors. 

Thus, my substantive interest is to elaborate on three issues: 1) How the U.S. 

foreign aid allocation pattern is determined by different factors? 2) Are there any media 

effects on the pattern of aid giving? 3) If the media influences the amount of aid, then 

how does it play its role? Specifically, is it a mere proxy for the national interests? Or 

does it serve as a parameter of the public sentiment? 
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This paper proceeds in the following way: The first section reviews the literature 

on Foreign Aid allocations in general. I outline the literature on the media effects on 

foreign aid policy to illustrate the unproven causal links among different actors such as 

mass media, public and political elites. Subsequently, I explain how my research design 

can be used to provide empirical evidence for research questions in the literature on 

these links between different actors. The next section shows how U.S. foreign policy 

toward Muslim countries has evolved since the 1990s, and I briefly discuss how the 

evolution of political relations of Muslim countries may affect the implementation of 

U.S. foreign aid policy. This is followed by the discussion of the OLS time series 

regression and my data.  

My empirical findings suggest that there are different factors that determine the 

aid variation among Muslim countries and one such factor is the media coverage. More 

media attention is likely to allocate more generous amounts to a recipient. However, 

perhaps surprisingly, the salient effects of media can be differed in accordance with the 

level of troops in a recipient: the effect of news coverage has been constrained to a state 

that maintains a larger number of U.S. troops than the yearly mean troop level in Arab 

countries. This finding deals a serious blow to any argument stating that U.S. national 

priorities are determined by political elites and media coverage measures the national 

interest of the United States.  

From political elites’ perspective, a certain degree of U.S. army deployment 

captures a function of political relations between the U.S. government and “target” 

Muslim countries. On the other hand, from the public perspective, the increased number 

of U.S. military forces in “target” Muslim countries shows the heightened tension 

between a recipient and the United States. Therefore, if the U.S. national priorities are 

determined by political elites and the level of news coverage is a good proxy for U.S. 
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national interests, then there must be a positive interaction effect on aid amounts 

between the number of U.S. troops and the level of news coverage. However, in my 

empirical analysis, the news coverage effect has been constrained to a state maintaining 

higher than average U.S. troop levels among Arab nations. One possible interpretation 

can be this: people are likely to respond to certain countries with more negative 

emotions, as is the case when they read more articles regarding such countries with a 

high level of U.S. troops. That greater media attention would enforce the negative 

feelings of public and negative public sentiment is reflected in formulating foreign aid 

policy. Therefore, this empirical finding suggests that the media coverage is affecting the 

volume of aid not contingent on the national interests of America. 
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2. Literature Review 
Many studies have shown that the U.S. bilateral foreign assistance program can 

be used as a test case for the more general goals reflected in overall U.S. foreign policy. 

According to Riddell (1987), we cannot assume that the aid given is the most important 

element in formulating foreign policy, but considering the fact that the foreign aid 

budget is a part of the U.S. foreign policy budget and its global reach, it can be regarded 

as representative of U.S. foreign policy goals and purposes.  

2.1 Literature on Foreign Aid Allocation 

Many studies with regard to foreign aid allocations expound upon strategic 

motivations. The strategic motive is strongly associated with a realistic perspective on 

world politics where aid is regarded as a crucial tool to promote national interests of the 

United States. Maizels and Nissanke (1984) emphasize that the strategic concerns of 

donors explain the pattern of bilateral aid. By examining bilateral aid flows to around 80 

developing countries in different periods, the authors conclude that foreign aid is used 

to promote political interests, national security and trade interests. Particularly, 

according to their empirical analysis, the United States more openly used its foreign aid 

policy as an instrument to pursue national goals such as securing more support in the 

United Nations elections. 

Schraeder, Hook and Taylor (1998) compare four different donors such as France, 

Japan, Sweden, and the United States and discredit the existence of altruistic motivation 

for donors. They highlight how a donors’ position in the international order, 

relationship with former colonies and strategic interest including ideological factors 

heavily influenced by the cold war contribute to differences between donors’ foreign aid 
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giving. Moreover, according to their explanation, economic factors played a vital role 

among aid donors. 

Lebovic (1998) also delineates similar features of U.S. foreign aid in two different 

administrations: strategic aspects of aid allocation during both the Carter and Regan 

administrations. His analysis views determinant factors leading the aid pattern to have 

been political and military consideration. Economic interests such as market expansion 

were particularly important for both administrations. Resource acquisition and 

economic penetration played a crucial role in formulating foreign aid policy. 

Finally, Alesina and Dollar (2000) carefully examine that factors that drive 

various donors to provide international assistance to recipients. One more interesting 

finding is the relative importance of different variables such as the poverty level of the 

recipients, strategic interests, colonial history and political institutions of the recipients. 

After examining several donors’ motivations, they conclude that that one’s colonial past 

and political alliances are the major determinants of foreign aid, elaborating on the 

strategic interests of foreign aid.  

In contrast, another branch of the literature on foreign aid allocation focuses on 

the humanitarian aspect. The humanitarian perspective reflects the need of economic 

support from core economic states. Maizels and Nissanke (1984) conclude that different 

from bilateral aid, aid flows of multilateral sources are allocated basically on recipient 

need criteria, which is related to shortfalls in domestic resources and/or in foreign 

exchange availabilities.  

Lumsdaine (1993) statistically and theoretically illustrates 18 developed 

democracies’ aid patterns to investigate the direction of aid. He considers colonial 

history, the level of democracy, and income levels and shows that the aid pattern is 

guided by the humanitarian convictions that peace could be sustained within a 
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international order. Therefore, his evidence supports an argument that humanitarian 

concerns such as domestic poverty shapes the aid flows underlining a “moral vision” of 

international assistance.  

To illustrate the role of foreign aid in reducing poverty reduction, Collier and 

Dollar (1998) test three different premise: 1) the efficiency of aid in promoting growth is 

contingent on the quality of economic policies (Isham and Kaufmann, 1999; Burnside 

and Dollar, 2000); 2) the amount of aid does not have systematic effects on the quality of 

policies (Collier, 1997; Williamson, 1994; Rodrik, 1996; Alesina and Dollar, 2000); 3) 

donors are not able to target particular groups or use economic assistance to change the 

distribution of income (Pack and Pack, 1993; Feyzioglu et al., 1998). The authors 

demonstrate that economic assistance can have maximum effect on poverty reduction in 

accordance with the poverty level and the policy quality. They conclude that aid lifts 

around 10 million people annually from the poverty.  

Moreover, other scholars elaborate on the economic motivations of donors, 

stating that economic motive is associated with economically powerful states’ desires to 

maintain a dependent relationship between the donor and the recipient. Per-capita GDP 

is the most commonly used indicator for such kinds of aid (Gilpin 1987; Morgenthau 

1964; Kaplan 1975). Meernik et al. (1998) implement an exploratory test of the three 

different levels of U.S. policy behavior during and after the Cold War. They show that 

security-driven goals are less critical after the Cold War, when ideological goals of the 

state became the determinant factors in motivating state behavior. 

Another perspective of foreign aid literature is the after-effect of foreign aid on 

terrorism.  This literature can be categorized as a branch of the realist’s perspective on 

world politics, where aid is regarded as a crucial tool to promote the national interests of 

the United States. Krueger (2007) argues that foreign aid cannot be used as an 
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instrument to prevent terrorist activities within a recipient. His view casts doubt on the 

curbing effects of foreign aid on terrorism. His skepticism starts from the fact that 

poverty cannot be among the factors promoting terrorist attacks. In addition, Krueger 

and Maleckova (2003) show that terrorists’ movements are largely recruited from groups 

having comparatively wealthy and educated family backgrounds. Easterly (2006) further 

concludes that foreign aid has no effect in deterring terrorist movement. 

However, Azam and Thelen (2008, 2010) argue that foreign aid plays a 

significant role in reducing the number of terrorist attacks from recipients and it is used 

for deterring terrorism. They further prove that a theoretical framework showing how 

the level of foreign aid is likely to reduce the supply of terrorist attacks from recipients 

while U.S. military interventions are apt to increase the supply. With this empirical 

result, the authors claim that the U.S. should invest more money in foreign aid as 

opposed to military spending.  

Bandyopadhyay et al. (2011) also demonstrates foreign aid as a tool for 

counterterrorism policy. Interestingly, they employ a game theoretical model in 

predicting possible effects of aid in deterring terrorism. According to their explanation, 

they measure the damage from terrorism, which may impact not only the donor 

country, but also the recipient. Thus, they take a recipient country into the game 

theoretical model as well. The authors concentrate on the strategic interaction between 

the donor and the recipient in the choice of counterterrorism measures. From 

illuminating different aspects of aid to both the donor and the recipient, they prove that 

aid allocation plays an important role in preventing terrorist activities in other countries. 

A Congressional Research Service (CRS) report (2005) also reflects the actual 

tendency of aid flows. The Economic Support Fund (ESF) of U.S. foreign aid has gone to 

the Middle East peace process and after 9/11, much ESF has been used in countries that 
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are important for the war on terrorism. Moreover, the antiterrorism orientation of aid 

increased the amount of aid in Asian regions such as Pakistan and Indonesia, illustrating 

the strategic importance of Muslim countries. In this regard, it would be crucial to 

examine the major vehicle of foreign aid in making it easier to understand the 

mechanism of aid decision-making processes. The U.S. Agency for International 

Development (USAID) manages the bulk of bilateral economic assistance and it is 

plausible to assume that there are various external/circumstantial factors that influence 

the aid allocation process.  

In the next section, I discuss one of the possible factors affecting the level of 

development assistance: the media effects. Since there are contrasting views with respect 

to the effects of public media, it is important to carefully review the existing differences 

among different articles and how it differs in elaborating domestic constrains on aid 

allocation.  

2.2 The Media Effects on Foreign Aid 

The literature on domestic determinants of foreign aid allocations can be divided 

into two parts. One argues that political leaders or government branches do not pay 

much attention to public opinion in terms of foreign aid allocations; the other shows that 

domestic factors are the overriding determinants.  

On the first point, Bauer et al. (1972) argue that legislators are often very free to 

pursue the goals that they want because the general public is not well organized, poorly 

informed and inactive. Otter (2003) also examines government response to public 

opinion and concludes that governments in democracies pay little attention to public 

opinion, at least in so-called elite policy areas such as foreign aid. His argument largely 

relies on the result of survey stating, “Problems related to what questions are asked and 
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when, and how much knowledge is provided before asking, produces widely differing 

results.”  However, his supporting evidence relies merely on few survey cases.  

Baum and Potter (2008) claim that there are interactions between the public, 

leaders and the media and an exclusive focus on one of the three may distort the validity 

of argument. They further concluded that most research on public opinion and foreign 

policy treats the mass media as an undifferentiated mass and unpacking this unitary-

actor is an unproven question. 

The second point, namely an explanation of a domestic political element existing 

in the allocation of development aid, is my main interest. Beenstock (1980) shows a 

statistical model that illustrates the political decision-making process with respect to the 

allocation of Official Development Assistance (ODA). He suggests that macroeconomic 

indicators such as unemployment, balance of payments position, the central budget and 

the rate of growth of GNP are reflected in aid decision-making processes. Thus, an 

empirical model demonstrates ODA decisions are based on a political consideration and 

domestic politics. 

Ruttan’s (1996) analysis provides the most comprehensive ground for the 

domestic sources of U.S. foreign aid. According to Ruttan, “Domestic sources have been 

more important in determining the size and direction of assistance than has the 

international economic and political environment” (Ruttan; 17). This is mainly because 

the costs caused by self-interested or humanitarian assistance must be justified for 

domestic constituencies. In this regard, mass media coverage can be used as important 

indicators of actual domestic constituencies’ demand for bureaucrats’ decisions on 

development assistance.  

Dury et al. (2005) shows that foreign policy and domestic factors not only affect 

disaster assistance allocations but that they are the overriding determinant. They 
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emphasize that the degree of aid cannot be devoid of political consideration. Milner and 

Tingley (2009) also show that domestic politics and the distributional consequences of 

economic aid can – and do – matter.  

Olsen at el. (2003) also investigates determinant factors of emergency assistance. 

They maintain that emergency assistance is determined by three main factors: intensity 

of media coverage, political interest related to security and seriousness of the disaster. 

By comparing different countries that have experienced emergency situations such as 

Angola, Sudan and Afghanistan, and showing how different level of media attention 

affects the allocation mechanism, they reasonably delineate the process of how the 

salience of the issue draws a generous amount of aid from donors. Nonetheless, as the 

authors simply compare the coverage volume but did not control other factors that may 

influence the level of aid, they do not fully investigate the relationship between the 

media effect and the volume of development assistance.  

Van Belle’s (2003) contribution empirically evaluates the influence of mass media 

coverage on the level of aid allocation while also accounting for several socio-economic 

variables. Mass media effects on public opinion such as agenda setting, priming, rally 

events and the effects found from the specific news channel CNN are familiar topics in 

political science research (McCombs and Shaw 1972: Krosnick and Kinder 1990: Iyengar 

and Simon 1993: Berinsky and Kinder 2006). Cottle and Nolan (2007) show that domestic 

considerations strongly influence the allocation of military and economic development 

assistance. Particularly, they reveals that the competitive field of humanitarian agencies 

and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) now struggle to brand themselves in the 

media and accordingly demonstrate the prevailing role of public media in forming 

public opinion. 
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In this regard, the implication of Van Belle’s work is to examine the 

responsiveness of U.S. foreign aid bureaucracies and compare the influence of print and 

broadcast sources, namely New York Times coverage, along with levels of television news 

coverage of recipient countries. The underlying logic of Van Belle’s paper is that the 

news media provides many of the strongest political cues that “both principals (elected 

officials) and agents (bureaucracies) use to judge the current or expected demands from 

the domestic political arena.” (266) It is expected that bureaucrats try to avoid negative 

sanctions by using the information from the news media and adjusting their activities 

accordingly. Thus, based on the assumption that bureaucracies are clear examples of 

government agencies responding to the news media, the author argues that bureaucrats 

will try to focus the amount of aid allocations with areas receiving high level of news 

media converge, which serves as an indicator of demands from the domestic political 

area. This political interaction can also be interpreted as an agenda-setting thesis that 

elaborates the media’s influence on the public policy agenda. 

A possible criticism of the theoretical basis of this experiment is that Ven Belle 

establishes, at best, only correlations among public media, public opinion and policy 

makers – the causal argument is still left unproven. This criticism is based on the 

assumption that foreign aid is distributed according to national interest priorities and 

the media coverage anticipates the national interest of the United States since the media 

focuses on national interests and priorities. In this case, aid distribution is a good proxy 

for U.S. national interests and priorities; therefore the coverage measures the media’s 

efforts at reporting on issues that are important for national security.  

Although it is not easy to capture the nature of the connection between the 

media, public and political elites, the author attempts to reveal direct effect news 

coverage has on aid allocations by controlling the strategic and economic interest of 
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recipient countries. In the next section, I discuss the growing strategic importance of 

Muslim countries in U.S. foreign policy options and how foreign aid is being used as a 

tool to pursue national goals.  

2.3 Why Muslim? Evolution of U.S. Foreign Aid Policy Toward 
Muslim Countries 

As is posited by Maizels and Nissanke (1984), the United States has been 

formulating foreign aid policies more openly as an instrument of goal. Lancaster also 

(2000) points out that foreign aid was a significantly efficient tool of U.S. diplomacy 

during the second half of the 20th century. It not only contributes to the containment of 

the expansion of communism, development aid also promotes economic and social 

development in those regions. He also predicts that aid allocation will continue to 

function as an important role in the 21st century.  

According to Alesina and Dollar (2000), one third of US aid is focused on the 

Middle East because one-third of the U.S. aid in their data set was sent to Egypt and 

Israel.  They also shows from the regression test that issues that revolve around the 

Middle East are important factors in UN voting because the voting patterns are largely 

influenced by the cultural affinity and religious differences within those regions.  

After 9/11, the strategic significance of Muslim countries has become a major 

component when deciding U.S. foreign aid policy. Many studies attempt to provide a 

useful framework for U.S. foreign policy in the Muslim world. Under the Clinton 

administration, the primary concern of America was to advance global economic 

cooperation, which promotes the consensus for international organizations such as the 

World Bank and IMF. And security concerns have replaced the economy in the 21st 

century. Therefore, the American government should use both tough and soft tactics to 

reserve its influence in Muslim countries to secure national security (Khan, 2003).    



 

 
14 

 

As pointed out by Dalacoura (2005), after 9/11, the U.S. administration greatly 

increased its focus on promoting democracy in the Middle East. He shows the enforced 

implementation of U.S. democracy promotion policies and their impact on the Arab 

world. The author argues that U.S. democracy promotion policies in the Arab world 

made no substantial changes with respect to its status. Diamond (2010) relates how the 

absence of a single democratic regime in the Arab world, paired with the religion and 

culture and the message of democracy often results in complete rejection of the message 

along with the messenger (Dalacoura, 2005). In the absence of any clear statements of 

government objectives, tone must surmise what might be the factors that bear upon aid 

performance. Under current circumstances, it is plausible to measure how the 

democracy level affected the aid volume. 

Another topic related to U.S. foreign policy toward Muslim states is the effort to 

fight terrorism. Page (2006) suggests that Middle Eastern terrorism is mainly motivated 

by nationalism and this is reenforced by military intervention from Western countries. 

In contrast, Gelpi, Feaver, and Reifler (2009) have shown how the Bush administration 

used terrorism to draw public support for the war in Iraq. This view shows that the 

presence of U.S. troops in other countries is a response to a terrorist threat.  

According to the 2002 Pew survey, the majority of survey participants from 

overseas think the United States wages its war on terrorism to “control Middle Eastern 

oil,” or “target Muslim governments” (Walt 2005: 107). Cramer and Duggan (2009) view 

that the true agenda of the invasion of Iraq was not the fight against terrorism but the 

control of oil reserves. Chatterjee (2009) further argues that it was privileged private 

contractors who affected the decision to invade Iraq for “oil-related” reasons. 
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A Congressional Research Service Report (2005) focuses on the fact that foreign 

aid has taken on an emphasized sense of strategic importance and is used to contribute 

to the global war on terror. Particularly during the Bush Administration, the reports 

indicate that supporting U.S. geostrategic interests, particularly in countries including 

Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, Jordan and Egypt can be a primary concern of foreign aid.  

The current version of CRS Report (2011) also states that foreign aid allocation 

now plays a key role in promoting national interests in the Middle East in order to 

achieve three priorities: 1) maintain peaceful relationship between Israel and other Arab 

countries 2) protect vital petroleum supplies 3) fight against international terrorism. In 

this regard, it would be meaningful to examine the determinant factors in allocating 

foreign aid in Muslim countries. 

From reviewing previous studies regarding foreign aid and the evolution of U.S. 

policy toward Muslim states, two points can be noted. First, few statistical models have 

analyzed media effects on aid level. The causal links between the public, the media and 

government seems left unproven. It is hard to judge whether media presentation shapes 

elites’ perception or politicians and governments turn the media into their stewards by 

communicating the message of the government to the pubic. The latter perspective 

shows that aid distribution is a good proxy for prioritizing U.S. national interest and that 

media coverage measures the effort taken to report on things that are important for 

national security Thus, it would be meaningful to elaborate on the causal link between 

the media and the government. In other words, does the media merely play a role as a 

proxy for national interests or does the media itself contribute to foreign policy making 

processes? Second, no studies successfully demonstrate what determinant factors 

contribute to the level of economic assistance to specific groups of countries. Most 
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studies of foreign aid take all donors’ recipients into account and attempt to examine 

conceivable motivations such as strategic, altruistic and economic interests. 
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3. Empirical Analysis: Evaluating U.S. Foreign Aid 
Allocation to Muslim Countries with OLS Time Series 
Panel Data 

3.1 Data and Method1 

The dependent variable used in this paper is Economic Assistance from the U.S. 

Overseas Loans and Grants (Greenbook). The annual update of the “U.S. Overseas 

Loans and Grants,” known as the “Greenbook,” refers to data of United States 

Government (USG) foreign assistance since 1945. To avoid including the military aspect 

within the dependent variable, I merely used Economic Assistance measured by 

constant dollar amounts and excluded military assistance, which allows me to evaluate 

the U.S. foreign aid on a comparable basis. 

The media play a crucial role informing the public, and elected officials will try 

to match the amount of aid allocation with the level of demands from the constituents. 

This means that more media attention is likely to result in more generous amounts 

allocated to a recipient. The levels of media coverage can be aggregated up to a year. 

Thus, New York Times news coverage levels for Muslim countries serve as a predictor of 

aid allocations. The level of New York Times news coverage is coded using The New York 

Times Index. This includes all direct reference to recipient countries. If the article 

contains the name of recipient countries either in the title or content, the article is 

counted.  

However, it is hard to prove whether the media presentation shapes the 

judgments of the public or policy makers. Scholars have investigated conceivable causal 

                                                      
1 The analysis of development aid is an extension and refinement of the analysis presented in Van Belle 
(2003). However, this paper uses different data sets for news coverage, per-capita GDP, recipients’ 
population and trade volume. 
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links among public opinion, political elites, and public media. Robinson (1999) argues 

that politicians and governments use the media by communicating the message of the 

government to the pubic. In this case, aid distribution is a good proxy for U.S. national 

interest priorities; the coverage measures the media efforts at reporting on issues that are 

important for national security. In contrast, Van Belle (2000) shows that the media is 

reliant on the demand of the public as the ultimate consumers of information and thus 

bureaucrats try to avoid negative sanctions by using the information from the news 

media and adjust their activities accordingly.  

I include a number of U.S. troops as independent variables. The presence of 

troops illuminate a visible commitment made by the United States (Meernik, Krueger 

and Poe, 1998) and captures a function of political relations between the U.S. 

government and the “target” country. The aid may be used to make a recipient country 

friendly to a U.S. presence and the aid also facilitates military build up and training (Poe 

1991, 1992: Poe and Meernik 1995). Since 9/11 the number of U.S. troops in Muslim 

countries has increased dramatically, therefore such states will be more likely to receive 

aid. Thus, including this variable may capture the effect of 9/11 influencing the increase 

in aid level. The data is obtained form the Department of Defense, Washington 

Headquarters Services, Directorate for Information Operations and Reports Selected 

Manpower Statistics. 

To model the selection mechanism of why the press decides to report on a 

country and elaborate on unrevealed causal links between the media and the policy 

decision makers, I added an interaction term between news coverage level and the 

number of U.S. active duty personnel. A theoretical claim I make is that political elites 

and elected officials determine the strategic importance of a country and once a country 

is considered to have strategic importance, the country is likely to receive more attention 
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from the media, which will result in an increase of aid. Accordingly, the coverage merely 

indicates the media efforts at reporting on things that are important for national 

security.  To test this premise, I added an interactive variable that shows how the salient 

media effects on the foreign aid are contingent on the presence of U.S. soldiers.  

Furthermore, additional independent variables are used in this analysis to 

control other potential determining factors of U.S. development assistance. To capture 

U.S. economic interests in the recipient state, a bilateral trade between the U.S. and the 

recipient country is implemented. Balance of trade indicates the volume of exports from 

the U.S. to the recipient minus the volume of imports. I expect that the economic 

interests of United States may influence the amount of aid allocation. The data has been 

collected from the International Trade Administration website of the U.S. Department of 

Commerce. 

According to the 2002 Pew survey, the majority of survey participants from 

overseas think the United States waged its war on terrorism to “control Middle Eastern 

oil,” or “target Muslim governments” (Walt 2005: 107). Cramer and Duggan (2009) view 

that the true agenda of the invasion of Iraq was not the fight against terrorism but the 

control of oil reserves. Chatterjee (2009) further argues that it was privileged private 

contractors who affected the decision to invade Iraq for “oil-related” reasons. Thus, I 

attempt to account for the amount of oil maintained by the recipient country and how 

the amount might influence the levels of aid allocation. This explains the fact that, ceteris 

paribus, providing more aid to the recipient who is holding more oil illuminates the U.S. 

strategic guidelines for allocating development aid. 

I controlled for the MCC and HIV/AIDS initiative effects. The United States has 

increased foreign aid spending rapidly in some regions thanks to the Bush 

Administration’s Millennium Challenge Account (MCA) and Global HIV/AIDS 
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Initiative (GHAI) since 2004. The funds are channeled through USAD. For instance, the 

MCA maintained a budget of $1.5 billion in 2005, a total that is projected to grow to $5 

billion by 20006 under the President Bush’s plan (Tarnoff and Nowels, 2005). Different 

groups of countries are chosen every year. The information regarding selected countries 

is attained from CRS Report RL 32427, Millennium Challenge Account (Tarnoff, 2007) and 

the data is obtained and analyzed from a foreign assistance dashboard, which helpfully 

synthesizes available USAID budget. 

I control for the type of recipients’ disaster (e.g., insect infestation, earth quake, 

floods, drought, civil strife, etc.). I include dummy variables to control possible effects of 

natural disaster to Muslim countries on aid variation.2 The data has been collected from 

the OFDA Annual Reports Library.  

To control the influence of the size of the recipient state on the level of aid 

commitments, the total population is included as a control variable. The data has been 

collected from World Development Indicators.  

The recipient’s economic wealth will sway the U.S. decision. The United States 

may grant more generous aid to countries with lower levels of wealth. To capture the 

countries’ level of development and wealth, I used recipients’ GDP per capita and this 

variable is also used to capture the humanitarian perspective of aid. The data is obtained 

from World Bank Data. 

In previous literature, several other studies used alliances to capture the 

underlying strategic relationship between the U.S. and the recipient (Meernik, Krueger 

et al, 1998). However, as my research focuses on a particular group of countries, of 

                                                      
2 To accurately capture the effects of disaster, I not only counted for declared disaster, but also included non-
declared disaster. According to OFDA annual reports, a non-declared disaster indicates activities initiated in 
response to a disaster declaration that often need subsequent funding. This also indicates that there is 
continuous assistance to countries in which disasters have occurred and threatened citizens but had not 
been officially declared.   
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which very few maintain political alliances with the United States, I used the updated 

version of polity 2 variable from the Polity IV project (Marshall and Cole, 2011). 

Furthermore, I expect that the more democratic the nation is, the more likely the United 

States will provide foreign aid, for the U.S. tends to reward nations that root out 

corruption, respect human rights, and adhere to the rule of law (Alesina and Dollar 

2000; Cury at el, 2005).  

I also capture the effects of existence of terrorist group in the model. I take a look 

at the number of terrorist groups by country by searching the U.S. state Department’s 

list of Foreign Terrorist Organizations (FTO’s). Once I found the list, I tried to sort out 

where these groups are primarily based and from when they began terrorist activities.  I 

coded a dummy variable for the existence of terrorist group. 

To directly address the donor’s decision of how much total aid to allocate given a 

budget constraint, I measure the U.S. deficit as the percentage of the total government 

budget and add it as a control variable. The data has been attained from the White 

House Office of Management and Budget, summary of receipts, outlays, and surpluses 

or deficits as a percentage of GDP. A summary statistic of variables is presented in 

Table1. 
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Table 1: Summary Statistics 

Variables Observat

ions 

Mean Median Std.Dev. Min Max 

Aid Allocation 953 18.90 1.59 79.52 0 927.66 

NYT Coverage 953 51.07 14.00 137.62 0 2199 

Number of U.S. 

troops  

953 1795.17 8.00 16226.58 0 218500 

MCC and HIV/AIDS 953 0 2.63 30.91 0 650.95 

GDP per capita 953 4384.68 970.00 8987.90 201.00 82389.00 

Trade Balance 953 -93.87 0.78 399.562 -4226.32 1313.11 

Polity 953 -2.62 -4.00 5.67 -10 9 

Oil Reserve 953 13.77 4.85 17.73 0 105.95 

U.S. Deficit 953 -2.27 -2.60 2.65 -10.10 2.40 

 

One of interesting characteristics of statistic is that polity score. Since my paper 

restricts its attention to Muslim countries, the average of polity score is -2.62. Therefore, 

it would be interesting to find out how the level of democracy would affect the level of 

aid allocation. Moreover, trade volume between Muslim countries and the United States 

is substantially unbalanced. This means the United States imports much more from 

Muslim nations than it exports.   

To test the relative influence of the public media measures, an ordinal least 

squares analysis model with robust standard errors in a cross-sectional time series is 

employed. Several measures have been taken to control the possible error terms. In 

terms of the dependent variable, it is not plausible to assume that aid spending in t-1 has 

no impact in spending at t since the amount of aid in the previous years will be 

considered when the level of economic assistance has been decided. Therefore, I added a 
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lagged dependent variable to control the autocorrelation. Furthermore, to control for the 

slope heterogeneity and unit heterogeneity, I added year and country dummies by using 

a looping command in STATA.  

All in all, this analysis controls for unit and slope heterogeneity and thus 

contains fixed effects in. I also control for autocorrelation. Theoretically, my empirical 

model could have Nickell bias. However, that shouldn’t be a practical problem 

considering the time span. The temporal domain of my study includes the years 1990 to 

2009. I conducted a collinearity test using vif command after the regression. 

3.2 Empirical Results 

Before turning to the results, I first discuss the two-stage process of development 

aid (Meernik et al, 1998; Drury et al, 2005). The first stage is a simple yes/no decision, 

showing who receives assistance. The second stage reveals how much aid each country 

has received. The two-step process consists of separate analysis but only the second 

stage is examined here because I already restrict my attention to Muslim countries. The 

result of empirical testing is presented in Table2. 

This paper conducts the OLS time series regression analysis with robust standard 

errors for US foreign aid allocation, focusing on 46 Muslim and Arab countries1. The first 

model is based on the variables of interests with other control variables that are 

commonly used in the literature of foreign aid (Van Belle, 2003). This analysis reveals 

that there are strong substantial effects for two variables: the level of media coverage 

and the number of U.S. troops present in each country. The level of media coverage and 
                                                      
1 The Muslim countries include countries where the majority of the population is Muslim. These countries 
are Albania, Algeria, Azerbaijan, Bahrain, Bangladesh, Brunei, Burkina Faso, Chad Comoros, Djibouti, 
Egypt, Gambia, Guinea, Indonesia, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz Republic, Lebanon, Libya, 
Malaysia, Maldives Island, Mail, Mauritania, Morocco, Niger, Nigeria, Oman, Pakistan, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, 
Senegal, Sierra Leone, Somalia, Sudan, Syria, Tajikistan, Tunisia, Turkey, Turkmenistan, United Arab 
Emirates, Uzbekistan, and Yemen. 
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the number of U.S. troops have a significant and positive impact on aid giving. We can 

also see that other variables are measured as expected. The larger the population of the 

recipient, the more aid it receives from the United States. Meanwhile, countries with 

larger economies are likely to receive less aid. One interesting figure is the polity score. 

Different from previous studies, it shows a negative number although it fails to reach the 

statistically significant number.  

These findings remain when I add the circumstantial variables in Model 2. 

Additionally, Millennium Challenge Accounts, HIV/AIDS initiatives and oil reserves 

had a significant affect on the level of U.S. foreign aid allocation. In particular, the oil 

reserve variable showed the largest impact on aid allocation, which will prove the 

premise of literature stating that even among Muslim countries, the country that 

maintains greater oil reserves will be more likely to receive aid. The existence of terrorist 

groups in a recipient country lowered the amount of aid.  

Finally, the polity score and balance of trade has no effect on the aid variation 

and the direction of parameter was inconsistent. As pointed out by Dalacoura (2005) and 

Diamond (2010), my empirical finding implies U.S. democracy promotion policies in the 

Arab world made no substantial changes and inconsistent with respect to its status. 
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Table 2: Regression Estimates Predicting Foreign Aid Levels (1990-2009) 

 * p < 0.10. ** p < 0.05. *** p < 0.01. Robust standard errors in parentheses. 
All values rounded up to the third decimal point. 

 

Effect on Aid Levels 
Variables 

 
 1   2 3 4 

NYT Coverage 0.305* 
(0.172) 

0.305* 
(0.173) 

0.078*** 
(0.027) 

0.078*** 
(0.027) 

U.S. Army 0.024*** 
(0.001) 

0.024*** 
(0.001) 

- - 

U.S. Army High - - 2.904* 
(1.653) 

2.882* 
(1.655) 

NYT x U.S. Army High - - -0.045** 
(0.217) 

-0.045** 
(0.022) 

GDP per capita -0.001 
(0.001) 

- 0.001 
(0.001) 

-0.000 
(0.000) 

-0.000 
(0.000) 

Population 0.415*** 
(0.151) 

0.446*** 
(0.157) 

0.037* 
(0.021) 

0.036* 
(0.021) 

Oil Reserve - 1.660*** 
(0.582) 

0.194** 
(0.079) 

0.194** 
(0.079) 

MCC & HIV/AIDS Initiative - 0.945*** 
(0.049) 

0.089* 
(0.046) 

0.089* 
(0.046) 

Disaster - 10.855 
(7.774) 

1.959* 
(1.137) 

1.972* 
(1.140) 

U.S. Deficit - - 2.060 
(4.805) 

-0.143 
(0.245) 

-0.149 
(0.245) 

Trade Balance 0.005 
(0.014) 

0.004 
(0.014) 

-0.000 
(0.001) 

-0.001 
(0.001) 

Polity - 0.876 
(1.509) 

-0.741 
(1.867) 

-0.137 
(0.298) 

-0.148 
(0.301) 

Terrorist Group - - - -5.112** 
(2.590) 

Constant -112.110*** 
(42.552) 

-135.542*** 
(54.693) 

-77.827* 
(42.894) 

-76.051* 
(42.753) 

Adjusted R2 0.851 0.872 0.712 0.712 

N 642 557 703 703 
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Model 3 includes an interaction term between the New York Times coverage and 

the number of U.S. active duty personnel. When I tested the interaction term with 

existing variables, the model fails to pass the vif test showing severe multi-collinearity. 

The test produces a statistic close to 100 both using the U.S. army presences variable and 

the interaction term. When I tested the correlation between the two, the statistic was 

almost close to the 98th percentile. Therefore, I tried a different method: when the 

number of U.S. troops in a country exceeds the average number of U.S. troops in all 

Muslim countries, I coded it as a dummy. It enabled me to interpret the effects the level 

of U.S. troops has in a more obvious way. As seen in Model 3, the NYT coverage, the 

U.S. Army High and interaction term between the two show a statistically significant 

number. However, in contrast the other two variables of interest, the interaction term 
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shows a negative value. I showed their relationship graphically in Figure1. 

 

 Figure 1: The Marginal Effect of Media Coverage dependent on U.S. Troop 

Level. 

 

This finding shows constrained media effects in a state where maintains more 

number of U.S. army than the average level. In other words, the marginal effect of the 

news coverage in a state where maintains below the average troop level is 0.078. 

Meanwhile, the parameter of media effect has been decreased to 0.033 in a state where 

maintains maintaining a larger number of U.S. troops than the average level. A 

difference between groups is 0.045. The coefficient for the U.S. army is 2.904, which is 

the difference in the intercepts between below the average troop level and above the 
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level. In Model 4, I added the Terrorist Group variable to test how the existence of 

terrorist group in a recipient affects the aid allocation. The existence of terrorist has a 

significant and negative impact on the aid.  

Additionally, I graphically illustrate how the marginal effect of troop level on aid 

allocation changes across the level of media coverage in Figure 3. The sloping line in Fig. 

3 indicates how the marginal effect of level of U.S. army changes with the number of 

New York Times articles. 90% confidence intervals around the line show that the level of 

troop has a statistically significant effect. It is easy to see that the troop level has a 

reductive effect on the aid level. And interestingly, this reductive effect inclines as the 

number of news article increases.  
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Figure 2: The Marginal effect of U.S. Troop Level on U.S. Foreign Aid Allocation. 

 

To summarize, the results of my empirical result are fourfold. First, more media 

attention is likely to result in more generous amounts of aid being allocated to a 

recipient. Second, as a number of U.S. army personnel capture a function of political 

relations between the U.S. government and “target” Muslim countries, an increase in the 

number of U.S. troops in a recipient raise the volume of aid. Third, there is a negative 

interaction effect between the news coverage and the number of U.S. soldiers on aid 

allocation, meaning the level of media effect does not necessarily keep step with 

strategic interests. Fourth, circumstantial factors that may illustrate the characteristics of 

U.S. policy toward Muslim countries also have significant effects on aid level. 



 

                                                             30 

 

 

4. Discussion  
The empirical findings presented in this paper may allow us to draw some 

inferences about causal links revolving around government, public and the media and 

also be used to evaluate determinant factors that are affecting U.S. aid given to Muslim 

countries. 

The highly significant news coverage variable and U.S. army variable indicates 

that more references in the news media and growing number of U.S. troops increases the 

amount of aid allocated to Muslim countries. However, perhaps surprisingly, there is a 

negative effect between two variables on the aid allocation. This result refutes the view 

that the media merely plays a role as a proxy of national interests. 

One possible interpretation can be this: From political elites’ perspective, a 

certain degree of U.S. army deployment captures a function of political relations 

between the U.S. government and “target” Muslim countries. On the other hand, from 

the public perspective, the increased number of U.S. military forces in “target” Muslim 

countries shows the heightened tension between a recipient and the United States. 

Therefore, if U.S. national priorities are determined by political elites and the level of 

news coverage is a mere proxy for U.S. national interests, then there must be a positive 

interaction effect on aid allocation between the number of U.S. troops and the level of 

news coverage. However, in my empirical result, the level of U.S. troop has a 

constraining effect on the marginal effect of news media parameter in terms of 

influencing foreign aid allocation. This finding is particularly interesting because it 

refutes the argument that elites governments turn the media into their stewards by 
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communicating the message of the government to the pubic in so far as this interaction 

effect remains statistically significant.  

From the public view, this finding may imply that people are likely to respond to 

certain countries with more negative emotions, as is the case when they read more 

articles regarding such countries with a high level of U.S. troops. That greater media 

attention would enforce the negative feelings and the public sentiment is reflected in 

formulating foreign aid policy. Therefore, this empirical finding revolves around the 

plausible links around the public, media and governing bodies. The media coverage is 

affecting the volume of aid not contingent on the national interests of America. This 

possibly implies that the basic assumption of Van Belle (2003) that “both principals 

(elected officials) and agents (bureaucracies) use media cue to judge the current or 

expected demands from the domestic political arena” (266).  

My empirical finding is also interesting in a sense that although a dependent 

variable is not capturing military aid, the number of U.S. troops variable remains 

statistically significant. This may imply that the strategic and military importance of a 

recipient is reflected in the volume of economic assistance as well, illustrating a strategic 

aspect of U.S. foreign aid. 

Furthermore, circumstantial factors described in my paper illustrate the 

characteristics of U.S. policy toward Muslim countries and how they also have 

significant effects on aid level. A recipient that maintains higher oil reserves is likely to 

be given more economic assistance from the United States. As noted, Millennium 

Challenge Account and HIV/AIDS initiative also play a role in attributing changes with 

regard to development assistance. Existence of terrorist groups in a recipient country 

lowers the amount of aid. 
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Finally, there can be other possible implications drawn from my paper. By 

extending the time period, my analysis shows the effect of news media coverage and its 

direct effect on U.S. aid after the Cold War. My employed data set is complete and 

contains a clearer standard to sort out news articles, which is crucial for the research.  

It should be noted, however, that the interpretation of the level of news coverage 

is not exactly straightforward. Drury et al. (2005) points out that the New York Times is 

considered an elite news paper, which raises a question of how well the New York Times 

represents the overall news media coverage in the United States. Another response is 

that it is not clear whether the media affects must be on the general public or a certain 

group of “attentive public,” meaning policymakers could only be responding to the 

pressure from the attentive public, not from the general public. The last concern revolves 

around the question of how the news articles affect the public’s awareness of referred 

countries. This paper does not directly deal with the link between the reader and the 

media and my empirical model does not reveal the actual influence of news articles. 
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5. Conclusion 
Foreign policies do not arise in a vacuum but are shaped in profound ways by 

interactive dialogues between elected officials and the public. The explanation of aid 

flow with regard to domestic politics is of particular interest to many scholars. Although 

the literature on public opinion and foreign aid allocations has made significant progress 

in recent decades, scholars have yet to reach a clear consensus concerning what social 

factors play a role in guiding public opinion and how such factors contribute to the size 

of aid allocations.  

Moreover, political scientists have long been concerned with the pattern of 

allocation of foreign aid from donors to recipients. Few studies have accounted for the 

exact determinants of donor states’ individual priorities. Even though previous studies 

show that different donors have prioritized specific groups, no study systemically shows 

the reason why a donor prioritizes certain recipients. Examining all recipients and 

donors cannot control the circumstantial factors affecting the level of aid generated by 

different regions and ethnics. In other words, donors allocate international aid to 

different group of countries for various reasons and much of the research fails to 

examine the reasons that cannot be generalized. 

By restricting its scope to Muslim/Arab states, my paper provides some hint of 

the characteristics of the United States’ assistance to Muslim states. Fist of all, 

circumstantial factors described in my paper illustrate how the characteristics of U.S. 

policy toward Muslim countries also have significant effects on aid level. A recipient 

that maintains higher oil reserves is likely to draw more economic assistance from the 

United States. Millennium Challenge Account and HIV/AIDS initiatives also play a role 
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in attributing changes with regard to the development assistance, while the existence of 

terrorist groups in a recipient country lower the amount of aid. 

Furthermore, my media variable may perform better compared to previous 

literature. This is because Arab countries have drawn keen attention from the American 

people since the late 20th century because of its strategic importance. Accordingly, the 

American public has become quite familiar with the Arab world through the media – 

this will enhance the explanatory power of media coverage variables to account for the 

aid variation among Muslim countries. 

Finally, the examination of U.S. foreign aid policy toward Muslim/Arab 

countries enables me to investigate the causal link revolving around three actors: the 

public, the government and the media. My findings cast doubt on view that the elected 

officials determine the strategic importance of a country and that once a country is 

considered to have strategic importance, the country is likely to be get more attention 

from the media, which will result in an increase in aid. Rather, I conclude that as my 

empirical finding suggests, the media plays a role in influencing foreign aid policy 

independent of national goals and priorities.  
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