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Abstract 
Debate over the effectiveness of foreign aid has raged on despite a paucity of information about 
recipients’ actual views of development assistance, especially as citizens compare aid to domestic 
government programs. We argue that citizens may see foreign aid as an escape from clientelism 
because aid is less politicized than government programs, citizens trust donors more, and they 
support aid conditionality. They may also favor multilateral donors over bilateral donors for similar 
reasons.  We test the argument with a randomized experiment on a subject pool of roughly 3,600 
Ugandan citizens – to our knowledge the first nationally representative, large-n study of aid 
recipients. We randomly assigned the project funders – multilateral banks, bilateral donors, and a 
control implying the domestic government – for actual co-financed “pipeline” projects and invited 
citizens to sign a petition and send a text message in support. We find that citizens are significantly 
more willing to sign a petition or send a text message in favor of foreign aid projects compared to 
government programs. A companion survey to the experiment reveals evidence that citizens 
perceive aid as less prone to politicization.  Some evidence suggests that Ugandans also see 
multilateral donors as superior to bilaterals. The findings suggest that recipients view foreign aid as 
relatively effective compared to domestic government programs. 
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Introduction 

 Critics of foreign aid often charge that aid fails because it lacks accountability and 

thus allows political leaders to use it as they please for clientelism or corruption. The 

absence of accountability arises from the fact that recipients do not pay taxes to fund the aid, 

do not vote for the officials who allocate it, and therefore lack traditional feedback 

mechanisms tying public policy to public preferences (Bauer 1972, 1981; Easterly 2001, 

2006; Hansen and Tarp 2001; Moyo 2008; Svensson 2000, 2003). It seems to be generally 

assumed that accountability is worse in foreign aid programs than it is in domestic programs. 

 Research suggests that government programs work best when the beneficiaries can 

provide information to and make demands of the agencies undertaking the projects. This 

requires that the agencies be accountable to political leaders whose survival in office 

depends on the evaluations of the program recipients (Becker 1983; Wittman 1995). This 

feedback loop from agencies administering programs to citizens and back to elected leaders 

is a key mechanism for maintaining accountability and enhancing public policy effectiveness 

and performance.   

In foreign aid this feedback loop is presumed to be broken. Prominent work argues 

that this accounts for a good deal of the problems in making aid effective (Martens et al. 

2002). Remarkably, despite the wide lament about this broken feedback loop, very little 

attention has been given to recipients’ attitudes and actions toward aid in the academic 

literature. The policy literature also generally ignores the role of beneficiary feedback, 

although the promise of crowdsourcing has renewed interest in fixing feedback loops (Bott 
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et al. 2011). This has allowed the assumption that accountability is even worse in foreign aid 

than in domestic programs to persist without scrutiny. 

We argue that aid needs to be judged relative to other policies that affect development 

outcomes, including the leading alternative, which is government action.  Aid projects occur 

simultaneously with efforts by domestic governments to boost their economies or otherwise 

enhance the quality of life of their citizens.  Of course, corruption, inefficiency, and incapacity 

often plague governments in poor countries, so recipients may see foreign assistance – even 

with aid’s many reported flaws – as superior to government programs. Accountability is a 

serious problem not only for aid but also for governments and especially for regimes in poor 

and weakly democratic countries (Kitschelt 2000; Lyne 2008).  While the feedback loop in 

aid may be weak, it is not clear how much weaker it is than in government actions. We thus 

ask: How do citizens perceive foreign aid relative to domestic government programs, and will 

they undertake supportive actions that impose personal costs?   

Foreign aid is frequently associated with clientelism and corruption (Alesina and 

Weder 2002; Morrison 2009; Svensson 2000). In this paper we question that linkage and 

suggest that aid may serve as a brake on clientelism.  We argue that recipients perceive 

foreign aid as a potential means of escape from the “voter’s dilemma” in clientelist polities 

(Lyne 2007, 2008). In clientelist systems, out of fear that other voters will defect from the 

common pursuit of public goods, citizens feel compelled to vote for politicians offering direct 

exchanges of excludable goods for votes.  A given voter perceives that a majority of citizens 

will opt for clientelism, so if she votes for a politician promising public goods, she will receive 
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neither the public goods nor the excludable benefits. So she may as well take the exclusive 

payoff.  

Politics in many developing countries is characterized by clientelism.  And these 

systems, such as Uganda’s, militate against the provision of public goods.  By contrast, foreign 

aid may – at least partly – bypass this clientelism and provide public goods more broadly.  

Moreover, through conditionality foreign donors may also create circumstances that make 

clientelism more difficult and thus indirectly promote public goods. If voters perceive these 

dynamics, they should support aid behaviorally and express understanding of these 

dynamics verbally.  If aid is a mechanism for escaping from clientelist practices of the 

government, then we should find that aid is seen as less politicized, that aid agencies are 

perceived to be more accountable and trusted, and that conditionality by aid agencies is 

supported by the public.  These hypotheses and the evidence we find for them allow us to 

join the larger debate on accountability and clientelism.  

Another relevant point of comparison in development assistance involves differences 

among aid donors themselves. In terms of donor type, we specifically examine bilateral 

versus multilateral donors. The distinction is important because bilateral donors are 

represented by single country agencies that provide aid directly to developing countries or 

partners in recipient countries such as NGOs, where multilateral donors are international 

organizations coordinating the aid preferences of many countries, issuing loans directly to 

governments, and thus promoting development through recipient-country agencies.  

Numerous studies of foreign aid conclude that multilateral aid is preferable to 

bilateral aid. Theoretically, multilateral aid is often seen as preferable since it is less 
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politically tied to donor countries and their domestic politics. The macro-data also appear to 

show that multilateral aid is better at promoting development than is bilateral aid. But these 

results about multilateral aid rely upon time-series, cross-sectional data gathered at the 

country-year level and their micro-foundations require evidence. If the logic is sound, 

recipients should be cognizant of the distinction and prefer multilateral aid. We also do not 

know the reasons why multilateral aid seems to be better. Does it have to do with 

politicization, conditionality, transparency, accountability, or all four factors? Micro-level 

data, such as that collected in this study, are a central way to address these questions.  

We explore these issues with what, to the best of our knowledge, is the first nationally 

representative, large-N (n = 3,582) study of aid recipients in a developing country. We 

conducted a randomized field experiment on citizens throughout Uganda to learn their 

willingness to undertake actions involving personal costs to support foreign aid. We 

accompanied the experiment with an extensive survey to probe causal mechanisms. Uganda 

is a very poor country with high levels of aid flows and thus is a good candidate for a study of 

recipients’ reactions to aid.  

Our results indicate that recipients in Uganda tend to be very strong supporters of 

foreign aid.  For both behavioral outcomes and on most dimensions of the survey, their 

support for foreign assistance is much stronger than for domestic programs. We also 

consider evidence that citizens’ support for aid was not due to preferring the “free” resources 

of aid over government programs for which they are taxed. We primed subjects with a 

statement about the costs for aid to which they proved indifferent; furthermore, we note that 

the vast majority of our subjects do not pay meaningful taxes, and we see some treatment 
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effects comparing foreign donors where perceptions of low costs are constant.  Among the 

alternative policies that foster development, aid may be perceived by recipients to be more 

successful than analysts have previously argued.  The causal mechanisms that we identify 

also lend credence to our argument; citizens see differences in politicization, transparency, 

and conditionality between domestic and foreign development programs. In addition, in 

some measures Ugandans prefer multilateral assistance to bilateral aid, especially in 

perceiving greater multilateral transparency and in their higher trust levels for multilateral 

donors.  

This paper is thus organized into five sections.  We present the argument and 

hypotheses to guide our empirical analysis.  We then introduce the design of our field 

experiment and present the results. There we address recipient perceptions of aid and the 

relevant points of comparison with government and among different types of donors. Finally, 

we conclude with observations about the views of aid recipients, the effectiveness of aid, and 

political accountability.  

The Argument: Aid for Public Goods 

We argue that foreign aid may be preferred by citizens because it provides them with 

a perceived way out of what Lyne (2007, 2008) calls the “voter’s dilemma” in poor countries: 

voters may prefer public goods to clientelism – or the contingent exchange of political 

support for excludable benefits – but are trapped by the knowledge that other voters will 

likely opt for the clientelist payoffs. To avoid losing access to any benefits, citizens feel 

compelled to vote for candidates offering excludable goods in lieu of relatively non-
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excludable and non-rival national policies, such as infrastructure, education, health, clean 

water, trash removal, and the like. Thus, clientelism pervades many polities, particularly in 

poor, developing areas (Brusco, Nazareno, and Stokes 2004; Bustikova and Corduneanu-Huci 

2011; Hicken 2011; Keefer 2007; Remmer 2007; Wantchekon 2003).  

The contingent and excludable nature of clientelist exchanges makes them especially 

pernicious. As Carroll and Lyne (2007) write, “In short, direct exchange relationships can 

encompass large groups and many sectors when groups of citizens vote as part of a quid pro 

quo arrangement with the state or a broker, rather than based on general policy outcomes or 

even a policy that serves the common interests of their sector or region” (2007, 23). Van de 

Walle notes that the typical form of clientelism in Africa is what he calls “prebendalism,” 

where local elites “unambiguously subvert the rule of law for personal gain” (van de Walle 

2007, 52).  He specifically singles out Uganda as an especially egregious case, where in the 

early 1990s only 27 percent of central government grants for education actually made it to 

the schools (van de Walle 2007, 57). The benefits of these prebendal exchanges accrue 

disproportionately to elites in the ruling party and undermine public goods provision.  

Voters may thus see the problems that clientelism creates and may strongly prefer 

public goods and an end to the corruption that tends to accompany clientelist systems. But 

they may sense they are powerless to affect other citizens’ votes and thus feel compelled to 

get what they can out of the biased system. Regardless of income, if voters’ standard of living 

depends on clientelist exchange, they run substantial risks in voting for politicians offering a 

development policy based on public goods provision. The individual who votes against 

clientelism under these conditions receives the sucker’s payoff of exclusion from all 
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government-provided goods. Voters thus inevitably choose the clientelist payoffs (Hicken 

2011; Keefer and Vlaicu 2007; Lyne 2007, 2008; Robinson and Verdier 2002). With most 

voters opting for these targetable benefits, the inefficiencies inherent in clientelism become 

self-reinforcing and undermine public goods provision (Hicken 2011; Hicken and Simmons 

2008; Kitschelt and Wilkinson 2007).  The problem thus appears intractable, especially for 

the poor.  

Clientelism, as a direct exchange relationship between voters and politicians, means 

that voters by necessity have relinquished the possibility of using their vote to pass judgment 

on overall policy (Brusco, Nazareno, and Stokes 2004).  They have given up their main 

accountability instrument.  As a consequence, elections lose their ability to force politicians 

to carefully attend to the overall social welfare implications of their policies. Development 

programs run by governments may be riddled with clientelist practices and thus remarkably 

ineffective. 

Citizens in poor countries may perceive foreign aid as a potential escape route from 

the voter’s dilemma.  If citizens believe that foreign aid can – at least in part – bypass the 

clientelist system and its accompanying corruption and vote buying, they may strongly 

prefer aid to government provision of public services.  Aid agencies through monitoring, 

conditionality, and selectivity may enforce more accountable practices on governments than 

their own voters can.  Again, foreign monitoring and conditionality may not be very effective 

(Kilby 2009; Knack 2004; Svensson 2000), but they may be more effective than domestic 

practices because of the voters’ dilemma in clientelist systems.  Svensson (2000), among 

others, shows that the more foreign aid is disbursed to help the poor and neediest, the less 
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incentive the government has to do the same.  And this means that in order to promote 

development, aid agencies have to monitor and condition their funding on government 

behavior.   

Moreover, if citizens believe that aid does not feed the clientelist machine to the same 

degree as government spending, aid may simultaneously better provide needed public goods 

and create channels of delivery in local government and civil society that serve as important 

counterweights to the entrenched clientelism that disproportionately benefit elites. When 

aid agencies finance projects, political leaders may be less able to subvert them through 

clientelist practices.  The involvement of aid agencies may complicate, or prevent altogether, 

attempts by political leaders to link projects and votes.  And the public may understand this 

since they are no longer forced to exchange their vote for the aid project. 

Foreign aid may do this in part through conditionality.  By attaching strict conditions 

for fiscal reform to receipt of aid, donors make future aid contingent on changed practices in 

the recipient state.  Along with austerity measures and general fiduciary restraint, 

conditionality often involves professional accounting procedures and procurement practices 

that strike directly at corruption and malfeasance.  Indeed, as conditionality has evolved at 

the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, it has increasingly focused on matters 

of governance. Especially for the World Bank, conditionality has come to mean “governance 

and regulatory reforms” (Abdildina and Jaramillo-Vallejo 2005, 87). Conditionality may thus 

undermine some of the key mechanisms through which clientelism perpetuates itself.   

Uganda is known to be a country struggling with serious corruption problems. In 

2010 it ranked 129 out of 178 countries in terms of perceptions of corruption according to 



 
 
 

9 

Transparency International. Its corruption score has been worse than that of the average 

Sub-Saharan African country for many years. Its ICRG ranking is also quite poor. It ranked 74 

out of 140 countries in 2010. And again it scored worse than the average Sub-Saharan 

African country.  Corruption and clientelism are critical problems that have part of their 

roots in the dominance of a single political party and president for decades in Uganda. 

An example of the differential treatment of corruption by domestic and international 

actors in Uganda is illuminating.  In November 2007 the Ugandan government organized the 

Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting (CHOGM).  Afterwards accusations of 

mismanagement of funds became widespread, and the Public Accounts Committee of the 

Ugandan Parliament completed its investigations into the case in 2010.  The committee tried 

to present the report, whose findings implicated several top government officials for abuse of 

office and financial impropriety before Parliament in April 2010 and met with serious delays. 

In the end all government officials involved were exonerated.  

Foreign donors who contributed funds to Uganda’s budget, however, were very upset 

and, within weeks of the move to exculpate the government ministers, the United Kingdom 

announced a decision to cut 27 billion Ugandan schillings (USh) in aid to Uganda, while the 

Dutch government slashed their support by 10 billion USh.  Later the European Union 

withheld 11 billion USh in aid over the CHOGM scandal. The World Bank also cut about $40 

million and reduced aid for the following year to $100 million instead of $140 million for the 
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same reasons.1 The willingness of foreign donors to sanction the government for such 

corruption, in contrast to the failure of its domestic process, is an example of how aid can 

provide a brake on clientelism in countries with weak domestic accountability mechanisms, 

such as Uganda. If citizens perceive that foreign aid can help provide the types of projects 

and outputs that benefit the public, such as better education, health care, electricity, clean 

water, etc., without simultaneously strengthening clientelist networks, we should expect 

strong support among recipients for this aid. Our experiment, of course, cannot provide a 

direct test of aid as a solution to the voter’s dilemma, but it can provide both experimental 

and survey evidence that reflects on the underlying mechanisms. 

Of course, many argue that aid does not undermine clientelism; rather, they claim that 

aid enables poor governance and worsens other related ills. Criticisms of aid focus on its 

potentially damaging effects on politics and the economy. A variety of negative economic 

effects have been hypothesized: too much consumption, Dutch Disease with rising inflation 

and declining trade, and the shifting of government expenditure out of key social and public 

goods programs and into less productive sectors such as the military (Bauer 1972, 1981; 

Boone 1996; Easterly 2001, 2003; Rajan and Subramanian 2008).  The political problems 

                                                        

 

1 Daily Monitor Reports, Dec 31, 2010, “2010 REVIEW: 12 biggest news events of the year” in 

which the CHOGM scandal was one; and Daily Monitor Report by John Njoroge Feb 26, 2011, 

“Donor withholds Shs9b for justice sector”; and The East African, February 26, 2011, 

“Uganda: Nation to pay dearly for feeble anti-graft efforts.” 
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associated with aid are hypothesized to relate to the fact that aid is non-tax income to the 

government and thus less subject to public accountability (Ahmed 2012; Morrison 2009).  

This supposedly leads to much diversion of aid funds, corruption, and the undermining of 

democracy (Brautigam 1992, 2000; Brautigam and Knack 2004; Knack 2001, 2004; Kono and 

Montinola 2009; Moyo 2008; Svensson 1999, 2000). However, few if any of these studies 

compare aid to domestic government projects, which we know are subject to extensive 

clientelism and corruption. Are foreign-funded projects as subject to clientelism as central 

government programs? 

Our study does not provide direct evidence reflecting on aid effectiveness.  Rather, we 

report citizens’ perceptions of aid.  Yet these perceptions are relevant to the debate because 

the effectiveness of aid should shape citizens’ views. It is possible that the views of thousands 

of citizens may aggregate bits of information spread throughout a polity and may provide a 

relatively unbiased picture of reality on the ground. In a sense, a nationally representative 

experiment and survey may be able to “crowdsource” information about foreign aid (see 

Surowiecki 2005).  

Assessing aid’s effectiveness depends on comparing its costs and benefits to other 

policy instruments, so our argument about citizens’ perceptions of foreign aid involves 

comparisons they make with national government programs and among the donors 

themselves. As one study of policy instruments notes, “The most common and most serious 

shortcoming in most assessments of the utility of techniques of statecraft is failure to cast the 

analysis in comparative terms.  No matter how much evidence and argument are amassed to 

demonstrate the uselessness of economic statecraft [such as aid], little has been said that is 
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relevant to policy making until one states or implies the existence of more useful policy 

instruments” (Baldwin 1985, 123).  The main alternative to foreign assistance is domestic 

government programs.  We hypothesize that citizens should be more willing to undertake 

actions imposing personal costs for foreign aid than for government programs. 

This conjecture, of course, raises the question of the causal mechanisms involved.  The 

survey that accompanied the field experiment enables us to unpack some of the reasons 

behind the hypothesized citizen support for aid. Importantly, it is the government programs 

that citizens may perceive as feeding clientelist networks through vote-buying.  Thus, the 

comparison to government needs to be made with an eye to citizens’ perceptions of the 

propensity for government programs to be more politically motivated when compared to 

foreign aid. Moreover, we should see significantly higher levels of citizen trust for aid donors 

than for the domestic government. 

In sum, we propose four hypotheses.  If aid is seen as an escape from the clientelist 

practices of the government, then we should find that 

 1. Citizens are more willing to support and pay higher costs to demonstrate their 

support for aid projects,  

2. Citizens view aid projects as less politicized than domestic government programs,  

3. Citizens evince greater trust in foreign aid agencies than in their own governmental 

institutions, and 

4. Citizens support conditionality in aid programs. 
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Multilateral versus Bilateral Aid Provision 

Our argument about aid and public goods implies another important set of 

comparisons: distinctions among the aid donors themselves. If the voter’s dilemma logic is 

accurate, then the factors that get individuals out of the dilemma may operate more or less 

strongly for certain types of donors. Above we have argued that aid is preferable because it is 

less politicized, evinces greater trust, and comes with important conditionality. What if 

certain types of donors are less political, more trustworthy, and use conditionality better? 

A much-studied aspect of foreign aid is the type of donor involved.  Usually this is 

discussed in terms of three main types: bilateral governments, multilateral international 

institutions, and private donors.  We focus on the first two here; little data exists on the third. 

Bilateral and multilateral donors differ to some extent both in what sectors they prefer to 

fund and through what channels they prefer to disburse aid. Roughly 20 percent of bilateral 

aid is disbursed through NGOs, while less than 5 percent is distributed by multilateral 

agencies through non-governmental intermediaries.  

However, if we compare the two largest donors central to this study – the World Bank 

and USAID – the proportions are especially different.  Nearly all World Bank projects in 

recipient countries are managed by national governments. Contrastingly, little USAID money 

is channeled through governments; rather, USAID contracts with private U.S. companies such 

as Chemonics and Development Alternatives Inc. to manage the projects, and governments 

rarely see the funds directly. In qualitative data-gathering through interviews, multiple 

officials at USAID and the World Bank told us a similar story about the different aid 

management styles at the two institutions.  For USAID the hardest task is monitoring the 
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contractors and NGO sub-contractors to minimize agency losses.  For the World Bank, the 

challenge is placing strict auditing and procurement requirements on governments for how 

the funds are handled. Representatives of each organization believe that their own 

operational approach is superior, though there was a general consensus that a greater share 

of the funds reached recipients with multilateral projects due to fewer overhead costs 

extracted as the funds were passed through contractors.  Moreover, many in the Ugandan aid 

community of donors and international NGOs believe that multilateral projects tend to both 

be more effective and, simultaneously, to build government capacity and create alternative 

institutions to the traditional clientelist networks. 

Along these lines, numerous studies of foreign aid conclude that multilateral aid is 

preferable to bilateral aid. Theoretically, multilateral aid is often seen as preferable since it is 

less politically tied to donor countries and their domestic politics. As Martens et al. (2002, 

17) conclude, “Multilateral aid agencies may be somewhat shielded against direct political 

pressure from their member states.” Rodrik (1996) expects better results from multilateral 

aid because, as he argues, multilateral aid agencies provide more information about recipient 

countries and allow conditionality to be more effectively imposed on them. He shows some 

aggregate evidence that supports the argument that “multilateral flows are less governed by 

political considerations than bilateral ones” (1996, 15).  

Other macro-level empirical studies also produce results that suggest that multilateral 

organizations fund different countries and projects from bilateral agencies, and that these 

tend to go to poorer countries and to those with greater needs than bilateral ones.  Maizels 

and Nissanke (1984) find that the recipient's need is relatively more important for aggregate 
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multilateral than for bilateral aid flows, whereas political, economic, and military strategic 

interests dominate the allocation of bilateral aid. Tsoutsoplides (1991) shows that quality of 

life measures exert a statistically significant influence upon aid allocation by the multilateral 

European Community agency in the 1975 to 1980 period. Frey and Schneider (1986), looking 

at World Bank loans and commitments, show that recipient economic needs, such as per 

capita income and economic record, explain the lending activity best.  

Burnside and Dollar (2000) find that multilateral aid results in better outcomes for 

recipient countries than does bilateral aid. As they conclude from their quantitative analysis 

of country-year data, “aid that is managed multilaterally (about one-third of the total) is 

allocated in favor of good policy” (2000, 864).  And Neumayer (2003) points out that the 

donor-interest biases inherent in bilateral aid are not always present in multilateral giving. 

As he concludes, “the UN agencies try to counteract to some extent the bias that is apparent 

in the aid allocation of many other donors” (2003, 121).  Focusing on the distinction between 

donors, Girod (2008) claims that because multilateral donors are not beholden to strategic 

interests, they can distribute aid for developmental purposes and effectively target aid to 

countries that pursue economic reforms. In contrast, Christensen et al. (2011) found that 

bilateral aid for primary education was significantly related to improvements in primary 

enrollment rates where multilateral aid was not. 

These results for the effectiveness of multilateral vs. bilateral aid rely upon time-

series, cross-sectional data gathered at the country-year level, so the well-known challenges 

for observational data all apply. But on balance, the macro-data appear to show that 
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multilateral aid is better at promoting development than is bilateral aid. If this is true, we 

should see supporting evidence at the micro-level.  

We derive four hypotheses from this central claim. If recipients believe that 

multilateral aid is more effective, then we should find that  

1. Citizens support multilateral projects more strongly than domestic programs or 

bilateral aid and are more willing to pay higher personal costs to demonstrate support,  

2. Citizens view multilateral aid agencies as less politicized and more transparent than 

domestic or bilateral institutions,  

3. Citizens trust multilateral agencies more than domestic or bilateral ones, and  

4. Citizens view conditionality more favorably from multilateral institutions.   

Experimental results and surveys at the micro level, such as those in this study, 

provide a useful way to address these questions, while avoiding some of the issues 

associated with cross-national, time-series observational analysis.  

Research Design 

We investigate the hypotheses through a large, nationally representative field 

experiment and survey that seek to understand recipients’ preferences over different 

external and internal funders. The experiment incorporates behavioral responses in which 

subjects can substantiate (or not) their stated preferences by undertaking actions that 

impose personal costs.  We administered the instrument on a subject pool of nearly 3,600 

subjects in the East African country of Uganda. 
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Despite being plagued by civil war in the North, since the mid-1980s Uganda has been 

fairly stable, growing quickly, and a leader among the democratizing African countries. It has 

also been a magnet for foreign aid. As one study notes “Uganda’s economic and political 

reforms have attracted a great deal of praise since President Yoweri Museveni assumed 

power in 1986. Regularly cited as one of Africa’s few ‘donor darlings,’ Uganda’s structural 

adjustment program and wide-ranging political reforms have been held responsible for its 

high economic growth rates and stable governance over the past two decades.” (Green 2010, 

84).   

Freedom House lists Uganda as “partly free,” and Polity IV categorizes the country as a 

closed anocracy (-1 on its 20-point scale from full autocracy at -10 to full democracy at +10).  

Geddes, Wright and Frantz (2012) code Uganda as a “personalistic regime,” and both Hyde 

and Marinov (2012) and Cheibub, Vreeland, and Gandhi (2010) note that after 2006 Uganda 

began holding competitive elections where other parties were allowed to compete for office, 

yet elections were not fully free and fair. Uganda thus appears to be moving toward 

democracy but has not yet arrived.  Uganda is widely cited as highly clientelistic and this has 

been one way for the single-party government of the National Resistance Movement (NRM) 

led by President Museveni to retain power for many years (Green 2010; van de Walle 2007). 

Since the 1990s, aid has been equal to roughly 70 percent of Uganda’s government 

expenditures and 15 percent of its total GDP, though the proportion of aid per GDP declined 

to 10 percent by 2010, mostly due to rising Ugandan GDP growth occurring alongside 

relatively stable aid flows.  Uganda thus remains heavily aid dependent.  If individuals in 

Uganda have little, or no, knowledge of aid projects and donors, then it is unlikely that 
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citizens within other developing countries will know much more. The combination of high-

levels of clientelism and large amounts of aid thus make Uganda an ideal location to consider 

the theoretical argument about escape from the voter’s dilemma.  

We conducted a nationally and politically representative study that randomly selected 

subjects. In addition to random sampling, we randomly assigned actual pipeline aid project 

descriptions to subjects (citizens in their villages and neighborhoods).  The projects were co-

financed by multiple agencies, which allowed us to manipulate the donor presented to the 

subjects as well as the type of project: an infrastructure project (electricity) and an education 

project.  To increase internal validity and avoid deception, we used real projects that were in 

the pipeline for implementation in Uganda during the study design.  The projects are jointly 

funded by multilateral and bilateral donors, with the government also involved in the 

funding and implementation of the project.  

We used a random sampling procedure in which any Ugandan adult had roughly an 

equal chance of being selected for the subject pool. We started with census data to select the 

subject pool, matching the number of parliamentary constituencies proportional to the 

census data. We divided the country into regions and then chose the number of 

constituencies to match the population proportions in each region.  Fifty-five constituencies 

were selected in all, with 15 in the Central region, 15 in the North, 14 in the West, and 11 in 

the East.  Then two sub-counties were selected in each constituency. One parish was selected 

in each sub-county, and then one polling station was selected in each parish, so that, finally, 
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each parliamentary constituency had two polling stations that served as the Sampling Start 

Points (SSPs) for that constituency.2 Uganda’s one-party dominance prompted us to 

oversample opposition strongholds. The NRM has been the hegemonic party ruling Uganda 

since the 1980s, led continuously by President Yoweri Museveni. Much of Ugandan politics 

has thus been organized around this axis of party insiders versus non-party members 

(Carbone 2008; Green 2010; Rubongoya 2007). We drew constituencies with Opposition 

MPs in proportion to the number of Opposition MPs in Parliament, using data on MPs from 

the current (9th) Parliament.  We did this by region as well.   

This gave us the following breakdown by party of the sampled constituencies (Table 1 

columns 2 & 3), which is not very different from the makeup of the current parliament (Table 

1 columns 4 & 5): 

 

[Table 1 about here] 

                                                        

 

2 Each day enumerators were assigned a parish and a polling station within that parish from 

which to begin. At the polling station, enumerators began at the main intersection and each 

walked in a different direction, away from the other enumerators. They surveyed houses on 

the left side of the street, starting with the second house and every other house after that 

one. Once done at that house, they counted one house to skip and surveyed again. At each 

house enumerators randomly selected the individual within the household. A twenty-page 

training manual spells out our process in detail and is available upon request.  
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The instrument was administered to 3,582 respondents by 84 Ugandan enumerators 

in the four different regions of Uganda during the months of June and July 2012. The average 

interview time was 59.7 minutes. The instrument was translated into 11 local languages that 

the enumerators spoke; 420 (12 percent) of the interviews were conducted in English. 

English is the official language of Uganda, where multiple mutually unintelligible language 

families reside, so subjects who received the instrument in English were fluent speakers.  We 

used tablet computers to record the results of the face-to-face interviews; data was uploaded 

each night (or as often as an Internet connection was possible).  

We further randomized the adult within the household to whom the instrument was 

administered. To accomplish this, enumerators obtained a list of all adults in the household 

(by gender, alternating homes) and then randomly chose one of those adults and asked 

whether they would complete the interview if at home. In all, 48.4 percent of the subjects 

were male and 51.6 percent were female, suggesting that our balancing procedure worked 

reasonably well. Overall the balance on a number of covariates seems to have been successful 

in the sampling and assignment of the treatment.  Education, gender, age, party, religion, and 

regional variables are not significantly related to whether subjects received given 

experimental conditions. 

The experimental manipulation presented the subjects with a randomly assigned 

single project description and a randomly assigned provider of funds for that project. 
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Enumerators then invited the subjects to support the project by signing a petition and 

sending an SMS message.3 The two projects we chose were in electricity and education. We 

thus randomly assigned the donor and the project type. Project type did not appear to make 

a difference, which may reflect the fact that both types of projects are desperately sought 

after in Uganda.  

Our framing question was: “The Electricity Sector Development Project will improve 

the reliability of and increase access to electricity. One major aspect of the project is to 

extend electricity to those who do not yet have access to it. The project may require your 

community to provide funding for maintenance in the future. [This project will be funded by 

the {RANDOMLY ASSIGNED FUNDER}.] How much would you support this project?”4  

We included the sentence about future expenses (“may require your community to 

provide funding…”) to increase the respondents’ sense that this project might cost them 

                                                        

 

3 Manipulation checks show that subjects recalled the type of project and the type of donor in 

most cases (89% of the time for project and 63% of the time for type of donor).  

4 For the other project the question was: “The Post Primary Education and Training 

Adaptable Program Lending Project seeks to increase access to lower secondary education, 

improve the quality of lower secondary education, and enhance primary education and 

training. The project may require your community to providing funding for maintenance in 

the future. [This project will be funded by the {RANDOMLY ASSIGNED FUNDER}]. How much 

would you support this project?” 
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something to support. Given that aid may be perceived as “free money” whereas government 

programs may imply increased taxes, we were concerned that offering a project without any 

noted costs would lead all subjects to support it.   

In September of 2012, we performed a subsequent study of 460 randomly selected 

subjects to follow up on this concern. We randomly assigned half of the subjects to receive 

information about the projects without the cost condition added; the other half heard the 

cost condition. In the end, assignment to the cost condition had no significant effect on 

support for the projects, which was overwhelmingly high in both conditions.  Less than three 

percent of subjects somewhat or strongly opposed the projects, but more than 97 percent 

either somewhat (9 percent for education, 13 percent for electricity) or strongly (89 percent 

for education, 84 percent for electricity) supported the projects.  Assignment to the cost 

condition did not significantly alter these proportions, suggesting that subjects are relatively 

indifferent to costs for development projects they perceive as desperately needed.  While we 

acknowledge that the cost condition could be weak, available evidence suggests that relative 

subject indifference to the costs of vital development projects is a more plausible 

explanation.   

We find little evidence that the average Ugandan pays more for government programs 

than foreign ones. First, the majority of Ugandans are exempt from paying any income tax. 

The threshold for income tax payment is 1.56 million Ugandan shillings (USh) per year, 

which equates to roughly 604 U.S. dollars (in October of 2012). Our average subject reported 

earning 20,543 USh per week, which sums to 1.07 million USh per year – well below the 

threshold. Indeed, only 488 of 3,582 subjects, or 13.6 percent, reported earnings exceeding 
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the income-tax threshold, meaning that 86 percent of subjects were exempt from income tax.  

And of the 14 percent not exempt, it is unclear what proportion actually pays taxes. Subjects 

should not be sensitive to tax costs if they do not pay taxes.  It is possible that a larger share 

of Ugandans occasionally pays sales or value-added tax when they engage in the formal 

economy.  But again, the proportion of formal transactions is very small given that most 

Ugandans do business in informal markets and pay cash for goods and services. Ugandan tax 

collection is notoriously ineffective, making what taxes are due much less menacing.  This 

suggests that there are not significant cost differences for the average Ugandan between aid- 

and government-financed projects. 

Second, we not only see treatment effects between aid and the government control, 

we see some significant differences in citizen support between multilateral and bilateral 

donors and among some donors themselves.  Since, by the logic of “free money,” all forms of 

foreign aid should be perceived as equally free, it is likely that the cost condition is not 

driving the treatment effects. Hence, the findings of the study can perhaps be taken at face 

value: Ugandans are relatively insensitive to perceptions of costs for public goods they feel 

they desperately need.  Indeed, our companion survey uncovers significant evidence, 

described in detail below, that subjects see meaningful differences between foreign donors 

and the domestic government and among the foreign donors themselves in terms of their 

effectiveness, politicization, and transparency.  And the treatment effects map directly onto 

these differences – such that subjects are more willing to support projects from donors they 

see as less prone to enable clientelism. 
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The funding organizations we randomly assigned were the World Bank, the African 

Development Bank, the Government of the United States, the Government of China, a generic 

multilateral institution (“an international organization funded by many countries”), a generic 

bilateral agency (“a single foreign country”), and No Donor, where we omitted the sentence 

indicating which agency was funding the project.  In this last case we assumed that recipients 

would associate this case with their own domestic government spending. We elected not to 

name the government explicitly out of fear that generalized paranoia toward government 

might bias responses.  Given that the instrument was delivered by Ugandan enumerators in 

the local language, that no association was made with foreign aid until later in the 

instrument, and that reference was made to a public policy development project, the 

assumption of government association with the project seems tenable.   

Again, we tested this conjecture with the follow-up study involving 460 randomly 

selected subjects.  We presented them with the projects in the control condition exactly as in 

the main study, leaving off the identification of the donor, and then we followed up with a 

question asking who funded the project.  The question was open-ended, allowing free 

response and giving subjects no options from which to choose.  In reply, more than half of all 

subjects stated that they believed the project was funded by some branch of government (51 

percent for electricity and 52 percent for education).  

However, in the follow-up survey an additional 38 percent of subjects for the 

electricity project and 37 percent for education surmised that the project came from an 

international donor.  Thus, the control condition was mostly – but not entirely – successful in 

bringing to mind the government as funder of the projects.  However, any attribution to 
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foreign donors should shrink the gap between treatment and control and thereby favor the 

null hypothesis that there is no difference between conditions. Thus, for the more than one 

third of subjects who attributed the projects in the control group to foreign donors, the 

results reported below very likely understate the treatment effects, making aid seem less 

preferred than it actually is.  

For the behavioral outcomes, if subjects answered that they endorsed the projects – 

and 80 to 90 percent did in the main study – we invited them to sign a paper petition and 

send an SMS text message in support.  Subjects were told that the petition and texts would be 

forwarded to donors, which occurred upon completion of the study.  If subjects agreed to 

sign, they were presented with the petition and enumerators recorded whether or not they 

actually signed.  If subjects agreed to send an SMS message, they were given a slip of paper 

with the SMS number printed on it and asked to send a text later that day.  SMS texts cost 

Ugandans between 50 and 130 USh, so the text represented an actual cost to the subjects that 

they did not expect to recover.  And given the low weekly incomes reported above, for the 

vast majority of subjects the cost likely appeared non-trivial.  All SMS calls to the number 

were tallied on a crowdsourcing platform and relayed to potential donors upon completion 

of the study. All subjects who sent texts were reimbursed for the cost of the text, though this 

intent was never signaled up front. 

In the main survey we asked subjects to relate their reasons for supporting or 

opposing these projects. We were interested in the causal mechanisms linking their 

preferences to the outcomes.  We focused specifically on the factors we suspected would be 

associated with subjects’ perceptions of the likelihood that the project might fall prey to 
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clientelism, asking questions related to politicization, transparency, efficiency, and trust in 

the funding organization. 

To assess politicization, in the survey we examined the degree to which subjects 

perceived that the project funder – the government or the various donors – favored certain 

groups over the general public out of political considerations. We asked a series of questions 

probing subjects’ perceptions of funders’ interest in serving needy people in the country 

versus providing payoffs to friends or allies as clientelist exchanges dictate. Next, 

transparency implies that recipients can monitor and follow the progress that a project is 

taking and can see where the funds are being applied, thus curbing corruption and 

clientelism. In the survey we thus asked subjects to assess the ease of observing where funds 

were spent among different funders. Additionally, perceptions about the efficacy, efficiency, 

or success of the aid likely matter in inducing recipient support. Survey questions thus 

examined subjects’ perceptions of the government’s and donors’ effectiveness in achieving 

development objectives. Finally, we asked a series of standard questions to learn how 

subjects differentiated among the various funders in the levels of trust accorded them. 

 

Foreign Donor vs. Government Provision Results 

Descriptive Background 

In the main survey accompanying our experiment, we asked several sets of questions 

that explored public attitudes toward aid generally. Using data on all subjects in the sample, 

we find strong support for foreign aid. Our first questions asked whether the respondent 
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thought foreign aid for Uganda and for their district should be increased, kept the same, or 

decreased.  For the country as a whole, 81 percent thought it should be increased a lot in 

contrast to 1 percent who thought it should be decreased a lot. And the proportion that 

thought aid should be increased versus decreased at all was 93 percent versus less than 3 

percent. The support for aid was even higher (95 percent support an increase) when we 

asked about aid directed to their district. Overwhelming majorities then support increasing 

aid and many support increasing it by a lot. Moreover, 67 percent thought aid had a positive 

or very positive effect on the Ugandan economy. Similarly large majorities thought it had 

positive effects on the central and local governments, roughly 71 percent and 66 percent, 

respectively. A smaller proportion, however – only 42 percent – thought it had a positive 

effect on individuals like themselves. Many Ugandans thus see aid as a positive factor in their 

national context. This provides some evidence that Ugandans see foreign aid as providing 

public goods.  

Ugandans do not hold just positive views of aid, however. Nearly 80 percent reported 

that they had never benefited personally from an aid project. In addition, they are not happy 

about how aid funds are spent. More than 35 percent felt that more than half of all aid dollars 

do not go to the projects they were intended to support. These latter findings are consistent 

with the claims of many critics of aid. But this presents only half of the picture. The only way 

to adequately assess the effectiveness of aid is to ask how it compares to other policies that 

affect the living standards of the poor, especially government programs. 

Hence we turn to a comparison along several dimensions of Ugandans’ views of 

foreign aid relative to government projects.  When we asked Ugandans who they thought 
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could most effectively carry out the randomly assigned project, the largest percentage 

replied with the name of a foreign aid donor (31 percent). The next most popular were NGOs 

(27 percent). But the least effective in respondents’ minds were the local and national 

Ugandan governments (10 percent and 15 percent, respectively). Hence a solid majority of 

the public stated that projects are best or most effectively implemented by foreign donors 

and NGOs rather than the domestic government.  

 

Experimental Results 

If the public believes that aid projects are more likely to succeed in meeting their 

needs than government-sponsored programs, then they should be more likely to state 

support for aid and, more importantly, pay costs to demonstrate that support. What follows, 

especially the behavioral outcomes of the petition and SMS response, comprised the central 

experimental portion of the study.  

Relative to government-sponsored programs, individuals are more likely to give 

verbal support for aid, though the results for voiced support and willingness to tell of their 

support to their political leaders is mixed.  However, when considering the behavioral 

responses, we indeed see significant differences in the likelihood that citizens will take costly 

actions in favor of foreign aid relative to domestic government projects. While Ugandans 

want the presented foreign aid projects, they are willing to do more to promote the projects 

funded by foreign donors compared to the domestic government.  

Overall, stated support for these projects, no matter the funding group, is high: 77 

percent of subjects strongly support the foreign-funded projects. Another 11 percent 
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supported it somewhat, compared to 73 percent and 14 percent in the control condition 

implying the domestic government. The difference in means on basic support levels is not 

significant (p = 0.42). The mean level of support for foreign aid – where 1 is strongly oppose 

and 4 is strongly support – is 3.56 (s.d. = 0.92), which is quite high. However, when we ask 

respondents if they are willing to tell of their support for the project to their local village 

leaders, we do see significant differences in the aid and control conditions.  The mean for 

those in the aid condition is 0.94, while the mean for the government provision condition is 

0.91, which is significantly lower (p = 0.021).  See Table 2. As we discuss below, limiting the 

data to those passing a manipulation check makes these results much stronger. 

The descriptive data and initial experimental data offer limited evidence for the 

proposition that Ugandans, in support measured by a survey, favor foreign aid projects over 

national government programs. However, in behavioral outcomes in table 2, where subject 

responses are likely much more meaningful given the costs involved, subjects are 

significantly more likely to take action to demonstrate their support for the foreign aid 

initiatives over government projects.5 If aid had a strictly negative impact on Ugandans, we 

would not expect this willingness to take action. Among those who were assigned a foreign 

donor and were supportive of the project, 80.2 percent signed the petition compared to 76.6 

percent in the control condition.  The difference was statistically significant at the .1 level (p 

                                                        

 

5 These differences show up no matter whether one is talking about multilateral or bilateral 

aid.  
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= 0.060), and the result is much stronger when limiting the sample to those passing the 

manipulation check.  In addition, when we asked respondents if they were willing to send an 

SMS telling of their support, a significantly larger percent responded yes to this in the foreign 

aid condition than in the control one:  0.64 versus 0.59 (p = 0.056).  Finally, the proportion of 

subjects with cell phones that actually sent the SMS text message was nearly double (4.9 

percent) in the aid condition compared to the control (only 2.5 percent).  This difference is 

also statistically significant at the .1 level (p = 0.057) and also grows stronger when limited to 

subjects passing the manipulation check.   

It is important to note that Ugandans also think that their opinions and actions can 

influence whether the project is implemented; 93 percent of them responded affirmatively 

when asked this question. So when compared to the next best realistic alternative of 

government action, foreign aid may be an effective policy for poor countries.  

The experimental results are also similar when estimated in a regression context 

controlling for factors where there may have been a randomization imbalance. Those 

assigned to the foreign aid condition were more likely to declare verbal support and to say 

they would sign the petition, though like the difference in means tests the results are not 

significant (p = 0.387 and 0.392). However, they were significantly more likely to tell their 

local village council leader that they support the project (p = 0.007); more likely to sign the 

petition (p = 0.050); more willing to send an SMS (p = 0.051); and more likely to actually 

send the SMS (p = 0.060) than were those assigned to the control condition implying 

domestic government funding. Thus the regression results support our findings about 

Ugandan citizen’s preferences for foreign aid over government programs. 
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In the results reported above in table 2, we include all subjects assigned to a 

treatment or control condition. Unfortunately, some of the subjects may not have fully 

understood parts of the experiment. We included manipulation checks for this reason. When 

we exclude those subjects that failed the manipulation check, which came 13 questions after 

the experimental prompt and followed shortly after the verbal and behavioral outcome 

measures, the results are strengthened, as shown in table 3. All six experimental outcomes 

are statistically significant, including for the verbal statements of support. The results for the 

six outcomes are reported in Table 3: Expressing support for the project  (p = 0.000); being 

willing to tell of their support (p = 0.000); being willing to sign the petition  (p = 0.001); 

actually signing the petition (p = 0.000); being willing to send the SMS (p = 0.000); and 

sending the SMS (p = 0.058). Hence when limiting the sample to those who understood the 

experiment condition assigned them, we find strong support for our argument across all six 

dependent variables. 

There would certainly be justification for reporting the results with only those that 

pass the manipulation check, especially because those subjects understood the prompt and 

hence the experiment more completely. We opted for the more conservative approach of 

reporting all subjects assigned to a condition because dropping subjects may affect the 

representativeness of the overall sample (Berinsky, Margolis, and Sances 2012). Indeed, a 

follow-up analysis shows that individuals with higher education and living in the central 

region are more likely to pass the manipulation check. Since these subjects may be most 

likely to follow and engage in the aid and development process, these latter results may be 

more relevant to the questions at hand.  
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In sum, the results are intriguing when we include all subjects in the analysis, 

especially given that the most meaningful outcomes – signing a petition and sending an SMS 

– were statistically significant. But limiting the sample to those who understood the 

experimental conditions strengthens the results markedly; citizens given the aid treatment 

are more likely on all six outcome measures to be more willing to show support for the 

project and to take costly actions in support of it.  There is thus considerable evidence 

supporting the idea that citizens prefer foreign-sponsored development projects to 

government-sponsored projects. 

 

Causal Mechanisms 

Why do Ugandan citizens have a stronger preference for foreign aid relative to 

domestic programs? Our data suggest that they believe their government is more politicized 

and corrupt than foreign aid agencies. And they feel that foreign donors more effectively 

implement projects than the domestic government (local or central). Clientelism is very 

strong in Uganda and this undermines the accountability of government programs to the 

public.  The government and dominant party use clientelist payoffs to reward their political 

supporters, who then cannot use elections to send signals to their leaders about the projects. 

Because of selectivity, monitoring and conditionality in aid programs, such clientelism is 

harder to maintain in aid programs. Our results indicate that the majority of the Ugandan 

public understands these dynamics. 

We asked subjects to choose between similar statements about how foreign aid funds 

and domestic government funds are allocated, and respondents strongly believed that aid 



 
 
 

33 

projects benefited the poorest and neediest more than the political allies of the agency or 

government, and they thought aid dollars were more likely than domestic government funds 

to go to the poorest and neediest than to political cronies. We asked whether they agreed 

more with statement 1 or 2: “Statement 1: Aid from a [foreign donor] most helps the friends 

or allies of the donor that is giving the money. Or Statement 2: Aid from a [foreign donor] 

most helps the neediest people in your country.” We also asked them to choose between 

these two statements about their own government: “Statement 1: The current government 

leaders take government money to benefit themselves and their friends. Statement 2: The 

current government leaders use government money to benefit everyone in the country.”  On 

a scale of 1 (agreeing with statement 1 the most) to 5 (agreeing with statement 2 the most), 

the mean for the foreign aid question was significantly greater than that for the government 

(3.20 vs. 1.96, p = 0.0000).6  Ugandans thus believe that domestic government programs are 

far more politicized than foreign aid projects.  

They also trust the foreign agencies and international organizations more than they 

do all of their main domestic political institutions. We asked Ugandans about their levels of 

trust for a number of different institutions.  We asked about their local village council leaders 

(LC III), provincial governors (LC V), their members of parliament (MP), parliament overall, 

                                                        

 

6 When restricted to those who passed the manipulation checks, the results are similar: the 

mean for the foreign aid question was significantly greater than that for the government 

(3.15 vs. 1.84, p = 0.0000). 
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the dominant NRM party, and the president. For international institutions we asked 

respondents to state their level of trust in the IMF, USAID, the World Bank, and UNDP. In 

nearly all comparisons there was a statistically significant difference between the domestic 

and the international institution.7  As table 4 shows, the international institution was trusted 

more in nearly every comparison; only when the IMF was compared to some domestic 

institutions were there statistically insignificant results.  The most trusted institutions were 

the World Bank, USAID, and UNDP.8 Ugandans thus evince a strong preference for 

international institutions that provide aid in comparison to their own government.  

We also asked respondents about their views of aid conditionality.  Conventional 

wisdom, supported by mass protests against international financial institutions in multiple 

countries, assumes that the vast majority of recipients do not like conditions that are 

imposed on their aid flows. We asked subjects to choose between Statements 1 and 2: 

Statement 1: “The conditions or requirements set by [an individual foreign government or an 

international institution] in order for Uganda to receive aid are unfair and hurt Uganda. Or 

Statement 2: “The conditions or requirements set by [an individual foreign government or an 

                                                        

 

7 The Trust question for the international institutions was only asked of people who said they 

had heard of the institution previously.  

8 Trust in the governments of the U.S. and China was low. Trust in various international NGOs 

(Save the Children, Oxfam, World Vision) was high. 
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international institution] in order for Uganda to receive aid help Uganda to reform and 

become a better country.”  

We find, consistent with our argument advancing aid conditionality as a 

counterweight to corruption and clientelism that roughly 50 percent of subjects approve of 

conditionality by aid agencies.  When asked to choose between the two preceding 

statements, subjects were split, but just above 50 percent selected the latter option favoring 

conditionality.  A much higher proportion thus supports conditionality than conventional 

wisdom suggests. We find this consistent with our argument that voters see aid delivered by 

foreign agents as being less politicized and less likely to promote clientelism than domestic 

programs.  

In sum, the survey and experimental data support the four main hypotheses that we 

outlined above, buttressing our argument that the public may see foreign aid as a way out of 

the voters’ dilemma posed by clientelism. Ugandans support foreign aid projects more than 

domestic government programs, they feel there is less politicization in the foreign projects, 

they trust the foreign aid agencies more than their own government, and a significantly 

higher proportion support conditionality than conventional wisdom suggests.  

 

Multilateral vs. Bilateral Donors Results 

Descriptive Background 

Next we turn to subjects’ behavioral responses to random assignment of different 

foreign aid donors. Do recipients know about the different aid donors and do they have 
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varying opinions of them given the way they provide aid and implement projects? Donors 

differ significantly in how they provide aid.  As noted, USAID, the American aid agency, does 

not give aid funds directly to the government; instead, it contracts with U.S.-based 

companies, NGOs, and their partners to implement its projects.9  In contrast, the World Bank 

and African Development Bank (AFDB) provide practically all of their aid funds directly to 

the government, which then implements the projects agreed upon with the donor while also 

abiding by strict procurement and accounting criteria.10 Other bilateral aid agencies seem to 

be somewhere in the middle of this spectrum, giving both direct government aid and 

contracting to do their own projects. But in general there are substantial differences in how 

and which type of projects different donors fund.  

In addition, when we asked respondents whether aid from multilaterals versus 

bilaterals had the most impact and the least waste in achieving its goals, 61 percent thought 

multilaterals did better compared to 34 percent in favor of bilaterals.  Similarly, when we 

                                                        

 

9 For Uganda, specifically, the OECD Creditor Reporting System shows that it received only 

$0.2m in 2010 for budget support from the USAID, which was 0.05% of total U.S. ODA 

received. 

10 In 2010, according to the OECD Creditor Reporting System, the World Bank gave $100.9m 

in budget support to Uganda. Uganda received 30.7% of IDA funds as budget support, while 

other developing countries received only 21.1%. Budget support is not the only group of 

funds that goes directly to the recipient government, but it is the easiest to count. 
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asked them whether aid projects funded by multilateral organizations versus those funded 

by bilateral ones most often matched the needs of their community, nearly twice as many (59 

to 34 percent) said that the multilaterals were better. 

 

Experimental Results for Bilateral vs. Multilateral Donors 

We explored the treatment effects of assignment to four different donors. First we 

focus on the broader distinction between multilateral and bilateral aid programs, collapsing 

the four categories (U.S. Government, Chinese Government vs. World Bank, African 

Development Bank) into two (bilateral and multilateral).  In general, we found several 

significant differences in attitudes toward the donors at the broadest level as shown in table 

2.  Ugandan citizens who had heard of the institutions assigned to them seemed to prefer 

multilateral aid donors over bilateral ones.  They are more willing to express support for 

projects by multilateral donors than bilateral ones (3.68 vs. 3.60, p = 0.086).  They are more 

willing to agree to sign a petition (0.88 vs 0.83, p = 0.032) and do actually sign them more 

(0.85 vs 0.81, p = 0.033) when in the multilateral condition.11  These results lend some 

                                                        

 

11 When we also include the generic categories of a “single foreign government” and an 

“international organization”, our results weaken. Then only the willingness to express 

support is significant (3.63 for multilateral vs 3.56 for bilateral, p = 0.065). Excluding all 
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credence to the survey responses reported above indicating a preference for multilateral 

donors.  

The public in Uganda perceived a few significant differences between the U.S. and the 

Chinese bilateral programs, but none between the World Bank and the AFDB.  For the U.S. 

and China, individuals were significantly more willing (p = 0.014) to tell their local leaders of 

their support for U.S. projects (0.96) than for Chinese ones (0.91).  And citizens with 

cellphones also sent the SMS significantly more often (p = .021) in the US condition (9.0%) 

than in the China condition (3.2%). None of the other bilateral differences were significant. 

Thus overall, evidence exists that Ugandans prefer multilateral aid projects over bilateral 

ones and that they prefer the US to give them aid rather than the Chinese. 

 

Survey Measures of Mechanisms 

Interestingly, in the survey there were two areas that revealed significant differences 

between citizens’ perceptions of bilateral and multilateral aid, as shown in table 5.  These 

findings provide support for our main hypotheses about why recipients should prefer foreign 

aid and multilateral aid in particular.  In both cases multilateral aid is again preferred. In 

some areas where we expected differences to emerge between bilateral and multilateral 

                                                                                                                                                                                      

 

those who did not pass the manipulation checks weakens our results here, as shown in table 

3. 
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donors, they did not. Citizens did not seem to believe that multilateral aid was significantly 

more likely to help the neediest people than bilateral projects, nor that multilateral projects 

are significantly more likely to be located where they will do the most good. However, 

probing recipient’s trust did reveal a stronger preference for multilateral aid. When 

aggregating trust across multilaterals and bilaterals, respondents clearly have much higher 

levels of trust for multilateral organizations (mean = 3.26 for ML vs. 2.80 for BL, p = 0.00).  

In addition, when examining citizens’ perceptions of transparency, we find again that 

multilateral donors are seen as more transparent than bilateral donors. We asked 

respondents to choose between two statements: “Statement 1: It is easier to see where aid 

from [an international organization] is spent and to monitor how it is used. Or Statement 2: It 

is easier to see where aid from [an individual foreign government] is spent and to monitor 

how it is used.” The first was significantly more likely for international organizations than for 

individual country governments (p = 0.00) thus indicating that citizens perceive much 

greater transparency in multilaterals than bilaterals.  Finally, Ugandans do not distinguish 

between the value of conditionality for multilateral versus bilateral aid donors (p = 0.96). In 

the survey results, then, we found some support for our hypothesized mechanisms. 

Ugandans prefer multilateral donors because they appear more transparent and thus more 

trustworthy, not because they are more effective, less politicized or impose conditionality 

more forcefully.  The macro literature that focuses on these latter mechanisms may therefore 

need to be amended.   
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Conclusions 

Ugandans express significant verbal and behavioral support for foreign aid.  They 

desire aid projects strongly and are willing to take actions imposing personal costs to show 

this support.  When compared to most logical alternative to aid, domestic government 

projects, citizens strongly favor foreign assistance.  This difference is related to the greater 

concerns with politicization and corruption perceived in domestic programs. Ugandans do 

know about foreign aid agencies and they trust them.  They do distinguish somewhat among 

U.S. and Chinese aid agencies in terms of their support, and they do favor multilaterals over 

bilaterals in a number of the experimental results as well as in the survey measures of trust 

and perceptions of transparency.  

In this article we argue that citizens may see foreign aid as a way of promoting public 

goods without strengthening clientelism and its associated corruption, patronage, and vote 

buying.  Our survey and experimental data support all four hypotheses: 1. Citizens are willing 

to support aid by taking behavioral action imposing personal costs through signing a petition 

and sending an SMS, 2. They view aid as less politicized than government programs, 3. They 

evince greater trust in foreign donor agencies than government institutions, and 4. A large 

share of citizens support aid conditionality. We also identify the causal mechanisms 

associated with their greater support for foreign projects: less politicization, greater trust, 

and support for conditionality.  These mechanisms are ways for voters to make sure that 

public projects escape from the voters’ dilemma posed by clientelism in weakly 

institutionalized polities such as Uganda. 
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We also explored the difference between aid donors. We asked whether the micro-

level data we collected might support the claims in the extant literature that multilateral aid 

was preferred to bilateral. Our experiment and survey provide some support for the related 

hypotheses. Citizens do support multilateral aid behaviorally by expressing willingness to 

sign a petition and actually signing a petition in greater proportions than for bilateral aid, but 

not for sending an SMS..  Likewise, they do not see multilateral aid as more effective, nor do 

they support multilateral conditionality to a greater degree.  Citizens do, however, trust 

multilateral donors more than bilateral agencies, and they see multilaterals as more 

transparent. These findings thus provide some support for the macro literature claiming that 

multilateral aid is preferable to bilateral aid. And they also provide some sense of the reasons 

for this: greater transparency and hence trust of multilaterals. 

These findings – particularly the strong findings about citizen preferences for aid over 

government programs – have multiple implications for scholarship and policy on foreign aid.  

We highlight three here.  First, the findings should encourage a greater focus on the beliefs 

and preferences of the beneficiaries of foreign aid.  The high-profile debate about aid 

effectiveness has occurred largely devoid of attention to recipient views. And this neglect of 

beneficiaries’ opinions only deepens the irony of the broken feedback loop.  Repairing the 

disconnect between donors and recipients can only begin to occur when donors receive 

detailed public information from recipients about the funded projects.  Donors should 

therefore prioritize the views of recipients; it is likely that recipients possess information not 

simply about their aid preferences but also about the effectiveness of the projects 

themselves.  
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Second, recipients hold strong and consistent preferences about foreign aid, and they 

can routinely make relevant comparisons to government programs.  Moreover, the sharpest 

points of comparison relate to the differences recipients perceive between the politicization, 

transparency, and effectiveness of foreign aid relative to government programs. Consistently, 

recipients view aid as less prone to political manipulation and as better able to provide 

public goods compared to government activities. Put simply, foreign aid caused recipients to 

pay personal costs to support the projects at significantly higher rates than government 

programs.  These findings raise questions about theories of foreign aid that predict that the 

public in recipient countries is the loser in the aid game. While it is claimed that 

“Paradoxically, the losers from aid are the average citizens in recipient states: precisely the 

people who are the nominal beneficiaries,” our study suggests that this assertion must be put 

into a larger perspective (Bueno de Mesquita and Smith 2009)(336).  Citizens in poor, 

clientelist countries may lose even more from government programs than from aid. So, in 

spite of the debate among Western scholars and pundits about the effectiveness or 

ineffectiveness of foreign aid, average people in a very poor country clearly see the aid as a 

net improvement over government action.12   

Finally, we see these findings as related to the issue of accountability and the 

differences that aid agencies can make. Clientelism is a serious problem in poor, weakly 

                                                        

 

12 Moreover, as Vincente and Wantchekon (2009) suggest, aid agencies can help rein in 

clientelism by targeting education in developing countries.   
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institutionalized democratizing polities such as Uganda. Development projects run by 

governments may be very ineffective as they succumb to clientelist pressures, and voters 

may relinquish their accountability mechanism in exchange for whatever government 

benefits they acquire. Aid agencies, even with poor monitoring and conditionality, may be 

better equipped to deter clientelism and ensure project efficacy in such weak polities. 

Citizens may understand all of this and see foreign intervention as a way out of the voters’ 

dilemma in clientelist systems.  The evidence suggests that, in order to boost popularity with 

recipients at a minimum and perhaps, more ambitiously, to enhance effectiveness, foreign 

donors should consider undertaking measures that can reassure beneficiaries. Recipients 

may want to know that the aid is not feeding the clientelist machine and that its procurement 

activities and execution are fully transparent. All of this suggests that recipients possess 

valuable information about foreign aid, and we urge greater attention by scholars and 

policymakers to accessing it in order to mend the broken feedback loop in foreign aid policy. 
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Table 1: Party Breakdown of Sampled Constituencies and Parliamentary 

Breakdown (2012) 

Party 

 

Sampled Constituencies 

 

Parliamentary Distribution 

Frequency Percent Frequency Percent 

Conservative Party 1 1.82 1 0.43 
Democratic Party 3 5.45 11 4.72 
Forum for Democratic 
Change 

7 12.73 23 9.87 

Independent 4 7.27 29 12.45 
Justice Forum 1 1.82 1 0.43 
National Resistance 
Movement 

37 67.27 162 69.53 

Uganda People’s Congress 2 3.64 6 2.58 
Total 55 100 233 100 
 

Table 2: Experimental Results for All Respondents 

 Express Tell Willing to 
sign 

Signed Willing to 
SMS 

Sent 
SMS 

Govt 3.52 0.91 0.82 0.77 0.59 0.02 

Aid 3.56 0.94 0.83 0.80 0.64 0.05 

T-test -0.81 -2.31 -0.83 -1.88 -1.92 -1.91 

P-value 0.420 0.021 0.405 0.060 0.056 0.057 

       

Know Multilateral 3.68 0.95 0.88 0.85 0.71 0.06 

Know Bilateral 3.60 0.94 0.83 0.81 0.68 0.06 

T-test 1.72 1.40 2.15 2.14 1.30 -0.09 

P-value 0.086 0.161 0.032 0.033 0.193 0.929 
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Know ML + generic 3.63 0.95 0.85 0.83 0.67 0.54 

Know BL + generic 3.56 0.94 0.83 0.81 0.66 0.49 

T-test 1.85 0.55 1.18 1.05 0.18 0.30 

P-value 0.065 0.583 0.238 0.852 0.860 0.762 

       

       

US 3.60 0.96 0.84 0.81 0.68 0.09 

China 3.60 0.91 0.83 0.81 0.68 0.03 

T-test 0.02 2.46 0.41 0.20 -0.07 2.33 

P-value 0.983 0.014 0.680 0.841 0.946 0.021 

       

WB 3.64 0.95 0.86 0.83 0.69 0.07 

AFDB 3.75 0.96 0.90 0.88 0.75 0.05 

T-test -1.57 -0.07 -1.23 -1.60 -1.44 0.62 

P-value 0.118 0.948 0.221 0.111 0.152 0.539 

       

 Negative t-test values mean that the second row is larger than the first row. A positive 
value means that the first row is larger than the second. Italicized means indicate that 
the difference is significant at the 0.10 level; bold at the 0.05 level. 
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Table 3: Experimental Results: Only those who passed the Manipulation Check 

 Express Tell Willing to 
sign 

Signed Willing to 
SMS 

Sent 
SMS 

Gov 3.42 0.88 0.78 0.72 0.54 0.03 

Aid 3.66 0.96 0.85 0.83 0.68 0.06 

T-test -4.19 -4.01 -3.30 -4.10 -5.12 -1.91 

P-value 0.000 0.000 0.001 0.000 0.000 0.058 

       

Know Multilateral 3.74 0.96 0.89 0.83 0.72 0.07 

Know Bilateral 3.69 0.95 0.86 0.86 0.70 0.06 

T-test 1.05 1.33 1.53 1.63 0.64 0.54 

P-value 0.292 0.185 0.127 0.103 0.524 0.592 

       

Know ML + generic 3.68 0.96 0.88 0.85 0.71 0.07 

Know BL + generic 3.68 0.95 0.86 0.83 0.70 0.05 

T-test 0.00 0.87 1.25 1.07 0.44 0.92 

P-value 0.997 0.383 0.213 0.287 0.657 0.355 

       

US 3.73 0.98 0.87 0.84 0.72 0.08 

China 3.65 0.91 0.84 0.81 0.68 0.02 

T-test 1.16 3.35 1.07 0.78 1.07 2.58 

P-value 0.246 0.001 0.285 0.437 0.286 0.011 

       

WB 3.72 0.97 0.88 0.85 0.71 0.08 
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AFDB 3.77 0.96 0.90 0.88 0.75 0.06 

T-test -0.79 0.29 -0.72 -0.85 -1.08 0.58 

P-value 0.428 0.775 0.472 0.397 0.283 0.566 

       

Negative t-test values mean that the second row is larger than the first row. A positive 
value means that the first row is larger than the second. Italicized means indicate that 
the difference is significant at the 0.10 level; bold at the 0.05 level. 
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Table 4: Trust Levels for Domestic Versus International Institutions 

Domestic  International Mean Trust 
Domestic 

Mean Trust 
International 

T stat on 
difference 

Trust LC5 Trust IMF 2.92 3.07 -4.07 
  Trust USAID 2.92 3.38 -15.41 
  Trust WB 2.92 3.34 -16.53 
  Trust UNDP 2.92 3.29 -9.93 
  Trust AFDB 2.92 3.15 -6.86 
Trust LC3 Trust IMF 3.07 3.07 0.01 
  Trust USAID 3.07 3.38 -11.15 
  Trust WB 3.07 3.34 -11.35 
  Trust UNDP 3.07 3.29 -6.41 
  Trust AFDB 3.07 3.15 -2.63 
Trust MP Trust IMF 3.02 3.07 -1.38 
  Trust USAID 3.02 3.38 -12.24 
  Trust WB 3.02 3.34 -12.81 
  Trust UNDP 3.02 3.29 -7.38 
  Trust AFDB 3.02 3.15 -3.99 
Trust 
Parliament 

Trust IMF 3.03 3.07 -0.95 

  Trust USAID 3.03 3.38 -12.43 
  Trust WB 3.03 3.34 -12.83 
  Trust UNDP 3.03 3.29 -7.42 
  Trust AFDB 3.03 3.15 -3.70 
Trust NRM Trust IMF 2.89 3.07 -4.43 
  Trust USAID 2.89 3.38 -14.76 
  Trust WB 2.89 3.34 -16.16 
  Trust UNDP 2.89 3.29 -9.56 
  Trust AFDB 2.89 3.15 -6.96 
Trust President Trust IMF 3.06 3.07 -0.09 
  Trust USAID 3.06 3.38 -10.04 
  Trust WB 3.06 3.34 -10.41 
  Trust UNDP 3.06 3.29 -5.73 
  Trust AFDB 3.06 3.15 -2.44 
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Table 5: Experimental Results for Multilateral vs. Bilateral Aid 

 Mean  

(Multilateral 

Aid) 

Mean 

(Bilateral Aid) 

T stat on 

difference 

Trust 3.27 2.80 9.86 

Transparency 0.63 0.37 21.15 
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