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Abstract

Despite their continued effort to bargain collectively on behalf of developing countries, the G77 group at the United Nations
consistently fail to coordinate their voting positions. With 134 of the UN’s 193 member states in the G77, it has the potential
to dominate the UN General Assembly, but it has become so disparate that many now question the logic of the group’s
existence moving forward. Using ideal point estimates, I analyze the predictors of G77 countries’ individual voting preferences
in the UN General Assembly to understand the cause of growing division and disunity within the group. I find that voting
preferences for individual countries within the G77 are determined mainly by variation in democracy and human rights. It
provides new insights into both the dynamics of the UN General Assembly and the cooperation among developing countries.
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1. Introduction

From climate change to migration to terrorism,
the world’s most pressing issues over the com-
ing decades will all require increasingly global-

ized responses. Even though some see the United Na-
tions General Assembly as a largely symbolic body, the
UNGA remains the only platform in the international
system where all countries vote simultaneously on a
wide range of issues relevant to the international com-
munity. Therefore, even if the UNGA itself isn’t the
solution to these pressing global problems, studying
countries’ voting preferences in the UNGA is still the
best method we have for understanding the evolving
dynamics of global cooperation between states (Voeten
2000).

Within the UN system, the G77 group acts as devel-
oping countries’ principal negotiating coalition, seek-
ing to advance their power and influence through col-
lective bargaining (Vihma, Mulugetta, and Karlsson-
Vinkhuyzen 2011). Given the G77’s expansion to now
include 134 of the UN’s 193 member states, the group
should be able to control the General Assembly with im-
pressive reliability, if it were able to coordinate its mem-
bers effectively, despite successes in the 1960s and 1970s
to advance developing countries’ interests through the
UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD),
in practice, the group is systematically failing to coor-

dinate and align their voting positions, which has led
to “a notable expansion of subgroups within the G77”
(ibid.).

Scholars have argued that the group’s expansion in
both scope and size since its inception in 1964 (ibid.),
and the increasingly divergent growth trajectories of
the group’s members (Toye 2014) are making the G77
less cohesive and much harder to coordinate. Some
suggest that the logic for the G77’s continued existence
is not sufficiently understood (Williams 2005). However,
academic literature has not yet provided conclusive ev-
idence of how we should categorize the new voting
dynamics among developing countries at the United
Nations.

The G77’s continued attempts to bargain collectively
on behalf of developing countries, but consistent inabil-
ity to coordinate raises an important puzzle for anyone
seeking to understand voting patterns in the UN Gen-
eral Assembly and, by extension, the dynamics of global
cooperation between states. What determines the vot-
ing preferences of individual members of the G77 in
the UN General Assembly, and is therefore causing the
group to split?

I seek to answer this question by analyzing the latest
state ideal point estimates for the UN General Assem-
bly developed by Bailey, Strezhnev, and Voeten in 2017.
Taking these latest estimates as a dependent variable,
I compare these measures with five independent vari-
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ables generated from the literature on the UN voting
preferences. I focus on democracy and human rights,
economic development, US foreign aid, choice of mil-
itary supplier, and membership of specific intergov-
ernmental organizations. The finding indicates that
variation in levels of democracy and human rights is
the best predictor of voting preferences among the G77
group. Through that, I provide updates to the existing
literature on UN voting behavior, and extend this lit-
erature specifically to the puzzle of voting preferences
among members of the G77 group.

After discussing the existing literature on the mea-
surement of the UN voting preferences, changing dy-
namics of the G77 group, and predictors of how coun-
tries vote at the UN, I generate and explain my five
main hypotheses. I then analyze the empirical results
from these hypotheses, before discussing what these
results can show us about how we categorize develop-
ing countries at the UN moving forward, and making
suggestions for further research.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Measurement of UN voting preferences

The most recent analysis of voting in the UN General
Assembly is Bailey, Strezhnev, and Voeten’s 2017 paper,
“Estimating Dynamic State Preferences from United
Nations Voting Data” (Bailey, Strezhnev, and Voeten
2017). This paper analyses UN voting patterns through
its development of a model that accurately identifies
substantive changes in state voting preferences at the
UN. Relative to previous models that frequently falsely
reported shifts in state preferences, when all that had
changed was the content of votes, this paper signif-
icantly contributes to our understanding of the UN
voting patterns.

Many previous models used in UN voting literature
(Gartzke 1998; Signorino and Ritter 1999) have inferred
state preferences or “affinity” between states by exam-
ining the percentage of UN General Assembly votes
on which two states agree. However, when the agenda
of UN votes changes, these “affinity” scores may also
change even when states’ preferences remain consistent.
As Bailey, Strezhnev, and Voeten (2017) explain, there
could be a situation in which two countries may agree
on nine out of ten votes in year one, with one issue that
they disagree on. Then, the following year, there may
be an additional five votes taking place on the single
issue which divide them due to exogenous changes in
the agenda of the UN General Assembly beyond any
state’s control. When examined, the states’ percentage
of agreement in this case (as has been done previously

in this literature) shows a noticeable reduction in agree-
ment from 90% (9/10) in year one to 64% (9/14) in
year two. This signals that the states’ foreign policy
preferences had shifted considerably and became much
less compatible, even though there may still have been
zero substantive change in-state preferences. Therefore,
previously used models that solely look at affinity may
falsely identify changes in state preferences, when all
that has occurred is a change in the agenda of the UN
General Assembly.

The model from Bailey, Strezhnev, and Voeten (ibid.)
overcomes this challenge by moving away from using
only dyadic comparisons to determine state preferences,
and instead uses a dynamic, ordinal spatial model to as-
sess voting preferences along a single dimension. Using
item response theory (IRT) models with identical UN
resolutions as a bridge for consistency over time, the
model generates an ideal point estimate for each mem-
ber state for each year on a scale from 2 to -2, with one
pole occupied by countries such as the US and members
of the EU, and the other by ‘counter-hegemonic’ states
such as North Korea, Iran, and Syria (Voeten 2004).

The new model from Bailey, Strezhnev, and Voeten
(2017) is valuable in terms of ability to understand
voting preferences over time for two reasons. Firstly,
this development allows us to see more clearly when
countries are actually changing in their ideal point po-
sition, as opposed to acting consistently relative to a
changed agenda. Secondly, we can now also distinguish
which country is individually shifting to cause that
change, which was previously not discernable when
using dyadic measures and gives us far greater opportu-
nities to investigate the causes of individual state voting
preferences.

2.2. Voting Patterns among the G77 Group

The scarcity of the available literature on the voting
trends of the G77 group is part of the motivation for
this research. Toye’s 2014 assessment of the G77 moti-
vated by the 50 year anniversary of the UN Conference
on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) largely ques-
tions the G77 rather than provides insights. The paper
discusses the “facade of unity for developing countries”
which the group provides, and how it has become “so
disparate that it cannot hold together” the way it had
done previously (Toye 2014).

Other papers analyzing the G77 group and its ac-
tions in climate negotiations tell a similar story, with
authors concluding that the G77’s “increasingly conflict-
ing interests” and “slowly eroding common identity”
are causing existential challenges for the group (Vihma,
Mulugetta, and Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen 2011), and that
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the logic behind the G77’s continued existence is not
well understood (Williams 2005).

The 2011 paper brings insight into the new dynam-
ics of the G77, by identifying a number of subgroups
that have appeared during UN climate negotiations
(Vihma, Mulugetta, and Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen 2011).
Those subgroups have appeared within the G77 based
on regional (African Union), economic (Least Devel-
oped Countries), ideological (Bolivarian Alliance), and
special interest (OPEC) lines, across a range of UN bod-
ies including the General Assembly. While these may
be useful for developing hypotheses for this research,
they also show that there is little conclusive evidence
or consensus on a systematic way to make sense of the
new voting dynamics of the G77 group.

2.3. Explaining UN voting patterns:

Scholars have frequently used voting preferences in the
United Nations General Assembly both as a dependent
and independent variable; either to explain state pref-
erences within the international system, or to explain
different aspects of relationships between states such as
international trade or the likelihood of conflict. When
examining General Assembly voting as a dependent
variable (since the end of the cold war), different schol-
ars have found a number of factors to have a significant
effect on state preferences at the United Nations. While
studies have varied in their methodologies, the five
most common explanations scholars have presented
centre around variation in countries’ levels of:

• Democracy and Human Rights

• Economic Development

• Receipt of US Foreign Aid

• Choice of Military Supplier

• Membership of Other Inter-Governmental Organ-
isations (IGOs).

2.4. Economic Development

Kim and Russett (1996) provides a well-cited explana-
tion of the impact of development levels on the UN
voting. It argues that following the end of the Cold
War, the 1990s saw a shift in the split of the UN Gen-
eral Assembly from “East-West” to “North-South,” with
the richer Global North aligning differently to the less
developed countries in the Global South.

The theory that levels of development drive voting
preferences at the UN fits with Toye’s insights about
the challenges the G77 group is facing. Toye argues that

the breakdown of cohesion among the G77 is caused by
the group bifurcating into a range of “elite developed
and emerging economies,” alongside members who are
now “recognised as least developed countries or even
as failed states” (Toye 2014). As the result, the increased
variation in development levels is driving increased
variation in preferences among members of the G77
group.

2.5. Democracy and Human Rights

Oneal and Russet (1999), using a dyadic model of affin-
ity between states, argue that democracy is a significant
predictor of countries’ voting similarities at the United
Nations. Gartzke (2000) provides caveats to these con-
clusions, initially raised as a criticism of endogeneity
from a previous paper (Gartzke 1998). Still, he con-
cludes that democracy plays a significant role in voting
preferences in the UN General Assembly.

Previously, when examining voting preferences in
the UN Human Rights Council, scholars have found
that “countries with poor human rights records vote
systematically differently from those that do not engage
in torture” (Hug and Lukács 2014). Given the number
of resolutions in the General Assembly relating to hu-
man rights, this predictive effect could carry over as an
indicator of state preferences in the General Assembly.

The effect of liberalism has been heavily emphasised
by papers seeking to explain UN voting preferences. For
example, Voeten (2000) argued against the conclusions
of Kim and Russett (1996), stating that the East-West
split was still apparent in United Nations voting and
has not disappeared as Kim and Russett (ibid.) claimed.
Voeten (2000) added that the General Assembly is better
characterized by studying agreement with the US-led
liberal order, with “higher GNP and greater degree of
democracy both related to more "Western" voting behav-
ior”, rather than as divided North-South. While being
a direct response to the conclusions of Kim and Russett
(1996), inclusion of GNP as a major predictive factor
in Voeten (2000) reiterates the potential for develop-
ment levels to serve as a predictor of voting behaviour
alongside democracy.

Extending this analysis, in 2004, Voeten finds that
most states have shifted away from the US, but “states
that have become more respectful of domestic civil and
political liberties have shifted less” (Voeten 2004). These
conclusions indicate that liberalism, democracy and
civil liberties in some form may all play a role in pre-
dicting voting preferences at the UN.
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2.6. Foreign Aid

Characterising countries in relation to the US liberal
order, many scholars have studied the impact of US
foreign aid on voting behaviour at the United Nations.
Carter and Stone (2015) and Dreher, Nunnenkamp, and
Thiele (2008) found strong evidence that US aid buys
voting compliance in the General Assembly over an
extended period.

Similarly, Dreher and Sturm (2012) found that coun-
tries receiving adjustment projects from the IMF and
larger non-concessional loans from the World Bank are
more likely to vote in line with the US at the United
Nations. Finally, according to Hwang, Sanford, and Lee
(2015) voting compliance with the US among elected
members of the Security Council (linked to US aid,
World Bank and IMF programs) also carries over into
the General Assembly, showing the impact of US for-
eign aid on state preferences at the UN.

2.7. Choice of Military Supplier

Fearon and Hansen (2018) produce one of the first pa-
pers using the ideal point estimates from Bailey, Strezh-
nev, and Voeten (2017), and find strong correlations
between these ideal point estimates and countries’ pri-
mary weapons suppliers, both during and after the cold
war.

Similarly, when looking at network analysis among
countries’ voting patterns in the UN General Assem-
bly, Pauls and Cranmer (2017) find that the identified
affinity communities are causally linked to defence co-
operation.

This defence cooperation is consistent with Voeten’s
(year?) findings that the East-West split is still present
in the General Assembly, and Fearon and Hansen’s
findings show that few countries buy weapons both
from Western and non-Western suppliers, while very
few have changed suppliers since the end of the cold
war.

2.8. Membership of Other Inter-Governmental
Organisations

As part of the wider literature on institutional sociali-
sation, Bearce and Bondanella (2007) conclude that an
increased number of inter-governmental organisation
memberships for countries has an effect on the similar-
ity of their voting preferences at the UN. When testing
the hypothesis, they find this effect to hold both for
regional and global organisations, but only in situations
where the organisation has its own bureaucratic and
executive organs.

Additionally, when examining the voting prefer-
ences of states on specific issues in the UN system, a
number of scholars showed membership of other or-
ganisations to be crucial. For example, the African
Union and Bolivarian Alliance were identified as key
subgroups in UN climate negotiations (Vihma, Mu-
lugetta, and Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen 2011) and members
of the Organisation for Islamic Cooperation were seen
to vote distinctly in the UN Human Rights Council
(Hug and Lukács 2014).

The range of factors that have been proven to influ-
ence voting in the UN General Assembly demonstrates
that the literature has yet to establish a parsimonious,
consensus opinion on the predictors of voting in the UN
General Assembly. Such analysis can extend the litera-
ture focus to a new group which despite their potential
to dominate the UNGA, remains understudied.

3. Hypotheses

In terms of hypotheses, each of the aforementioned is-
sues presents a cleavage among the G77 group which
has the potential to be salient in terms of effects on
Ideal Point Estimates. Therefore, based on the existing
literature, I will test the following hypotheses:

H1: More economically developed countries will
have ideal points closer to the West.

Even though the G77 is designed to collectively rep-
resent developing countries, there remains significant
variation in the levels of development within the group.
For example, Argentina has a GDP per capita of over
$13000, while Togo has a GDP per capita of roughly
$500. Given this stark variation in levels of GDP that in-
dicates development among the group, we could there-
fore expect that these countries would have different
preferences related to the UN’s agenda for economic
development and trade, with more developed countries
within the group having incentives more closely aligned
with the richer western liberal democracies .

H2: More democratic countries will have ideal points
closer to the West

Freedom levels also have the potential to be highly
salient for voting preferences at the UN, given the
wide variation in levels of human rights and democracy
among the G77 group. While some countries such as
Ghana or Chile have strong human rights records, other
countries such as Saudi Arabia show little regard for
any type of human rights or individual freedom. Given
the way some of the G77 countries seek to promote
and prioritise human rights and democracy alongside
western liberal democracies, while others actively seek
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to impede any external imposition of human rights
norms from bodies such as the UN, increased levels of
freedom and democracy could have significant impacts
on shifting countries’ preferences closer to the western
liberal democracies.

H3: Countries who receive more US foreign aid as a
percentage of GDP have ideal points closer to the
West.

The concept of transactional aid is something which
has appeared in literature around global development
and aid flows for some time, especially as developing
countries can offer voting compliance at the UN (in
return for increased development assistance), without
having to relinquish any material resources.

Given that US law requires the US Agency for In-
ternational Development (USAID) to analyse countries’
voting records at the UN as a criterion for disbursing
aid, it would make sense that US aid would have an ef-
fect on voting preferences among developing countries,
with the US gaining more leverage over developing
countries as their aid money becomes a larger percent-
age of the recipient country’s GDP.

H4: Countries with primarily Western weapons im-
ports will have ideal points closer to the West than
countries with primarily Russian or “Other” im-
ports.

If the East-West split present during the cold war
still holds in the UN General Assembly, as some schol-
ars have suggested, weapons imports can act as a con-
cise proxy measure to see whether countries are gen-
erally Western or non-Western aligned. Given how
few G77 countries buy weapons from both the West
and Russia or China (who are overwhelmingly the
world’s biggest suppliers) or change weapons suppliers
between these groups, weapons imports serve as a good
measure for historical alignment either with or against
the West, thereby influencing voting preferences in the
General Assembly.

H5: Members of the OIC or OPEC will have ideal
points further away from the West.

Countries’ membership of certain IGOs such as the
OIC and OPEC are often very closely linked to their
preferences on specific issues and some of these pref-
erences may be in direct opposition to the positions
taken by the US and other western liberal democracies.
Given that the OIC is deeply opposed to the US on
the issue of the Palestinian conflict (which is heavily
discussed in the UN General Assembly), and both the
OIC and OPEC have been mentioned in the literature
as voting distinctly within different parts of the UN
system, memberships of these IGOs may impact voting
preferences at the United Nations if they are being used
as counter-hegemonic balancing mechanisms.

4. Research Design

In order to test these hypotheses, I will need to find
appropriate measures for each of my independent vari-
ables. Membership of groups like the OIC and OPEC
are simple binary measures, so they are the least com-
plicated. For weapons imports I shall use arms transfers
data from the Stockholm International Peace Research
Institute, and categorise countries based on whether
their primary weapons supplier is Western, Russian
(East), or other (mostly China or other one-off cases).
For levels of development I use GDP per capita from the
World Bank, and US foreign aid levels are measured by
calculating US foreign aid received as a percentage of
total GDP. Finally, for levels of freedom and democracy
I use multiple measures – polity scores and scores from
Freedom House, which has measures for civil liberties
and political rights, as well as an overall freedom status
for each country with levels of Free, Partially Free and
Not Free.

I then investigate if any of these variables correlate
significantly with higher or lower ideal point estimates
for countries in the G77 using the ideal point estimates
Bailey, Strezhnev and Voeten develop in their 2017 pa-
per, controlling for region and year fixed effects.

In terms of the time frame, I will investigate the vot-
ing preferences of the G77 starting from the end of the
Cold War in 1989, up until 2015 when the latest ideal
point estimates are calculated. Firstly, after 1989 we
have much better data availability for my independent
variables. Secondly, in terms of applicability to cur-
rent and future UN voting behavior, going back further
than 1989 significantly complicates findings, making it
harder to use any results as a meaningful, generalizable
predictor for the future.
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5. Results

5.1. G77 Voting Patterns Since 1989

While there is a relatively distinct split between mem-
bers and non-members of the G77 in terms of ideal
point estimates, variations within the G77 group exist.

Figure 1: Density plot showing distributions of ideal points for
G77 and non-G77 countries.

The ideal points of the G77 range from slightly
above 0 (e.g Argentina, Panama) to -2 (e.g. North Ko-
rea, Iran), excluding the outliers of small Pacific island
states which consistently vote in line with the U.S. at
around 2 (Figure 1). Over the period from 1989 to 2015,
the G77 group had a median ideal point estimate of
-0.61, a mean of -0.57 (e.g Jamaica and the Philippines),
and an interquartile range from -0.32 (e.g. Bahamas and
Colombia) to -0.84 (e.g. Uganda and Togo), suggesting
the importance of estimating ideal points both inside
and outside the interquartile range. Both the mean and
the median ideal point for the G77 group are remark-
ably consistent over the examined time period, with
both measures between -0.65 and -0.50, apart from the
median rising to -0.47 in 1995.

The variance within the G77 group (Figure 2), how-
ever, does differ significantly between years, with peri-
ods of higher variance from 2002-2004 and 2011-2013,
and low variance from 2007-2009 and 2014-15. Given
the way the difference in variance rises and falls, these
changes would appear to be in response to specific
events such as 9/11, the Iraq war, and the Arab Spring,
rather than showing a consistent trend over time, sug-
gesting that we can analyse the voting preferences simi-
larly across the entire time period.

Figure 2: Variance among G77 ideal points for the studied period,
showing periods of high variance following the Iraq war
and Arab Spring, but no clear overall trend.

5.2. Predictors of Country Ideal Point Esti-
mates

Controlling for the other independent variables with
region and year fixed effects in a linear regression, Table
1 shows the impacts on ideal points.

Using the measure of GDP per capita, we see very
little link between economic development and the dif-
ference in voting preferences among G77 countries in
the UN General Assembly. The results for countries
with a GDP per capita above $10000 are the only results
that are not statistically significant, which may be a
consequence of the low number of observations. The
significant results for the changes from a GDP per capita
of below $1000 to $1000-$5000 and to $5000-$10000 are
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in the direction we would expect from the hypothesis,
but even a change in GDP per capita from below $1000
to between $5000-$10000 is associated with a very small
change in ideal point of 0.108. Similarly, when testing
the effect of GDP per capita as a continuous variable
against ideal points we observe comparable results––an
effect in the direction we would expect, albeit a very
small one.

This lack of impact is also illustrated by the fact
that a number of countries which experienced signif-
icant economic development between 1989 and 2015
saw relatively little change in their ideal points. For
example, Vietnam’s GDP per capita rose consistently
every year from one of the lowest values of $137 in
1990, to well above the median value ($1612) for the
group to $2065 in 2014. However, throughout this pe-
riod, their ideal point stayed relatively still. Similarly,
Malaysia saw equally consistent growth from $2652 in
1990 to $11183 in 2015, but their ideal points remained
between -0.8 and -1.0 for the majority of this period,
again indicating that economic growth does not neces-
sarily change a country’s voting preferences in the UN
General Assembly.

All of the different measures for democracy and
human rights seem to show a much stronger link to
ideal point estimates than the measures for economic
development. While we see a fairly minimal difference
between Free and Partially Free countries in the regres-
sions, the change from Free to Not Free is associated
with a shift of -0.23 away from the Western end of the
scale, controlling for other factors (Figure 3).

Figure 3: Boxplots showing the distribution of ideal points for G77
countries which are classed as Free, Partially Free and
Not Free.

Each one-unit increase on the polity score (from -10
to 10) is associated with a positive shift of 0.014 when
controlling for the other variables, meaning that across
the whole scale, the shift from the most autocratic to
the most democratic countries equates to a change of
roughly 0.28 in ideal point (Figure 4). It suggests that
the shift from the extremes of the polity score produces
a result of very similar magnitude and direction as
moving from Free to Not Free on the Freedom House
classifications, supporting the validity of these results.

Figure 4: Jittered scatterplot of polity scores and the ideal points of
G77 countries.

Looking at specific countries which illustrate this
effect, we find that both Myanmar and Mongolia have
similar levels of economic development, but Myanmar
as a military dictatorship has a polity score that is al-
ways below -7, and Mongolia has a polity score of 9 or
10 for every year as a strong democracy. These differ-
ences are reflected in the states’ ideal point estimates,
with Myanmar having an average of -1.24, and Mongo-
lia having an average of -0.29.

When breaking down the Freedom House scores
into their constituent measures of political rights (elec-
toral process, functioning of government, and political
participation) and civil liberties (freedom of expres-
sion and association, rule of law, and individual rights)
shown in Figure 5 and Figure 6, we also gain greater
insights into the difference in ideal points associated
with variation in levels of democracy and human rights.
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Figure 5: Boxplots showing ideal point distributions for countries
with different political rights scores, again supporting
the democracy and human rights hypothesis, but also
showing the increased effects for countries with the very
worst political rights scores.

Similar to the small shift between countries classi-
fied as Free and Partially Free, the differences between
countries with scores of 1, 2 or 3 (the best scores on
the 7 point scale) in terms of ideal points are minimal.
However, when moving to the lower end of the scale
with worse scores for political rights and civil liberties,
the changes for each step become much more distinct.

Figure 6: Boxplots showing ideal point distributions for countries
with different civil liberties scores, showing the large
difference in in ideal points between countries with dif-
ferent levels of civil liberties, and particularly countries
who score 7, whose ideal points are disproportionately far
away from the West.

A score of 6 for political rights is associated with a
change of -0.17. For civil liberties, we observe a change
of -0.21 in ideal point estimate compared to countries
with a score of 1 on these measures. However, the
changes for the very worst scoring countries are more
drastic, with the countries scoring 7 for political rights
and civil liberties showing shifts of -0.41 and -0.60 in

ideal point estimates relative to those with the best po-
litical rights and civil liberties scores, controlling for
other variables. Relative to an interquartile range of
0.52 and a standard deviation of 0.54 for the ideal point
estimates, these figures individually show a significant
change in ideal point for the most autocratic countries,
with the larger shift for countries with scores of 7.

The results suggest that the link between freedom
and democracy and ideal point estimate at the UN is not
linear. Countries with good human rights and democ-
racy records do vote slightly differently from those with
average human rights and democracy records, but hard-
line autocracies with the worst records vote distinctly
differently from all other countries. This is also illus-
trated by the fact that in the 200 ideal point measures
furthest away from the west (country year combina-
tions), the only countries not classified as Not Free were
Bolivia, Venezuela, and Nicaragua, which are all known
for their anti-U.S. agenda. When looking at these two
measures without controls, we see a change from 1 to
7 is associated with a shift in ideal point of -0.84 for
political rights and -1.11 for civil liberties (both statisti-
cally significant), showing a difference of over double
the interquartile range for the G77 group.

The results suggest that there is very little link be-
tween the amount of U.S. foreign aid received as a
percentage of GDP, and the ideal point estimates of
developing countries. When controlling for the other
variables, the impact of a 1% increase in U.S. foreign
aid as a percentage of GDP is 0.006. While this is in the
direction we would expect of moving countries closer to
the U.S., it means that even if countries had 10% of their
GDP from U.S. foreign aid (which generally only occurs
for countries recovering from conflict or disasters such
as Iraq or Liberia), this would still only have an effect
size of 0.05 on their ideal point estimates.

The results for choice of military supplier is compati-
ble with our hypothesis, in terms of a proxy that reflects
the historical East-West ideology (Figure 7). Those buy-
ing predominantly western weapons have the closest
ideal points to the U.S., while countries who have Rus-
sia as their main military supplier on average have an
ideal point 0.13 points further away than those who buy
U.S. weapons. Those who import weapons primarily
from some source other than Russia or the West fall in
between these two values, with a shift of -0.08 relative to
western supplied countries. However, there is also a lot
of overlap between these groups, signalling that while
military suppliers can explain some of the variations in
ideal points, it should not be interpreted in isolation.
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Figure 7: Boxplots showing the ideal points for countries with
different primary military suppliers, supporting our hy-
pothesis that countries who buy from the West vote more
in line with the West, but also showing a large overlap
between groups.

Membership of the OIC and OPEC both have a
significant effect on ideal point estimates in the direc-
tion we expected, moving their members’ ideal point
estimates away from the Western end of the scale. Mem-
bership of the OPEC is associated with a -0.13 point
shift, and membership of the OIC shows an even larger
shift of -0.20 compared to non-members of these groups.
These observations suggest that OIC membership may
have a larger effect than military supplier, U.S. foreign
aid, and significant economic development.

5.3. Discussion

Beginning with the economic development and U.S.
Foreign Aid measures, which have limited links to ideal
point estimates, there are logical reasons why these
measures may not show a strong link specifically to
voting in the G77 across all areas of the UN General
Assembly.

Firstly, we can see that when it comes to levels of eco-
nomic development when examining the whole mem-
bership of the General Assembly, there is still a rea-
sonably distinct split, as shown by Figure 1 illustrating
the ideal points of G77 and non-G77 countries. There-
fore, this shows that economic development does play
a role in UN voting preferences. However, the variation
within the G77 group specifically is not salient enough
to impact ideal point estimates, despite several coun-
tries having GDP per capita figures over 20 times higher
than other members of the group.

Similarly, when looking at the limited impact of U.S.
Foreign Aid receipt, an important caveat in many of
the previous papers analyzing this subject is that they
measure the impact only on “important votes” as de-

termined by the U.S. State Department. Therefore, it
would appear that when seeking voting compliance in
the UN General Assembly, the US makes requests for
support only on specific important votes, rather than
across the whole range of issues the General Assembly
votes on.

Then moving on to the military supplier and IGO
membership measures, which have slightly more im-
pact on voting preferences, there are reasons why these
measures would independently impact ideal point esti-
mates, but there could also be a case where the variation
in ideal point associated with these variables is driven
by differences in levels of democracy and human rights.
The OIC and OPEC both have very specific issues on
which they may vote distinctly, namely votes on Pales-
tine and the Middle East and votes on climate change.
Both of these feature heavily in the UN General As-
sembly’s agenda, and could therefore lead members of
the group to have ideal points further away from the
West. The choice of military supplier may also affect
ideal points either broadly through displaying historical
West/East ideology, or through a similar mechanism to
foreign aid. The effect takes place in the sense that it
allows a larger more powerful actor (primarily Western,
Russia, or China) to exert influence over the countries
it sells weapons to.

The other explanation as to why these measures
for OPEC and OIC membership and military suppliers
may show a moderate level of impact on ideal point
estimates is that a number of them are strongly cor-
related to measures of democracy and human rights.
For example, being a member of the OIC or OPEC is
associated with a reduction in polity score of roughly
-6, and countries with “other” and Russian weapons
have polity scores on average -2 and -4 points below
those who buy Western weapons (figure 8).
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Figure 8: Boxplot showing the polity score distributions for coun-
tries with different military suppliers, highlighting that
countries who buy from the West tend to be much more
democratic than countries who buy from Russia.

This correlation with democracy and human rights
may also explain the unexpectedly high impact of the re-
gional control on ideal points, where countries in Africa
and Latin America, and the Caribbean, were associated
with a shift of 0.11 and 0.23 away from countries from
Asia-Pacific. This correlation may be due to the effect
of regional organizations, such as the African Union
or the Organisation of American States. However, the
fact that African and Latin American countries have
polity scores that are on average 1.5 and 8 points above
countries from the Asia-Pacific may also play a role in
why their ideal points (particularly for Latin America)
are closer to the West (figure 9).

Figure 9: Boxplot showing the polity score distributions for coun-
tries from different regions, shows that the countries from
Latin America and the Caribbean have much higher levels
of democracy than Asia-Pacific and Africa.

The differences in polity score for military suppliers
and region closely mirror the difference in ideal point
estimates among these groups. This suggests that even

though the military supplier and region variables are
independently significant when controlling freedom
house status and polity score, some of the variation
these measures seem to show may still be driven by
different levels of democracy and human rights. While
this raises questions around multicollinearity, the fact
that these measures are all independently statistically
significant shows that they are all likely to have some
effect. The interaction of these factors in the UN voting
preferences could provide interesting further research.

This issue of isolating the effects of specific vari-
ables is highlighted by the examples of Uruguay and
Oman. Uruguay has an average ideal point of -0.13,
while Oman has an ideal point with an average of -1.03,
putting these countries at almost opposing ends of the
G77 group. Both countries have a relatively high and
growing GDP per capita, western weapons imports,
and low levels of US foreign aid. However, these coun-
tries have significantly different democracy and human
rights scores, Uruguay with a polity score of 10, and
Oman with a polity score below -8. Despite this stark
difference in democracy and human rights scores, it
is difficult to conclude whether the difference in ideal
points here is actually driven by differences in democ-
racy and human rights, or whether the ideal points are
impacted directly by Oman’s OIC membership, or by
Uruguay being a part of Latin America.

Finally, the results around democracy and human
rights demonstrate higher impact on ideal point com-
pared to other variables. The impact on voting prefer-
ences is also non-linear and both these findings have
plausible explanations. Compared to regional issues,
which would split countries with different military sup-
pliers, democracy, and human rights (as a broad issue)
are discussed much more directly at the UN compared
to the other issues. This means it is more likely to split
countries based on their different preferences surround-
ing this issue.

Secondly, unlike issues such as economic develop-
ment, which almost all countries see as a broadly good
thing but disagree on the best pathway, some countries
seek to intentionally promote democracy and human
rights, while others actively seek to oppose and block
its external influences, perceiving it as a threat to their
domestic legitimacy and power. This also explains the
non-linearity of the effect of democracy and human
rights on voting preferences, as it is countries with
the lowest scores who actively oppose the promotion
of democracy and human rights. Comparing these to
Partially Free countries, who may strive for the same
democratic ideals as Free countries but have had limited
success in implementing them, the non-linear impact
of the democracy and human rights measures is under-
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standable.
Despite these conclusions about the effect of democ-

racy and human rights on ideal points, it is still unclear
whether countries have consistent voting preferences
across different thematic issues that appear on the UN
agenda. For example, on issues relating to economic
development, we may see different voting preferences
(and therefore different splits among the G77) compared
to issues relating to human rights, weapons prolifera-
tion, or the Palestinian conflict. Therefore, developing
specific ideal point estimates for different thematic ar-
eas of the UN General Assembly’s agenda, such as eco-
nomic development, human rights, or climate change
could provide new insights and potential for further
extension of this research.

6. Conclusion

From our results, we can broadly split the tested vari-
ables into three levels of importance in terms of their
impact on a country’s ideal point estimate.

Firstly, analyzing levels of economic development
and receipt of US Foreign Aid shows that neither of
these measures has a strong influence on UN voting
preferences among members of the G77 group. Sec-
ondly, analyzing the choice of military supplier, OPEC,
and OIC membership and region, we found that both
of these measures impact voting preference. However,
these measures are also strongly correlated with mea-
sures of democracy and human rights. Finally, the
strongest indicator of UN voting preferences among
the G77 group is a country’s level of democracy and
human rights, which consistently showed a high impact
on ideal point estimates across various measures, even
when controlling for all other independent variables.

References

Bailey, Michael A, Anton Strezhnev, and Erik Voeten
(2017). “Estimating dynamic state preferences from
United Nations voting data”. In: Journal of Conflict
Resolution 61.2, pp. 430–456.

Bearce, David H and Stacy Bondanella (2007). “Intergov-
ernmental organizations, socialization, and member-
state interest convergence”. In: International Organi-
zation, pp. 703–733.

Brazys, Samuel and Diana Panke (2017). “Analysing
Voting Inconsistency in the United Nations General
Assembly”. In: Diplomacy & Statecraft 28.3, pp. 538–
560.

Carter, David B and Randall W Stone (2015). “Democ-
racy and multilateralism: the case of vote buying in
the UN General Assembly”. In: International Organi-
zation 69.1, pp. 1–33.

Dreher, Axel, Peter Nunnenkamp, and Rainer Thiele
(2008). “Does US aid buy UN general assembly
votes? A disaggregated analysis”. In: Public Choice
136.1-2, pp. 139–164.

Dreher, Axel and Jan-Egbert Sturm (2012). “Do the IMF
and the World Bank influence voting in the UN Gen-
eral Assembly?” In: Public Choice 151.1-2, pp. 363–
397.

Fearon, James D and Bertel Hansen (2018). The arms
trade, international alignments, and international con-
flict. Tech. rep. Working Paper—Stanford University
and University of Copenhagen.

Gartzke, Erik (1998). “Kant we all just get along? Oppor-
tunity, willingness, and the origins of the democratic
peace”. In: American Journal of Political Science, pp. 1–
27.

— (2000). “Preferences and the democratic peace”. In:
International Studies Quarterly 44.2, pp. 191–212.

Hug, Simon and Richard Lukács (2014). “Preferences or
blocs? Voting in the United Nations human rights
council”. In: The review of international organizations
9.1, pp. 83–106.

Hwang, Wonjae, Amanda G Sanford, and Junhan Lee
(2015). “Does Membership on the UN Security Coun-
cil Influence Voting in the UN General Assembly?”
In: International Interactions 41.2, pp. 256–278.

Kim, Soo Yeon and Bruce Russett (1996). “The new pol-
itics of voting alignments in the United Nations
General Assembly”. In: International organization,
pp. 629–652.

Oneal, John R and Bruce Russett (1999). “Is the lib-
eral peace just an artifact of Cold War interests? As-
sessing recent critiques”. In: International Interactions
25.3, pp. 213–241.

Pauls, Scott D and Skyler J Cranmer (2017). “Affinity
communities in United Nations voting: Implications
for democracy, cooperation, and conflict”. In: Phys-
ica A: Statistical Mechanics and its Applications 484,
pp. 428–439.

Signorino, Curtis S and Jeffrey M Ritter (1999). “Tau-b
or not tau-b: Measuring the similarity of foreign pol-
icy positions”. In: International Studies Quarterly 43.1,
pp. 115–144.

Toye, John (2014). “Assessing the G77: 50 Years after
UNCTAD and 40 Years after the NIEO”. In: Third
World Quarterly 35.10, pp. 1759–1774.

Vihma, Antto, Yacob Mulugetta, and Sylvia Karlsson-
Vinkhuyzen (2011). “Negotiating solidarity? The
G77 through the prism of climate change nego-

11



NYU Abu Dhabi Journal of Social Sciences • March 2021

tiations”. In: Global Change, Peace & Security 23.3,
pp. 315–334.

Voeten, Erik (2000). “Clashes in the Assembly”. In: In-
ternational organization, pp. 185–215.

— (2012). “Data and analyses of voting in the UN Gen-
eral Assembly”. In: Available at SSRN 2111149.

— (2004). “Resisting the lonely superpower: Responses
of states in the United Nations to US dominance”.
In: The Journal of Politics 66.3, pp. 729–754.

Williams, Marc (2005). “The Third World and global en-
vironmental negotiations: interests, institutions and
ideas”. In: Global Environmental Politics 5.3, pp. 48–
69.

12


	Introduction
	Literature Review
	Measurement of UN voting preferences
	Voting Patterns among the G77 Group
	Explaining UN voting patterns: 
	Economic Development
	Democracy and Human Rights
	Foreign Aid
	Choice of Military Supplier
	Membership of Other Inter-Governmental Organisations

	Hypotheses
	Research Design
	Results
	G77 Voting Patterns Since 1989
	Predictors of Country Ideal Point Estimates
	Discussion

	Conclusion

