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Introduction

 Just a few months ago, in November 2013, Typhoon Haiyan hit the Philippines, affecting 

14 million people, killing 6,000, and displacing 4.4 million1. With a third of the country’s rice 

growing crops affected and a critical planting season missed, millions of people were left without 

food. In the form of disaster and food assistance, the United States provided a total of $37 

million in humanitarian aid2.

 In 2010, floods destroyed Pakistan, impacting an estimated 20 million people, killing 

1,600 people, and covering approximately one-fifth of the country with floodwater3. 6.5 million 

acres of crops and one million houses were washed away4. In response, the United States 

donated an estimated $463 million in relief and recovery assistance5.

 These natural disasters and the associated aid donations set up an interesting story about 

international aid assistance following natural disasters. What explains the United States’ 

massively different aid responses to these two natural disasters?

 This thesis seeks to examine international aid relief after natural disasters and whether 

this type of aid is given by the United States for humanitarian concerns or for policy concerns. I 

find that typically, the most post-disaster aid is given to countries who are considered our 

enemies in the United Nations General Assembly and that the number of deaths and people 
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affected has a negative effect on the probability of receiving post-disaster aid and on how much 

aid is given.

Definition of Concepts

 In order to measure these variables, I must first define several concepts:

• Natural disasters: Defined as any violent event caused by nature that has catastrophic 

consequences. In order for a disaster to be entered into EM-DAT’s database, the disaster 

must fulfill at least one of the following requirements: ten or more people reported 

killed; a hundred or more people reported affected; a declaration of a state of 

emergency; or a call for international assistance.6

• Official Development Assistance (ODA): The Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development (OECD)’s Development Assistance Committee (DAC) defines ODA 

as “those flows to countries and territories ... which are provided by official agencies, 

including state and local governments, or by their executive agencies; and each 

transaction of which is administered with the promotion of the economic development 

and welfare of developing countries as its main objective.”7

• Emergency relief: Defined by the Federal Emergency Management Agency as the 

direction, coordination, management, and funding of response and recovery efforts 

associated with major disasters and emergencies. This aid can be provided by 
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governments, nongovernmental organizations, and private individuals. I will be looking 

solely at emergency aid given by governments.8

• Humanitarian needs: Post-disaster aid given for humanitarian need is money given 

because the donor state wants to help the recipient state with the relief efforts following 

a natural disaster. This aid is given with the goal of assisting with search efforts, 

providing needed shelter and food, and reconstruction. If aid is given for humanitarian 

need, we should see that disasters with large numbers of people affected will receive 

more money than smaller disasters.

• Political concerns: Post-disaster aid given for policy needs is money given because the 

donor state either wants the recipient state’s support for political decisions or because 

the donor state and the recipient state have pre-existing friendships and relationships. If 

political needs drive post-disaster aid donations, it is then in the best interest of the 

donor state to give the recipient more money in order to secure votes or to maintain 

those relationships.

 To measure humanitarian concern, I will look at the number of deaths and the number of 

people affected. Larger numbers of deaths or people affected tied with larger aid donations will 

indicate that the disaster relief aid was given based on humanitarian concerns, because it is given 

to help with the recovery process and to alleviate the suffering and loss of resources caused by 

destructive natural disasters.

 To measure whether post-disaster aid is given based on policy concerns, I will look at 

political affinity and pre-existing alliances and relationships. Political affinity is defined by Erik 
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Gartzke as “the similarity of state preferences based on voting positions of pairs of countries 

(dyads) in the United Nations General Assembly.”9 Similar voting patterns in the UNGA indicate 

that states share preferences for policy outcomes and could therefore provide greater aid 

assistance for each other in times of natural disasters. States that are allied or have friendships 

are therefore likely to be more sympathetic and generous to each other in terms of aid donations. 

If greater political affinity or the existence of treaties, alliances, and relationships is correlated 

with larger aid donations, then these findings could indicate that post-disaster aid was given 

based on policy concerns.

Significance of Question

 Following natural disasters, many countries show outpourings of support and assistance 

in the form of monetary aid, supplies, and emergency response teams. Often, the media attention 

surrounding these disasters draws donations from civil society, international organizations, 

nongovernmental organizations, and governments alike. However, little has been written about 

what drives post-disaster aid donations, as this aid is often perceived to be given as an act of 

empathy. I would like to explore how much post-disaster aid is given and whether states consider 

political relationships when determining the amount of aid given following natural disasters.
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Image 1. Map of the Leading Natural Disasters, by Overall Economic Losses, Since 198010

 Given the examples in the Introduction and the map (Image 1), we see that the number of 

people killed or affected and the total amount of economic damage has varying impacts on the 

amount of aid given. While the Philippines had a comparable number of people affected as 

Pakistan, Pakistan received twelve times more aid than the Philippines. Japan, who received $43 

million from the United States following the 2011 earthquake and tsunami11, had 16,000 people 

killed, as opposed to the 1,600 in Pakistan, and Pakistan still received ten times as much aid. 

This difference in the amount of post-disaster aid may be attributed to the fact that Pakistan has 

been politically salient to the United States for the past few decades, consistently receiving a 

huge outpouring of military, economic, and humanitarian assistance.
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 International aid has been greatly debated by scholars for its effectiveness. Some, such as 

Jeffrey D. Sachs in The End of Poverty, argue that aid is useful and necessary. He believes that 

the reason that aid is failing right now is due to the fact that not enough aid is given to poor 

countries, and he urges rich nations to donate more to help raise the poorest one billion 

individuals out of poverty. However, others argue that international aid does not help developing 

nations improve the economic status of its citizens and in fact may be harming them. William 

Easterly, in The White Man’s Burden, contends that the West’s aid strategy has failed because it 

prescribes what it thinks will help developing nations, rather than than accountably fixing the 

existing problems by listening to constructive feedback. In fact, Maizels and Nissanke (1984) 

found that bilateral aid donations in the 1970s were given based on considerations of recipient 

needs while in the 1980s, policy often drove aid donations to be given based on donor interests. 

Similarly, Alesina and Dollar (2000) found that foreign aid is very much given based on the 

donor’s policy concerns, rather than for humanitarian reasons.

 Few papers, however, address post-natural-disaster aid relief and the intentions behind its 

donation. Becerra, Cavallo, and Noy, in their paper “Foreign Aid in the Aftermath of Large 

Natural Disasters” (2012), look at ODA surges to find whether foreign aid increases after large 

natural disasters, if that aid is relative to the magnitude of the economic damage, and what 

determines the amount of aid given. By looking at ODA surges after natural disasters, they find 

that donors do not consider political relationships when making disaster relief donations. Though 

their paper presents a very similar question to the one I will be researching, their study only uses 

Official Development Assistance numbers, which measure overall aid given yearly to a country, 

rather than looking at the amount of aid given specifically to natural disaster emergency relief.
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 Strömberg (2007) studies a wide range of factors surrounding natural disasters. He starts 

by looking at where natural disasters are likely to strike and what characteristics make countries 

vulnerable to disasters. He compares high-income and low-income countries to find that more 

fatalities occur in low-income countries. Strömberg also looks at who gives relief aid, who 

receives that aid, and how much is given, using data from the Development Assistance 

Committee of the OECD. He studies whether economic or geostrategic political interests affect 

relief aid donations, including factors such as “geographical distance, common colonial past, 

common language, bilateral trade flows, and similar voting patterns in the United Nations 

General Assembly,” based on Alesina and Dollar (2000)’s research.

 Interestingly, Garrett and Sobel (2003) find that within the United States, the president 

and Congress consider political interests when making decisions regarding Federal Emergency 

Management Agency (FEMA) disaster aid allocations. The president has a higher rate of disaster 

declaration for states that are politically salient, and states with Congress members on the FEMA 

committees receive higher disaster expenditure. Election years also impact how much aid is 

given and to whom. In fact, approximately half of FEMA’s disaster aid relief is influenced by 

political interests. Though this research shows how disaster aid is allocated at a more local level 

in the United States, I believe these political considerations can be applied at a global level, 

especially when the United States is the donor. Therefore, we should find that the United States 

gives more aid to those countries that are politically salient (either those with whom the United 

States is friends or from whom the United States wishes to buy policy favors).

 Another study conducted by Raschky and Schwindt (2012) looked at international 

disaster assistance and found that humanitarian, strategic, and institutional variables all drive the 
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type of aid given. To build upon these preexisting ideas, my research will focus on how much aid 

is given and why.

Theory and Hypotheses

 My theory is based on the conclusion that international aid relief following natural 

disasters is more heavily influenced by strategic, political considerations than humanitarian 

concern. While Maizels and Nissanke and Alesina and Dollar focus on foreign aid in general, I 

believe that their conclusions can apply to natural disaster relief as well. Therefore, I believe that 

buying policy favors will largely drive donors’ decisions of who to give aid to and how much aid 

to give following natural disasters.

Humanitarian Concerns

 An interesting study by Evangelidis and Van den Bergh (2013) found that individual post-

disaster donations are driven more by the number of deaths than the number of people affected. 

However, given that we would expect countries with humanitarian concerns at the forefront of 

their aid strategy would give more post-disaster aid to countries where a large number of people 

are affected, as these are the people who will benefit from disaster relief. If post-disaster aid were 

to be given based on humanitarian concerns, we should see an increase in that aid as the number 

of deaths and people affected increase.

• H1: If the number of deaths increases, then more post-disaster aid will be given by the 

donor country to the recipient country.
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• H2: If the number of people affected increases, then more post-disaster aid will be 

given by the donor country to the recipient country.

 However, as Strömberg noted, there is a difference in how the economic status of a 

country affects the number of deaths. He explains that economic inequality can increase 

vulnerability, as poor individuals are less healthy, live in lower-quality housing located in 

disaster-prone areas, and are less equipped to respond to natural disasters. Similarly, I believe 

that economic status will affect how much post-disaster aid a country will receive. Rich, 

developed countries who experience a natural disaster, regardless of the number of deaths or 

people affected, will most likely receive less disaster aid than poorer countries who demonstrate 

a greater need for assistance. Rich countries are expected to have the resources to rebuild by 

themselves following a natural disaster.

• H3: If the disaster-stricken country is richer, then less post-disaster aid will be given by 

the donor countries to the recipient country.

Strömberg also finds that geographic closeness impacts how much post-disaster aid is 

received by the disaster-stricken country. When the donor country is in close geographic 

proximity to a disaster-stricken country, the donor may feel more empathy and contribute more 

aid to the close country than to a geographically distant country that may have experienced a 

more severe natural disaster. In addition to geography, shared cultural values, such as common 

language and race, increases how much empathy countries feel and therefore how much aid they 

give to a disaster-stricken country that is considered “similar” to them.

• H4: If the disaster-stricken country is closer geographically to the donor country, then 

more post-disaster aid will be given by the donor country to the recipient country.
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• H5: If the pair of countries speaks the same language, then more post-disaster aid will 

be given by the donor country to the recipient country.

Policy Concerns

 Strömberg finds that similar voting patterns in the United Nations General Assembly 

(UNGA) and formal alliances have little effect on the amount of aid given following a natural 

disaster. This finding is similar to that of Becerra, Cavallo, and Noy’s. Interestingly, Fink and 

Redaelli (2011) state that countries with which the donor has a lower political affinity are 

actually more likely to receive disaster relief aid. This seems to indicate that donors use relief aid 

in order to improve weak relationships rather than to strengthen traditional alliances.

 Taking these arguments into account, as well as Maizels and Nissanke and Alesina and 

Dollar’s findings, I will look at how high political affinity, political alliances, and friendships 

have an impact on disaster relief aid. I believe that donor countries are more likely to give aid to 

those who are their friends, whether it be friendships established in the United Nations General 

Assembly or existing alliances and relationships.

• H6: If a pair of countries has a high political affinity score, then more post-disaster aid 

will be given by the donor country to the recipient country.

• H7: If a pair of countries has existing alliances or friendships, then more post-disaster 

aid will be given by the donor country to the recipient country.

 In addition, I will look at the amount of ODA typically given to a country. ODA, which is 

described to be used to aid in prosperity for developing countries, is more often linked with 

achieving political objectives rather than increasing prosperity. Therefore, following a natural 
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disaster, we should see that countries that typically receive large amounts of ODA will receive 

more post-disaster aid, since this aid could be given to maintain the political relationships 

between the two countries.

• H8: If a country typically receives a large amount of ODA, then it will receive more 

post-disaster aid.

 Finally, I will also look at how democratic the recipient-country is and whether that 

affects how much post-disaster aid that country receives. Given that foreign aid can often be 

donated with the intention of democracy-building and supporting fledgling democracies, I would 

expect that more post-disaster aid is given to democratic countries as they are expected to use the 

aid reliably since they are beholden to a larger winning coalition. When aid is given to autocratic 

countries, we often see it disappear into the pockets of the autocratic rulers and their friends. 

Alesina and Weder (2002) find that the United States, for example, gives more foreign aid to 

democratic countries, though many may also be corrupt.

• H9: If a country is democratic, then it will receive more post-disaster aid. 

Data and Methodology

 The data used in this study is compiled from several databases, including AidData, EM-

DAT, Affinity of Nations, Polity IV, World Bank’s World Development Indicators, CEPII’s 

GeoDist, UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict, and the Correlates of War Formal Alliances datasets.

 First, I will use AidData, which breaks down foreign aid into separate projects based on 

the donor, the recipient, and the project sector. For the United States, this data is available from 

1998-2010 for 200 countries. Then, I will match this data with the Centre for Research on the 
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Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED)’s Emergency Events Database (EM-DAT), which contains 

information on natural disasters, tracking the following for each nation-year: the number of 

natural disasters, the number of casualties and people affected, economic damage estimates, and 

disaster-specific international aid contributions. This dataset is available from 1900-2013 for 227 

nations. This matched dataset will allow me to see how much natural disaster aid the United 

States gives other countries in a given year. Then, I added in Erik Voeten and Adis 

Merdzanovic’s dataset, called the “United Nations General Assembly Voting Data.” This dataset 

allowed me to determine how similar the voting in the United Nations was between the United 

States and a given recipient-country, on a scale of -1 to 1. The data is available from 1946-2012 

for 193 member states. Because the political affinity scores track all existing relationships in the 

United Nations, it will be useful to also look at existing alliances. This information will be 

collected from the Correlates of War Formal Interstate Alliance Data Set, which ranges from 

1816 to 2012 and tracks mutual defense pacts, neutrality pacts, non-aggression treaties, and 

ententes.

 Though AidData is ideal in that it helps break down aid donations into specific 

categories, such as education and health, it still does not separate emergency response between 

civil war response aid and natural disaster response aid. In order to control for large amounts of 

emergency aid that may be going towards civil war emergencies, I added in the UCDP/PRIO 

Armed Conflict data that tracked whether a state had a civil war conflict in that year. In addition, 

I used Polity IV and World Development Indicators to control for several variables. Polity IV 

measures how democratic or autocratic a country is, which will be useful in testing the 

hypothesis about whether more democratic countries receive more aid. The data ranges from 
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1800 to 2012, for 167 countries. World Development Indicators will be used to gather 

information on a country’s GDP, GDP per capita, population size, and net ODA. The log values 

of these variables will be used in analysis. The data ranges from 1960-2012 for 214 countries. 

ODA measurements will allow me to compare the amount of post-disaster aid received in 

relation to how much aid the recipient-country typically receives. This data is available from 

1980-2013 for 252 nations.

 My unit of observation will be recipient-year, including all states possible for all years 

possible. As for donors, I focused on the United States, which is the largest foreign aid donor, has 

the most at stake in terms of policy concerns, and has the most wealth and ability to make an 

impact with their aid donations. I will then organize the dependent variable, how much aid is 

given, by how much aid is given by the United States in that specific recipient-year. The 

independent variables (number of deaths, number of people affected, political affinity, 

population, wealth, level of democracy, ODA received, civil war, geographic distance, and 

shared language) will be in corresponding columns for each of the donors analyzed. A 

breakdown of these variables can be found in Table 1.

Table 1. Summary Statistics
Variable Definition # Obs Mean Std Dev Min Max Source

ccode Unique identifier for 
recipient country

1374 Correlates 
of War 
Codes

year Year 1374 2004.064 3.738382 1998 2010 All

committot Sum amount of 
emergency aid committed 
by the U.S. to a specific 
country in a given year

818 $23.2 
million

$86.8 
million

$1000 $1.04 
billion

AidData

nokilled Number of people killed 
by natural disasters

1025 939.6459 9772.783 0 229,549 EM-DAT
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Variable Definition # Obs Mean Std Dev Min Max Source

noaffected Number of people 
affected by natural 
disasters

1025 2.9 million 20.5 
million

0 342 million EM-DAT

gdppc Gross domestic product 
per capita

1374 $2414.10 $2910.49 $128.24 $16,022.47 World 
Bank 
WDI

population Population size 1374 45.8 
million

166 million 390,493 1.34 billion World 
Bank 
WDI

netoda Net amount of Official 
Development Assistance 
received by a country in a 
given year

1374 $594 
million

$760 
million

$560,000 $13.2 
billion

World 
Bank 
WDI

comlangoff Common official 
language: 1 for common 
official or primary 
language

1374 0.2641921 0.4410626 0 1 CEPII 
GeoDist

comlangeth Common unofficial 
language: 1 if language 
spoken by at least 9% of 
the population in both 
countries

1374 0.4250364 0.4945285 0 1 CEPII 
GeoDist

distcap Distance between capitals 
in km

1374 9283.322 3477.808 1826.616 16371.12 CEPII 
GeoDist

s3un Political affinity: Ranges 
from –1 to 1, accounting 
for “yes,” “abstain,” and 
“no” votes in the UNGA

1374 -0.4987472 0.1981833 -1 0.5277778 The 
Affinity of 
Nations 
Index

intensity Intensity level: Measures 
presence of civil war. 
1=minor; 2=major 
conflict.

234 1.226496 0.4194608 1 2 UCDP/
PRIO 
Armed 
Conflict

demaut Democracy/Autocracy 
level: Ranges from 0 to 1

1374 0.6039665 0.3055339 0 1 Polity IV

alliance Defense, neutrality, 
nonaggression, entente: 1 
if any such alliance exists

1374 0.2227074 0.416215 0 1 Correlates 
of War 
Formal 
Alliances

 For my statistical analysis, I will be using logit models and regressions. The logit model 

is used with binary variables—in this case, whether a country received aid or did not receive aid

—to calculate the probability of whether countries receive any natural disaster relief aid from the 

United States. The model is as follows:
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I will be looking at two different logit models:

• Model 1: using independent variables for the number of people killed by natural 
disasters

• Model 2: using independent variables for the number of people affected by natural 
disasters

 In addition, I will be using a simple linear regression to test how much aid a country 

receives, given that it does receive aid:

• Model 3: Amount of aid received =  β0 + β1 (number of deaths) + β2 (level of 
democracy) + β3 (lagged political affinity) + β4 (population) + β5 (GDP per capita) + β6 
(ODA) + β7 (geographic distance) + β8 (same language) + β9 (civil war) + β10 (alliance) 
+ β11 (UN voting * number of deaths) + β12 (level of democracy * number of deaths) + 
ε

• Model 4: Amount of aid received =  β0 + β1 (number of people affected) + β2 (level of 
democracy) + β3 (lagged political affinity) + β4 (population) + β5 (GDP per capita) + β6 
(ODA) + β7 (geographic distance) + β8 (same language) + β9 (civil war) + β10 (alliance) 
+ β11 (UN voting * number of people affected) + β12 (level of democracy * number of 
people affected) + ε

Results

For each of my hypotheses, I first looked at the probability of a country receiving aid after a 

natural disaster and then at how much aid the country would receive. After performing statistical 

analysis, I found that what I expected (increased deaths and number of people affected and 

friendly voting in the United Nations would both increase the amount of aid received following a 

natural disaster) was actually contrary to the statistical evidence. The results from my analysis 

are displayed in Table 2.
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Table 2. The Effects of Humanitarian and Policy Needs in Post-Disaster Aid
Variable Model 1

(Any aid, killed)
Model 2

(Any aid, affected)
Model 3

(How much, killed)
Model 4

(How much, affected)

Logarithm of people 
killed

-0.54***
(0.20)

-0.34
(0.22)

Logarithm of people 
affected

-0.13*
(0.07)

-0.21***
(0.08)

Democracy 0.47
(0.31)

0.27
(0.33)

-1.03**
(0.45)

-0.83
(0.51)

Lagged Political Affinity -1.20***
(0.37)

-1.17***
(0.40)

-0.93**
(0.44)

-0.75
(0.47)

Logarithm of population 0.03
(0.06)

0.01
(0.06)

-0.19**
(0.08)

-0.12
(0.07)

Logarithm of GDP per 
capita

-0.21***
(0.07)

-0.18**
(0.07)

-0.35***
(0.09)

-0.38***
(0.09)

Logarithm of ODA 0.58***
(0.08)

0.59***
(0.08)

0.73***
(0.10)

0.73***
(0.10)

Logarithm of distance -0.55***
(0.18)

-0.57***
(0.19)

-0.36
(0.23)

-0.31
(0.23)

Same language 0.23
(0.15)

0.16
(0.15)

0.23
(0.17)

0.19
(0.17)

Civil war 0.76***
(0.21)

0.75***
(0.21)

1.77***
(0.20)

1.80***
(0.19)

Alliance 0.08
(0.26)

-0.05
(0.27)

0.13
(0.31)

0.26
(0.31)

Democracy*killed 0.43
(0.27)

0.39
(0.30)

Political affinity*killed -1.07***
(0.36)

-0.61*
(0.36)

Democracy*political 
affinity*killed

0.45
(0.51)

0.55
(0.50)

Democracy*affected 0.14
(0.09)

0.21**
(0.08)

Political 
affinity*affected

-0.29**
(0.13)

-0.33***
(0.12)

Democracy*political 
affinity*affected

0.10
(0.17)

0.30*
(0.17)

Constant -6.27***
(2.31)

-6.23***
(2.33)

7.88***
(2.74)

6.73***
(2.71)

Observations 1374 1374 826 826

R-squared 0.28 0.28

Adjusted R-squared 0.27 0.27

* Indicates 10% level of significance. ** Indicates 5% level of significance. *** Indicates 1% level of significance.
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H1: If the number of deaths increases, then more post-disaster aid will be given by the donor 

country to the recipient country.

As the number of deaths increases, we see that there is actually a negative correlation with the 

probability of receiving aid and that, if a country does receive aid, it receives less. This is 

contrary to what we would expect, given that we expect the magnitude of post-disaster aid to be 

related to the magnitude of deaths. Only the coefficient for the probability of receiving aid is 

significant, indicating that the number of deaths is significant and important when determining 

whether a country gets post-disaster aid. However, the number of deaths does not have a 

significant impact when determining how much aid the country receives.

H2: If the number of people affected increases, then more post-disaster aid will be given by the 

donor country to the recipient country.

Similar to the pattern shown with number of deaths, we see that the number of people affected 

has a negative correlation with the probability of receiving post-disaster aid and with the amount 

of aid a country does receive. Again, this is an unexpected correlation and seems to indicate that 

humanitarian concerns are not taken into account in terms of post-disaster aid donations. The 

coefficient in model 4 is significant at the 1 percent level, showing that this relationship is 

extremely important in determining how much aid is received by a country following a natural 

disaster. The number of people is less significant in determining whether a country receives aid, 

but is still significant at the 10 percent level.
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H3: If the disaster-stricken country is richer, then less post-disaster aid will be given by the 

donor countries to the recipient country.

The coefficients for the logarithm of GDP per capita are consistently negative and significant, 

indicating that as a country’s GDP per capita increases, the country has less of a chance of 

receiving post-disaster aid, and if it receives any aid, it receives less of it. This is as we predicted, 

confirming the idea that rich countries have sufficient funds to spend on recovery efforts and are 

less likely to receive post-disaster aid. An example of this situation is the Japan earthquake and 

tsunami in 2011 (mentioned earlier), where 16,000 people died and still Japan only received $43 

million of disaster aid from the United States.

H4: If the disaster-stricken country is closer geographically to the donor country, then more 

post-disaster aid will be given by the donor country to the recipient country.

The coefficients for the logarithm of geographic distance are consistently negative. The further 

away a recipient country is from the United States, the less of a chance it has for receiving post-

disaster aid and the smaller amount of post-disaster aid it does end up receiving. This is as 

predicted, suggesting that we feel more prone to give aid and more aid to those that are our 

neighbors because we feel close to them. However, this is only significant for Models 1 and 2, 

which shows that geographical distance plays a siginifcant role in determining whether a country  

receives post-disaster aid but not in determining how much post-disaster aid.

H5: If the pair of countries speaks the same language, then more post-disaster aid will be given 

by the donor country to the recipient country.
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While there is a positive relationship between sharing a language and the probability of receiving 

post-disaster aid and the amount of post-disaster aid received, the coefficients are not significant, 

indicating again that the humanitarian factor of giving more money to countries with whom we 

share similarities is not a major factor in determining whether a country receives post-disaster aid 

and how much aid they do receive.

H6: If a pair of countries has a high political affinity score, then more post-disaster aid will be 

given by the donor country to the recipient country.

Contrary to what I predicted, the coefficients indicate that as political affinity increases, the less 

likely a recipient country is to receive any post-disaster aid and they receive less of it. This 

shows that the United States does not necessarily give post-disaster aid to those who vote 

similarly in the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA). In fact, the United States is more 

likely to give aid and more of it to those who are our political enemies in the UNGA, potentially 

because we give post-disaster aid to those with whom we expect to buy policy favors, in the hope 

that in the next year, they will vote more similarly in the UNGA. The coefficients for political 

affinity are significant in models 1, 2, and 3.

H7: If a pair of countries has existing alliances or friendships, more post-disaster aid will be 

given by the donor country to the recipient country.

Surprisingly, alliances did not play an important role in determining whether a country would get 

post-disaster aid and how much aid it would receive. Overall, it had a slight positive impact in 

models 1, 3, and 4. However, in Model 2, it had a small negative impact on determining whether 
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a country would get post-disaster aid based on the number of people affected. This finding 

demonstrates that alliances and friendships may not be important in post-disaster aid donations.

H8: If a country typically receives a large amount of ODA, then it will receive more post-disaster 

aid.

As expected, the more ODA a country normally receives, the more post-disaster aid it receives. 

There is a positive relationship and the coefficients are significant at the 1 percent level for all 

four models, demonstrating that this relationship is important in determining whether aid is given 

at all and in determining how much aid is given.

H9: If a country is democratic, then it will receive more post-disaster aid. 

The level of democracy in the recipient country had an interesting relationship with the 

probability of receiving post-disaster aid and with how much was received. In Models 1 and 2, 

the coefficients were positive but not significant, indicating that there is a correlation between 

democracies having a higher probability of getting aid but the relationship is not strong. In 

Model 3, there is a significant, negative correlation between the level of democracy and the 

amount of disaster aid given. The coefficient is relatively large, which shows that autocracies 

will receive more post-disaster aid, based on the number of deaths. Model 4 also have a negative 

coefficient but it is not significant.

 Looking at the interaction variables, we can see a more nuanced picture of disaster aid 

patterns. Most strikingly, we see that the interaction between political affinity and the number of 
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people either killed or affected by natural disasters is consistently negative and significant. In 

Model 1, for example, this interaction variable explains that as political affinity scores and 

number of people killed increase, the country would have a lower probability of receiving post-

disaster aid. The same is true for Model 2, 3, and 4, overall indicating that countries that are our 

friends in the United Nations with high numbers of deaths or people affected would be less likely 

to receive post-disaster aid and would receive less of it. This is contrary to what I hypothesized.

 To illustrate my findings more clearly, I created several dummy countries in order to look 

at the probability of receiving aid following natural disasters. Using the Model 1 equation, I 

created the following country profiles:

• Autocratic friend with low deaths: Autocracy score of 0.2, UN voting similarity of 0.6, 

and 100 deaths

• Autocratic friend with high deaths: Autocracy score of 0.2, UN voting similarity of 0.6, 

and 10,000 deaths

• Autocratic enemy with low deaths: Autocracy score of 0.2, UN voting similarity of 

-0.4, and 100 deaths

• Autocratic enemy with high deaths: Autocracy score of 0.2, UN voting similarity of 

-0.4, and 10,000 deaths

• Democratic friend with low deaths: Democracy score of 0.7, UN voting similarity of 

0.6, and 100 deaths

• Democratic friend with high deaths: Democracy score of 0.7, UN voting similarity of 

0.6, and 10,000 deaths
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• Democratic enemy with low deaths: Democracy score of 0.7, UN voting similarity of 

-0.4, and 100 deaths

• Democratic enemy with high deaths: Democracy score of 0.7, UN voting similarity of 

-0.4, and 10,000 deaths

I set the rest of the values to the mean, civil war to 0 (no civil war), alliance to 0 (no alliances) 

and language to 0 (do not share common language). While alliances also measure the friendliness 

between countries, I decided not to use them when creating each of the dummy country profiles. 

Because the existence of an alliance was not significant in the models tested in Table 2, I do not 

believe they will have a significant impact in the following calculations. In Stata, I used a 

program called Clarify, created by Michael Tomz, Jason Wittenberg, and Gary King, to conduct 

1000 simulations with each of these dummy countries in order to predict the probability of one 

such country receiving post-disaster relief aid. The results can be seen in Table 3.

Table 3: Probability of receiving post-disaster aid based on number of deaths

Number of deathsNumber of deaths

100 10,000

Democracy
Level

Autocracy Friend 0.5% 0.06%Democracy
Level

Autocracy

Enemy 31% 25%

Democracy
Level

Democracy Friend 1.7% 0.2%

Democracy
Level

Democracy

Enemy 49% 58%

 I then calculated the same model but with number of people affected set to 100,000, using 

the Model 2 equation (Table 4). While the percentages changed, the basic pattern remained the 

same, indicating that consistently, our enemies in the United Nations (those with whom we do 

not share political affinity) are more likely to get aid than those who are our friends (with whom 
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we do share political affinity). The autocracy/democracy score has some impact as well, as 

democratic countries tend to have a comparatively higher probability of receiving aid, regardless 

of the number of deaths or people affected. Surprisingly, though somewhat in line with my 

findings from models 1-4, the number of deaths and people affected has a negative effect on the 

probability of receiving post-disaster aid for our friends in the UN. Therefore, for friends who 

have a greater number of deaths or people affected, they have a lower chance of receiving post-

disaster relief. However, the number of deaths or people affected has a positive correlation with 

our enemies receiving post-disaster aid, potentially indicating that when giving this type of aid to 

enemies, we justify giving post-disaster aid more often when there are a greater numbers of 

deaths or people affected.

Table 4: Probability of receiving post-disaster aid based on number of people affected

Number of people affectedNumber of people affected

100 100,000

Democracy 
Level

Autocracy Friend 7% 2%Democracy 
Level

Autocracy

Enemy 36% 38%

Democracy 
Level

Democracy Friend 11% 4%

Democracy 
Level

Democracy

Enemy 44% 54%

 Next, I performed more simulations using various restrictions to ensure that the pattern 

found is held consistent across different types of countries. Specifically, I looked at large, poor 

countries (with populations of 200 million people and GDP per capita of $100), large, rich 

countries (with populations of 200 million people and GDP per capita of $15,000), and mean 

countries with low amounts of ODA (log of $1 million). Each of the findings from these tables 

followed the models’ predictions from Table 2: large, poor countries consistently have a higher 
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probability of receiving aid; large rich countries have a lower probability of receiving aid; and 

countries who originally receive low amounts of ODA are less likely to receive post-disaster aid 

relief. To see the percentage breakdowns, look at Appendix A.

 Then, I repeated the simulations using models 3 and 4 to calculate the average amount of 

post-disaster aid received by each of the dummy countries and found that a similar pattern 

existed (Table 5 and 6).

Table 5: Amount of post-disaster aid received based on number of deaths

Number of deathsNumber of deaths

100 10,000

Democracy 
Level

Autocracy Friend $14,000 $590Democracy 
Level

Autocracy

Enemy $300,000 $220,000

Democracy 
Level

Democracy Friend $41,000 $8,000

Democracy 
Level

Democracy

Enemy $250,000 $260,000

Table 6: Amount of post-disaster aid received based on number of people affected

Number of people affectedNumber of people affected

100 100,000

Democracy 
Level

Autocracy Friend $120,000 $6400Democracy 
Level

Autocracy

Enemy $430,000 $270,000

Democracy 
Level

Democracy Friend $190,000 $33,000

Democracy 
Level

Democracy

Enemy $320,000 $250,000

 While the specifics of the pattern here are different here from the pattern seen above with 

the probability of receiving aid, overall we see similarly that the United States’ enemies in the 
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United Nations receive much more post-disaster aid than their friends. In addition, a higher 

number of deaths or people affected does not mean that the country will receive more aid, once 

again reinstating that perhaps humanitarian concerns are less of a factor in post-disaster aid 

donations than we would expect. One surprising finding is that autocratic enemies with a low 

number of deaths and people affected actually receive the most post-disaster aid. This is contrary 

to what is expected: we would expect that countries with high numbers of deaths and people 

affected would receive the most post-disaster aid to account for the amount of damage, that 

democratic countries would receive more aid since they might use it more reliably and 

transparently, and that our friends would receive more aid.

Measurement Errors

 As stated earlier, one issue in measuring the amount of aid given is that the AidData 

dataset measured emergency relief in general, rather than breaking down emergency aid into aid 

for man-made emergencies, specifically civil wars, and aid for natural disasters. While I did 

control for civil wars to prevent confounding as large amounts of aid are given to countries 

experiencing man-made conflict as well, we must still be wary of the results found. Without 

knowing for certain that the emergency response aid cited by AidData is given for natural 

disasters, I can only extrapolate that the relationship found above is based on natural disaster 

relief aid.
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Conclusion

 While natural disasters are thought to be times of humanitarian concern, this thesis has 

shown that policy concerns and political relationships can have a much greater impact on 

determining post-disaster aid donations. While I argued that a greater number of people killed or 

affected by natural disasters would increase the probability of receiving aid and the amount of 

aid received, the analysis conducted shows that, following natural disasters, the number of deaths 

and people affected actually have a significant negative impact. In addition, similar voting in the 

United Nations General Assembly actually leads to lower chances of receiving post-disaster aid 

and amounts of aid. This implies that political affinity does not lead to greater amounts of post-

disaster aid and that, rather than for maintaining political relationships, post-disaster aid is used 

for continuing to buy the policy favors of those countries with whom we do not vote similarly in 

the United Nations.

 These findings are contrary to what was expected but do follow my overall theory 

prediction that international aid relief following natural disasters is more heavily influenced by 

strategic, political considerations than humanitarian concern. Humanitarian concerns, especially 

the number of deaths and people affected, do not have the expected effect in determining how 

much aid is given following a natural disaster. In fact, they detract from the probability of 

receiving post-disaster aid and the amount of aid received. Interestingly, political concerns are 

big determinants of whether a country receives aid but again not in the way expected. Countries 

that do not share political affinity with the United States in the United Nations, our “enemies,” 

are actually more likely to receive post-disaster aid and receive more aid.
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 The implications of these results that are specific to disaster relief fall in line with the 

more pessimistic views in the general foreign aid literature, namely that donors do not have the 

more humanitarian, idealistic goals of aid in mind when making donations. As Maizels and 

Nissanke (1984) and Alesina and Dollar (2000) found, bilateral aid donations are often driven by 

the donor nation’s policy concerns. Given the examples of Pakistan and the Philippines from the 

beginning and the research throughout, this is evident even with natural disaster aid. Further 

studies could broaden the scope of donors to include the largest aid donors, such as the United 

Kingdom, France, Japan, Germany, and the Nordic States. With a larger scope of donors, we 

could additionally look at the effect of colonial histories on post-disaster aid. In addition, if a 

new dataset that addresses only natural disaster aid is created, this could help with the potential 

confounding of civil war emergency aid and natural disaster emergency aid. Finally, we could 

examine how these disaster aid allocations are then used in the recipient country and whether 

they are effective in rebuilding disaster-stricken areas depending on the circumstances of the 

country.
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Appendix A

Table A.1: Probability of receiving post-disaster aid for large, poor countries

Number of affectedNumber of affected

100 100,000

Democracy 
Level

Autocracy Friend 12% 4.5%Democracy 
Level

Autocracy

Enemy 51% 53%

Democracy 
Level

Democracy Friend 16% 6%

Democracy 
Level

Democracy

Enemy 60% 72%

Population size: 200 million
GDP per capita: $100

Table A.2: Probability of receiving post-disaster aid for large, rich countries

Number of affectedNumber of affected

100 100,000

Democracy 
Level

Autocracy Friend 5% 2%Democracy 
Level

Autocracy

Enemy 30% 31%

Democracy 
Level

Democracy Friend 7% 3%

Democracy 
Level

Democracy

Enemy 38% 51%

Population size: 200 million
GDP per capita: $15,000
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Table A.3: Probability of receiving post-disaster aid for low-ODA countries

Number of affectedNumber of affected

100 100,000

Democracy 
Level

Autocracy Friend 0.4% 0.1%Democracy 
Level

Autocracy

Enemy 3% 3%

Democracy 
Level

Democracy Friend 0.6% 0.2%

Democracy 
Level

Democracy

Enemy 4% 8%

ODA: $1 million
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Datasets Used

• AidData: For aid donations separated based on donor, recipient, and project sector. To access, 

use AidData2.1 Full Version: http://aiddata.org/research-datasets

• Centre for Research on the Epidemiology of Disasters (CRED)’s Emergency Events Database 

(EM-DAT): For data on natural disasters. To access, http://www.emdat.be/database

• Correlates of War Formal Alliance Dataset Version 4.1: For alliance data. Originally published: 

Gibler, Douglas M. 2009. International military alliances, 1648-2008. CQ Press. To access, 

http://www.correlatesofwar.org/COW2%20Data/Alliances/alliance.htm

• Erik Voeten and Adis Merdzanovic’s United Nations General Assembly Voting Data: For 

political affinity. To access, http://hdl.handle.net/1902.1/12379 UNF:

3:Hpf6qOkDdzzvXF9m66yLTg== V1 [Version]

• Polity IV Project’s Political Regime Characteristics and Transitions Dataset: For democracy 

and autocracy rankings. To access, http://www.systemicpeace.org/inscr/inscr.htm

• UCDP/PRIO Armed Conflict Dataset Version 4 (2013): For civil war data. Originally 

published: Gleditsch, Nils Petter, Peter Wallensteen, Mikael Eriksson, Margareta Sollenberg, 

and Håvard Strand. 2002. “Armed Conflict 1946-2001: A New Dataset.” Journal of Peace 

Research 39(5). To access, http://www.pcr.uu.se/research/ucdp/datasets/

ucdp_prio_armed_conflict_dataset/

• The World Bank’s World Development Indicators: For GDP, GDP per capita, population size, 

and net ODA datasets. To access, http://data.worldbank.org/data-catalog/world-development-

indicators 
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Stata Programs Used

• Clarify: Gary King, Michael Tomz, and Jason Wittenberg (2000). “Making the Most of 

Statistical Analyses: Improving Interpretation and Presentation.” American Journal of Political 

Science 44, no. 2 (April 2000): 347-61. To learn more and get instructions on how to use 

Clarify, http://gking.harvard.edu/files/clarify.pdf
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