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Why has the decision to invite foreign election observers become an international norm? More generally, how do international
norms develop in the absence of incentives for cooperation or activism by norm entrepreneurs? Motivated by the case of election
observation, I argue that international norms can be generated through a diffusely motivated signaling process. Responding
to increased benefits associated with being democratic, international election observation was initiated by democratizing
governments as a signal of a government’s commitment to democracy. Increased democracy-contingent benefits gave other
“true-democrats” the incentive to invite observers, resulting in a widespread belief that all true-democrats invite election
monitors. Consequently, not inviting observers became an unambiguous signal that a government was not democratizing,
giving even pseudo-democrats reason to invite observers and risk a negative report. I evaluate this theory with an original
global dataset on elections and election observation, 1960–2006.

Until 1962, there were no recorded cases of in-
ternational election observation in sovereign
states.1 Today, election monitoring is widely re-

ferred to as an international norm, and it is rare for
any country to hold an election without inviting inter-
national observers.2 Nearly 80% of all national elections
are now monitored, but puzzlingly, many leaders invite
foreign observers and orchestrate electoral fraud in front
of them.3 As illustrated in Figure 1, the global rate of ob-
served elections increased substantially between the late
1980s and 2006, even while increasing numbers of elec-
tions were criticized by international observers.4 Negative

Susan D. Hyde is Assistant Professor of Political Science and International Affairs, Department of Political Science, Yale University, PO Box
208301, New Haven, CT 06515 (Susan.Hyde@Yale.edu).

I wish to thank David Lake, Emily Beaulieu, Eric Bjornlund, Carew Boulding, Sarah Bush, Gary Cox, David Cunningham, Kathleen
Gallagher Cunningham, Keith Darden, Alex Debs, Daniela Donno, Karen Ferree, Clark Gibson, Peter Gourevitch, Julia Gray, Miles Kahler,
Judith Kelley, Robert Keohane, Pierre Landry, Ellen Lust, Jason Lyall, Nikolay Marinov, Helen Milner, Irfan Nooruddin, Angela O’Mahony,
Jon Pevehouse, Bruce Russett, Elizabeth Saunders, Ken Scheve, Ken Schultz, Duncan Snidal, Allison Sovey, Dustin Tingley, Jessica Weiss,
and the participants in workshops at Columbia, Emory, Harvard, NYU, Princeton, Yale, University of Arizona, University of Michigan,
and University of Rochester.

1For replication data, see http://hyde.research.yale.edu. Data on election observation were collected with the support of the University of
California’s Institute on Global Conflict and Cooperation, the Brookings Institution, Yale’s MacMillan Center for International and Area
Studies and the Institute for Social and Policy Studies, and Princeton’s Niehaus Center for Globalization and Governance.

2I define a norm as a “shared standard of behavior appropriate for actors with a given identity” (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998; Florini
1996; Katzenstein 1996; Klotz 1995). For discussions of the norm of international election observation, see Bjornlund (2004), Carothers
(1997), Kelley (2008a), Rich (2001), and Santa-Cruz (2005).

3Prior to 1962, several plebiscites in nonsovereign or disputed territories were internationally supervised (Beigbeder 1994; Wambaugh
1920, 1933), as were several elections in occupied countries in the immediate post-WWII period.

4An observer report is coded as Negative if, in a postelection statement or final report, foreign observers seriously questioned the winner
of the election or the legitimacy of the process.

reports from monitors have been linked to domestic up-
rising and electoral revolutions, reductions in foreign aid,
exclusion from international forums, and other forms of
internationally imposed sanctions. Given the potential
costs associated with inviting observers and being inter-
nationally condemned for election fraud, the fact that so
many leaders of sovereign states continue to invite in-
ternational observers presents an empirical puzzle. Why
has the decision to invite foreign election observers—and
the corresponding international involvement in clearly
domestic political processes—become a widely accepted
international norm? More generally, how do international
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FIGURE 1 Rate of Internationally Observed
Elections, 1960–2006
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Source: Author.

norms diffuse in the absence of advocacy or incentives for
international cooperation?

I argue that states seeking international benefits
can generate unintended yet consequential international
norms. As prominent scholars argue, international norms
help govern international interactions in the absence of
global government (Fearon and Wendt 2002; Katzenstein
1996; Katzenstein, Keohane, and Krasner 1998; Krasner
1983; Kratochwil and Ruggie 1986). This literature docu-
ments a variety of conditions under which international
norms “matter,” yet in explaining the initiation and dif-
fusion of international norms, the international relations
literature to date has focused primarily on two mecha-
nisms of norm creation: advocacy by norm entrepreneurs,
who are motivated by principled ideas and whose efforts
bring about desired changes in state behavior; and norms
created because they help facilitate cooperation within
international institutions.5

At least one other class of norms is important in
global governance and does not fit neatly into either of
the previous categories. “Signaling norms” are distinct in
the mechanism that creates them and frequently in their
consequences, as I argue below. These norms are gener-
ated through a process initiated when state leaders react

5For representative works involving norms and international co-
operation, see Schelling (1960); Keohane (1984, 1986); Krasner
(1983); and a more general discussion by Katzenstein, Keohane,
and Krasner (1998). For widely recognized work on norm en-
trepreneurs, see Finnemore (1996), Finnemore and Sikkink (1998);
Keck and Sikkink (1998); Klotz (1995); Nadelmann (1990); Price
(1998); Risse-Kappen, Ropp, and Sikkink (1999); and Thomas
(2001).

to changes in the international environment, and become
widely shared—and enforced—international norms, or
“standards of appropriate behavior for actors with a given
identity” (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998, 891).

Existing Explanations of Norm
Formation and Diffusion

This article presents a theory of how new behaviors diffuse
throughout the international system and become widely
adhered to international norms. Although the model was
developed to explain why leaders invite election monitors
even when they engage in widespread election fraud, the
argument has the potential to explain the diffusion of a
number of other puzzling behaviors among states. By out-
lining an alternative causal explanation for the diffusion
of new international norms, this article also contributes
to a well-established research agenda within international
relations on the causes of international norms.

In the most widely cited theory of norm creation,
social constructivists focus on norm entrepreneurs who,
motivated by principled ideas, seek to change interna-
tional or domestic behavior through the generation of
new international norms (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998).
Although instrumental logics play a part in many related
arguments—the work of these activists may be intended
to, for example, generate costs for actors who fail to com-
ply with the new norm—norm entrepreneurs are cen-
tral in initiating and spreading the new behavior through
advocacy. As I discuss below, entrepreneurs and activists
were conspicuously absent when election observation was
initiated and spread.

Among scholars of international relations, neoliberal
institutionalists offer the other leading theory of norm
formation. For institutionalists, norms are embedded
within international institutions and are therefore gen-
erated along with them, usually resulting from demand
for interstate cooperation. For example, the international
norm of reciprocity has been established as a powerful ex-
planation for cooperation under anarchy (Axelrod 1986;
Axelrod and Keohane 1985; Keohane 1984, 1986). Ex-
actly how norms are created within institutions varies
somewhat, but in many cases, collective action problems
mean that powerful states help establish norms because
of their disproportionate ability to set the agenda, of-
fer side-payments, and reap the benefits of cooperation.
As Kenneth Abbot and Duncan Snidal argue, “powerful
states exert disproportionate influence over norm elabo-
ration and structure legislative processes to ensure their
influence” (1998, 15).
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Although my focus on strategic interaction is sim-
ilar to the approaches common to institutionalist argu-
ments, there are a number of important differences be-
tween the types of norms discussed by institutionalists,
such as the norm of reciprocity, and the creation of the
norm of election observation.6 To be explained by existing
institutionalist theories, the norm of election observation
would have to help facilitate cooperation or serve as a fo-
cal point within an international regime, yet it is unclear
how election monitoring would facilitate cooperation be-
tween states that invite observers, nor how benefits from
cooperation would motivate states to invite observers, as
I discuss in greater detail below.7

Signaling and International Norm
Development

In contrast to theories that focus on activist pressure and
incentives for cooperation within international institu-
tions, I argue that the norm of international election
observation was created through a diffusely motivated
process. In response to increased rewards associated with
recognition as a democratizing state, election observation
was initiated as a signal of a government’s commitment to
democratization. Particularly for leaders of regimes that
were not already established democracies, democracy-
contingent benefits created an incentive for incumbent
leaders to identify a credible signal that they were, in fact,
holding democratic elections. To make this argument, I
outline a simple signaling game as a heuristic device to
explain the diffusion of the norm of international elec-
tion observation. The signaling game is referenced, but
the formalization is confined to the online supplementary
information (SI).

The two central actors are the “incumbent” state
leader and “democracy promoters.” Before the incum-
bent makes any decisions, democracy promoters estab-
lish the degree to which they value democracy in other
states. The assumed incumbent can be one individual or
a group of leaders, depending on the regime type. After
elections are announced, the incumbent chooses whether
to invite international monitors and whether and how

6As Axelrod argues, norms like the expectation of reciprocity among
a given population can facilitate cooperation, but the creation and
diffusion of norms is not the central focus of his work. See also
Schelling (1960) and Sugden (1989) on focal points, norms, and
cooperation.

7Note that neoliberal institutionalists attempt to explain interna-
tional cooperation in the absence of a hegemon, as in Keohane
(1984), titled After Hegemony.

they will manipulate the election. Among governments
with regime types that are not well established, I assume
that there are two general types: “true-democrats” and
“pseudo-democrats.” True-democrats are those incum-
bents who obey the letter and the spirit of electoral laws:
they follow rules regulating electoral competition (they
do not commit electoral fraud) and comply with expected
behavior following an election (if they lose, they peace-
fully transfer power). Pseudo-democrats also hold elec-
tions, but manipulate elections to their benefit in order
to maintain their (or their party’s) hold on power. The
crucial differences between true-democrats and pseudo-
democrats are that pseudo-democrats are willing to cheat
and, if they are defeated in an election, they do not will-
ingly transfer power to another party.

Democracy promoters share a preference for working
with and rewarding democratic governments. Democracy
promoters include powerful Western states, foreign in-
vestors, international organizations, and any other actors
with a preference for democracy and the ability to allo-
cate international benefits. Democracy promoters make
international benefits available, but they do not need to
pressure for election observation per se. Rather, simply by
valuing and rewarding countries that they believe to be
democratic, they create incentives for other incumbents
to identify a credible signal of their country’s democratic
credentials.

In the model, democracy promoters prefer to
support true-democrats and withhold benefits from
pseudo-democrats. The maximum value of democracy-
contingent benefits can change over time. For both true
and pseudo-democrats to invite observers, the anticipated
“democracy premium” must be large enough to outweigh
the costs and risks associated with inviting observers.
Because they increase the risk that they will be caught
and sanctioned for election manipulation, the expected
cost of inviting observers is greater for pseudo-democrats.
Pseudo-democrats weigh the benefits of inviting (and the
costs of not inviting) against the likelihood and costs of
being caught.

Following an election, democracy promoters update
their beliefs about the government’s type. Given that elec-
tion observation exists, the updated beliefs of democracy
promoters are informed by whether international ob-
servers were invited, and if so, their reports about the qual-
ity of the election. The postelection beliefs of democracy
promoters are also informed by their expectations about
the likely behavior of leaders based on their type. From the
perspective of democracy promoters, prior to the norm
of election observation, a noninviting incumbent could
logically be a true-democrat or a pseudo-democrat. If
inviting observers is more costly to pseudo-democrats,
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and international benefits are sufficiently large, all true-
democrats have the incentive to invite. After election ob-
servation is initiated, assuming democracy promoters are
aware of these incentives, they should expect that all true-
democrats invite observers.

The establishment of the belief that all true-
democrats invite international observers marks the cre-
ation of the norm and also creates the conditions for
widespread norm diffusion and compliance by pseudo-
democrats. Logically, if democracy promoters believe
that all true-democrats invite international observers, any
noninviting incumbent must be a pseudo-democrat. Note
that this does not require that only true-democrats invite
observers. Once the norm exists, any leader who holds
an election but does not invite observers is perceived as
a pseudo-democrat with certainty. By inviting observers,
pseudo-democrats can gamble with the probability that
their election manipulation will be uncovered by interna-
tional observers, and they maintain some positive proba-
bility of gaining democracy-contingent benefits.

More generally, a signal can become a norm and dif-
fuse widely when the relevant audience develops the be-
lief that all desirable types engage in a specified behavior.
Note that this interaction between the “givers and takers”
of international benefits is dynamic. If all states with a
given desirable characteristic send the same signal (or in-
ternational actors believe that they do so), even states that
do not actually possess the valued characteristic should
attempt to fake the signal. Once a signaling norm ex-
ists, any actors who refuse to signal reveals with certainty
that they are an undesirable type. Thus, undesirable types
(pseudo-democrats) should attempt to mimic the signal
when possible, even when it is considerably more costly
for them to do so.

Signaling behaviors have previously been linked to
social norms by Robert Axelrod, who argues that individ-
uals follow existing social norms in part because “violat-
ing [the norm] would provide a signal about the type of
person you are” (1986, 1106). Axelrod links this concept
to the creation of new social norms, which grow out of
“behavior that signals things about individuals that will
lead others to reward them” and that “as more and more
people use the signal to gain information about others,
more and more people will adopt the behavior that leads
to being treated well” (Axelrod 1986, 1107). States seeking
international benefits tied to democracy, in my theory, are
similar to individuals seeking social approval in Axelrod’s
argument. However, Axelrod does not discuss mimicry
of signals by “bad” types, which is fundamental to my
theory in that it explains why signaling norms diffuse
widely, even among states that do not actually possess the
characteristic valued by other international actors.

The norm of election observation diffused widely be-
cause (1) international actors initiated and then increased
democracy-contingent benefits, and (2) a government’s
commitment to democracy is difficult for democracy pro-
moters to observe directly. The existence of democracy-
contingent benefits, and the universe of countries that
can compete for them, have changed dramatically over
time. During the Cold War, democracy promoters were
primarily confined to the United States and its allies, as
were the potential recipients of democracy-contingent
benefits. Anticommunism outweighed any preference for
democracy, so only anticommunist states were eligible for
democracy-contingent benefits. The end of the Cold War
diminished the importance of anticommunism, and at
the same time, an expanding number of actors declared
their preference for supporting democratization. Since
the 1990s, democracy promoters frequently act in concert
through intergovernmental organizations in order to en-
courage democracy in other states with a combination of
rewards and sanctions. Countries that choose to ignore
international pressure for democracy now risk interna-
tional isolation and treatment as a pariah state (McFaul
2004; Pevehouse 2003; Rich 2001). Organizations such
as the United Nations, the Organization of American
States, the Organization for Security and Cooperation
in Europe, the Inter-Parliamentary Union, and the Euro-
pean Union have officially proclaimed their preference for
democracy and transparency in other states in the world,
and they have backed up this preference with significant
increases in the costs of nondemocracy and the bene-
fits linked to progress toward democratic and transparent
institutions (Donno 2010).8

Democracy promoters allocate rewards for demo-
cratic elections and direct sanctions toward governments
that are not believed to be democratizing. A variety of
costs can be imposed on leaders who are caught stealing
elections. For example, following the 2002 presidential
elections in Zimbabwe, which were strongly criticized by
international observers, President Robert Mugabe faced
international economic sanctions, reductions in foreign
assistance and trade, expulsion from the Commonwealth,
and criticism from countries around the world for steal-
ing the election and attempting to muzzle foreign and
domestic media. As British Foreign Secretary Jack Straw
summarized, Mugabe “. . . has been profoundly shocked”
that Western and African states alike “. . . condemned
his cheating, [and] condemned the fact that he has stolen

8See Carothers (1997, 1999), Davis-Roberts and Carroll (2010),
and Goodwin-Gill (2006) for discussions and documentation of
international commitments to democracy.



360 SUSAN D. HYDE

the election, which wholly weakens his legitimacy.”9 Simi-
larly, following the 2005 elections in Ethiopia, opposition-
targeted violence provoked criticism from international
observers, widespread international condemnation, and
suspension of foreign aid and planned talks on debt re-
lief.10

Additionally, the link between democracy and inter-
national benefits is usually made clear to leaders before
elections. Prior to the 2001 elections in Belarus, a U.S.
State Department spokesman was quoted as saying that
“only by creating conditions for free and fair elections can
Belarus win the respect of the international community,
improve relations with the United States and end its self-
imposed isolation.”11 Such indirect threats give states the
incentive to modify their behavior in anticipation of inter-
national benefits. For example, in explaining the structure
of the new African Union in 2002, Jennifer Windsor said
that “by pledging to conduct democratic elections and
respect the rule of law—and to intervene when member
states violate human rights—[member states] hope to at-
tract more than $60 billion annually in new trade and
investment from wealthy countries.”12 For countries that
experience coups and other obvious cases of democratic
backsliding, sanctions are often imposed, and resumption
of foreign support is usually conditioned on internation-
ally certified elections. Not coincidentally, most coups
after 1990 have been followed quickly by competitive elec-
tions (Goemans and Marinov 2008).

Evidence from a variety of other studies suggests
that many international actors are more likely to reward
democracies than nondemocracies, particularly in the
post–Cold War period. A diverse body of research also
suggests that democracy-contingent benefits flow from
many sources, including foreign direct investors (Jensen
2003, 2008; Li and Resnick 2003), international ac-
tors who recognize the “democratic advantage” (Schultz
and Weingast 2003), the increase in international le-
gitimacy due to democracy (McFaul 2004; Rich 2001),
the post–Cold War increase in foreign aid for democra-
cies (Brown 2005; Dunning 2004; Knack 2004; Wright
2009), and even the increase in tourism apparently en-
joyed by democratic states (Neumayer 2004). Enforce-

9Chris McGreal, “Defiant Mugabe Shackles Media; Zimbabwe Faces
Sanctions, Expulsion,” The Sun Herald (Sydney, Australia), March
17, 2002.

10“Mr. Good Governance Goes Bad,” New York Times, November
27, 2005.

11“U.S. Denounces Belarus Authorities,” Associated Press, August
3, 2001.

12Jennifer L. Windsor, “Better Development through Democracy,”
New York Times, July 19, 2002.

ment of commitments to promote democracy is rarely
coordinated among international actors, but so long as
an individual leader perceives that democracy-continent
benefits (or autocracy-contingent costs) exist, even dif-
fuse responses to state behavior by international actors
should influence the decision calculus of leaders.

Election observation was initiated during the Cold
War, and until the late 1980s, democracy-contingent ben-
efits were available primarily to a subset of states that were
already Western allies. Anticommunism outweighed any
preference for democracy, and only anticommunist West-
ern allies could reasonably expect to increase their share
of international benefits by signaling a commitment to
democracy. The end of the Cold War increased the avail-
ability of democracy-contingent benefits and diminished
the value of anticommunism. Together, these changes in-
creased the amount of democracy-contingent benefits
and the range of eligible countries that could compete
for them. This change gave true-democrats the incentive
to invite observers and led to the belief among democ-
racy promoters that all true-democrats invite observers,
thus creating the conditions for widespread norm com-
pliance. Pseudo-democrats seeking to maximize inter-
national benefits were forced to engage in a complicated
calculation, weighing the anticipated value of democracy-
contingent benefits, autocracy-contingent costs, and the
probability that they could manipulate the election, cheat,
and avoid a negative report.

One might question why democracy promoters
would rely on a signal if it were imitated by pseudo-
democrats. If the only information revealed to democ-
racy promoters was whether a government invited ob-
servers or not, the signal would grow less informative as it
was imitated. However, inviting observers remains useful
to democracy promoters despite mimicry because inter-
national observers issue negative reports when fraud is
detected, and an incumbent is only perceived as a true-
democrat if he or she invites observers and receives a pos-
itive report. By inviting observers, pseudo-democrats risk
a negative report, and must either devote effort to cheat-
ing in a manner that is unlikely to be caught, or accept the
consequences of elections condemned as fraudulent. Ob-
servers, true-democrats, and democracy promoters may
also work to increase the accuracy of the signal, thereby
increasing the costs to pseudo-democrats.

Empirical Implications

Thus far I have focused on outlining how the dynamics
of signaling can cause the diffusion of new international
norms. I now turn to whether the empirical evidence is
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consistent with the argument. Like most cross-national
research in international relations, establishing causality
is difficult. However, if the theory is true, several observ-
able implications derived from the model must not be
contradicted by the evidence. I present these implications
below, and then evaluate them using original data on
national-level elections from 1960 to 2006.

Two general sets of variables are important in ex-
plaining an incumbent’s decision to invite observers and
the diffusion of the norm: uncertainty about a given in-
cumbent’s type (true-democrat or pseudo-democrat) and
the availability of democracy-contingent benefits. I frame
my expectations as general hypotheses, and then define
the variables used to evaluate them. The first hypothesis
is that if a government’s commitment to democracy or
autocracy is not well established, the incumbent should
be more likely to invite observers. Conversely, if a gov-
ernment’s commitment to democracy (or lack thereof)
is unquestioned, the incumbent should be less likely to
invite observers.

The second hypothesis is that if democracy-
contingent benefits increase, the number of countries
inviting international election observers should also in-
crease. Increases in democracy-contingent benefits are
reflected in two ways: an expansion in the countries that
can compete for them and in increases in the amount
of benefits. During the Cold War, democracy-contingent
benefits were allocated by the West and should have only
been available to Western allies. Therefore, Cold War al-
liance patterns should dictate patterns of observation be-
fore 1990, but not after the end of the Cold War.13 With
the end of the Cold War, the international rewards as-
sociated with anticommunism decreased as the value of
democratic political institutions increased, and formerly
Soviet allied and nonaligned states became eligible for the
growing pool of democracy-contingent benefits.

Finally, my theory also implies that more pseudo-
democrats should have invited observers after 1990
than before. The third hypothesis is therefore that if
democracy-contingent benefits increase and democracy
promoters develop the belief that all true-democrats
invite observers, more pseudo-democrats should in-
vite observers. However, I do not attempt to measure
whether each incumbent government is a true or pseudo-
democrat. If this information were readily observable,
election observation would not be an informative signal.
Nevertheless, there are two testable implications of this
hypothesis. First, the rate of negative reports should be
low initially, when more true-democrats invited, and the

13Kelley also emphasizes the Cold War, but focuses on how Western
powers were able to “shape prevailing norms” (2008a, 33).

rate of negative reports should increase over time, as norm
diffusion among pseudo-democrats is driven by increases
in democracy-contingent benefits. The second implica-
tion relates to the behavior of pseudo-democrats who
are caught cheating. Because democracy-continent ben-
efits continue to exist, pseudo-democrats who are caught
cheating should continue to invite observers.

I now introduce the variables used to evaluate these
implications of the model, which are further summa-
rized in the SI. For some governments, the structure
of political institutions means that little ambiguity ex-
ists about whether they are democratic. Governments
that never hold national elections, like China and Saudi
Arabia, are clearly perceived as nondemocracies. A coun-
try must be holding national elections to be included in
the relevant universe of cases. Similarly, if a government
holds elections in which opposition electoral competition
is banned, they stand little chance of gaining a positive
report, even if they invite election observers. I therefore in-
clude a measure of whether opposition parties are allowed
to participate in elections, called Opposition Competition,
which should be positively associated with the presence
of observers. Opposition Competition is a dichotomous
indicator equal to one if all of the following three con-
ditions hold: opposition parties are legal, opposition is
allowed (even minimally), and there is a choice of candi-
dates on the ballot. If any of these conditions do not hold,
or if there is any uncertainty or ambiguity about whether
these conditions hold, it is coded as zero (author).

Similarly, if a country is already a well-established
consolidated democracy, or becomes widely viewed as
such, the incumbent should be less likely to invite ob-
servers. Note that this has begun to change as the norm
has become widely accepted and most OSCE mem-
ber states, including countries like Belgium, France, the
United Kingdom, and the United States, have invited
observers since 2002 (OSCE/ODIHR 2005). Neverthe-
less, from 1990 to 2006, there is little evidence that ex-
ternal actors questioned the democratic credentials of
the long-term developed democracies of Western Europe
and North America, as well as Australia, New Zealand,
and Japan. Countries that were successful in joining the
European Union after 1989 are also coded as consolidated
democracies beginning in the year that they formally be-
came members of the organization. Additionally, several
countries initially invited international observers but were
told by prominent international observer organizations
that they no longer needed to invite observers because
they were considered democratic, including Chile after
1992 and the Czech Republic after 2003. Thus, Consoli-
dated Democracy is equal to one if the country is one of
the long-term developed democracies, if it is a member
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FIGURE 2 Elections, Uncertain Regime Type,
and Election Observation, 1960–2006
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Source: Author.

of the European Union, or if it was explicitly announced
by a well-respected international monitoring group that
the country no longer needed to invite observers.

In addition to variables that define unambiguous
types, there are several observable characteristics that in-
dicate that a regime type is uncertain. Following an inter-
ruption of democratic rule, or during a transition from
autocratic rule, the commitment to democracy of incum-
bents who hold elections is highly uncertain, and can lead
to democratization or further entrenchment of autocracy.
I therefore create a variable, Uncertain Type, that indi-
cates whether the election is the first multiparty election,
whether previous elections were suspended, or whether
the election was run by transitional leadership tasked with
holding elections. Figure 2 shows the over-time pattern
in elections held by governments defined as “uncertain”
types and the diffusion of election observation among
them. Consistent with expectations, many elections were
held by governments of uncertain type between 1960 and
2006, and such incumbents began to invite election mon-
itors in the early 1960s. Consistent with my argument, by
the early 1990s, nearly all elections held by governments
of uncertain type were internationally observed.

I use several variables to measure change in access to
democracy-contingent benefits. First, I include a binary
indicator of alliance with the United States during the
Cold War, U.S. Cold War Ally.14 This variable should pre-
dict access to democracy-contingent benefits, and there-
fore invitations to observers, during the Cold War, but
not after. After 1990, nearly all states that held multi-
party elections and were not already considered demo-

14Cold War alliances patterns coded from Walt (1987).

cratic could attempt to gain benefits tied to democracy.
Second, the relative size of democracy-contingent ben-
efits is an important parameter, although it is the most
difficult to measure. In theory, incumbents are aware of
their potential share of international benefits before they
choose to invite observers, and should be more likely to
invite observers when democracy-contingent benefits (or
autocracy-contingent costs) are greater (the full model
is in the SI). Incumbents, however, seek a diverse array
of international benefits such as foreign aid, preferential
trading arrangements, and membership in international
organizations, and may seek benefits that are not easily
quantifiable, such as legitimacy, and these benefits may be
supplemented with an increase in domestic demand for
democracy. The ideal measure of democracy-contingent
benefits would be an indicator of what each state leader
expected to receive as a result of inviting observers and
gaining a positive report. Unfortunately, these data are
impractical for many reasons, including that they would
be very difficult to collect and pseudo-democrats would
be unlikely to admit to their true motivations for inviting
observers (i.e., that they are attempting to fake democ-
racy in order to gain international benefits). Aggregating
expected international benefits in a comparable cross-
national measure would also be problematic, as it would
involve the aggregation of diverse types of benefits, rang-
ing from increased foreign direct investment to interna-
tional prestige.

I instead focus on one way in which democracy pro-
moters communicate their support for democracy to
potential recipients of democracy-contingent benefits.
Bilateral official development assistance is one country-
specific indicator that can be disaggregated by sector,
including foreign aid targeted toward democracy and
governance. This proxy for international interest in sup-
porting democratic states should be positively correlated
with the broader range of democracy-contingent bene-
fits, although it is not intended to measure them directly.
Data were compiled by a team of researchers in coopera-
tion with USAID and are available for the United States
and other OECD donors from 1990 to 2005 (Finkel et al.
2007). For each country, I use the percent of total offi-
cial development assistance (ODA) devoted to democracy
and governance, averaged over the previous two years, la-
beled Democracy and Governance/ODA. This measure is
based on the assumption that the percent of aid spent on
democracy and governance in a country should corre-
late with international interest in supporting democracy
in that country. Incumbents can also observe this mea-
sure as a pre-election indicator of interest in promoting
democratization.

To account for the establishment of the norm and
temporal dependence, I include a measure of whether any
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previous election in the country was observed, Previous
Observed. Additionally, even after 1990, strategic impor-
tance may outweigh interest in promoting democracy in
specific cases. Therefore, I include a variable indicating
the percentage of total U.S. military assistance received
by the country in the previous year. Countries receiving
a higher percentage of U.S. Military Assistance should be
less likely to invite observers. A country’s decision to invite
observers may also be related to the size of the economy
or the country’s economic development, and I include
GDP (logged) and GDP per capita (logged) (World Bank
2007). Previous Negative indicates whether any observers
seriously criticized the country’s previous election.15

Data

Each observation in the dataset is a separate election, and
the data include all direct national elections held in 157
countries, totaling 1,754 individual elections. The only
countries excluded from the analysis are microstates and
the five independent states that did not hold any direct
national elections between 1960 and 2006: China, Er-
itrea, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates.
The list of included countries, summary statistics, and
more detailed variable descriptions are provided in the
SI.

Election observation data were first collected from
organizations that sponsor election observation missions.
Because some reports have been lost or are no longer pub-
lic, for each election after 1978, newswire reports on dates
surrounding elections were also searched for mention of
international observers. Whether an election was moni-
tored was checked by organization and by election. For
each election (each observation in the dataset), there is an
indication of whether or not it was observed and, when
possible, by whom. Many elections are observed by mul-
tiple groups, and both international NGOs and intergov-
ernmental organizations (IGOs) are recorded as sponsors
of observation missions.16 Unless otherwise referenced,
all data were collected by the author.

Analysis and Results

Before 1990, observed elections were relatively rare events
and, as Figure 1 shows, monitoring quickly diffused in the

15Because of their methods, observers are unlikely to wrongly crit-
icize a democratic election, and more likely to make the mistake
of failing to condemn a problematic election. For a more detailed
account of how observers detect election fraud, see Hyde (2008).

16The full list of election-monitoring organizations is included in
the supplementary materials.

post-1990 period. Pooling these two distinct time periods
is methodologically difficult, in part because of the step-
function increase in the rate of election observation, and
in part because the data are not traditional time-series
cross-sectional. Additionally, the variable used as a proxy
for democracy-contingent benefits is only available after
1990. Rather than introducing a more complicated mod-
eling strategy, I split the sample into two time periods,
1960–90 and 1991–2006. My theoretical focus on the dif-
fusion of the norm of election observation (rather than
its initiation) is reflected in the 1991–2006 time period.

The average number of elections held by a given coun-
try ranges from 1 to 27 elections in the full 1960–2006
dataset. The data are pooled by country, but the variation
in the number of temporal observations for each country
means that widely used statistical tools for binary time-
series cross-sectional analyses are not appropriate.17 The
inclusion of Previous Observed helps account for tem-
poral dependence, and a Year variable is included in all
models to account for remaining unexplained temporal
variation.

The estimation method is logistic regression. All
models include robust standard errors, clustered by coun-
try. The specification of the baseline model (Model 1) is:
P (Observed = 1| xi) = 1 / (1+e−x

i �), where xi� = �0 +
�1 Uncertain Type + �2 Opposition Competition + �3 US
Ally + �4 Previous Observed + �5 GDP (log)+ �5 GDP
per Capita (log) + �6 Year

As outlined above, the cross-national results include
those associated with uncertainty over a state’s commit-
ment to democracy and those associated with a state’s
desire for democracy-contingent benefits, as shown in
Table 1.18 Following the first and second hypotheses, gov-
ernments should be most likely to invite observers when
their regime type is uncertain and when they can gain
democracy-contingent benefits. As Model 1 shows, be-
tween 1960 and 1990, U.S. allies are significantly more
likely to invite observers, as are those with uncertain type,
those which allow opposition competition, and those who
invited observers previously. Moving to the 1991–2005
period, U.S. Cold War Ally is no longer statistically sig-
nificant, consistent with the argument that democracy-
contingent benefits became available to all states, includ-
ing former Soviet allies, nonaligned states, and newly
independent states. The effects of Uncertain Type, Op-
position Competition, and Previously Observed continue

17Because the number of time points is not “reasonably large” for
all units, Beck, Katz, and Tucker’s (1998) recommended method
for BTSCS data is not appropriate.

18The measures of a country’s democratic status are distinct: Oppo-
sition Competition & Uncertain Type correlate at −0.04, Opposition
Competition & Consolidated Democracy at 0.29, and Uncertain Type
& Consolidated Democracy at −0.23.
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to match theoretical expectations after 1990, all increas-
ing the probability that an election would be observed.
Also as expected, Consolidated Democracy decreases the
probability that an election will be observed.19

Model 3 introduces the post-1990 proxy for inter-
national interest in supporting democracy in each state.
As expected, the percent of aid devoted to democracy
and governance in the country in the previous year is a
significant predictor of whether that country invites inter-
national monitors.20 Model 3 also includes U.S. Military
Assistance, which helps account for other valued char-
acteristics of states that may outweigh democracy-
contingent benefits. As expected, countries receiving a
greater percentage of U.S. military assistance are less likely
to invite observers, although this particular result is sen-
sitive to the inclusion of Egypt and Israel.21

The third hypothesis, that pseudo-democrats should
be more likely to invite observers after 1990, is evaluated in
part using Figure 1. First, as predicted, the rate of negative
reports after 1990 increases as more pseudo-democrats
invite observers. In addition, Model 4 includes Previous
Negative, a measure of whether the country’s elections
had previously been criticized by observers. Following
my theory of norm diffusion, if democracy-contingent
benefits are sufficiently large, and democracy promoters
believe that all true-democrats invite observers, the risk
of a negative report should be preferable to refusing ob-
servers entirely. As expected, receiving a negative report
in a previous election does not reduce the probability that
observers are invited.

Robustness and Alternative Explanations

I now consider several alternative explanations suggested
by the existing literature on election monitoring and the
global diffusion of policies in the international system,
several of which were already discussed. Presented sim-

19Consolidated Democracy is not included in Model 1 because there
are no consolidated democracies that invite observers during this
period.

20The SI includes estimates of the substantive effects of the central
independent variables on the probability of Observed. Based on
Model 3, it presents the following estimates (with 95% confidence
intervals in parentheses): Uncertain Type is associated with an 11%
increase (6–16%), Opposition Competition is associated with a 24%
increase (8–44%), Consolidated Democracy is associated with a de-
crease of 30% (−64–0%), Dem & Gov/ODA is associated with an
increase of 4% (0–8%), and Previous Observed is associated with
an increase of 62% (53–71%).

21When Egypt and Israel are excluded from the model, the coeffi-
cient on U.S. Military Assistance decreases to −0.01 (s.e. = 0.14).
The results for Democracy and Governance/ODA are nearly identical
when Egypt and Israel are excluded.

plistically, the leading alternative explanations for the
widespread diffusion of election monitoring are (1) that
international norms like election monitoring are created
to facilitate international cooperation in the context of
international institutions; (2) that international norms
like election monitoring are generated by the work of
activists who pressure states to invite observers; or (3)
election monitoring can be explained by other theories of
international policy diffusion.

In relation to the first two alternatives, I argue that
election observation was initiated by governments rather
than advocated by norm entrepreneurs or created to help
facilitate cooperation. There is little evidence that activists
pressured governments to invite observers. Some scholars
infer the existence of norm entrepreneurs because election
observation is now an international norm, but evidence of
norm entrepreneurship in election observation is nearly
all after the end of the Cold War, and well after election
observation was initiated and diffused widely, undermin-
ing confidence in its explanatory potential (Kelley 2008a).
Even prominent election observers—and potential norm
entrepreneurs—like Jimmy Carter and the Carter Cen-
ter were explicit in their reluctance to pressure govern-
ments to invite international observers. As Eric Bjornlund
writes, “(e)lection monitoring became the most promi-
nent activity of the [Carter Center] almost by accident, as
an extension of its efforts to promote peace” (2004, 75).

During the initial diffusion of election observation,
to the extent that international organizations, states,
and NGOs commented on election observation, they
advocated noninterference in the domestic politics of
sovereign states, and were explicitly reluctant to support
election observation (Beigbeder 1994; Bjornlund 2004;
Slater 1967). The first known invitations from leaders of
sovereign states to potential international observers were
refused on the grounds that international election moni-
toring violated sovereignty, and this argument continued
within several prodemocracy international organizations.
For example, the United Nations received its first invita-
tion to provide election observers in 1958, yet despite
dozens of subsequent invitations, refused to send election
observers to any sovereign states until 1990 (Beigbeder
1994; Ludwig 1995).

Similarly, there is little additional evidence that elec-
tion observation was generated as a norm to facilitate
international cooperation, or that countries within in-
ternational institutions pressured governments to invite
observers before election monitoring became a widely
accepted international norm. Other scholars have docu-
mented this more exhaustively, but it is not clear how the
norm of election observation would have helped facili-
tate cooperation, nor whether pressure from other states
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TABLE 1 Binomial Logit Regression, Observed Elections

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)
1960–1990 1991–2005 1991–2005 1991–2005 1991–2005 1991–2005 1991–2005

Uncertain Type 1.39∗∗ 1.91∗∗ 2.06∗∗ 2.06∗∗ 2.06∗∗ 2.06∗∗ 2.07∗∗

(0.43) (0.33) (0.35) (0.35) (0.36) (0.36) (0.35)
Opposition Competition 1.34 1.41∗∗ 1.39∗∗ 1.37∗∗ 1.37∗∗ 1.19∗ 1.40∗∗

(0.71) (0.40) (0.42) (0.42) (0.42) (0.49) (0.43)
Consol. Democracy −1.81∗ −1.67∗ −1.62∗ −1.63∗ −1.55 −1.68∗

(0.73) (0.79) (0.76) (0.81) (0.85) (0.80)
U.S. Cold War Ally 1.04∗ −0.30 −0.14 −0.15 −0.15 −0.15 −0.13

(0.43) (0.35) (0.36) (0.36) (0.36) (0.36) (0.36)
Dem. & Gov./ODA 2.65 2.62 2.59 2.54 2.56

(1.42) (1.43) (1.42) (1.40) (1.41)
U.S. Military Assistance −0.18∗ −0.18∗ −0.18∗ −0.17∗ −0.19∗

(0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.09) (0.09)
Previously Observed 3.26∗∗ 3.21∗∗ 3.09∗∗ 3.01∗∗ 3.10∗∗ 3.06∗∗ 3.08∗∗

(0.53) (0.31) (0.31) (0.31) (0.32) (0.32) (0.31)
Previous Negative 0.26

(0.50)
GDP (log) −0.30∗ −0.02 0.03 0.03 0.02 0.01 0.02

(0.15) (0.10) (0.10) (0.10) (0.10) (0.10) (0.10)
GDP per capita (log) −0.13 −0.32∗ −0.39∗∗ −0.38∗∗ −0.38∗∗ −0.36∗ −0.37∗

(0.17) (0.14) (0.14) (0.14) (0.15) (0.17) (0.15)
Year 0.12∗∗ 0.10∗ 0.08∗ 0.07 0.07 0.07 0.07

(0.03) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04)
POLITY 0.02

(0.03)
POLITY 2 −0.00

(0.01)
Neighbor% Observed 0.26

(0.33)
Constant −235.64∗∗ −191.44∗ −152.61∗ −146.49 −135.28 −140.22 −147.70

(60.03) (75.25) (76.41) (77.25) (76.73) (78.63) (76.69)
Observations 809 710 703 703 687 687 703
Area under ROC curve 0.91 0.93 0.93 0.93 0.93 0.93 0.93

Robust standard errors in parentheses are clustered by country. ∗significant at 5%; ∗∗significant at 1%.
Note: If Previously Observed is excluded from Model 4, Previous Negative is positive and statistically significant (coefficient 1.46, standard
error 0.46).

would have succeeded in spreading election observation.
As above, among leading democracy promoters, concerns
about whether election monitoring violated sovereignty
were raised on numerous occasions, especially within the
Organization for American States and the United Nations
(Slater 1967). There is also little evidence of imposition of
the norm by a powerful state within the OAS or another
institution. As Santa-Cruz argues, international election
monitoring was “not just a practice imposed by the United
States on its weak neighbors” (2005, 679).

There are two additional alternative explanations of-
fered by the existing literature. Kelley (2008b) provides

one of the few other cross-national studies of election
observation, and finds that countries in the “middle” of
the POLITY scale are most likely to invite observers. This
is similar to my argument about whether there is uncer-
tainty about a government’s commitment to democracy,
but is more general, and does not detail a precise causal
mechanism about why mid-levels of regime type should
predict election observation. To evaluate this claim rela-
tive to my argument, I add Kelley’s measure of a govern-
ment’s regime type to my model: the POLITY2 measure
from the POLITY IV data, and the same measure squared
(Marshall and Jaggers 2002). The 21-point POLITY2 scale
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ranges from −10 to 10, or most autocratic to most demo-
cratic. The POLITY data introduce new sources of missing
data, and so I first replicate Model 3 without the obser-
vations for which POLITY scores are missing. As shown
in Model 5, dropping these observations does not signifi-
cantly change the results presented from Model 3. Model
6 adds POLITY and POLITY Squared to Model 4.22 When
included in a model with measures of uncertainty over a
government’s commitment to democracy and levels of in-
ternational democracy-contingent benefits, the variables
are jointly insignificant, indicating a lack of support for
the level of democracy as an explanation for why govern-
ments invite observers.23

A final alternative explanation for election monitor-
ing is suggested by the literature on international diffusion
of policies. Although the policy diffusion literature is not
intended to explain international norm formation and
diffusion, my theory can be connected to it in several ways.
Across this literature, international norms are treated as
a potential explanatory variable rather than a topic to be
explained, and several scholars set up norm-based expla-
nations for diffusion as an alternative to strategic expla-
nations for diffusion. For example, Gleditsch and Ward
present the argument that “norms and values. . .favor the
development and durability of democratic rule” as an al-
ternative to their explanation (2006, 911–12). Simmons
and Elkins argue that one way that the policy choice pay-
offs can be altered are “ideational” and “work through
the more subjective pressures of prevailing global norms”
(2004, 172). This contrast presents an incomplete pic-
ture of the role of international norms in explaining the
widespread diffusion of a variety of policies and practice
among states. Although these scholars do not attempt
to explain international norms, many of the substantive
topics they explore would be perhaps better understood
with attention to international norm formation and the
changing beliefs among international actors about the
appropriate behavior of other states.

Nevertheless, the literature on policy diffusion sug-
gests a second alternative explanation for the spread
of election monitoring. My theory explicitly involves
mimicry of election monitoring by other states, and I ac-
count for this empirically by specifying the characteristics
of individual regimes that are most likely to benefit from
mimicking the signal, and therefore to invite observers.

22In related work on this subject, I also included POLITY and
Regional Percent Observed as variables explaining internationally
monitored elections (Beaulieu and Hyde 2009).

23The null hypothesis that the coefficients for POLITY and POLITY
Squared are both equal to zero cannot be rejected, with � 2(2) =
0.69 and prob. > � 2 = 0.71 (Wald test).

Related arguments in the diffusion literature would sug-
gest that a country would be more likely to invite interna-
tional observers if that country’s neighboring states also
invited observers. Therefore, to evaluate the explanatory
power of a more general diffusion argument, I include
a variable, Neighbor Percent Observed, that measures the
percentage of all elections that were internationally mon-
itored in contiguous states, as defined by the Correlates
of War Direct Contiguity Data.24 Model 7 adds Neigh-
bor Percent Observed to Model 3, which is not statistically
significant.25

The comparison suggests that the election and
regime-specific variables derived from my theory are bet-
ter predictors of internationally monitored elections than
the more general measures of regime type and regional
diffusion suggested by the existing literature. These find-
ings support the empirical implications outlined above
and lend general support to my theory relative to the
central alternative explanations that can be evaluated in
this framework. Note that the alternative explanations
evaluated in Models 6–7 are sufficiently general that they
are also consistent with my argument. Nevertheless, the
cross-national empirical evidence provides evidence that
is strongly consistent with the empirical implications de-
rived from my model, and shows that variables associated
with my signaling theory of norm development are more
strongly correlated with observed elections than leading
alternative explanations.

Extending the Theory to Other
International Norms

The theory presented in this article has the potential to be
applied to the diffusion of other international behaviors
and the creation of other signaling-based norms. Infor-
mation between international actors is often asymmet-
ric: states possess accurate information about their own
type, and other international actors can have difficulty
judging whether another state is an undesirable type.
Across a variety of issue areas, international actors ben-
efit from interacting with or promoting certain types of

24Data on adjacency are from the Correlates of War Project. Di-
rect Contiguity Data, 1816–2006. Version 3.1. Available online:
http://correlatesofwar.org.

25The null hypothesis that Neighbor Percent Observed is equal to
zero cannot be rejected, with � 2 (1) = 0.60 and prob. > � 2 =
0.44. Measures of the percent of elections observed in the region in
the previous year and the lagged Neighbor Percent Observed show a
similar relationship.
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characteristics among other states in the international
system, and therefore have the incentive to support states
that are believed to possess valued characteristics. For
states possessing such characteristics but lacking a match-
ing reputation, this type of international “market” gives
them the incentive to identify credible signals of their
valued characteristics.

Many states in the international system seek interna-
tional benefits—such as increased investment, trade, for-
eign aid, military support, membership in international
organizations, legitimacy, or prestige. Such international
benefits are targeted toward states possessing valued char-
acteristics and withdrawn from states that are revealed not
to possess them. Benefit-seeking leaders possess more
information about their own characteristics than other
international actors. Even when influential international
actors prefer to interact with specified types of states, they
cannot always distinguish good types from bad types and,
all else held equal, they often prefer to avoid rewarding
states of uncertain type. Thus, benefit-seeking states are
motivated to find a solution to this market failure. A cred-
ible signal of their type represents such a solution (Spence
1973).

Within international politics it is well known that
states vary in their type. Yet in many issue areas, inter-
national benefits are allocated by a diffuse set of actors,
including other states, international organizations, inter-
national NGOs, and multinational corporations. In most
cases there is no supranational body that coordinates clear
standards for how states can credibly signal that they
possess a given characteristic. The signals that become
expected behaviors, or international norms, are not nec-
essarily mandated or even articulated by benefit-giving
actors, who can simply continue rewarding states whose
reputations are not questioned, and that are already be-
lieved to possess valued characteristics. The impetus is on
benefit-seeking states to identify credible signals of their
type. Signals are most likely to diffuse as international
norms when international benefits are associated with
specific characteristics, when signals reveal information
to benefit-giving actors, and when sending the signal is
more costly to “bad” types.

Conclusion

This article began with an empirical puzzle. Many leaders
invite international election observers, cheat in front of
them, and face negative consequences as a result. For
pseudo-democrats, being caught cheating by interna-
tional observers can lead to international condemnation,

domestic uprising, and an overall reduction in the prob-
ability that they will maintain their hold on power. The
existence of the norm of election observation explains
this puzzle. Without the norm, held and enforced by the
international community, the rate of observed elections
should have begun decreasing by the end of the 1990s as
observers grew better at catching election fraud and more
likely to sanction fraudulent elections. Instead, the rate of
observed elections continued to increase during this time
period, even as the risks associated with inviting observers
grew. In other issue areas within international relations,
the diffusion of such costly norms has been explained as
the result of pressure from activists, or because of incen-
tives for international cooperation. Election observation,
in contrast, was initiated by state leaders to signal their
government’s commitment to democratization. As more
international benefits were linked to democracy, leaders
who were not necessarily committed democrats also had
the incentive to invite observers. This repeated behavior
resulted in acceptance of election observation as compat-
ible with respect for state sovereignty, and in the widely
shared belief that all true-democrats invite observers and
receive their endorsement.

This theory of norm formation was developed to ex-
plain election monitoring, but could also be applied to
other international norms triggered by changing values
or preferences among influential international actors. Any
exogenous change in the characteristics valued by inter-
national actors can provoke a similar strategic response
by states seeking to maximize their share of international
benefits. A further implication of this theory is that in-
ternational benefits tied to democracy and the resulting
incentive to “fake” democratization may in part explain
why many countries continue to inhabit the institution-
ally ambiguous space between democracy and autocracy.
Similar dynamics may be at work in other issue areas
like human rights, labor standards, and environmental
policy. Further research should explore these issues, as
well as the domestic effects of election observation, the
credibility of international and domestic monitors, and
other consequences of international pressure for democ-
racy.
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