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Abstract 

 From 1946 to 2000, the United States interfered in 81 foreign elections. While other 

forms of U.S. interference have been widely studied, electoral interference remains relatively 

un-researched. Similarly, the legacy of U.S. electoral interference has been under-discussed in 

conversations about foreign interference in the 2016 U.S. Presidential election. This paper uses 

a comprehensive dataset of U.S. interventions into foreign election to examine the motivations 

of U.S. actors when they make the choice to intervene. Existing investment, security alliances, 

the condition of the target country’s institutions, and the history of electoral interventions are 

used to analyze the decision-making process. My findings indicate that a larger sample size 

could show the U.S. not only intervenes in states where ties already exist, but may also use 

electoral interference to build ties where there are none.  
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Introduction 

In early 2019, Dov Levin published his completed dataset of partisan electoral 

intervention by the United States and the USSR/Russia during the last half of the twentieth 

century. The dataset is comprehensive, compelling, and reveals that partisan electoral 

intervention by the United States was more common than other tools of intervention at the 

disposal of U.S. actors (Levin, 2019). Levin’s dataset offers an opportunity to study partisan 

electoral interference in isolation at a time when it is at the forefront of popular international 

relations discourse in the aftermath of the 2016 U.S. Presidential election and the lead-up to the 

2020 election. If democratically-held elections are built on the dual ideas of freedom and 

fairness, it follows that any foreign interference in those elections fundamentally undermines 

them. In this context, it has become even more important to evaluate the specific motivations 

and conditions that drive the United States – a country that has often positioned itself as a 

champion of democratic ideals – to place a finger on the scales of a foreign election.  

Between the years 1946 and 2000 – a time period characterized by the growing global 

influence of the United States and the ebb and flow of the Cold War – the U.S. interfered in 81 

of 924 nationally competitive foreign elections (Levin, 2019). More importantly, foreign policy 

makers from the United States chose to interfere electorally, eschewing non-intervention in the 

process. This also means that in the moment, these decision makers chose to interfere 

electorally and not through other methods (e.g. direct military intervention). That is not to say 

that those same actors didn’t use another method before or after, just that they chose electoral 

intervention over other methods at that specific point in time. What made these 81 cases 

different from the majority of foreign elections? What motivates actors to intervene in general?  
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Theoretical Framework 

 Identifying what makes electoral intervention unique is the first step in answering those 

questions. Unlike other forms of interference, electoral intervention is fixated on threats from 

individual actors in the target country, whether that be a single candidate or a broader party.  

Whether or not the United States is on the side of the incumbent or the challenger, the goal of 

intervention is to exert influence specifically on who comes into or stays in power in another 

state. Any explanation of what conditions lead actors to choose to engage in electoral 

interference must link those conditions to this goal. I argue that the choice to intervene 

electorally is highly influenced by the closeness of ties between the United States and the target 

country, particularly the existing levels of economic and security investment, both of which are 

heavily tied to decisions made by political leaders. Some measures of closeness also present 

electoral intervention opportunities, making them both an incentive and a tool. Another factor 

that U.S. foreign policy makers weigh when making the decision to intervene is the relative 

democratic strength of the target country, and how that may help or hinder any interference 

efforts, which I will discuss more extensively below. 

The Cold War is also an essential part of this explanation. The greatest threat to U.S. 

interests during this time period (in the eyes of the actors pulling the foreign policy levers) was 

the rise and fall of the Soviet Union. Electoral intervention by the United States followed the 

generally accepted path of the Cold War, with the peaks in activity existing at the beginning and 

then again in the mid-1980s, followed by a general decline in the years immediately after the 

fall of the Soviet Union, as seen in Figure 1 below (Levin, 2019). 
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Figure 1: “US and USSR/Russia electoral interventions by decade, 1946-2000.” (Source: Levin, 2019, p. 98) 
 

 

The first peak is at the beginning of the Cold War, when the United States began to place 

itself in opposition to the USSR and Communism. The second peak in the 1980s reflects the re-

emergence of an active anti-Soviet policy in the Reagan administration. Although Levin found 

that very few interventions actually placed the United States and the Soviet Union in a head-to-

head electoral contest, a synthesis of offensive realism and Cold War constructivism can be used 

to frame the decision to interfere electorally. 

Schmidt (2012) defines constructivism as an explanation of foreign policy actions that 

emphasizes the ideology and created identities of the actors involved.1 For the United States, 

this means an emphasis on American exceptionalism as a way to set the U.S. apart from other 

states (Schmidt, 2012). According to Schmidt (2012), this was particularly salient during the Cold 

 
1 This section (alongside a discussion of other forms of intervention at the end of the paper) is serving as an 

abridged literature review. Levin’s 2019 paper includes a robust and useful review of intervention literature, both 

electoral and non-electoral.  
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War, when the U.S. justified various policies as defenses of liberal democracy and freedom 

against the evil totalitarianism that flowed from the Soviet Union. This ideological rivalry was a 

principle motivation of policy choices made by U.S. foreign policy actors, including electoral 

interference.  

Offensive realism is another helpful lens for this analysis. Schmidt (2012) explains that 

offensive realism casts states as “security maximizers” who need to take aggressive action to 

protect themselves. A key part of this view is defining the global arena as an anarchic system 

that requires a broad “counterbalancing coalition” to combat the chaos (Schmidt, 2012, p. 9). 

The U.S. policy of containment brings Cold War constructivism and offensive realism together. 

Containment was driven by the constructed ideological war between the U.S. and the U.S.S.R., 

which led policymakers to a security maximizing calculation. Rowley and Weldes (2012) explain 

that any U.S. action – no matter how aggressive – was cast as a defensive move against the 

Communist threat. Electoral interference fits into this framework, perhaps even more than 

other methods of interference. If realism motivates actors to create coalitions of states to 

counterbalance a threat, working to place friendly actors at the helm of other states is a part of 

that process.  

The United States intervened in those 81 elections because of (a) an ideological threat 

from one side contesting the election driven by the rivalry with the Soviet Union and (b) an 

existing or potential relationship that heightened the threat level and/or created opportunity to 

interfere. For example, an existing aid package provides leverage if U.S. actors threaten to take it 

away (Levin, 2019, p. 91). If states are looking to maximize economic benefits, security, and 

ideological power, intervening to ensure that a “friendly” face beats out an unfriendly one 
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becomes a tool of tangible and intangible balancing. However, this intervention isn’t without 

cost; Levin argues that the wide array of methods used to intervene indicates that intervention 

itself is both costly and time-consuming. Because of this, the existing economic or political 

closeness between the United States and the target country is a central aspect of the decision-

making process – if a greater level of involvement is already there, then the ideology and 

attitude of the incoming leader is more important.  

Since Levin’s “Partisan electoral interference by the great powers” (PEIG) dataset 

extends nearly a decade beyond what most scholars consider the technical end of the Cold War 

in 1991, this same framework can be used in post-1991 cases. The frequent use of electoral 

interference was born out of a need to fight the Soviet Union on an international and 

ideological battleground as opposed to a physical one. This is reflected in the broad pattern of 

intervention during and after the Cold War: as perceived threat increased, intervention 

increased along with it. Beyond the fall of the USSR, electoral interference remained an 

important tool in the counterbalancing arsenal even if the specific state U.S. foreign policy 

actors are trying to balance against changed. Figure 1 (above) shows that the U.S. continued to 

interfere in foreign elections at a higher rate than some periods during the Cold War. Levin’s full 

dataset finds that during the Cold War (1946-1991) the U.S. interfered in an average of 1.5 

elections per year. After the Cold War (1992-2000), the U.S. interfered in an average of 1.2 

elections per year. While the number did decrease after 1991, it didn’t decrease substantially. 

Between 1992 and 2000, it became a way to exert influence in a post-Soviet world, and ensure 

that democratic reforms in Russia and the Soviet Bloc continued. Accordingly, these 
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interventions included elections in post-Communist states like Albania, Romania, Serbia, 

Ukraine, Russia, Slovakia, and Yugoslavia.  

 The full universe of ties that constitutes closeness between two countries is impractical 

to study in a single empirical analysis, but a few measures are particularly compelling. The first 

is investment in the form of economic and military aid, which are both motivators and potential 

levers. An existing aid package provides leverage; dependence on the United States militarily or 

economically increases the amount of power U.S. actors are able to exert on that state. The 

same can be said for the bilateral trade relationship between the United States and the target 

country. Countries with a higher level of trade – both imports and exports – with the U.S. hold 

greater importance for both states. A large number of U.S. economic assets consolidated in a 

single country places a higher level of value on the person or persons in charge, and thus makes 

an identified electoral threat all the more threatening. In essence, the initial threat 

identification isn’t the only deciding factor; rather, a certain level of investment increases the 

threat level and prompts the final decision to interfere. The last measure of closeness is the 

number of formal security alliances between the United States and the target country. In a 

game of coalition-balancing between the U.S. and the Soviet Union, ensuring that the people on 

the other side of those alliances are in your corner is important. It follows that these formalized 

security ties are a potential motivator for actors to intervene.  

Another potential consideration for U.S. policymakers is the probability that their policy 

decisions will succeed. The strength of the target country’s state and democratic institutions 

could influence this probability calculation. Countries with weak or unstable democratic 

institutions may not be able to resist electoral interference. Conversely, countries with strong 
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state institutions that tend to have less credible elections may have less legitimacy in the 

international community, meaning interference by the U.S. wouldn’t be as harshly punished. 

Both of these conditions would lead to fewer costs and consequences incurred by U.S. 

policymakers, increasing the likelihood that they would choose to interfere. Levin discusses this 

idea in his definition of the costs of interfering. While some of these costs may be immediate 

and tangible, there are also long-term costs that include a “loss of prestige/credibility.” (Levin, 

2019, p. 91). It follows that policymakers weigh the relative strength and status of the state 

conducting the election before interfering in it. A second measure of potential success for 

policymakers is the history of electoral interference in the target state. Past successes would 

indicate a higher likelihood of future success than past failures. Both of these factors (strength 

of democracy and past interferences) contribute to the decision to interfere electorally. 

 This synthesis of Cold War-constructivism and security-centric realism provides the 

framework for this analysis. In the face of a competitive foreign election, United States foreign 

policymakers first identify an ideological threat from a side competing in the upcoming election. 

The choice to interfere or not then comes down to a calculation of the threat level and the 

likelihood of success in the context of existing investment in the target country, the strength of 

that country’s democracy, and the history of electoral interference. A higher number of security 

ties, greater economic and military aid, and a robust trade relationship raise the stakes and 

present potential electoral interference tools, all of which drive actors to “pull the lever” and 

intervene. 
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Datasets and Measurement  

Electoral Intervention: Partisan Electoral Interference by the Great powers (PEIG) 

 The primary dataset for this analysis is the Partisan Electoral Interference by the Great 

powers (PEIG), which was compiled and published by Dov Levin in 2019. Importantly, although 

Levin included interventions by the USSR/Russia in the same time period, the focus of this 

paper is the United States; any PEIG data referenced or used in this project refers only to the 

interventions Levin coded as United States interference. The dataset defines a case of partisan 

electoral interference as an intentional act done “to help or hurt one of the sides” that “carried 

significant cost” to the intervener (Levin, 2019, p. 91). Levin found that the methods used to 

intervene were wildly varied, from direct campaign contributions to smuggling frozen meat into 

Chile during a food crisis. Levin described electoral interference as “customized”, setting it apart 

from other forms of foreign aid. He didn’t find any method to be statistically dominant.  

He limited his scope to 1946-2000 because most interventions are covert, and thus take 

time to come to light. Levin used sources including CIAbase (a research tool that has 

consolidated information about people, operations, and programs of the CIA), Congressional 

investigations, academic research, news organizations, and memoirs to construct a list of 

potential electoral interventions. He then coded each case for intervention or non-intervention 

according to a list of potential interference tools that included: 

▪ “provision of campaign funds” 

▪ “public threats or promises” 

▪ “training locals in advanced campaigning” 

▪ “dissemination of scandalous exposes/disinformation on rival candidates” 
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▪ “design of campaign materials/sending campaigning experts” 

▪ “sudden new provision of foreign aid or significant increase in existing aid” 

▪ or “withdrawal of part or whole of aid” or other beneficial policies (Levin, 2019, 

p. 91) 

Levin found that between 1946 and 2000, the United States intervened in 81 out of 924 

(about 9%) of competitive national-level foreign elections.2 In the process of collecting data, the 

scope of the research was significantly narrowed in two ways due to time constraints and a lack 

of accessible information. The first narrowing was by region. Instead of analyzing the full extent 

of PEIG cases across the globe, this paper deals with Europe, Central/South America, and the 

Caribbean. Information about elections in these regions is much more abundant in U.S. media 

than other regions, particularly Africa and Southeast Asia. These regions also fell in line with the 

theoretical framework of this paper. Europe was the main ideological battleground of the Cold 

War, and the politics of the Caribbean and Central/South America are hugely important to the 

U.S. as neighbors. The second narrowing was by year. Finding reliable trade and aid data for the 

years 1946-1949 that wasn’t massively inflated because of the end of WWII proved difficult, and 

much of it is actually missing. Economic conditions seemed to level out around 1950, so the 

time span of this analysis is 1950-2000. In that time period, the United States interfered in 47 of 

493 elections in Europe, Central/South America, and the Caribbean (which is about 9.5%, 

making the rate of interference comparable to the larger sample). This subset of Levin’s original 

PEIG dataset is the scope of this paper. This narrowing has implications for my findings. The final 

 
2 Levin’s total number is 937 and includes the 13 United States presidential elections that occurred over this time 

period, which I will not be considering. 
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number of cases likely means that statistical significance will be difficult to find. However, 

analyzing the regions of most importance to the United States in a Cold War context may focus 

the research enough to find patterns that align with my framework and hypotheses. Given more 

time and resources, a comparative analysis of interference by region would be interesting and 

contribute to the body of research as a whole. 

As previously discussed, electoral interference was the most common form of 

intervention for the United States during this period. According to Levin, incumbency and 

founding elections do not appear to have prompted an increased likelihood of interference.3 

Levin’s characterization of electoral interference as costly, precise, and something the United 

States did often during the latter half of the twentieth century is a compelling reason to further 

the study of this policy. 

Threat Identification 

 A key motivator of any type of intervention is the identification of a threat from a 

political leader or group. In order to truly assess the factors that lead actors to choose electoral 

intervention over non-intervention, cases in which there was no identifiable threat were coded 

as well. Isolating the cases in which intervention was not considered necessary allowed a more 

detailed examination of the cases in which it was.  An example of one of these cases is the 1979 

Ecuadorian election, which was a contest between two political parties classified as center-left 

and center-right, and is coded as a non-intervention (Hoge, 1979; Levin, 2019). 

 
3 Importantly, Levin’s statistical analysis included interferences by both the US and the USSR/Russia, while my 
analysis focuses only on US interference. Because of that, these conclusions may not hold entirely true for the US-
only sample. 
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 Each case was coded for threat or non-threat based on research of the leaders or parties 

competing in the election. Given the political context of the time period this paper examines, 

any election with a self-identified socialist or communist running was coded as a threat. Any 

candidate or party that openly took an anti-U.S. or pro-USSR/Russia stance was considered a 

threat. I also took into account the likelihood that the candidate or party that posed a threat 

would win the election. This was often a difficult call, and included weighing the chances that 

the US media seemed to give them and research into the recent electoral history of the country. 

A more detailed analysis of viability would have been useful and would be an interesting avenue 

of research in the future. However, it would likely require a significant amount of time and the 

ability to conduct research in multiple languages. The coding for this study was conducted by 

one person and was undoubtedly subjective. During the coding process, I made note of the 

cases I was unsure of. There were only 13 out of 493 that I coded tentatively, or 2.6% of the 

total number of cases. Of these 13 cases, 7 were coded with a positive threat identification (or 

1.4% of total cases). A second researcher would code a percentage of cases differently, but I 

have confidence that this percentage would be small if they used similar research methods and 

drew from the same sources. 

The threat identification coding (TID) relied heavily on searches of The New York Times 

archive. Keywords included the country’s name and “election”, which typically resulted in 

coverage of the election in question. Other common sources included the Inter-Parliamentary 

Union, the European Election Database, and Dieter Nohlen’s election encyclopedias. In the rare 

cases that none of these sources yielded information, searches of academic sources or party 

platforms were used. Cases were coded with a binary “yes threat” or “no threat” variable.   
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Closeness: Using economic and military aid as an indicator 

The first measure of closeness between the United States and the target country is the 

level of both economic and military aid. Existing aid also presents opportunities to interfere, as 

discussed earlier; if U.S foreign policy makers have the ability to either threaten loss of 

economic aid or promise more of it, electoral intervention becomes more feasible. 

The United States Agency for International Development (USAID) maintains a thorough 

database of both types of aid from 1946 to present, entitled the Foreign Aid Explorer. The data 

is publicly available and aggregates information from more than 70 different U.S. government 

agencies and sub-agencies that are responsible for foreign investment. USAID’s Economic 

Analysis and Data Services team converts incoming data to a common and understandable 

format. U.S. foreign aid or assistance is defined by the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961 as: 

"…any tangible or intangible item provided by the United States Government to a 

foreign country or international organization under this or any other Act, including 

but not limited to any training, service, or technical advice, any item of real, personal, 

or mixed property, any agricultural commodity, United States dollars, and any 

currencies of any foreign country which are owned by the United States 

Government…" Section 634 of FAA further states that "…provided by the United 

States Government' includes, but is not limited to, foreign assistance provided by 

means of gift, loan, sale, credit, or guaranty." (USAID Foreign Aid Explorer, 

“Methodology”) 

The differences between economic aid and military aid allowed a more nuanced analysis 

of the decision to interfere. Economic aid is administered for the purpose of development or to 
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meet a humanitarian need. Military aid is funneled into the armed forces of the recipient 

government or goes towards increasing the military capabilities of the recipient government. 

This database is particularly useful because of both the rigorous historical data validation and 

the breadth of U.S. agencies included. The level of aid from the year prior to the election was 

used to account for existing investment leading up to the election year in question. After the 

dollar amounts were recorded in USD 2017, each case where a threat was present was coded 

with a 1 (low aid level), 2 (medium aid level), or 3 (high aid level) based on the first and second 

tertiles.   

Closeness: Using trade as a measure 

 In order to measure the bilateral trade relationship between the United States and the 

target country, this paper used the Correlates of War trade dataset. The Correlates of War 

project is a massive collaboration between scholars who compile and organize data related to 

international relations. Among their many datasets is one focused on bilateral trade flows 

between countries that covers the years 1870-2014. It reports imports and exports for the dyad 

in millions of U.S. dollars. The majority of post-WWII data were pulled primarily from the 

International Monetary Fund and reorganized in a more accessible format. The trade flows from 

the United States to and from the target country in the year prior to the election were used to 

indicate the level of economic investment in the target country, alongside economic and 

military aid. After the dollar amounts were recorded in USD 2016, each case where a threat was 

present was coded with a 1 (low trade level), 2 (medium trade level), or 3 (high trade level) 

based on the first and second tertiles.   
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Closeness: Alliances and the security dimension 

 In addition to economic and military aid, the number of formal security ties between the 

United States and the target country was analyzed. In order to measure the level of security 

investment in each target country, this paper utilized The Alliance Treaty Obligations and 

Provisions Project (ATOP). ATOP is a comprehensive database of military alliance agreements 

from 1815 to 2016. ATOPs define an alliance as “a formal agreement among independent states 

to cooperate militarily in the face of potential or realized military conflict” (Alliance Treaty 

Obligations and Provisions Project). In order to identify alliances, scholars use both primary and 

secondary sources to confirm the formation and ratification of agreements.  

ATOP is a detailed dataset that accounts for far more than just the existence of a treaty 

or alliance, but for the purposes of this paper, the existence of an alliance served as a measure 

for the level of security investment between the United States and the target country. This 

included bilateral as well as multilateral alliances that both the U.S. and the target country were 

a part of. The number of security ties between the United States and the target country in the 

year before the election was used as the measure of security involvement. Each case was coded 

with the number of security ties (0, 1, 2, or 3). 

Democratic and State Strength: Polity IV Score  

In order to understand the relationship between state strength and interference, 

information about the democratic characteristics of the target countries is vital. The measure of 

democratic/state strength that this analysis used was the Polity IV Project, which tracks trends 

in authoritarianism across the globe and turns those trends into scores. The Polity IV scale goes 

from -10 to +10, with -10 being a hereditary monarchy and +10 being a consolidated 
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democracy. This spectrum can also be categorized into regime types: -10 to -6 are autocracies, -

5 to +5 are anocracies, and +6 to +10 are democracies. The Polity IV score takes into account 

“executive recruitment, constraints on executive authority and political competition…and 

changes in the institutionalized qualities of governing authority” (Center for Systemic Peace 

“The Polity Project”). The score is essentially a snapshot of how politically open, competitive, 

and transparent a state is at any given time.  

For the framework of this paper, understanding the difference between (a) weak states 

with vulnerable elections and (b) strong states with illegitimate elections is necessary because 

both conditions may lead U.S. policymakers to interfere. Using the Polity IV scale, states with 

scores from +8 to +10 will be considered “mature democracies.” These are states where 

elections are free and fair, access to the political system is high, and electoral politics are 

competitive and transparent. Polity IV scores from -10 to +7 will be considered “weak 

democracies, anocracies, or autocracies.” This means that these states fall under the two 

categories outlined above, making their elections either more vulnerable to interference or less 

likely to bring major post-interference consequences in the international community. The Polity 

IV score for the year prior to the election was used to code for this variable in the target 

country.  

Success/Failure 

 In order to determine whether or not the history of electoral interference in the target 

state has an impact on future decisions to interfere, the cases were also coded for success or 

failure. The PEIG dataset includes information about what candidate or party the United States 
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interfered on behalf of for most cases.4 The coding for this variable was primarily based on 

Dieter Nohlen’s election encyclopedias, which have exhaustive election results for most of the 

world. Each case was coded with a binary “success” (the candidate or party we interfered on 

behalf of won) or “failure” (the candidate or party we interfered on behalf of lost) variable. This 

coding did not take into account whether or not the side that won maintained power, just 

whether or not they were declared the winner of the election.  

Methodology 

Every potential case in Europe, Central/South America, and the Caribbean identified in 

PEIG over the time period from 1950-2000 were coded for threat identification (TID). After that, 

every case in which there was a threat present was coded for Polity IV scores, aid levels, amount 

of military and economic aid, bilateral imports and exports, the number of security ties, and 

success or failure.5  

The independent variables are threat identification, Polity IV scores, amount of military 

and economic aid, bilateral imports and exports, number of security ties, and past success or 

failure. All of the independent variables (with the exception of past success or failure) were 

lagged by one year. The dependent variable is electoral interference. After coding was complete, 

the data was organized into frequency tables and run through a Chi-squared test to determine 

the level of statistical significance.  

 

 
4 There are a few where the candidate or party the U.S. aided is unknown or guessed. These will be noted in the 

discussion of findings.  
5 Importantly, some data was missing from almost every variable. In the discussion section, the n for each variable 

may fluctuate and those missing cases will be noted. 
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Hypotheses  

H1: Electoral intervention is more likely if a threat is identified.  

 

H2: If there are higher levels of overall closeness (measured by aid, trade, and security) between 

the U.S. and the target country, U.S. foreign policy actors are more likely to intervene than not 

intervene. 

 

H3: If the target country has a Polity IV score from -10 to +7, U.S. foreign policy actors are more 

likely to intervene than not intervene.  

 

H4: If past electoral interventions in the target country were successful, U.S. foreign policy 

actors are more likely to intervene than not intervene.  

Data and Findings 

Threat Identification 

Figure 2: Cases of electoral interference and the presence of a threat, N=493 cases (Source: PEIG)6 

 

 Threat No threat Chi-squared results at a .05 significance 
level: 

 

2: 206.8 
P-value: < 0.00001 

Interference 43 4 

No interference 40 406 

 

A Chi-squared analysis of my threat identification data showed a clear relationship 

between threat and interference. As seen in Figure 2, 83.2% of the whole sample of cases were 

coded “non-threat”, and 99% of those “non-threat” cases were not interfered in. Meanwhile, 

about 52% of elections with a positive threat identification were interfered in, suggesting the 

existence of motivating factors other than a threat. While a threat does appear to be highly 

motivating, the 48% of cases in which there was interference without a threat means there are 

 
6 The interference data is from PEIG. The threat data is from my own research. 
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other reasons as well. There were four cases of electoral interference with a negative threat 

identification (Costa Rica 1966, Costa Rica 1986, United Kingdom 1987, and Grenada 1984), 

which are discussed in greater detail later. 

The presence of 40 cases in which a threat was present but the election was not 

interfered in presented the opportunity to test the framework and hypotheses laid out earlier. 

With 83 total cases in which a threat was identified, the difference between interference cases 

and non-interference cases could then be tested with each of the variables. The threat 

identification process also narrowed the sample significantly, making a quantitative statistical 

analysis more difficult. Although multiple variables came close to being statistically significant in 

their prediction of electoral interference, only one passed the .05 significance level threshold. 

This would almost certainly change with an analysis of the full 924 cases in the original PEIG 

dataset.  

 The four cases of electoral interference with no identified threat (Costa Rica 1966, Costa 

Rica 1986, United Kingdom 1987, and Grenada 1984) present a different explanation of the 

choice to interfere electorally. In all four cases, both sides of the election were centrist or 

conservative (“The Costa Rican Vote”, 1966; “Costa Ricans Vote Today in a Tight Presidential 

Race”, 1986; IPU Database: United Kingdom; “Voters in Grenada Cast Ballots Today”, 1984). 

None of the viable parties or candidates were anti-U.S. or tied to leftist politics. Rather than 

interfering against a threat, U.S. policymakers appear to have interfered on behalf of a party or 

candidate that was more pro-U.S. than the other. This presents a companion to the “threat” 

lens that I utilize in this paper. While threat identification is clearly a salient explanation for the 

majority of cases, a “benefit” or “favor” lens would also be useful. For example, the United 
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Kingdom 1987 case involved the Reagan Administration interfering on behalf of Margaret 

Thatcher’s Conservative party. President Reagan and Prime Minister Thatcher were known to 

be good friends and close political allies. While the Reagan Administration may not have seen a 

threat from the Labour party, it’s certainly imaginable that they saw a significant benefit in 

keeping the Thatcher government intact. While this is certainly interesting and worthy of 

further research using the full PEIG dataset, the relatively small number makes these cases 

extraneous to this paper’s statistical analysis through a threat lens.  

 
Security Ties - ATOP dataset 

 
Figure 3: Cases of positive threat with interference or no interference based on existence of security alliances 

in the year before the election, N=82 (Source: ATOP) 7

 
 

 
 
 
 
  

 
 

7 There was one case with no data in the ATOP dataset (German Federal Republic, 1953). 

 Interference No interference 
Chi-squared results at a .05 

significance level: 
 

2: 1.77 
P-value: 0.184 

 

 No security 
ties 

4 1 

Security ties 38 39 
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While the Chi-squared results didn’t find the existence of security ties to be predictive of 

electoral interference when a threat is present, conclusions can still be drawn about the 

relationship. The relatively small sample size (particularly of cases with no security ties) makes 

it difficult to prove a relationship statistically. However, the difference between cases with no 

ties and cases with ties is notable. When any number of security ties exist (for this sample the 

range was 1-3 alliances) the rates of interference and non-interference were virtually the same. 

When no security ties exist, the U.S. is four times more likely to intervene than not intervene, 

according to Figure 3 above.  

 The small number of observations makes any sort of conjecture about what this means 

difficult. If it were to be replicated in an analysis of a much larger dataset, this pattern would 

appear to indicate some sort of foothold theory that contradicts my closeness hypothesis. 

Rather than being concerned about who is at the helm of a country the U.S. is already tied to, 

policymakers are more concerned about installing a friendly leader in order to create that tie. 

While disproving my closeness hypothesis, this explanation still falls in line with the realist 

explanation. If the U.S. is a security maximizer, interfering in order to create the opportunity for 

more counterbalancing alliances makes sense.  
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Aid Levels - USAID dataset 
 

Figure 4: Cases of positive threat with interference or no interference based on economic aid levels in the 
year before the election, N=83 (Source: USAID)

 
 

 
 Interference No interference 

Chi-squared results at a .05 
significance level: 

 

2: 2 
P-value: 0.0002 

 Low (0-5.6M) 15 12 

Medium (5.6M-67.7M) 8 21 

High (67.7M-5.9B) 20 7 

 

The level of economic aid flowing from the U.S. to the target country was the only 

variable that was statistically significant at a .05 level. The rate of interference vs. non-

interference was practically the same at low levels of economic aid, but changed dramatically at 

both medium and high levels. As seen in Figure 4 above, Countries with medium levels of 

economic aid were less likely to be interfered in, while countries with high levels of economic 

aid were more likely to be interfered in.  
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Figure 5: Cases of positive threat with interference or no interference based on military aid levels in 
the year before the election, N=83 (Source: USAID) 

 

 Interference No interference Chi-squared results at a .05 
significance level: 

 

2: 2 
P-value: 0.111 

Low (0) 19 20 

Medium (0-12M) 6 11 

High (12M-3.8B) 18 9 

 

The pattern found in the military aid levels mirrors the pattern found in economic aid 

levels. Although military aid wasn’t statistically significant at the .05 level (likely due to the 

small sample size), it got much closer than other variables examined in this paper. Just like 

economic aid in Figure 4, countries with medium levels of aid were less likely to be interfered in 

and countries with high levels of aid were more likely to be interfered in as seen in Figure 5.  

The difference between these three levels of both military and economic aid falls in line 

with my closeness hypothesis in regard to both the importance of close countries and the use 

of economic aid as a tool of interference. The degree of economic and military aid is likely a 

reflection of the degree of concern the US has about the target country’s security and the 
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amount of influence the US already wields in the country. The level of interference vs. non-

interference in the low military aid group was virtually the same (one observation off, as seen in 

Figure 5). The same can be said for the low economic aid group, with only three observations 

differentiating the interference and non-interference cases (Figure 4). At low levels (a tier that 

includes zero), aid is unlikely to be a useful tool of electoral interference. A lever can’t be pulled 

if it doesn’t exist, making aid a non-factor in the decision to interfere electorally in these 

countries. For the 34 cases of interference in the low aid group (Figures 4 and 5), the decision to 

interfere was prompted by other variables.  

The difference between the medium and high tiers can be explained in the same way. It 

appears that aid doesn’t become a deciding factor in the decision to interfere electorally until it 

reaches a certain threshold, which is why we see almost equal levels of interference and non-

interference at low levels. Once aid reaches that threshold (in this case the medium tier) 

interference dips because the target country has become strategically important enough to 

ramp up investment but not yet close enough to achieve success if we interfere. High aid 

countries are both strategically important and close enough; we care about who is in charge 

and we have enough influence to interfere. In this case, aid is a proxy for both strategic 

importance and U.S. influence.  

In order to truly test this empirically, a much larger sample size and more controlled and 

focused analysis are required. Using a different method to operationalize the tiers of aid might 

also produce different results. Digging in to the data to find exactly where that “threshold” is 

would be particularly enlightening. Another way to improve on this research would be to look 
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at trends in aid to the target countries across time. Increased or decreased aid could be 

predictive of interference, according to my argument here.  

 

Trade Flows - COWT dataset 

Figure 6: Cases of positive threat with interference or no interference based on US imports from target 

country in the year before the election, N=81 (Source: COWT) 8 

 
 Interference No interference Chi-squared results at a .05 

significance level: 
 

2: 1.64 
P-value: 0.441 

Low (0-63.3M) 11 16 

Medium (63.3M-296.8M) 16 12 

High (296.8M-16B) 14 12 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
8 There were two cases with no data in the COWT dataset (German Federal Republic, 1953; Yugoslavia, 2000). 
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Figure 7: Cases of positive threat with interference or no interference based on US exports to target country 
in the year before the election, N=81 (Source: COWT) 

 

 Interference No interference Chi-squared results at a .05 
significance level: 

 

2: .791 
P-value: 0.673 

Low (0-69.7M) 12 14 

Medium (69.7M-377.5M) 14 15 

High (377.5M-12.5B) 15 11 

 

 Neither imports (Figure 6) nor exports (Figure 7) were predictive of electoral 

interference using a Chi-squared test, and a basic analysis of the raw numbers shows the same. 

Like many of the other variables in this paper, the small sample size likely affected the viability 

of a true quantitative analysis. Trade data is also difficult to control for, making patterns hard to 

find.  

 The difference between trade and the two other measures of closeness is another 

potential explanation. Security alliances and U.S. foreign aid are entirely controlled by U.S. 

government foreign policymakers. While these actors are also concerned with trade, they have 

less direct control over the market than the specific actions of the U.S. federal government. This 



 26 

is not to say that levels of trade and private economic interaction are unimportant to foreign 

policy decision-making, or even the decision to interfere. However, the broad nature of trade 

means it likely has less effect on decisions like electoral interference than direct security 

alliances and foreign aid levels do.  

Democratic Strength - Polity IV scores 
 
Figure 8: Cases of positive threat with interference or no interference based on target country Polity IV score 

in the year before the election, N=74 (Source: Polity IV) 9 

 
 Interference No interference Chi-squared results at a .05 significance 

level: 
 

2: 1.25 
P-value: 0.26 

High Polity (+8 - +10) 10 12 

Low Polity (-10 - +7) 31 21 

 

While the Chi-squared test didn’t find Polity IV score to be predictive of interference, 

the data still sheds some amount of light on the role of state power and democratic strength in 

 
9 There were ten cases with no Polity IV scores (Grenada, 1976; Grenada, 1984; Iceland, 1953; Iceland, 1956; 

Iceland, 1959; Iceland, 1978; Malta, 1971; Malta, 1976; Malta, 1981; Malta, 1987). Polity IV doesn’t yet include 

countries with populations less than 500,000. 
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this context. The small sample number likely impacted the statistical analysis, and like other 

variables discussed above, the patterns seen in Figure 8 are only suggestive. However, this set 

of cases shows a slight increase in interference in the “low Polity” countries. If this pattern was 

replicated and shown to be statistically significant with a larger sample size, it is potentially 

useful in analyzing the many reasons U.S. policymakers choose to interfere electorally.  

The “high Polity” group consists of states with both secure elections and highly 

respected institutions, decreasing the ease and increasing the risk of interfering. Meanwhile, 

the “low Polity” group either lacks election security or broad faith in the fairness of their 

institutions, opening them up to interference and decreasing the likelihood that the interferer 

would face scrutiny from the international community. This conclusion is impossible to make 

from this dataset alone, but I am confident that an analysis of more cases would shed light on 

the role of the condition of the target country’s institutions in the decision-making process.  

 

Success/Failure (S/F) 

 Out of 47 total cases of interference, the side aided by the U.S. won 30 times and lost 16 

times. The rate of success of electoral interference was 63.83%. There were 18 “repeats” in 

which the target country had been interfered in previously. 61.11% of repeats occurred after a 

successful intervention and 38.89% occurred after a failed intervention. 

 Within this small sample, it appears that intervention “works” most of the time, 

although a 64% success rate isn’t overwhelming. A clearer picture of the efficacy of electoral 

interference – and the implications that may have on the decision-making process – might be 

gained from an analysis of Levin’s entire dataset. Comparing the success rate of electoral 
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intervention with the success rates of other forms of intervention would also be a useful path 

of inquiry. The pattern of “repeats” is similarly interesting. From this small sample of cases, it 

appears that although failed interventions are less likely to see a repeat, they don’t entirely 

dissuade future interventions.  

Discussion 

 Overall, the Chi-squared results make it difficult to conclude that my overarching 

hypothesis about the effect of closeness on the decision to interfere electorally was correct. 

Only economic aid was statistically significant at a p-value of .05, and military aid was the only 

other of these variables to come close. However, the patterns seen in the security data may 

indicate that a relationship that contradicts my hypothesis would be found if the sample size 

was larger. Given the results of the aid and security analyses, I believe that my original 

closeness theory and my new foothold theory are worthy of further research. 

Existing investment indicates a certain level of concern about the internal affairs of a 

target country and that concern can translate into interference. Aid proved to be a viable way 

to measure that investment, while trade did not. However, analyzing U.S. government non-aid 

economic investment could be useful outside of raw trade data. A better measure could be 

Foreign Direct Investment (FDI), although a cursory search for this data didn’t prove successful. 

The United Nations (UN) tracks bilateral FDI but only back to 2001, and the Bureau of Economic 

Analysis (BEA) only tracks total FDI back to 1960. A more thorough search of databases would 

likely uncover a more useful source for U.S. FDI reported by country from 1950-2000.  

My third hypothesis is similarly murky. The Chi-squared analysis didn’t find the Polity IV 

data to be statistically significant, and the structure of the analysis itself was tricky. Grouping 
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the Polity IV scores in a meaningful way proved difficult because the Polity scale itself is 

complicated and the combinations are nearly endless. As always, more analysis and a larger 

sample size would have likely revealed more about the relationship between interference, state 

power, and institutional strength. The opportunities for future research using both Polity IV and 

the PEIG dataset are vast. With PEIG tracking electoral interference and Polity IV tracking trends 

in authoritarianism, an analysis of how interference affects those trends over time would be 

interesting.  

My findings about the role of past success on electoral interference highlight additional 

research questions. While my small sample size revealed that the U.S. is slightly more likely to 

interfere after a successful intervention than a failed one, the nearly 40% of repeats following a 

failed intervention may be a piece of evidence against institutional learning in U.S. foreign 

policy where electoral interference is concerned. This is bolstered by the fact that the 

administration of every U.S. president in this time period interfered in at least one election. A 

deeper analysis of the full sample of repeats could be fruitful. A more detailed and differently-

structured analysis could be employed to study the rate of institutional learning when it comes 

to different policy tools. This would require a more thorough examination of the specific foreign 

policy actors involved in the electoral interference, the interference methods used and their 

costs, and a general narrative understanding of the arc of U.S. foreign policy. A study of the 

ways in which electoral interference is linked to other methods of interference that relate to 

the political leadership of foreign countries (as discussed in the following section) could be 

folded into this research as well. Overall, I believe that patterns of success and failure in 

electoral interference could shed light on U.S. foreign policy decision-making in general.   
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Other Explanations 

Anti-Democratic Democracy: The case against a liberal explanation 

 The analysis in this paper is heavily reliant on a theoretical framework that eschews a 

seemingly obvious theory: liberalism. Although democracy-promotion is often cited by actors 

when they interfere in a foreign election, Wilsonian liberalism is not a convincing explanation. 

Contrary to liberal arguments, the United States has often intervened on behalf of a party that 

was right-wing, and even authoritarian or anti-democratic. In at least one case (the Republic of 

Vietnam 1961) the United States eventually unseated the leader they helped elect (“U.S. and 

Diem’s Overthrow: Step by Step”, 1971). Supporting a candidate or party that stands in 

opposition to the stated reason for intervention cannot be explained by liberalism, but can be 

explained by the framework outlined in the second section of this paper. This isn’t to say that 

the U.S. actors didn’t paint their interferences as democracy-promotion, which certainly 

happened. However, when making the decision to interfere, the ideological threat from the 

USSR outweighed any liberal goal, making constructivism and realism more salient theoretical 

frames. This argument could be empirically tested by devising a system to identify the 

candidates or parties supported by the United States as either pro-democracy or anti-

democracy and testing for a statistically significant relationship between that identification and 

the decision to interfere.  

Why Not Substitute? Foreign-imposed Regime Change and Military Intervention 

 In 1984, Starr and Most complicated the study of foreign policy by introducing the 

theory of foreign policy substitutability. They proposed that a key component of understanding 

why actors choose certain policies is identifying and explaining why they chose that policy 
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instead of a different one. When studying the decision to interfere in a foreign election, regime 

change and military invasion may at first glance seem like two substitutable policies. 10 Although 

all three methods of interference (electoral, regime change, and invasion) are direct actions 

taken by the intervener in order to exert some measure of control on the political leadership of 

the target country, it appears that the United States never directly substituted one for the other 

between 1946 and 2000. 

 This conclusion was reached by comparing three different datasets: PEIG, Downes and 

Monten’s 2013 study of Foreign Imposed Regime Change (FIRC), and Sullivan and Koch’s 2009 

Military Intervention by Powerful States dataset (MIPS). FIRC identified cases of “forcible or 

coerced removal of the effective leader of one state”, and found that the U.S. played a part in 

one-third of all FIRCs since 1900, 7 of which occurred between 1946 and 2000 (Downes & 

Monten, 2013, p. 109). Similarly, MIPS identified 34 military interventions by the United States 

in this time period. Their definition of military intervention is “a use of armed forced that 

involves the official deployment of at least 500 regular military personnel (ground, air, or naval) 

to attain immediate-term political objectives through action against a foreign adversary” 

(Sullivan & Koch, 2009, p. 709). In a direct comparison with the cases of non-electoral 

intervention Levin identified in PEIG, the seven FIRC cases and the 34 MIPS cases do not appear 

to directly align with any of them. In fact, a different pattern emerged and presents a potential 

avenue for future research. Electoral interference and the other two methods appear to go 

hand-in-hand for the United States during this time period. A rough comparison of all three 

 
10 Another potentially distinct method is assassination, which the CIA did do in the 20th century. However, 

assassination records remain even more secretive than electoral intervention records. For this reason, 

assassination was excluded from this analysis.  
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datasets (PEIG, FIRC, and MIPS) finds that in two different cases – Panama 1989 and Chile 1970-

1973 – the United States interfered in a foreign election, saw their chosen candidate lose, then 

either invaded or played a primary role in regime change shortly after. In another case of 

interference – the Republic of Vietnam 1961-1963 – the chosen candidate won only to be 

ousted by the United States two years later (“U.S. and Diem’s Overthrow: Step by Step”, 1971). 

These three cases were the easiest to identify in a preliminary assessment of the data, and 

there are almost certainly other examples. There is a clear relationship between the various 

methods of interference in foreign political leadership, and the data for an in-depth empirical 

analysis that would explore that relationship exist.  
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