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Abstract How do international observers decide whether to criticize or condone
electoral fraud in a country? We argue that this decision depends on the identity of
the victims of electoral fraud. A monitoring organization is more likely to overlook
fraud committed against groups that are deemed dangerous by its sponsor. Based on
this insight, we hypothesize that in the post-Cold War era election monitors are more
tolerant of fraud against Islamic challengers, especially when Islamic movements are
perceived as a threat to political stability. In support of our hypothesis, we find that
outside monitors are more likely to endorse an election in countries with an Islamic
opposition party and an ongoing Islamist terrorist campaign. Furthermore, we find
that the effect is driven by Western monitoring organizations and becomes stronger
after the September 11 attacks. Our findings provide a simple yet powerful insight:
the calculus of outside observers depends not only on who they wish to see in power,
but also who they want to keep from power.

Democracy promotion has become one of the key elements of Western foreign policy
since the Cold War ended, but Western states have not consistently pushed autocratic
governments toward liberalization. This variation in Western pressure had important
consequences for the spread of democracy: where consistent pressure was applied the
chances of democratization were greatest and where democracy promotion was side-
lined by other concerns the chances of democratization were much lower.1

So how do outside actors, especially those from the West, decide between promot-
ing democracy and condoning authoritarianism in a country? Scholars have posited
that Western states face a trade-off between their desire to promote democracy and
their own national interests.2 Previous research has shown that in economically
and politically important countries the West has been more willing to overlook
repression.3 Likewise, incumbents who have made preliminary moves toward dem-
ocracy and those who have maintained good relations with the West have felt less
pressure to liberalize.4 In other words, theWest promotes democracy less consistently
when the state in question is important and the incumbent is someone the West wants
to keep in power.

1. Levitsky and Way 2005.
2. For example, Kelley 2009.
3. Levitsky and Way 2005.
4. Kelley 2009.
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In this paper we bring opposition parties into the study of democracy promotion.
We argue that the calculus of outside actors depends not on their absolute bias
toward the incumbent regime, but their relative bias toward the incumbent regime
and its challengers.5 That is, the decision to promote political liberalization
depends on who is likely to replace the incumbent. If the most likely challenger to
replace the incumbent harbors suspicious attitudes toward democracy and inter-
national cooperation, then outsiders will be more likely to turn a blind eye to the
incumbent’s electoral manipulation. We propose that in the post-Cold War period
the most “dangerous” challengers from the West’s perspective have been Islamic pol-
itical parties, by which we mean parties seeking to increase the role of Islam in pol-
itical life.6 Islamic parties often contest elections in the geostrategically important
Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region and have proved electorally viable
in several countries, including Turkey, Morocco, and Tunisia.7 The Islamic parties’
hawkish views on Israel and the USA, combined with doubts about these parties’
commitment to democracy have made them threatening to outsiders.8 A crucial
factor exacerbating this problem is Islamist terrorist attacks. In countries targeted
by violent Islamist groups both domestic and international actors will have greater
doubts about Islamic parties’ willingness and ability to restrain radicals. Therefore,
we expect that international observers will tolerate electoral manipulation more
when facing the combination of an Islamic opposition party and an ongoing
Islamist terrorist campaign.9

As illustration consider the 1995 and 2000 presidential elections in Tanzania. The
two elections are similar in that the main opposition party was the Civic Union Front
(CUF), which primarily represents Muslims and faces accusations by the incumbent
party Chaca Cha Mapinduzi (CCM) of religious extremism.10 In both elections the
ruling party won and the CUF claimed fraud.11 Moreover, respected international
monitors also considered both elections as flawed.12 Yet whereas none of the inter-
national monitors endorsed the 1995 election, in 2000 two of the four monitors
announced that they considered election quality acceptable. The key difference, we
argue, was the 1998 Al-Qaeda attacks against US embassies in Kenya and
Tanzania, which killed more than 200 people and brought Al-Qaeda to the attention
of the US government. The attacks highlighted the threat of religious fundamentalism

5. See also Bubeck and Marinov 2017.
6. Most scholars of Islam and politics distinguish between “Islamic” and “Islamist” actors. We follow

convention using the broader term Islamic to refer to the set of parties in our analysis (which includes mod-
erates and radicals) and Islamist to refer to individuals and movements, including terrorists, seeking to
implement Islamic government.

7. Cammett and Luong 2014, 188.
8. Jamal 2012.
9. We assume that incumbents’ engage in fraud, following Bubeck and Marinov 2017, 537.
10. Brents and Mshigeni 2004, 67.
11. Ibid., 61.
12. See the election monitoring data set (DIEM) introduced in Kelley 2012.
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in Africa and led to counterterrorism cooperation between Tanzania and the US.13 In
short, by 2000 Tanzania was a country where an Islamic opposition party contested
elections and Islamist terrorists were active. We explore whether in other countries
under similar circumstances international election monitors display an anti-Islamic
bias in their evaluations.
We test this hypothesis in the context of election monitoring, a core component of

democracy promotion. We find that, conditional on the extent of electoral irregular-
ities, international monitors are more likely to endorse an outcome if the incumbent
regime faces both an Islamic challenger and an ongoing Islamist terror campaign. If a
country is not suffering from any terrorism, or existing terrorist groups are non-
Islamist, then we do not observe any bias against Islamic opposition parties. We
further present evidence that this pattern of behavior is displayed only by Western
monitors and is absent for non-Western monitoring organizations. We show that
the bias existed prior to the 11 September 2001 attacks, but becomes stronger after
9/11, when the War on Terror began and stopping radical Islam became a priority
for the West. In sum, our findings support the idea that Islamist terrorism makes
Islamic parties suspect in the eyes of Western observers and leads them to overlook
electoral fraud committed against Islamic challengers.
Our paper contributes to the literature on foreign interventions in domestic affairs

and the literature on election observer bias. Domestic sovereignty is a frequently vio-
lated norm. For instance, during the Cold War the US and the Soviet Union used their
economic and military power to destabilize each other’s allies and prop up their
own.14 After the Cold War direct military interventions became less common and
elections have become the legitimate method of changing governments. In this
context foreign powers could help their allies remain in power by giving funding
to their favored candidate, making promises of aid conditional on their ally’s
victory, or ignoring electoral abuses committed by their ally.15 We contribute to
this important literature by examining how violent groups can influence outsiders’
perceptions of political candidates (e.g., Islamic opposition parties) and affect inter-
national actors’ incentives to endorse or reject fraudulent elections.
With regard to the literature on election observer bias, we build on Kelley’s

work.16 Like Kelley, we argue that whether international monitors endorse an elec-
tion or not does not solely depend on its quality, but also on the interests of their
member states, donors,17 or other tangential organizational norms.18 We expand

13. See Haynes 2005, 1326, 1331; Ploch 2010, 57.
14. Gaddis 2006.
15. See Bubeck and Marinov 2017; Corstange and Marinov 2012; Robinson 1996.
16. Kelley 2009.
17. By “donors”we refer to (state and nonstate) actors who may have influence over a monitoring organ-

ization because of their control over funding or personnel management. For examples of donor pressure on
election monitors in past elections, see Kew 1999; McIntire and Gettleman 2009.
18. Kelley 2009.
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Kelley’s work by looking at a previously ignored election-specific factor in this lit-
erature—that is, the type of electoral challenger.19

Election Monitor Bias, Islamic Opposition, and Islamist Terrorism

We first theorize which factors can influence an election monitor’s decision to
endorse or reject an election outcome. We then argue that in the post-Cold War era
distrust toward Islamic parties has made election monitors more likely to endorse
fraudulent elections in which Islamic opposition parties challenge the incumbent.
Finally, we argue that the threat perception of Islamic parties is heightened by domes-
tic and international Islamist terrorism.

The Trade-Off Between Stability and Democracy Promotion

The basic premise of our argument is that election quality is not the only factor inter-
national monitors take into consideration when deciding whether to endorse or oppose
an election outcome. Election monitors also consider the interests of member states or
major donors.20 In particular, we argue that election monitors face a trade-off between
democracy promotion and international stability in the post-ColdWar period. Whereas
stable countries present more opportunities for cooperation, democratization brings
new groups into politics and can be turbulent.21 Although fears of communist take-
overs have disappeared with the end of the Cold War, decision makers continue to
recognize the tension between stability and democratization22 because negative eva-
luations may destabilize a regime in the aftermath of elections.23

A monitor’s preference for stability depends essentially on its bias toward the
incumbent relative to alternatives. The choice between endorsing a problematic elec-
tion and rejecting it is equivalent to a choice between continuing relations with the
incumbent versus supporting an alternative and establishing a new relationship. So
the better the relations with the incumbent, the more concerned a monitor’s key
donors might be about upsetting political and economic relations, and the more
likely the monitor is to endorse an election.24 However, outsiders’ fondness for the
incumbent is not the only relevant factor here. Their views toward the challengers
also matter.25 If challengers include parties with unfriendly ideologies and militant

19. Ibid.
20. Ibid.
21. Huntington 1968.
22. Carothers 1997.
23. See Bush and Prather 2017a; Hyde and Marinov 2014. Nondemocracies are selective about which

outside groups to allow into the country and nongovernmental organizations adapt their policies to
avoid expulsion. See Bush 2015. In the robustness section we explicitly address this selection issue.
24. Kelley 2009.
25. Bubeck and Marinov 2017.
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wings, combined with a significant chance of gaining power, then the importance of
maintaining stability increases. A monitor may support an authoritarian regime not
because the incumbent provides any real benefits, but because destabilizing him/
her may bring to power an even worse actor—from the perspective of key
members or donors.26 In short, the calculus of monitors inevitably includes who
the opposition parties are and whether they have a significant chance of gaining
power through elections.

Islamic Parties’ Political Goals and Credibility Problem

In the post-Cold War era many scholars see Islamic opposition parties as a threat to
political stability because they are popular and espouse potentially disruptive political
goals. There are several explanations for why Islamic movements are better than other
groups at gaining popularity.27 First, Islamic parties’ strong emphasis on honesty and
fairness appeals especially to people who live in poor and often corrupt societies.28

Second, Islamic political parties are usually related to grassroots organizations that
provide local public goods, which in turn lend them a good reputation.29 Third,
Islamic parties have often been allowed to exist while other forms of non-state
groups were repressed.30 Hence, their ideological appeal, grassroots service, and
reputation for good governance make Islamic parties electorally viable and dangerous
to unpopular incumbents.
In addition to their popularity, Islamic parties’ domestic and foreign policy

goals also raise concerns. In foreign policy, potential problems are that most
Islamic parties have mentioned jihad in their party platforms and opposed Israel, a
close ally of the West and the US in particular.31 Coupled with Huntington’s
famous “clash of civilizations” thesis,32 these party platforms have raised the
suspicion that if Islamic parties come to power they may pursue aggressive policies
toward the West and its allies, much like postrevolution Iran has done.33 In domestic
politics, some have suspected that Islamic parties pretend to be democratic
and compete in elections until they achieve the power to use more forceful

26. The following quote by President Kennedy during the ColdWar illustrates this: “There are three pos-
sibilities in descending order of preference: a democratic regime, a continuation of the Trujillo regime, or a
Castro regime. We ought to aim at the first, but we really can’t renounce the second until we are sure we can
avoid the third.” Smith 2012, 226.
27. Cammett and Luong 2014. Even if Islamic parties have not been very strong in most elections they

participated in, the general view is that they are a formidable electoral force. See Hamid 2011; Kurzman and
Naqvi 2010.
28. Wickham 2002.
29. Masoud 2013.
30. Brumberg 2002.
31. See Gerges 1999; Kurzman and Naqvi 2010.
32. Huntington 1996.
33. See Gerges 1999; Masoud 2008.
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methods.34 If true, this could have severe negative consequences for international
actors, especially in the MENA region, which is geostrategically important for the
West.
This does not mean that Islamic political parties are seen as a dire threat to dem-

ocracy at all times and places. Our main point is that there has been mistrust
toward Islamic movements that is difficult to dispel. Whether this mistrust creates
bias in election monitors’ evaluations is influenced by other contextual factors,
most importantly, Islamist terrorism.

Islamist Terrorism and Heightened Threat Perception

We expect Islamic parties’ credibility problem and outsiders’ bias toward them to be
more severe in countries where Islamist terrorist groups operate. Islamist terrorism
can have this effect by magnifying the perceived threat of Islamic parties’ electoral
participation.
First, terrorism discredits moderates, which is one of the primary goals of violent

extremists and they are more likely to succeed when outsiders do not have much trust
toward the moderates to begin with.35 Note that these effects do not require the ter-
rorist group to be very large or the violent campaign to be sustained for long. Even a
small group of terrorists can have a considerable impact because cognitive mechan-
isms, such as availability bias, lead people to overreact to threats.36

Moreover, incumbents have often used Islamist terrorist attacks as an opportunity
to repress and weaken a powerful challenger under the guise of counterterrorism.37 In
Tanzania, following the controversial 2000 election mentioned in the introduction,
government security forces used force to suppress demonstrations against electoral
fraud resulting in at least thirty people killed and hundreds injured. Tanzanian offi-
cials claimed that their response was justified because “protests had been encouraged
by Islamist fundamentalists with ties to Osama bin Laden … [and they were]
an attempted coup d’etat,” but a Human Rights Watch report contradicts this
account.38 Outside observers may be receptive to such government claims because
Islamic opposition parties often have ties to violent Islamist groups39 and outsiders
lack the intelligence capabilities and mandate to conduct independent investigations
in these countries.

34. Masoud 2008. Although Islamic parties may try to signal their commitment to democracy and mod-
erate policies, credibility problems limit their ability to convince the skeptics. Verbal commitments to plur-
alism can be dismissed as cheap talk and divisions between moderate and hardliner factions make it
difficult for Islamic parties to give a unified message of moderation. Kalyvas 2000.
35. Kydd and Walter 2002.
36. See Mueller 2006; Sunstein and Zeckhauser 2011.
37. Wegner 2011.
38. Human Rights Watch 2002, 42.
39. Weinberg, Pedahzur, and Perliger 2008.
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In short, Islamic opposition parties, especially in combination with Islamist terror-
ism, may be perceived by the West to present a greater threat to stability than most
other challengers. As foreign governments care more about keeping Islamists out
of power, they can also push election monitors to be more tolerant to incumbents
who electorally suppress Islamic parties. Combining these arguments leads to our
main prediction: if an election-monitoring organization values stability over democ-
ratization, then it will be more tolerant toward fraud in elections involving an Islamic
challenger and Islamist terrorism than those without Islamic opposition or non-
Islamist terror. As we argue that the West is more likely to value stability over dem-
ocratization, we expect Western monitors to be significantly more lenient toward
fraud committed against Islamic opposition parties than non-Western observers.
So far we have discussed the role of domestic terrorism but transnational Islamist

terrorism can also heighten threat perceptions. The primary example of transnational
Islamist terrorism are the 9/11 attacks, which changed the course of US foreign
policy. The attacks on 9/11 demonstrated terrorists’ ability to inflict large-scale
attacks in Western countries40 and “reinforced the apprehensions of the US foreign
policy establishment about all Islamists.”41 After 9/11, an Islamic party with ties to
radicals is not only a threat to its own country’s stability but also a potential supporter
of global terrorism. Given these new risks, in the post-9/11 era we expect the relative
importance of stability to increase and election monitors to become more tolerant
toward fraud committed against Islamic opposition parties, especially when the
country in question has an ongoing Islamist terrorist campaign.

Research Design

Data

Our unit of analysis is an organization-election between 1990 and 2004, that is, an elec-
tion judged by a monitoring organization from January 1991 to December 2004. We
limit our analysis to the post-Cold War period, as geopolitical concerns of the West
during the ColdWar overshadowed the stability-democracy tradeoff crucial to our argu-
ment and election monitoring became an international norm during that period.42

Monitoring organizations include intergovernmental (IGOs) and nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs) that publish their reports within three months of an election,
based on collected information from in-country observers before, during, and after a
poll. Later we distinguish between Western and non-Western organizations based on
their membership (for IGOs) or the location of their head office (for NGOs).43

40. Walt 2001.
41. Gerges 2013, 415.
42. Hyde 2011. The results remain qualitatively similar when extending the time period to include all

organization-elections between 1984 and 1990, as shown in Appendix Table A.18.
43. For the list of Western and non-Western election monitors in our data set see Appendix Table A.2.
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Our outcome measure denotes whether an organization endorses the election
outcome or not. This dichotomous variable, ACCEPTABLE, reflects an organization’s
summary assessment. It is a dichotomous version of the three-level ELECTION

QUALITY variable in the Dataset on International Election Monitoring (DIEM).44

ACCEPTABLE takes the value of 1 only if the monitor’s report explicitly endorses the
outcome and 0 if the report was either ambiguous about the quality of an election
or deemed it unacceptable.45

Our measure of electoral irregularities is the PROBLEMS variable from the DIEM,46

which ranges from 0 (“no problems”) to 3 (“major problems”). This variable is com-
prehensive in scope, including problems in the country’s legal framework, problems
in the pre-election period, and the election day itself. By including this variable we are
able to estimate the effect of Islamic opposition parties, Islamist terror, and their inter-
action on an organization’s endorsement of an election, conditional on the extent of
electoral problems an organization identified. If monitors made their decision to
endorse or reject an election exclusively on the extent of electoral problems, then
the coefficient estimates of all other variables should be close to 0 and statistically
insignificant.
Data on Islamic opposition parties are based on a list of all Islamic parties between

1968 and 2008, where an Islamic party is defined as a party that “seeks to increase the
role of Islam in political life.”47 To arrive at our ISLAMIC OPPOSITION PARTY variable, we
identified all Islamic parties out of government on Kurzman and Naqvi’s list.48 This
dichotomous variable is coded 1 if there is an Islamic opposition party in the country
and 0 otherwise.49

Our terrorism measures are based on the RAND Database of Worldwide Terrorism
Incidents50, which compiles data on terrorism from around the world for the entire
period we study. Following Jones and Libicki, we distinguish between Islamist
and non-Islamist organizations in this database and calculate, for each election, the
number of killings committed by Islamist and non-Islamist groups in that country
in the preceding year.51 These numbers, ISLAMIST TERRORISM and NON-ISLAMIST

TERRORISM, are our primary measures of terrorist activity.52

44. Kelley 2012.
45. Our results are robust to using the three-level ELECTION QUALITY as the dependent variable. See

Appendix Table A.5.
46. Kelley 2012.
47. Kurzman and Naqvi 2010, 51.
48. Ibid. In Appendix Table A.19 we show that we get similar results using an alternative measure based

on the Database of Political Institutions. Cruz, Keefer, and Scartascini 2016.
49. We include observations where an Islamic opposition party was banned from an election because

these bans are also often instances of election irregularities. Our results are robust to coding those cases
as 0; see Appendix Table A.25.
50. RAND 2015.
51. Jones and Libicki 2008.
52. Analyses that measure terrorism based on the number of attacks in a year or the number of killings in

the preceding five years yield similar results.
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Although our hypothesis is about the interaction of ISLAMIC OPPOSITION and ISLAMIST

TERRORISM we also control for NON-ISLAMIST TERRORISM and its interaction with ISLAMIC

OPPOSITION. This is necessary to ensure that our ISLAMIST TERRORISM variable does not
simply capture a country’s overall political instability.
As controls we include a number of country-and election-specific variables. We

include the percentage of a country’s MUSLIM POPULATION53 to capture cultural
factors that may be correlated both with the level of electoral fraud and the rise of
Islamic challengers. We control for a country’s overall level of democracy using
the POLITY2 variable from the Polity IV data set54 to isolate the effect of electoral
fraud on monitors’ endorsements. We also include indicators for FIRST MULTIPARTY,
TRANSITIONAL, POSTCONFLICT, and POSTCOUP elections from the DIEM.55 Kelley has
shown that monitors are more likely to endorse such elections and Islamic challengers
are more likely to emerge in these settings.56 By a similar logic we also control for the
CHANGE IN DEMOCRACY in the last year.57 We include INFANT MORTALITY RATE58 as a
measure of a country’s well-being, which may again be correlated with both fraud
and the presence of Islamic parties. We also control for PRE-ELECTION VIOLENCE as
reported in the DIEM, which may be correlated with terrorist campaigns and electoral
misconduct.59 Our LEGISLATIVE ELECTION variable60 distinguishes between different
types of elections because those may differ in terms of opposition groups’ participa-
tion and electoral fraud.
Finally, we include four measures of donor interest. The first is the logged value of

a country’s OIL PRODUCTION because oil is a strategically valuable commodity and its
production is correlated with both Islamic party presence and electoral fraud.61 We
also use a country’s (logged) TOTAL TRADE and TOTAL GDP, which capture a country’s
importance for global trade and market size.62 Our fourth measure is FORMER COLONY,
which is coded 1 for former colonies of France and the UK, 0 otherwise.63 Overall,
our sample includes elections from ninety-three countries and twenty-one organiza-
tions over fourteen years. Of the 511 organization-elections, an Islamic opposition
was present in thirty-eight (i.e., 7%).

53. Barro and McCleary 2003.
54. Marshall, Jaggers, and Gurr 2002.
55. Kelley 2012.
56. Kelley 2009.
57. Marshall, Jaggers, and Gurr 2002.
58. World Bank 2017.
59. Kelley 2012.
60. Ibid.
61. Ross 2013.
62. Kelley 2009.
63. Appendix Tables A.11 and A.12 report additional tests regarding the incumbent’s value for inter-

national actors.
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Statistical Model

We estimate linear regression models, which are as good as nonlinear models at esti-
mating marginal effects64 and, importantly, allow us to include country fixed effects
to control for time-invariant country-specific factors without sacrificing sample
size.65 We estimate the following equation:

ACCEPTABLE ¼ β0 þ β1 PROBLEMS þ β2 ISLAMIC OPPOSITION

þ β3 ISLAMIST TERRORISM þ β4 NON-ISLAMIST TERRORISM

þ β5 ISLAMIST TERRORISM × ISLAMIC OPPOSITION

þ β6 NON-ISLAMIST TERRORISM × ISLAMIC OPPOSITION

þ Xβþ ε:

Our argument predicts β5 to be positive and statistically significant.

Results

Models 1 and 2 in Table 1 show the estimates for monitors’ election evaluations
(pooled and with country-fixed effects). In models 3 and 4 we separate the sample
into non-Western and Western monitors to show that the effects are driven mainly
by Western monitors. In models 5 and 6 we show that the effects are stronger after
the September 11 attacks. All models include the full list of country-and election-spe-
cific controls. Standard errors are clustered at the country level.
Consistent with our theory, the interaction between ISLAMIC OPPOSITION and ISLAMIST

TERRORISM has a positive effect on monitors’ evaluations in both models 1 and 2. This
indicates that in countries with an Islamic opposition party, election monitors become
more likely to endorse an election as the level of Islamic terrorism increases. Since
our models take the underlying level of irregularities into account, this evidence sug-
gests that monitors display greater bias against Islamic movements in countries with
Islamist terrorist groups. Note that the coefficient sizes do not differ greatly between
models 1 and 2, even though in the latter we include country fixed-effects to absorb
all time-invariant country-specific differences such as culture and colonial history.
The stability of the coefficient suggests that our finding is quite robust and that the
estimated effect in model 1 is predominately a result of within- rather than
between-country variation.
To get a better sense of size we calculate marginal effects based on model 1.

Figure 1 shows the marginal effect of Islamic opposition participation for different
levels of Islamist terrorism on the probability of endorsement by international

64. See Angrist and Pischke 2008; Beck 2015.
65. Our results are similar if we use a pooled Logit estimator instead; see Table 2.
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TABLE 1. Impact of Islamist terrorism on election monitors’ Islamic opposition bias

All Countries Country Fixed-Effects Non-Western Monitors Western Monitors Pre-9/11 Era Post-9/11 Era
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

PROBLEMS −0.336*** −0.273*** −0.225*** −0.354*** −0.312*** −0.341***
(0.028) (0.027) (0.046) (0.037) (0.037) (0.037)

ISLAMIC OPPOSITION PARTY −0.096 −0.179 −0.215** −0.138 −0.056 0.070
(0.083) (0.137) (0.107) (0.110) (0.095) (0.320)

ISLAMIST TERRORISM −0.038 −0.031 −0.037 −0.047* −0.016 −0.049
(0.027) (0.027) (0.057) (0.027) (0.039) (0.033)

NON-ISLAMIST TERRORISM 0.015 0.009 0.013 0.020 0.042 −0.010
(0.015) (0.022) (0.018) (0.015) (0.031) (0.023)

ISLAMIST TERRORISM× ISLAMIC OPPOSITION 0.182*** 0.173* −0.309 0.289*** 0.151** 0.684**
(0.065) (0.098) (0.466) (0.101) (0.070) (0.273)

NON-ISLAMIST TERRORISM × ISLAMIC OPPOSITION −0.135** −0.140 0.178 −0.154* −0.121 −0.476**
(0.056) (0.091) (0.285) (0.089) (0.126) (0.223)

N 511 511 140 371 354 157
R2 0.402 0.239 0.356 0.444 0.418 0.431

Notes: All regressions include the following control variables: MUSLIM POPULATION PERCENTAGE, LEVEL OF DEMOCRACY (POLITY), CHANGE IN LEVEL OF DEMOCRACY, INFANT MORTALITY RATE, FIRST
MULTI-PARTY ELECTION INDICATOR, TRANSITIONAL ELECTION INDICATOR, POST-CIVIL WAR ELECTION INDICATOR, PRE-ELECTION VIOLENCE INDICATOR, LEGISLATIVE ELECTION INDICATOR, FORMER COLONY

INDICATOR, COUNTRY’S LOGGED OIL PRODUCTION, TOTAL TRADE, TOTAL GDP, and POSTCOUP ELECTION INDICATOR. Country-clustered robust s.e. in parentheses. * p < .10, ** p < .05, *** p < .01.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002081831900033X
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Durham University Library, on 11 Nov 2019 at 13:07:52, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms.
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monitors with 95 percent confidence intervals. The histogram in the bottom shows the
distribution of ISLAMIST TERRORISM in our sample.

Note that the presence of an Islamic opposition party does not seem to matter much
if there is no Islamist terrorism. The marginal effect of Islamic opposition participa-
tion is about negative ten percentage points if there is no ongoing Islamist terrorist
campaign, but the confidence interval for this estimate includes 0. We observe the
most dramatic effect when Islamic opposition parties and Islamist terrorists are
jointly present. In a country that suffered ten casualties to Islamist terrorism in the
preceding year the marginal effect of Islamic opposition participation is about
thirty percentage points. As the number of Islamist terrorist killings reach about
fifty the marginal effect of Islamic opposition reaches seventy percentage points,
making an endorsement virtually certain.
Returning to Table 1, in models 3 to 6 we explore variation between election moni-

tors and across time.66 Models 3 and 4 show that this anti-Islamic bias is absent in
judgments of non-Western election monitors but displayed by Western observers.
For non-Western monitors the main coefficient of interest, ISLAMIST TERRORISM×
ISLAMIC OPPOSITION, switches signs and is imprecisely estimated. In contrast, the

0

100

20

40

60

80

0 3 207 50 150
Islamist Terrorist Killings

FIGURE 1. Marginal effects of Islamic terrorism and Islamic opposition participation

66. To ease interpretation we show split-sample regressions here. In Appendix Tables A.6 and A.7 we
also present regressions with three-way interactions to show that the difference in coefficients across
samples discussed are statistically significant.
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regression coefficients for Western monitors are similar to those in models 1 and 2: in
particular, ISLAMIST TERRORISM× ISLAMIC OPPOSITION has a large positive impact on
Western monitors’ endorsements. These results support our argument that Western
organizations are especially concerned about the danger Islamic movements pose
to stability and that these concerns, when compounded by Islamist terrorism, will
influence their evaluations of election quality.
Models 5 and 6 show that this bias gets stronger after 2001, when the 9/11 attacks

on the US magnified the threat posed by radical Islam. While the estimate for ISLAMIST

TERRORISM× ISLAMIC OPPOSITION is consistently positive, the coefficient in model 6 is
almost five times as large, indicating that the impact of the combination of Islamic
opposition and terrorism on electoral endorsement is significantly larger in the
post-9/11 era. Interestingly, all other coefficients related to terrorism in model 6,
except for ISLAMIST TERRORISM× ISLAMIC OPPOSITION are negative, suggesting that
outside observers do not become more tolerant to fraud by incumbents fighting ter-
rorism in general; they become more likely to endorse elections only where
Islamic opposition parties and Islamist terrorism are jointly present.67

Robustness

Our findings are quite robust. Table 1 reports linear probability models, but given the
dichotomous nature of our dependent variable some might consider a Logit estimator
a more appropriate choice. Model 7 in Table 2 shows that the Logit estimator pro-
duces qualitatively similar effects.68 Logit analyses on the differences between
Western and non-Western monitors and pre-and post-9/11 eras are provided in
Appendix Tables A.6 and A.7. The appendix also includes tests using a three-cat-
egory version of our dependent variable and the Ordered Logit estimator (see
Appendix Table A.5). Our results hold in every case.
Next, we assess the implications of incumbents strategically choosing the level of

fraud. An incumbent favoured by outsiders may commit more fraud in order to take
advantage of their bias. Our model accounts for this by controlling for a monitor’s
own assessment (PROBLEMS). However, it is possible that election monitors adjust
their reporting of irregularities to justify their summary evaluation. For this reason,
we re-estimate our model using a measure of electoral irregularities obtained from
a different source, the National Elections in Democracies and Autocracies
(NELDA) data set.69 For maximum coverage we focus on two indicators of electoral
fairness: whether opposition leaders were prevented from running and whether the
government harassed the opposition. Adding these two variables gives us a three-

67. If we split the sample of Western monitors into pre-and post-9/11 eras, we again find that the effect of
Islamist Terrorism × Islamic Opposition is stronger after 9/11; see Appendix Table A.27.
68. Since Logit is a nonlinear estimator we plotted the marginal effects to confirm that our interpretation

of this interaction term is correct; see Appendix Figure A.1.
69. Hyde and Marinov 2012.
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level index on the extent of electoral irregularities. Model 8 in Table 2 shows that our
main finding is robust to replacing monitors’ PROBLEMS measure with this alternative,
which suggests that strategic reporting of underlying irregularities is not biasing our
findings.

So far we have measured terrorist activity by counting the number of killings in the
year before elections. A one-year window may be shorter than what observers use to
assess the threat of radical Islam in a country. All of our results are robust to counting
the number of killings in the last five years (model 9 of Table 2). We also look at the
number of attacks as a measure of terrorist activity. Although our estimates on the full
sample remain similar, differences between subsamples are no longer statistically sig-
nificant. From this discrepancy we infer that outsiders pay more attention to the dead-
liness of terrorist activity than to its frequency (see Appendix Table A.26).
Despite controlling for potential confounders, we cannot rule out the possibility

that unobservable factors lead us to mistakenly identify a significant association
between our key variables. To assess the likelihood that our observed effect is
solely due to selection bias, we follow a procedure proposed by Altonji, Elder, and
Taber and adapted to linear regressions by Bellows and Miguel.70 We calculate the
absolute ratio of the coefficient estimated in a full model with all controls to the dif-
ference between the coefficient of the full model and the one obtained from a
restricted model, controlling only for PROBLEMS. The result indicates how much

TABLE 2. Robustness of Monitors’ Islamic Opposition Bias

Logit
Estimator

Alternative Problem
Definition

Terrorism in Last 5
Years

(7) (8) (9)

PROBLEMS −2.525*** −0.137*** −0.337***
(0.261) (0.050) (0.029)

ISLAMIC OPPOSITION PARTY −0.737 −0.179* −0.065
(0.539) (0.107) (0.119)

ISLAMIST TERRORISM −0.245 −0.024 −0.017
(0.221) (0.043) (0.020)

NON-ISLAMIST TERRORISM 0.096 −0.002 −0.027
(0.105) (0.018) (0.018)

ISLAMIST TERRORISM× ISLAMIC OPPOSITION 1.451*** 0.170** 0.076**
(0.489) (0.085) (0.031)

NON-ISLAMIST TERRORISM× ISLAMIC OPPOSITION −1.077*** −0.121* −0.045*
(0.372) (0.066) (0.025)

N 511 428 472
Log-Likelihood −203.336
R2 0.241 0.415

Notes: All regressions include the full set of control variables listed in the notes of Table 1. Country-clustered robust s.e.
in parentheses. * p < .10; ** p < .05; *** p < .01.

70. See Altonji, Elder, and Taber 2005; Bellows and Miguel 2009. We compute this ratio based on the
linear probability models reported in Table 1.
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greater the effect of potential unobservables would need to be relative to the included
observables in order for the coefficient estimate to be 0. Table 3 presents the ratios on
the main interaction of interest for the four main models in Table 1. None of the six
ratios presented in Table 3 are smaller than 1 and they range from 1.86 to 14.22, with
a median ratio of 2. Hence, the selection effect of any unobservables would have to be
at least 1.86 times greater than selection on observables and, across all four models,
almost two times greater. This makes it unlikely that the estimated effect of ISLAMIST

TERRORISM× ISLAMIC OPPOSITION can be fully attributed to omitted variable bias.

We conducted several additional robustness checks that we summarize here.
Details are provided in the appendix. First, we show in Appendix Figures A.2 to
A.5 that our findings are not driven by a specific election or country: re-running
our analyses while excluding one election or country at a time does not change our
findings. Likewise, omitting from the sample the following types of observations
does not weaken our results: countries with a small Muslim population (and therefore
without a realistic chance of Islamic parties emerging) (see Appendix Table A.8);
elections that are noncompetitive (and therefore without a need for outsiders to
worry about opposition victory) (see Appendix Table A.9); countries that experi-
enced very high levels of Islamist terrorism recently (see Appendix Table A.10);
countries where the incumbent has hostile relations with donor countries (and there-
fore outsiders’ concern for stability is low) (see Appendix Table A.11). Including
additional measures of donor preference (e.g., similarity of UN voting profiles) for
the incumbent does not change our findings either (see Appendix Table A.12).
Second, we conduct a series of tests related to how monitor organizations select

which elections to observe. To test whether differences in organizations that attend
elections with and without Islamic parties are driving our findings, we include
monitor fixed effects to purge “between-observer” variation; our results shown in
Appendix Table A.13 continue to hold based purely on “within-observer” variation.
By a similar logic, might our result be due to strategic monitoring decisions? If obser-
vers avoid problematic elections in friendly regimes so that they will not have to write
a critical report, then that would make it harder for us to find a discrepancy between
their summary judgement and their list of observed irregularities.71 Nevertheless, we
run a Heckman selection model, which separately estimates the probability of an

TABLE 3. Using selection on observables to assess the bias from unobservables
(Table 1)

All Countries Country Fixed-Effects Western Monitors Post-9/11
(1) (2) (3) (4)

ISLAMIST TERRORISM × ISLAMIC OPPOSITION 2.01 14.22 1.86 1.88

71. We thank one of the anonymous reviewers for pointing this out to us.
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organization observing an election (selection stage) and, if the election is observed,
the evaluation of its quality (outcome stage).72 To satisfy the identification require-
ment we include in the first-stage GLOBAL ELECTION COUNT, which is the annual
number of elections held in countries that are not full democracies. The rationale
for this variable is that an organization is less likely to observe a particular election
in a more crowded year because monitoring missions are costly and observer
organizations have limited resources. As shown in Appendix Table A.15 our main
variable, ISLAMIST TERRORISM× ISLAMIC OPPOSITION, continues to raise the likelihood
of endorsement, but it does not seem to have an effect at the selection stage.
Third, it is possible that monitoring organizations are reluctant to contradict each

other. We conduct two analyses to check whether this kind of “bandwagoning”
behavior drives our results. We cluster standard errors by election to account for cor-
relation at the election level. We then design a test based on the assumption that band-
wagoning is more likely within clusters of Western and non-Western organizations
than across them. For each election we randomly select one Western and one non-
Western organization that observed that election and run our analysis on this sub-
sample.73 The threat of bandwagoning inflating our estimates should be smaller in
this subsample. Our findings shown in Appendix Tables A.16 and A.17 continue
to hold in both tests.
Fourth, Kelley’s DIEM starts in 1984.74 Although our theory applies primarily to

the post-Cold War period when donors’ concern for democracy is relatively higher,
we check and show that our findings are similar if we extend the analysis to 1984 (see
Appendix Table A.18).
Fifth, the results are robust to using an alternative measure of ISLAMIC OPPOSITION

PARTY based on the Database of Political Institutions.75 This is a more restricted
measure because it codes the religious identity of only the largest opposition party
in a country and excludes political parties that are banned. Nevertheless, we continue
to find similar patterns using this alternative measure (see Appendix Table A.19).
Sixth, we check that there is a linear interaction effect, that is, the effect of Islamic

opposition parties is greater for higher levels of Islamist terrorism as hypothesized.
We show in Appendix Tables A.20–A.22 that the interaction effect is stronger for
high levels of Islamist terrorism compared to low and zero Islamist terrorism.
Finally, we test whether IGOs and NGOs evaluate elections with Islamic parties

differently but we do not find significant differences. NGOs are often more independ-
ent than IGOs, but still have close ties to donor states through funding and leader-
ship.76 Consequently, it is not surprising that NGO and IGO monitors share similar
concerns regarding stability and democracy in elections (see Appendix Table A.23).

72. Heckman 1979.
73. If monitors from only one group (for example, Western) observed an election, then our subsample

includes only one organization for that election.
74. Kelley 2012.
75. Cruz, Keefer, and Scartascini 2016.
76. See Kelley 2010; Robinson 1996.

16 International Organization

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
20

81
83

19
00

03
3X

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
tt

ps
://

w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e.
 D

ur
ha

m
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 L
ib

ra
ry

, o
n 

11
 N

ov
 2

01
9 

at
 1

3:
07

:5
2,

 s
ub

je
ct

 to
 th

e 
Ca

m
br

id
ge

 C
or

e 
te

rm
s 

of
 u

se
, a

va
ila

bl
e 

at
 h

tt
ps

://
w

w
w

.c
am

br
id

ge
.o

rg
/c

or
e/

te
rm

s.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S002081831900033X
https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms


Conclusion

We investigate which factors determine outside observers’ decision to endorse or
reject an election’s outcome. We provide empirical evidence that election observers
in the post-Cold War period are more likely to accept problematic elections in which
Islamic opposition parties participate while an Islamist terrorist campaign is ongoing.
We show that this conditional bias is particularly strong for Western observers. We
also show that the effect has become stronger after 2001, when the USA began its
War on Terror.
Together these findings provide important clues about the powerful political forces

that influence even seemingly independent observers of democratic processes. In
countries mired by violent Islamist terrorist campaigns, many Western observers
saw Islamic opposition parties as a risk to stability and this led observers to
endorse elections that they would otherwise reject. This observation resembles the
trade-offs Western countries perceived between promoting democracy and maintain-
ing friendly regimes during the ColdWar. The broad lesson is that when “taking sides
in other people’s elections,”77 outsiders’ calculus is based not only on their relations
with the incumbent, but their relative bias toward the incumbent and the challengers.
Our work has important policy implications in light of recent work on what makes

voters believe election monitors. Bush and Prather present evidence that voters are
less likely to believe the assessment of monitors that are seen as biased.78 If voters
recognize that international monitors have a bias against Islamic opposition parties,
this recognition will undermine monitors’ credibility and reduce their ability to
inform voters about election quality. Regardless of the validity of suspicions about
Islamic parties, outsiders should consider separating election monitoring and combat-
ing extremism to avoid unwanted outcomes.
With regard to future research, it will be interesting to see if our theory applies to

other forms of outside interventions in elections.79 For instance, Kersting and Kilby
show that World Bank lending responds to upcoming elections in borrowing coun-
tries.80 A testable implication of our theory is that World Bank lending should be
quicker and more generous in countries with an Islamic challenger and an ongoing
Islamist terrorist campaign. Second, our research raises the question of how non-
Western powers such as Russia and China perceive different types of challengers
as these powers intervene in elections in other countries. Third, our research high-
lights the important effect terrorist groups can have when an ideologically related
party is participating in elections. It will be fruitful to explore when political
parties disown ideologically related violent groups and what strategies they use to
signal their credibility to domestic and international audiences.

77. Corstange and Marinov 2012, 655.
78. Bush and Prather 2017b.
79. Corstange and Marinov 2012.
80. Kersting and Kilby 2016.
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Supplementary Material

Supplementary material for this article is available at <https://doi.org/10.1017/
S002081831900033X>.
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