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Abstract

How are foreign aid and international leadership support related among participating states, and how is such
support associated with subsequent aid allocation? This paper investigates a theorized feedback relationship
between aid and leadership support in informal international organizations, focusing on China’s Forum on
China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC). Drawing on research on aid and influence and theories of international
leadership, | argue that larger aid relationships raise the material stakes and political salience of cooperation,
increasing recipient states’ incentives to reciprocate through stronger leadership-supportive representation. For
the participation-to-aid relationship, the primary theoretical mechanism is symbolic reward. Rising powers may
value such recognition and have incentives to reward it through subsequent aid, while other pathways may
reinforce the same relationship. To capture leadership support, | construct an original dataset of African
delegation participation in FOCAC meetings from 2000 to 2024 and develop a standardized measure based
on delegation rank relative to meeting-specific diplomatic expectations. The results provide suggestive
evidence consistent with both predicted relationships, but primarily through persistent between-country
differences: countries embedded in larger Chinese aid relationships tend to provide stronger leadership-
supportive representation, while countries that persistently provide stronger representation tend to receive
more Chinese aid in subsequent periods. This between-country concentration is itself consistent with the
theory: a feedback process iterated over two decades of persistent relationships should leave its principal
footprint in durable cross-country differences rather than short-run adjustments. Because the patterns are
nonetheless driven mainly by cross-country comparisons, they are best interpreted as descriptive of durable
relationships rather than as identified causal effects or evidence that feedback dynamically unfolds within
countries over time. This study extends the aid literature by documenting how foreign aid is associated not
only with policy alignment but also with leadership recognition in informal institutions.
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1 Introduction

How are foreign aid and international leadership support related among participating states, and
how is that support in turn associated with subsequent aid allocation? This paper examines how
economic instruments operate in informal cooperation forums, where participation is not legally
mandated but is publicly observable and structured by diplomatic protocol. | argue that larger
development-aid relationships increase the material stakes and political salience of ties with ris-
ing powers, encouraging participating states to reciprocate through stronger visible endorsement
in informal institutions they control. For the participation-to-aid relationship, the primary theoreti-
cal mechanism is symbolic reward. | theorize that rising powers value this recognition and have
incentives to reward and reproduce it through subsequent aid, while recognizing that other path-
ways may generate the same empirical relationship.

Existing research in international political economy asks whether foreign aid generates political
influence. It shows that aid can oftentimes be associated with policy alignment in international
organizations, such as the United Nations (Kuziemko and Werker 2006; Dreher et al. 2008), or
the International Monetary Fund (Stone 2008), but it largely conceptualizes influence as policy
alignment. Less attention has been paid to leadership recognition as a distinct outcome of aid,
particularly in institutional settings where participation itself is meaningful. In informal institutions,
rising powers may seek not immediate policy change but public engagement which signals ac-
ceptance of their role as agenda setting powers or institutional leaders. They may further adjust
their aid offering in response to those who acknowledge them.

This paper theorizes a dynamic, bi-directional feedback process linking foreign aid and institu-
tional leadership support in informal institutions led by rising powers. For the aid-to-participation
relationship, | argue that larger aid relationships increase the material value and political salience
of ties with the rising power, giving recipient states stronger incentives to reciprocate through
representation that meets or exceeds the forum’s diplomatic expectations. For the participation-
to-aid relationship, the primary theoretical mechanism is symbolic reward: rising powers value
visible recognition of their leadership and have incentives to direct subsequent aid toward states
that provide it. Other processes, including information revealed through repeated engagement
and agreements generated around summit meetings, may produce the same empirical relation-
ship. Together, these logics motivate a feedback process linking aid and leadership-relevant par-
ticipation, while the empirical analysis evaluates whether the observed associations are consis-
tent with that process rather than identifying the process itself or the relative importance of the
participation-to-aid mechanisms.

To theorize how aid might generate leadership recognition, | draw on research on international
hierarchy. Research on international leadership and hierarchy emphasizes that leadership is re-
lational and depends on others’ consent to participate in institutions led by the dominant state
(Lake 2011). In informal institutional settings, participation by senior political representatives
can constitute a form of recognition. Such participation is publicly observable and not treaty-
mandated, but it is also shaped by meeting-specific diplomatic expectations. The informative
variation therefore lies not simply in whether a leader attends, but in whether a state meets, ex-
ceeds, or falls below the expected level of representation (Broz et al. 2020). Existing work, how-
ever, has struggled to measure such behavior systematically across countries and over time.



This form of symbolic acknowledgement, rather than material policy concessions, occupies a
“sweet spot” in which rising powers seek recognition and participating states are willing and able
to offer it. The institutional setting that facilitates this exchange is cooperation forums and sum-
mits that meet the definition of informal intergovernmental organizations (11GOs) (Vabulas and
Snidal 2013; Abbott and Biersteker 2024). Unlike formal IGOs where membership may entail for-
mal attendance obligations, 11IGOs generally do not legally compel participation. Yet informality
does not mean that participation is expectation-free: leaders’ summits and ministerial meetings
create diplomatic norms about the appropriate level of representation. Meeting the expected
rank therefore constitutes baseline recognition, while sending a delegation above or below that
expectation can indicate unusually strong or weak support. For participating states, such sym-
bolic recognition is much easier to provide than voting alignment in the United Nations or policy
concessions in cooperation. For rising powers, it provides an observable indication of their role
as institutional agenda-setters and leaders.

To capture this process empirically, | create a standardized measure of leadership-supportive
participation by comparing the actual rank of attending delegations against the rank the conven-
ing power expects—typically head-of-state-or-government (HOSG) level for summits and minis-
terial level for ministerial meetings. This produces an indicator of above-, matched-, and below-
expectation representation. Matched attendance captures baseline protocol fulfillment, while de-
viations from that benchmark distinguish unusually strong or weak leadership-supportive partici-
pation. The measure thereby standardizes delegation behavior across different levels of forums,
ranging from summits to ministerial meetings.

To evaluate this framework, | use the China-initiated Forum on China—Africa Cooperation (FO-
CAC) as the empirical setting, while treating the arguments as potentially applicable to other
rising-power-initiated international mechanisms. FOCAC functions as an exclusive club in which
China operates as the institutional core, while African states vary both in whether they attend
and in the rank of the representatives they send. To analyze the financial and power interactions
between China and African states, | compile data on African leaders’ attendance at the trien-
nial FOCAC meetings since the forum’s inception in 2000 and employ this measure as a proxy
for African states’ support for China’s institutional leadership. By combining these data with Aid-
Data’s Chinese official development assistance (ODA) data, | examine the two-way association
between ODA from China and African leaders’ FOCAC attendance patterns.

The results provide suggestive evidence consistent with both predicted relationships, but primar-
ily through persistent between-country differences. African states embedded in larger Chinese
ODA relationships tend to provide stronger representation relative to FOCAC’s meeting-specific
expectations. For the participation-to-aid relationship, countries that persistently provide stronger
leadership-supportive representation tend to receive systematically more Chinese aid in sub-
sequent cycles. Short-term within-country associations are considerably weaker and less con-
sistent. This division of labor across components is, | argue, what an iterated feedback process
should produce: because aid relationships and diplomatic representation are persistent and the
process has operated over two decades, its cumulative signature lies in durable cross-country
stratification, while within-country adjustment near that settled configuration is expected to be
muted. The findings therefore document a durable cross-country association linking aid and insti-
tutional leadership support in the pattern the theory anticipates; they do not establish that aid and
representation dynamically respond to one another within countries over the observed period,
identify a causal feedback process, or rule out stable country characteristics as a source of the
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between-country association.

This paper contributes to research on international political economy and international institu-
tions in three ways. First, by theorizing a feedback process between aid and participation in in-
formal institutions and evaluating whether the observed evidence is consistent with it, the paper
expands what we consider as potential returns to foreign aid—from policy alignment to leader-
ship recognition. Second, it develops a behavioral measure of leadership support that captures
variation in participating-state support across institutional contexts and over time. Third, the anal-
ysis highlights the role of 1IGOs in power transitions by documenting how economic relationships
covary with leadership-supportive representation in informal institutions without formal member-
ship or attendance obligations.

2 Theoretical Discussions

In this section, | address four theoretical questions. First, why do rising powers create informal
institutions? Second, why does participation matter for leadership? Third, how might aid shape
participation? Fourth, how might participation shape subsequent aid? | conclude by deriving
the observable implications of the resulting feedback process, distinguishing where its signature
should appear in within-country versus between-country variation.

2.1 Rising Powers and the Informal Institutions They Lead

At its 2024 summit, the China-initiated Forum on China—Africa Cooperation (FOCAC) attracted
leader-level representation from 51 of 54 African countries (Dent 2024)—far exceeding the num-
ber scheduled to speak at the United Nations General Assembly later that month (Amare and
Obe 2024). During the meeting, China announced $10.7 billion in aid commitments to Africa
through 2027 (Sun 2024). The high level of leader attendance and the scale of aid commitments
raise a central question for research on international political economy and institutions: why do
rising powers create informal institutions under their leadership, and how do they sustain high-
level participation?

Rising powers whose material capabilities outpace their influence in existing institutions confront
a predicament. For instance, China has repeatedly voiced dissatisfaction with its constrained
role in U.S.-created or U.S.-dominated institutions, such as the World Bank and IMF (Shih 2022).
Yet meaningful reform proves elusive. Any redistribution of institutional influence reduces incum-
bent shares, giving established powers strong incentives to resist.

Creating new institutional venues offers an alternative strategy for rising powers. These spaces
allow rising powers to position themselves as conveners—the structural core around which oth-
ers organize. Institutions led by rising powers differ from those designed by established powers
in important respects. First, the rising power need not compete for agenda control because it is
itself the institutional convener. Moreover, rising powers can showcase their ascent without di-
rectly confronting other great powers. They may also enjoy structural advantages over participat-



ing states within institutions they design (Barnett and Duvall 2005).

Excluding other great powers has two implications for participating states. On the one hand, par-
ticipation becomes a political signal. In a strategic environment, attendance implies acceptance
of the convening power’s leadership over their rivals. On the other hand, exclusion simplifies
choice. Participants need not balance their positions against the preferences of absent great
powers, lowering their political costs of cooperation and concession.

Many of these new institutions take the form of informal intergovernmental organizations (11GOs)
- forums, summits, coalitions, and dialogues outside formal treaty-based frameworks (Vabulas
and Snidal 2013; Abbott and Biersteker 2024). They lack founding treaties, permanent secre-
tariats, and formal voting rules, and structure cooperation through leader-level and ministerial
gatherings, joint communiqués, and follow-up working groups. For rising powers, informality of-
fers distinct advantages. 11GOs can be established quickly, adapted as circumstances change,
and operated without ceding control to bureaucratic secretariats.

Compared to policy alignment in formal IGOs such as UN voting patterns, informal institutions
require minimal structure, commitment, or budget—though they do produce memorandum of un-
derstanding, infrastructure agreements, and trade deals. They generate publicly observable ges-
tures of acknowledgment. Because participation is not treaty-mandated and delegation choices
remain politically visible, representation can carry information even though diplomatic proto-

col creates expectations about the appropriate rank of attendees. Informality also lowers en-

try thresholds for potential participants, making it easier to recruit broad participation while the
convening power retains institutional centrality. China’s FOCAC, the China—Community of Latin
American and Caribbean States Forum, the China—Arab States Cooperation Forum, France’s In-
ternational Organisation of the Francophonie, and Brazil/Venezuela’s Union of South American
Nations all exhibit these characteristics.

2.2 Why Participation Matters for Leadership

Creating an informal institution is only the first step toward leadership. The institution’s success
depends on visible participation by invited states, especially through high-level representation.
An empty summit, or one attended only by lower-level representatives, does not demonstrate
leadership but undermines it.

International leadership, as existing work emphasizes, is fundamentally relational. The authority
of leadership is not simply a function of material capabilities; rather, it is relational and depends
on others accepting the convening state’s role through behavioral patterns of compliance, defer-
ence, and followership (Lake 2011; Mattern and Zarakol 2016). | therefore conceptualize lead-
ership support as hierarchy-relevant institutional followership: observable participation behavior
that publicly affirms a rising power’s institutional centrality.

Participation in rising-power-led 11GOs, in this regard, functions as precisely this kind of leader-
ship support: a behavioral signal that attending states accept the institutional arrangement and
rising powers’ central position within it. Rising powers can build forums, set agendas, and issue
invitations, but leadership becomes real and legitimate only when others show up and, by show-
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ing up, acknowledge their claim to convene and lead. Rising powers attain great-power lead-
ership to the extent that other states defer to their initiatives and accord them the privileges of
leading actors in international hierarchy.

A skeptic might object that formal IGOs matter more. Membership in formal organizations does
reveal deeper institutional commitment, and scholars have used it to study China-led institutions
(Kim and Park 2025; Qian et al. 2023). But membership is largely sticky. It captures formal re-
lationships yet reflects nuanced shifts poorly. Related indicators of policy coordination inside
formal IGOs (e.g. UNGA voting) also pose identification challenges: votes often reflect broad is-
sue positions and coalition dynamics rather than a clear result of incentives or coercion, making
causal attribution difficult. Finally, attendance at formal IGOs is often obligatory or procedurally
expected. And states may join formal institutions for instrumental reasons, such as to influence
decisions, not necessarily to follow rising powers’ lead. Attending a convener’s forum that con-
fers no decision-making power on participants is different. It is largely symbolic endorsement of
the convener’s agenda. The informality of IGOs makes participation more informative, not less.

In informal institutions, participation is not legally compulsory, but neither is it unconstrained. No
treaty compels a national leader (head of state or government) or a cabinet minister to travel to
Beijing for FOCAC, yet a leaders’ summit creates a strong diplomatic expectation that states will
be represented at the leader level, just as a ministerial meeting establishes a ministerial bench-
mark. The relevant choice is therefore how a state represents itself relative to that expectation.
Meeting the expected rank constitutes baseline recognition; exceeding it indicates unusually
strong engagement, while downgrading representation or staying away can indicate weaker sup-
port. Higher-ranking representation can also entail greater opportunity costs, diplomatic visibility,
and domestic exposure, which may reinforce the informativeness of deviations from expectation.
These costs are not what makes attendance meaningful; rather, the signal arises from pubilic,
observable choices made within a shared protocol hierarchy. Variation in representation rela-
tive to meeting-specific expectations therefore provides a tractable way to observe differences in
hierarchy-relevant followership within rising-power—led [IGOs.

2.3 How Aid May Shape Leadership Support

To win leadership support from participating states, rising powers need levers of influence. In
this paper, | focus on development aid because it represents the most discretionary economic
instrument available — directly controlled by government, targetable to specific recipients, and
traceable to specific time periods. Trade and investment flows, by contrast, reflect market forces
and private actor decisions that complicate inference about state intentions.

Development aid has long served as a tool for securing influence, from cultivating allies to shap-
ing global governance (Alesina and Dollar 2000; Williams 2013). Yet the literature typically con-
ceptualizes influence as policy alignment: recipient states adjusting their behavior in international
organizations to match donor preferences (Kuziemko and Werker 2006; Dreher et al. 2008).
This framing overlooks a distinct return that rising powers may pursue: recognition as legitimate
institutional leaders. Aid may generate both material cooperation and symbolic recognition, but
the recognition dimension has received far less theoretical attention. When states send repre-
sentatives at levels that meet or exceed a forum’s protocol expectations, they are not merely
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negotiating deals; they publicly acknowledge the convening power’s central role within that in-
stitutional space.

The central mechanism linking aid to delegation rank is material stakes combined with graded
reciprocity, understood here as a norm of returning benefits rather than as contemporaneous
mutual determination. Larger aid relationships make ties with the donor more materially valu-
able and politically salient to recipient governments. Because diplomatic representation is itself
graded, recipients can calibrate the political value of their response to the value they attach to
the relationship. A state that receives relatively little from a donor may satisfy ordinary protocol
or even downgrade representation; a state with a larger and more consequential aid relationship
has stronger incentives to protect that relationship and to acknowledge it visibly by meeting or
exceeding the expected level of representation. This creates a direct dose-response implication:
as the scale of aid rises, the incentive for stronger relative-to-expectation representation should
also rise.

First, aid creates expectations of reciprocity. Development assistance—whether infrastructure
financing, budget support, or technical cooperation—generates material benefits and an implicit
expectation that recipients acknowledge the relationship. Importantly, the strength of this recipro-
cal incentive should vary with the size of the relationship. Larger transfers or a broader portfolio
of projects create more benefits to preserve and a stronger reason to demonstrate that the donor
and its institution are political priorities. Meeting or exceeding the expected delegation rank pro-
vides a visible, comparatively low-cost way to reciprocate without surrendering policy autonomy.
Delegation rank therefore functions as a graduated diplomatic currency: recipients can return
greater material support with stronger symbolic recognition.

Second, larger aid relationships increase the political visibility and senior-level ownership of the
bilateral relationship. Development assistance can signal a government’s ability to secure ex-
ternal resources and maintain productive foreign ties. As the volume or breadth of aid grows,
the relationship is more likely to generate visible projects, agreements, and distributive benefits
that national leaders can claim as evidence of diplomatic competence. These larger stakes also
make personal engagement by senior leaders more worthwhile. A national leader photographed
alongside the rising power’s leader at a high-profile forum can present the relationship as strate-
gic cooperation and mutual respect rather than dependence. Thus, greater aid can increase not
merely the incentive to participate, but the incentive for more senior political actors to invest their
time and status in the relationship.

Third, the material-stakes mechanism should be especially strong where Chinese assistance

is consequential relative to a recipient government’s domestic resources or alternative exter-

nal financing. In some countries, ODA has constituted a substantial share of public resources

— averaging 38 percent of Malawi’s government budget between 1994 and 2006 (Meer et al.
2008) and 17-20 percent of Rwanda’s gross national income between 1998 and 2003 (Purcell
et al. 2008). These examples illustrate how the importance of external assistance can intensify
incentives to maintain donor relations. The main hypothesis, however, concerns the scale of

the Chinese aid relationship itself rather than aid dependence as a separately measured con-
cept. Dependence is therefore best understood as a condition that can strengthen the underlying
material-stakes logic, not as the sole mechanism being tested.

Fourth, Chinese aid can strengthen recipients’ bargaining leverage by making China a more
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credible alternative patron. Industrialized democracies from the OECD have historically domi-
nated the aid arena, often attaching conditions that constrain recipient autonomy (Bearce and
Tirone 2010). Access to Chinese development assistance gives African governments an out-
side option: the more substantial the Chinese financial relationship becomes, the less exclusively
they must rely on traditional donors and the greater their room to bargain across patrons. This
mechanism therefore depends not simply on the number of available donors, but on the material
value and credibility of the Chinese alternative. A small or uncertain Chinese relationship offers
limited leverage; a larger aid relationship makes the outside option more consequential. Recip-
ients consequently have incentives not only to obtain Chinese aid, but also to preserve and ex-
pand access to it. Sending a delegation that meets or exceeds FOCAC’s protocol expectations
provides a visible way to signal favorability toward China and to invest in a relationship that en-
hances the recipient’s bargaining position vis-a-vis other patrons. In this sense, more Chinese
aid can generate stronger incentives for higher-level representation because the recipient seeks
to maintain—and potentially deepen—the alternative source of support from which its leverage
derives.

Taken together, the argument predicts that countries with larger Chinese aid relationships will
have stronger incentives to preserve, reciprocate, and politically invest in those ties. Larger aid
relationships provide more benefits to acknowledge, increase the political salience of coopera-
tion, and can make China a more valuable alternative patron whose continued support strength-
ens recipient bargaining leverage. Because representation is graded relative to forum-specific
expectations, those incentives should be observable not simply in whether a country participates,
but in whether it sends a delegation at a higher level relative to the diplomatic benchmark.

2.4 How Leadership Support May Shape Aid

The relationship between aid and leadership support need not flow in only one direction. For the
participation-to-aid relationship, the primary theoretical mechanism is symbolic reward. Rising
powers seek acknowledgment of their leadership, and representation that meets or exceeds
meeting-specific expectations supplies a visible form of that acknowledgment. A state that ex-
ceeds expected representation, or consistently meets expectations rather than downgrading,
provides stronger public recognition than a state that repeatedly sends lower-ranked officials or
stays away. Because this recognition is itself a payoff that rising powers value, they have incen-
tives to direct subsequent resources toward partners that provide stronger leadership-supportive
participation. Aid thus becomes a tool not only for eliciting recognition but also for rewarding and
reproducing it.

Two reinforcing implications follow from this symbolic-payoff logic. First, rewarding supportive
participation can generate demonstration effects. When other states observe that stronger
relative-to-expectation representation is followed by greater material support, they learn that
leadership recognition is noticed and reciprocated. Selective aid allocation can therefore amplify
the value of the original symbolic payoff by encouraging broader followership in subsequent
rounds. Second, visible participation can help rising-power leaders justify aid expenditures
domestically. When participating states publicly affirm the rising power’s institutional leadership,
the convening government can point to that followership as evidence that foreign assistance
produces returns in international standing and influence. These demonstration and domestic-
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legitimation effects reinforce the same underlying leadership logic: symbolic recognition gives
the rising power a reason to reward supportive partners.

Two complementary channels may operate alongside this primary symbolic mechanism. First,
delegation choices provide information and screening. By observing whether partners meet, ex-
ceed, or fall below protocol expectations, the rising power can infer which states place greater
priority on the relationship and may therefore be more reliable partners for future cooperation.
Above-expectation representation can carry additional opportunity costs, diplomatic visibility, or
political exposure, which may strengthen its informational value. Because aid is scarce, this in-
formation can influence where the rising power chooses to invest even apart from the symbolic
value of leadership recognition itself.

Second, high-level participation can generate institutional and diplomatic momentum. Summits
create opportunities for leaders to announce agreements, sign memoranda of understanding,
and commit to specific projects. Those commitments may subsequently translate into aid al-
locations as governments implement deals negotiated or formalized during the meeting. This
channel therefore links participation to later aid through the practical diplomatic consequences of
high-level interaction rather than through symbolic leadership payoff alone.

These channels all predict the same observable relationship—more leadership-supportive par-
ticipation should be followed by greater Chinese aid—but they are theoretically distinct. The
symbolic-reward mechanism captures the paper’s central claim that rising powers value recog-
nition of their institutional leadership and can use aid to reinforce it. Information screening and
summit-generated agreements offer different ways in which the same participation-to-aid asso-
ciation could arise. They do not contradict the symbolic account, but neither are they reducible
to it. I therefore treat them as complementary alternative pathways rather than components of
a single causal mechanism. The empirical analysis tests whether participation predicts subse-
quent aid; it does not establish that the symbolic mechanism is more important than these other
pathways or separately identify their relative contribution.

2.5 Observable Implications of the Feedback Process

The mechanisms developed above are sequential: prior aid shapes subsequent representation,
and representation shapes subsequent aid. It may seem to follow that such a process should
reveal itself primarily in within-country dynamics—countries upgrading delegations after aid in-
creases and receiving more aid after upgrades. The process’s observable footprint, however,
depends on how it aggregates over time. Both aid relationships and diplomatic representation
are highly persistent, and the theorized loop has iterated over nine FOCAC cycles spanning
more than two decades. If larger aid relationships encourage leadership-supportive represen-
tation and such representation attracts subsequent aid, repeated iteration pushes the system to-
ward a stratified long-run configuration: countries that entered the period with larger aid relation-
ships and stronger engagement become durably embedded in high-aid, high-representation ties,
while others settle into weaker ones. The cumulative implication of the dynamic process is there-
fore large and stable differences between countries. Near such a settled configuration, cycle-
to-cycle deviations from a country’s typical aid or representation should be small, noisy, and
quickly mean-reverting. The theory thus expects between-country associations to be stronger
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than within-country associations—even if every link in the feedback process is operative. This
expectation is also consistent with the behavioral assumption, developed in the research design
below, that delegation decisions respond to the aid relationship as it has accumulated over the
prior cycle rather than to any single recent transfer.

Two caveats keep this implication honest. First, between-country stratification is an implication
of an iterated feedback process, but not a unique one: a time-invariant characteristic that
jointly determines countries’ typical aid and typical representation—historical ties, strategic
importance—would generate the same cross-sectional pattern. Observing between-country
dominance is therefore consistent with the feedback account but cannot, by itself, discriminate
it from stable-confounder alternatives. Second, this long-run reading is an argument about
where the process’s signature should appear, not a separately tested dynamic model. The
expectation is nonetheless restrictive rather than accommodating: it would be contradicted by a
negative between-country association, or by strong within-country associations coupled with null
between-country ones—the pattern a purely transactional, meeting-by-meeting exchange of aid
for representation would produce. These considerations motivate the empirical strategy below,
which separates within- and between-country variation explicitly and interprets each component
according to what it can and cannot identify.

3 FOCAC, Aid, China, and Africa

To assess whether the empirical evidence is consistent with the theoretical expectations outlined
above, | use African leaders’ attendance at the China-initiated regional forum—the Forum on
China—Africa Cooperation (FOCAC)—as a measure of African states’ support for China’s insti-
tutional leadership. In this context, African states’ delegation choices relative to meeting-specific
protocol expectations can be understood as observable signals of endorsement toward China’s
leadership. As Broz et al. (2020) note, delegation level reflects a careful calculation of potential
gains and losses, and thus signals alignment with the rising power. Moreover, leaders strategi-
cally leverage attendance to communicate needs and priorities, exerting political pressure on the
donor (Hoshiro 2020).

3.1 FOCAC and the Logic of Case Selection

Launched in 2000 with 44 African delegations, FOCAC serves as a regional platform to promote
cooperation in aid, trade, and investment between China and African states (Zhang and Tao
2020). It is arguably the most successful China-centered regional forum, excluding other great
powers and thereby positioning China as the default leader within its institutional framework.

To date, nine Ministerial Conferences—some held alongside Summits—have been convened
(see Table A1 in the Appendix). FOCAC represents a major milestone in China—Africa political
and economic relations (Bodomo 2019), with China providing substantial funding during these
events. At the 2024 FOCAC Summit, for instance, China pledged nearly $51 billion in loans, in-
vestments, and aid over three years to 53 African countries (Calabrese and Chen 2024).



FOCAC is also a multifunctional institution. For African governments, it offers opportunities
involving trade and investment, development cooperation, diplomatic access, and alternative
sources of external resources, while also appealing to governments attracted by principles such
as non-interference and greater autonomy from Western-dominated arrangements (Broz et

al. 2020; Konings 2007). The argument in this paper therefore does not require development
aid to be the sole or most important motivation for participation. Rather, it isolates aid as one
theoretically important and unusually discretionary instrument that the Chinese government can
allocate across recipient states and over time. The empirical question is whether variation in
Chinese ODA systematically predicts variation in leadership-supportive representation within this
broader, multidimensional relationship.

FOCAC attendance levels vary considerably across countries and meetings. At the 2015 FO-
CAC Summit, for instance, while most African countries sent national leaders (heads of state or
government), several others either abstained or dispatched lower-ranking delegations below the
vice-ministerial level—such as Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Eritrea, Eswatini, Gambia, Libya, Sdo
Tomé and Principe, Seychelles, and Tunisia. By contrast, at the 2012 Ministerial Conference,
several states demonstrated heightened commitment by sending presidents instead of ministers,
includigg Benin, Cape Verde, Cote d’Ivoire, Djibouti, Equatorial Guinea, Kenya, Niger, and South
Africa.

FOCAC provides a strong setting for empirical tests of this argument for four reasons. First, FO-
CAC embodies China’s effort to construct an alternative global order, with African participation
contributing to its legitimacy. The forum covers wide-ranging issue areas—political, economic,
cultural, and security-related (FOCAC 2025). By contrast, global initiatives such as the Belt and
Road Initiative focus primarily on specific issue domains, such as infrastructure (Chatzky 2023).
Participation in FOCAC therefore signals a broader and deeper level of engagement with China
than other institutional arrangements.

Second, Africa occupies an asymmetric position in Chinese and U.S. foreign-policy priorities
over the period examined here. China identifies Africa as a high-priority region, describing FO-
CAC as its “oldest, largest, and most regularized regional forum” (Nantulya 2025). U.S. engage-
ment with Africa has varied across administrations and has included major initiatives in develop-
ment, security, health, trade, and great-power competition, but comparative assessment charac-
terizes U.S. Africa policy as showing substantial continuity across administrations and the conti-
nent as remaining relatively peripheral despite periodic initiatives (Marsai 2025). The 2025 Na-
tional Security Strategy represents the latest iteration of this pattern: it calls for selective partner-
ships with African states, a shift from an aid-centered relationship toward trade and investment,
and greater attention to energy and critical minerals while avoiding long-term U.S. commitments
on the continent (The White House 2025). The contrast, therefore, is not between Chinese en-
gagement and U.S. absence, but between China’s sustained, continent-wide institutionalization
of political engagement and a more selective U.S. approach. This asymmetry makes FOCAC
especially useful for examining the relationship between a rising power’s economic engagement
and institutional leadership support. Moreover, Africa’s geographic distance from China reduces
immediate security concerns, allowing economic considerations to play a particularly important
role in their strategic interactions.

' Author’s database.
%Ibid.
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Third, there is case-specific evidence that high-level African participation itself carries political
and symbolic value for China. Chinese accounts of FOCAC repeatedly emphasize the scale and
seniority of African participation, turning attendance into a visible demonstration of China’s ca-
pacity to convene and lead. Hosting African leaders elevates China’s global image, and existing
accounts describe FOCAC as a form of “symbolic diplomacy” (Shinn and Eisenman 2012; Enuka
2011). Chinese state media also visually stage this hierarchy: coverage of Hu Jintao showed him
receiving and leading African counterparts (CCTV 2012; Broadhead 2012), while official imagery
from the 2024 summit prominently presented Xi Jinping surrounded by African national lead-

ers (Sha 2024; CCTV 2024). Such representations place the Chinese leader at the institutional
center and make African participation part of the public performance of China’s international sta-
tus. FOCAC’s consistently high turnout relative to other “Africa+1” summits further enhances this
symbolic value and showcases China’s institutional leadership in comparison with rival conven-
ers (Neema 2024; Gazibo and Mbabia 2012; Li 2012; Zhang and Tao 2020).

External observers interpret the same behavior as politically meaningful. U.S. policymakers,

for example, have cited both the breadth and seniority of African representation when assess-
ing China’s influence in Africa. In a 2020 congressional hearing titled “China’s Strategic Aims in
Africa,” one expert testified that “in one manifestation of the African reception [to China], every
African country except Eswatini sent representation to the 2018 FOCAC Summit in Beijing, with
the most senior officials attending for all countries except Tanzania, Burundi, the Democratic Re-
public of the Congo, Eritrea, and Algeria” (U.S. Congress 2020, 34). This testimony was later
incorporated into the U.S.—China Economic and Security Review Commission’s Annual Report
to Congress, in the chapter on “U.S.—China Global Competition.” The convergence between
China’s own presentation of high-level attendance and outside assessments provides additional
validation that delegation rank at FOCAC is politically meaningful rather than merely ceremonial.

Fourth, the recurring nature of FOCAC enables longitudinal analysis of diplomatic engagement
and strategic signaling. With over two decades of history and participation from 53 African coun-
tries, FOCAC offers rich empirical material for testing the theoretical expectations developed ear-
lier. Therefore, using delegation rank relative to meeting-specific expectations as a measure of
African states’ leadership support is both conceptually and empirically appropriate.

FOCAC also provides a setting in which African governments actively pursue material and
diplomatic objectives rather than simply respond to Chinese initiatives. Leaders can use summit
participation to cultivate bilateral ties and seek access to financing, trade, and investment
opportunities. During the 2018 FOCAC Summit, for example, Sudanese President Omar
al-Bashir’s meetings with Chinese President Xi Jinping and Premier Li Keqiang coincided with
agreements involving a CNY 400 million (USD 58 million) grant and a CNY 200 million (USD 30
million) interest-free loan (Dabanga 2018). Such episodes illustrate how high-level diplomacy
and material agreements can coincide within FOCAC, while China also receives the visible
leadership recognition theorized above; they do not by themselves establish that attendance
caused the financing.
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3.2 Chinese ODA as a Political Instrument

Existing research establishes that Chinese development assistance is not allocated solely ac-
cording to recipient need. Chinese ODA responds to foreign-policy considerations, while other
forms of official finance are more strongly associated with commercial objectives (Dreher et al.
2018; Harchaoui et al. 2021). This literature has primarily examined conventional political returns
such as policy alignment, bilateral cooperation, and other strategic objectives.

This paper does not dispute those motives, nor does it argue that leadership recognition is
China’s only reason for providing aid. Instead, it examines an additional political return that is
especially visible within FOCAC: African states’ public recognition of China’s institutional leader-
ship. Because ODA is discretionary and can be targeted across recipient states and over time,

it provides China with an instrument through which such leadership support can be cultivated
and subsequently rewarded. FOCAC therefore allows the analysis to examine a political function
of aid that complements, rather than replaces, the conventional policy-alignment mechanisms
identified in existing research.

3.3 Hypotheses

Based on the preceding discussion, | propose two hypotheses concerning the feedback loop be-
tween Chinese aid and African countries’ diplomatic participation in the Forum on China—Africa
Cooperation (FOCAC):

Hypothesis 1: African countries that receive more aid from China are more likely to send
delegations at higher levels relative to meeting-specific protocol expectations at subsequent FO-
CAC meetings.

Hypothesis 2: African countries that send delegations at higher levels relative to meeting-
specific protocol expectations are more likely to receive greater amounts of aid from China after-
ward.

4 Research Design

To evaluate these hypotheses, | use variation in African states’ participation at FOCAC and Chi-
nese ODA to Africa. | link delegation rank relative to meeting-specific expectations to prior Chi-
nese ODA to evaluate the aid-to-participation relationship, and | link subsequent Chinese ODA
to relative delegation rank to evaluate the participation-to-aid relationship, modeling country-level
heterogeneity and temporal dynamics consistent with the feedback process theorized above.

The unit of analysis is the country-forum: each African state’s participation at each FOCAC

meeting since the forum’s inception in 2000. FOCAC convenes triennially, alternating between
summits (expecting head-of-state-or-government-level representation) and ministerial confer-
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ences (expecting ministers) (MOF 2024). | code delegation rank from official attendance records,
from a national leader (head of state or government) at the top through a deputy national leader,
cabinet minister, vice minister, and lower officials/absence.

For Chinese aid, | draw on AidData’s Global Chinese Development Finance Dataset, Version
3.0, which provides project-level data on Chinese development finance commitments (Custer et
al. 2023; Dreher et al. 2022). | restrict the sample to flows AidData classifies as ODA-like, ag-
gregate commitments to the country-year level, and compute cumulative committed ODA within
each FOCAC cycle. Because GDP enters the subsequent regressions in logs as a separate con-
trol, | do not pre-normalize the aid measure. The main aid measure therefore captures the abso-
lute scale and breadth of the Chinese aid relationship, consistent with the material-stakes argu-
ment above; it should not be interpreted as a direct measure of recipient aid dependence. | then
evaluate the theory’s predictions — prior-period aid predicting participation, and participation pre-
dicting subsequent-period aid.

| estimate mixed-effects models with random intercepts to model persistent differences in coun-
tries’ baseline outcome levels, apply a Mundlak adjustment to decompose within- and between-
country associations, and include year fixed effects to account for common temporal shocks
such as changes in China’s overall aid strategy or global economic conditions. When delega-
tion rank serves as the dependent variable, | use an ordered probit model, given the variable’s
ordinal nature; when ODA is the dependent variable, | use linear specifications.

4.1 Standardizing Delegation Rank Across Convening Types

Rank-based attendance measures have been used to capture behavioral support for a rising
power’s leadership. For example, recent work uses leader attendance at China’s 2017 Belt and
Road Forum to distinguish heads of state, cabinet ministers, and lower officials (or absence) as
a measure of support for China’s global economic leadership (Broz et al. 2020). | build on this
insight by developing a standardized approach designed for settings in which diplomatic conven-
ings vary in protocol expectations and occur repeatedly over time.

The key challenge is that absolute rank is context-dependent. The same observed rank can con-
vey different meanings across convenings because baseline expectations differ by meeting level.
A summit convened at the head-of-state-or-government level expects national leaders; a minis-
terial meeting expects ministers. A national leader attending a ministerial forum signals unusu-
ally strong endorsement, while the same leader attending a summit may simply represent rou-
tine protocol fulfilment. Therefore, attending at the expected level represents a baseline form

of recognition, whereas attending above (or below) expectation conveys stronger (or weaker)
leadership-supportive participation.

To preserve the informational content of delegation rank while enabling comparison across con-
venings and over time, | develop a standardized measure based on deviation from expectation.
| first assign ordinal values to delegation ranks, from a national leader (head of state or govern-
ment) at the top through a deputy national leader, cabinet minister, vice minister, and lower of-
ficials/absence. Then, for each convening, | define an expected rank implied by the meeting’s
protocol level. Finally, | standardize the indicator by calculating the difference between observed
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and expected rank. This measure captures variation in leadership-supportive participation be-
yond baseline protocol fulfilment. More importantly, it facilitates comparison across forum types
and over time. For example, we can observe whether a state consistently sends junior envoys,
whether it reliably meets protocol expectations, or whether a previously supportive state down-
grades attendance. This is important because single-event snapshots can be influenced by id-
iosyncratic shocks, such as domestic crises, scheduling conflicts, or episodic disputes. Repeated
observations are therefore valuable for distinguishing durable followership from temporary dis-
ruptions.

The standardized attendance measure is a theoretically grounded tool for charting variation in
leadership support and examining how material relationships are associated with recognition of
rising-power leadership. It operationalizes the concept of leadership support in terms consistent
with the relational logic of hierarchy (Lake 2011; Mattern and Zarakol 2016). By measuring not
only who joins a rising power’s table, but at what rank and in what institutional context, we gain a
more precise indicator of the followership that rising powers seek to cultivate.

4.2 Constructing the Delegation-Rank Data for FOCAC Attendance

Applying the above measurement method, | operationalize African states’ support for China’s
leadership through delegation rank relative to meeting-specific protocol expectations at FOCAC
convenings. The sample covers the nine triennial FOCAC cycles between 2000 and 2024. The
Ministerial Conference is FOCAC’s most regular mechanism; in selected cycles, the meeting is
elevated to a summit-level gathering by mutual agreement, typically with a summit convened
alongside (rather than replacing) the ministerial session (MOF 2024). Consistent with the re-
search design above, the unit of analysis is the country—forum observation: each African state’s
observed delegation rank in each FOCAC cycle.

The coding proceeds in three steps. First, | collect event-specific news articles reporting partic-
ipating delegations and leaders’ engagements during each FOCAC meeting. Second, | extract
each attending representative’s official title as reported in the sources. Third, | map titles into an
ordinal rank category reflecting the diplomatic level of the delegation. Because constitutional ti-
tles are not directly comparable across political systems, this final step codes both heads of state
and heads of government as national leaders rather than treating the title “president” as univer-
sally superior to “prime minister.”

4.21 Primary Sources

Delegation-rank information is compiled from two primary source types: official Chinese govern-
ment websites and Chinese state or state-affiliated media reports that summarize participating
delegations and bilateral meetings during each convening. Following common media-based data
collection strategies in studies of Chinese overseas engagement (Strange et al. 2013; Liao and
McDowell 2016), | collect and cross-validate information across these sources to minimize mis-
coding due to incomplete coverage or translation inconsistencies. Table A2 in the Appendix doc-
uments the specific data sources used for each convening.
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4.2.2 Rank Categories

| code delegation rank into five ordered categories: (4) national leader, defined as a head of
state or head of government; (3) deputy national leader, such as a vice president or an equiva-
lent deputy executive office; (2) cabinet minister; (1) vice or deputy minister; and (0) lower-level
officials or absence. This coding separates the diplomatic level of representation from the formal
title of the officeholder.

That distinction is important because African political systems vary. In many presidential sys-
tems, the president is both head of state and head of government. In parliamentary systems,

by contrast, a president or monarch may perform primarily ceremonial head-of-state functions
while a prime minister exercises day-to-day executive authority; semi-presidential systems di-
vide these functions in still other ways. For the purpose of this study, both a head of state and a
head of government count as leader-level representation. The theoretical quantity of interest is
the diplomatic level at which a state publicly represents itself at FOCAC, not the domestic allo-
cation of executive authority within that state. Accordingly, where both offices exist, | code either
the head of state or the head of government as national-leader-level representation rather than
ranking one title universally above the other.

The intermediate category captures officials who fall below the national-leader level but above
cabinet ministers, principally vice presidents in the observed African cases. This distinction is
consistent with both African political hierarchies and China’s diplomatic protocols within FOCAC.
In many African political systems characterized by strong presidential authority, vice presidents
function as executive partners and institutionalized successors (Baumgartner and Case 2009),
placing them above cabinet ministers, who are primarily policy specialists with domain-specific
authority (Prémont 2024; Hyden 2005). China’s diplomatic practice likewise distinguishes vice
presidents and comparable deputy leaders from ministers and accords them executive-level
treatment, including high-level bilateral meetings (MOF 2024; Wang 2024; Zhang 2024). Retain-
ing this intermediate category therefore captures meaningful variation in executive-level repre-
sentation that would be lost in a coarser minister-versus-leader coding rule.

4.2.3 Data Visualization

For estimation and visualization, | translate the five categories into a 0—4 scale: 0 = below vice-
minister level or no representation; 1 = vice minister; 2 = minister; 3 = deputy national leader;

4 = national leader (head of state or government). Figure 1 presents the distribution of African
leaders’ attendance levels across FOCAC conferences over time. In the underlying figure, the
legacy top-category label “head of state” should be read as the broader national-leader category
defined here (head of state or government).

From Figure 1, we observe that leaders’ attendance levels are markedly higher during sum-
mits than during ministerial meetings. While this pattern is expected, it may create a misleading
impression when linking attendance levels to the aid and participation decisions of China and
African states.

15



Distribution of Attending Leaders’ Ranks at FOCAC Meetings
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Figure 1: Distribution of African Leaders’Attendance Over Time
4.2.4 Standardizing the Measure

To account for variation across meeting types, | standardize the delegation rank variable by
incorporating the expected rank associated with each meeting. Specifically, a ministerial-level
meeting is expected to be attended by a minister (coded 2), while a summit is expected to
involve a national leader—either the head of state or head of government (coded 4). | then
compute the standardized attendance measure as Observed Rank — Expected Rank, yielding a
deviation-from-expectation indicator that is comparable across convenings and over time.

The distribution of the standardized attendance variable is highly uneven, as shown in Appendix
Table A3. The majority of observations are concentrated at the expectation benchmark (value=0,
246 cases) and the main below-expectation category (value=-2, 155 cases). The tails are pop-
ulated more sparsely: 34 cases at level 2, 26 cases at level -4, 13 cases at level -1, and only 9
cases at level 1. The skewness and imbalance in cell sizes captures substantively meaningful
differences in attendance patterns, but the thin cell counts in intermediate categories can create
instability in empirical estimation. To mitigate these issues, | recode the variable by combining
the “-1” category (below expectation but closer to the mean) with the larger “-2” category, and by
merging the small “1” category into the “2” category (both representing above-expectation atten-
dance). The resulting distribution of the recoded variable appears in Appendix Table A4.
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4.3 Measuring Chinese Aid to African Countries

4.3.1 Data Source and Selection

Data on Chinese development aid to Africa are sourced from AidData, which tracks China’s of-
ficial financial and in-kind commitments (or pledges) over 22 commitment years (2000-2021)
(Custer et al. 2023). This dataset provides detailed project-level information on Chinese official
aid—covering 20,985 projects across 165 low- and middle-income countries, with a total value
of USD 1.34 trillion. For this study, the raw project-level data are aggregated to the country—year
level based on the following criteria: (1) classified as ODA-like in their flow type; (2) recorded in
the commitment year; and (3) recommended for aggregates. All amounts are adjusted to con-
stant 2021 U.S. dollars. The rationale for these selection criteria is explained below.

Flow Class. The AidData dataset classifies Chinese official finance projects into three cate-
gories: ODA-like, OOF-like, and Vague (Official Finance). These categories are defined accord-
ing to three dimensions: level of concessionality (concessional vs. non-concessional), project
intent (developmental, commercial, or representational), and recipient eligibility (ODA-eligible
or not) (Dreher et al. 2022), following the definitions established by the OECD Development
Assistance Committee (DAC). This study focuses exclusively on ODA-like projects, since only
ODA is considered “aid” in most statistical reports, consistent with OECD-DAC standards.

Commitment Year. Each project record includes three possible year indicators: commitment
year, implementation start year, and completion year, which may coincide or differ. | use the
commitment year for three main reasons. First, FOCAC meetings are primarily venues for mak-
ing aid commitments rather than for implementation or completion, making the commitment year
the most relevant for this analysis. Second, the commitment year provides the most complete
coverage—every project in AidData has a commitment year, whereas many lack start or com-
pletion years due to missing information or ongoing implementation. Third, AidData itself notes
that “the paroject records in this dataset are most useful for estimating total financial commitment
amounts.”

Avoiding Double Counting (“Recommended for Aggregates”). AidData provides a project-level
indicator identifying which records it recommends including when calculating aggregate finan-
cial totals. | retain only records marked as “recommended for aggregates.” This filter is neces-
sary because the dataset can contain both an umbrella or “mega” financing commitment and
the individual subprojects financed under that broader commitment. Summing both the umbrella
record and its component projects would count the same financing more than once. Using Aid-
Data’s recommended aggregation indicator therefore produces country-year totals based on
non-overlapping financial commitments.

3https://www.aiddata.org/pages/how-to-use-gIobal-chinese-official-finance-data
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4.3.2 Aggregating Aid by FOCAC Cycle

FOCAC operates on a triennial cycle: each convening sets the agenda, followed by implemen-
tation and follow-up over subsequent years. Accordingly, | construct the aid outcome for each
FOCAC cycle as a three-year cumulative total. Specifically, for a session held in year t, the aid
outcome is the cumulative Chinese ODA received in year t and the two subsequent years (t to
t+2). This operation is intended to emphasize the post-session aid relationship (implementation
and follow-up). The underlying behavioral assumption is that leaders’ attendance decisions re-
flect an assessment of China’s aid relationship that has developed over the prior cycle, rather
than reacting only to a single most recent year.

This cycle-based aggregation also reduces sensitivity to a temporal measurement issue. Be-
cause FOCAC meetings occur in the second half of the calendar year (July—-December; see Ta-
bleA1 in the Appendix), attendance is observed at the moment the forum convenes. Annual aid
totals, however, pool flows that occur both before and after the meeting within the same calendar
year. This creates a sequencing mismatch relative to the theoretical mechanism, which treats at-
tendance at time t as influencing aid after the convening. By focusing on cumulative aid over the
session year and subsequent years, the measure places greater weight on post-convening aid
dynamics, even though some within-year timing ambiguity necessarily remains.

Consistent with this logic, the data do not show a systematic “FOCAC-year spike” in aid dis-
bursements: aid in non-FOCAC years is often comparable to, or occasionally higher than, aid

in FOCAC years (see Appendix Figure A1 for annual distributions and Figure A2 for distributions
by FOCAC cycle). This pattern supports using cumulative windows that track the evolving rela-
tionship over the full coordination period, rather than treating the session year as a mechanically
distinct funding surge.

4.3.3 Alternative Operationalizations: Volume and Project Counts.

The data permit two complementary measures of aid intensity. Aid volume captures the magni-
tude of financial commitment, while project counts capture the breadth and visibility of engage-
ment. These dimensions may operate differently: many small projects can generate more diffuse
but frequent touchpoints than a single large project. Therefore, | report results using both mea-
sures to ensure the findings are not driven by any one operationalization.
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4.4 Control Variables

To mitigate omitted variable bias, | include several control variables that may correlate with both
the dependent and independent variables. Following similar studies (Broz et al. 2020; Dreher et
al. 2018), these variables capture broader geopolitical and economic contexts between China,
African countries, and external actors. This is important because the theory does not treat aid

as the exclusive determinant of FOCAC participation. By accounting for major alternative dimen-
sions of the relationship—including bilateral trade, Chinese FDI, political alignment, U.S. assis-
tance, and recipient characteristics—the analysis asks whether the association between Chinese
ODA and leadership-supportive participation persists within a broader set of economic and politi-
cal motivations.

4.41 China-Africa Relations.

Variables reflecting bilateral political and economic ties are included, as they may shape the
strategic calculations of both China and African states. UNDIST measures the ideal-point dis-
tance between China and each African country in United Nations General Assembly (UNGA)
voting (Bailey et al. 2017). TRADE captures the total trade volume between China and the re-
spective country (International Monetary Fund 2025). FDI represents China’s foreign direct in-
vestment stock at the target country (Johns Hopkins Univeristy SAIS China-Africa Research Ini-
tiative 2025). It captures the cumulative, path-dependent commercial presence that conditions
both China’s aid calculation and African leaders’ engagement decisions.

4.4.2 Alternative Donor Support.

To account for the broader strategic environment in which the Forum on China—Africa Cooper-
ation operates, | control for U.S. official development assistance to each African country using
OECD (2025) data. The expected relationship between U.S. aid and FOCAC participation is the-
oretically ambiguous. On the one hand, greater U.S. assistance may reduce a recipient’s need to
cultivate China or increase the political costs of visibly supporting a Chinese-led institution, which
would imply lower-level representation. On the other hand, governments may cultivate China
precisely when they have access to multiple external patrons, using engagement with one donor
to strengthen their bargaining position with another. Greater U.S. engagement could therefore
encourage hedging through stronger FOCAC participation. U.S. aid may likewise affect China’s
allocation decisions through either competition for influence or strategic differentiation. | there-
fore include U.S. ODA as a control for alternative external support without imposing a directional
hypothesis.
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4.4.3 Domestic Political and Economic Characteristics.

To control for internal factors that may shape both aid allocation and participation decisions, |
include DEMOCRACY, measured using the V-Dem electoral democracy index (V-Dem 2025).
The expected relationship between democracy and FOCAC participation is theoretically ambigu-
ous. On the one hand, more democratic governments may be less institutionally similar to China
and therefore less inclined to provide visible support for Chinese leadership. On the other hand,
leaders facing greater domestic political accountability may have stronger incentives to obtain
external resources and demonstrate diplomatic and economic achievements, making Chinese
aid and high-level FOCAC engagement attractive. Regime type may likewise affect Chinese aid
allocation through several competing considerations. | therefore include democracy as a control
for domestic political institutions without imposing a directional hypothesis.

GDP (gross domestic product) captures the overall economic size of the recipient (World Bank
Group 2025b), reflecting both national importance and aid attractiveness. GDPPC (GDP per
capita) measures economic development, indicating both aid need and the extent to which a
country’s decision-making is constrained by immediate survival concerns (World Bank Group
2025a).

4.5 Data Transform

Similar to the construction of the independent variable, | calculate the three-year sum or mean of
the control variables to capture the relevant decision environment. The rationale is that leaders’
attendance decisions are influenced not only by conditions in the summit year itself but also by
recent patterns of political, economic, and diplomatic engagement.

For flow variables representing discrete transfers or exchanges, such as aid and trade, | com-
pute the three-year cumulative sum within each FOCAC cycle. For variables that capture struc-
tural or institutional conditions rather than episodic interactions-such as FDI stock, GDP, GDP
per capita, democracy score, and UN voting distance to China—I compute the three-year mean
over the same window. Using the mean avoids the conceptual issue of attributing a three-year
decision cycle to a single-year observation.

| then apply log transformations to most of these variables for two reasons. First, their distribu-
tions are highly right-skewed. Second, proportional differences are generally more interpretable
than absolute magnitudes when comparing political influences. For variables that are strictly pos-
itive (e.g., trade, GDP, and GDP per capita), | use the natural log transformation. For Chinese
and U.S. aid, as well as FDI, which include many zero observations, | apply a log(1+x) transfor-
mation to retain zero-aid cases.

Index variables, such as UN voting distance and V-Dem electoral democracy, are not log-
transformed. Instead, they are standardized (mean = 0, SD = 1) after temporal aggregation
because their original units are meaningless, and standardization makes the scale interpretable.
These transformations improve model convergence. Summary Statistics (after temporal
aggregation and transformation) can be found in Appendix Table AS.
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4.6 Model Specification

To evaluate the two hypotheses that constitute the theorized feedback relationship, | estimate
two mixed-effects models separately. | use Mixed-Effects Ordered Probit Model (Random Coun-
try Intercept + Mundlak + SessionFE) for Hypothesis 1, and Linear Mixed-Effects Model (Ran-
dom Country Intercept + Mundlak + SessionFE) for Hypothesis 2.

First, for Hypothesis 1, the dependent variable, forum attending leaders’ level, is ordinal, and
intervals between leaders’ levels aren’t necessarily equal (non-cardinal), so an ordered probit
model is appropriate. For Hypothesis 2, the dependent variable, Chinese ODA allocation, is a
continuous variable, which calls for a linear model.

Second, the dataset is a country-session panel covering nine FOCAC cycles across 54 African
countries. Countries differ in persistent characteristics, such as geographic location, historical
ties with China, and long-run strategic importance, that may influence both Chinese ODA al-
location and FOCAC attendance. Random country intercepts allow countries to have different
baseline attendance or aid-receiving levels rather than imposing a common intercept (Bell et al.
2019). They model residual clustering associated with persistent country heterogeneity, but they
do not by themselves remove potential confounding of the between-country coefficients by stable
country characteristics.

Third, | adopt a Mundlak (1978) adjustment to decompose each covariate into its within-country
deviation and between-country mean value. This “correlated random effects” specification
separately estimates associations arising from within-country changes and persistent between-
country differences while retaining the multilevel structure (Wooldridge 2010; Schunck 2013).
The within-country terms compare a country with its own average, so additive time-invariant
characteristics do not themselves supply the identifying variation, although the estimates remain
conditional on the correlated-random-effects specification. The between-country terms com-
pare countries’ average levels and may still reflect stable observed or unobserved differences
among countries. Although these averages summarize countries’ typical profiles across the
observation period, their coefficients do not estimate what would happen if aid or representation
were increased and sustained within a country over the long run. A causal interpretation of
those between-country coefficients would require the strong assumption that, conditional on the
included covariates and session fixed effects, no unobserved persistent characteristic jointly
explains countries’ typical aid exposure and typical FOCAC representation. Given plausible
factors such as historical ties and strategic importance, | interpret the between-country estimates
as descriptive of durable relationships and as suggestive evidence consistent with the theory,
not as identified causal effects. At the same time, retaining the between-country component

is a deliberate design choice rather than a second-best concession. As argued in Section 2,
the cumulative implication of the theorized feedback process lies precisely in durable between-
country differences. A fixed-effects or within-only design would discard this variation entirely
and could not, by construction, speak to the dimension in which the theory’s long-run implica-
tion resides. The Mundlak specification retains both components while making the differing
identification status of each transparent: the within-country terms are better protected against
time-invariant confounding but capture short-run adjustment the theory expects to be muted,
whereas the between-country terms capture the theoretically central long-run pattern under
weaker identification.
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Fourth, because aid and attendance are jointly strategic decisions, endogeneity remains a con-
cern even within the feedback framework. Decisions about aid or attendance may be made well
before they appear in observable data, and the underlying decision processes may overlap in
time. Reverse causality can also arise when an outcome influences its predictor through antici-
patory bargaining. To strengthen temporal ordering, | model Hypothesis 1 using lagged aid and
Hypothesis 2 using post-meeting cumulative aid windows. These choices improve sequencing,
although within-year ambiguity remains for aid recorded in the FOCAC session year, and they do
not establish causal direction.

Finally, session fixed effects absorb global shocks, shifts in China’s overall Africa strategy, and

other trends common to all countries within a FOCAC cycle. The Mundlak decomposition then

separately estimates associations arising from within-country changes over time and persistent
between-country differences.

Taken together, the mixed-effects ordered probit model with random intercepts, Mundlak adjust-
ment, and session fixed effects fits the theoretical framework and empirical context while mak-
ing the source of identifying variation transparent. For the within-country terms, additive time-
invariant characteristics do not provide the variation used to estimate the association, although
time-varying unobservables such as clandestine agreements or short-term shocks may still bias
the estimates. For the between-country terms, unobserved persistent differences may remain
confounding factors even after conditioning on the observed country means and session fixed
effects. The specification therefore estimates conditional associations rather than causal effects.

This modeling strategy aligns with the temporal ordering implied by the theory, which proposes
a sequential feedback process rather than simultaneous mutual determination. A joint structural
equation model (SEM) is in principle capable of estimating both paths of the feedback loop si-
multaneously, but requires strong assumptions, such as covariance structure of the error terms
across equations, which may not be fully defensible in this context. In contrast, estimating the
two relationships independently avoids imposing strong structural assumptions and enables a
transparent evaluation of whether each observed association is consistent with the correspond-
ing theoretical link. Given the data limitations and the complexity of aid—attendance dynamics,
this straightforward modeling strategy helps prevent overfitting and makes the results easier to
interpret and diagnose, providing a defensible approach to estimate the association between
Chinese ODA and African leaders’ attendance patterns across successive FOCAC cycles.

4.7 Model of Hypothesis 1

The model is:

Attend; , = o; + B, (Aid; ;_; — Aid;) + /3, Aid;

+ Z [Gk,w(xk,i,t—l —Xp.i) + 0 Xk,z’] + 0 + €4,
%
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In the equation, Attendft denotes country ¢’s latent propensity to occupy a higher relative-to-
expectation delegation category at FOCAC in year ¢, with the observed outcome Attend,, taking
values according to threshold cut points. The specification includes a country-specific random
intercept, ov; ~ N'(0,072). As for the Mundlak decomposition, Aid; , ; is lagged Chinese aid

to country ¢ attime t — 1, and mi denotes the country-specific mean of aid to country 2 over
time. For the two coefficients, [3,, estimates the within-country association between deviations
from a country’s typical aid level and its representation, while (3, captures descriptive between-
country differences associated with average aid levels. The same Mundlak decomposition is ap-
plied to the vector of time-varying controls, where X;, ; ;,_; denotes the k-th time-varying control
for country  at time t — 1, and X, , is its country-specific mean. Consequently, 6;. ., and 0}, , de-
note within- and between-country ‘associations for those control variables, respectfvely. FOCAC-
session fixed effects, 5t, absorb common shocks and global trends across FOCAC cycles. The
idiosyncratic error term, ¢, is assumed to be standard normal.

The observed ordered outcome is generated by threshold rules:

where 7; are cutpoints such that 7y < 75 <--- < 7; 5.

4.8 Model of Hypothesis 2

The model is:

Aid; p = o +u; + 7, (Attendi,t — Attendi) + 7, Attend,

+ Z [ek,w(xk,i,t —Xp..i) + ek,bik,i] + 0 + €44,
%

In the equation, Aidi’t denotes the log-transformed amount of Chinese aid received by country
1 in the period following FOCAC cycle t, measured as the three-year cumulative aid beginning
in the FOCAC session year t. The key explanatory variable, Attendm, is the observed FOCAC
attendance level of country ¢ at time £. The specification includes a global intercept, «/, and a
country-specific random intercept, u, ~ N(O, 03), modeling persistent heterogeneity in coun-
tries’ baseline aid levels. As for the Mundlak decomposition, attendance enters both in devia-
tions from its country-specific mean at time ¢, (Attendi’t — Attend; ), and in its time average of

country 7, Attend;. For the two coefficients, -, estimates the within-country association between
deviations from a country’s typical attendance and its subsequent aid, while -y, captures descrip-
tive between-country differences associated with systematically higher representation relative to
meeting-specific expectations. The same Mundlak decomposition is applied to the vector of time-
varying controls, where kai’t denotes the k-th time-varying control for country ¢ at time ¢ and

Yk’i is that variable’s country-specific mean. Consequently, Q,MJ and Hk,b denote within- and
between-country associations for those control variables, respectively. FOCAC-session fixed
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effects, 6t, absorb global shocks or cycle-specific changes common to all countries. The idiosyn-

cratic error term, €, ,, is assumed to be normally distributed with mean zero and variance o2,
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5 Findings and Implications

5.1 Findings of Hypothesis 1: Chinese Aid and Leaders’ Attendance

Table 1 reports regression results for Hypothesis 1, examining whether Chinese ODA provision
predicts African leaders’ attendance at FOCAC.* | estimate four models, alternating between two
measures of Chinese aid: total aid volume (Models 1 and 2) and project counts (Models 3 and
4). For each measure, | estimate a baseline model with only the key independent variable, and

a full model that incorporates all controls. Following the Mundlak adjustment, all covariates are
decomposed into within- and between-country components. Due to convergence issues, Models
2 and 4 are estimated without random intercepts; likelihood-ratio tests support this specification
choice (see Appendix Table B4).

The four ordered probit models in Table 1 provide suggestive evidence consistent with Hypoth-
esis 1, primarily through persistent between-country differences in Chinese aid relationships.
The between-country component of aid is positive and statistically significant at the .001 level
whether aid is measured by ODA volume (Models 1-2) or the number of aid projects (Models 3—
4). Countries embedded in larger, more sustained aid relationships with China tend to send dele-
gations at higher levels relative to meeting-specific protocol expectations. By contrast, the within-
country association is positive and statistically significant only for project counts in Model 3, and
it weakens once additional controls are included. The pattern is consistent with the theorized
material-stakes mechanism operating through durable relationship value and political salience,
but the dominant between-country association cannot distinguish that mechanism from persis-
tent country characteristics that influence both typical aid exposure and typical representation.

To describe the substantive magnitude of these associations, | translate the coefficients into
model-implied predicted probabilities (see Table B5 in the Appendix for full estimates and
simulation-based confidence intervals). Comparing the 25th with the 75th percentile of countries’
average aid exposure yields a roughly 15-20 percentage-point difference in the predicted prob-
ability of sending a delegation at or above China’s expected representation level (Y20), holding
short-term aid deviations at their country-specific means and evaluating the random country
intercept at its mean value. In the baseline model with a country random intercept (Model 1),
this interquartile contrast corresponds to a difference of about 19.5 percentage points. The
estimated difference attenuates somewhat—to around 15.5 percentage points—once economic,
political, and international controls are included (Model 2), but remains substantial. Project-count
measures yield comparable model-implied differences of 14—-15 percentage points.

Somewhat surprisingly, none of the geopolitical or economic control variables, including UN vot-
ing preferences, trade with China, Chinese FDI stock, U.S. aid, electoral democracy, or GDP per
capita, display reliable associations across specifications, regardless of whether we examine

*In ordered probit models, coefficients represent conditional associations with an unobserved latent variable
y*, which captures the underlying propensity of a country to occupy a higher relative-to-expectation represen-
tation category at FOCAC. The observed values of the dependent variable, (—4, -2, 0, 2), are used only to de-
fine the ordinal ranking of the four attendance categories, not the metric of the model. The estimated thresholds
(ry = —1.556, 7, = —0.354, 75 = 1.467) locate the cutpoints along this latent continuous scale, which sepa-
rate the four attendance categories (See Table B3). Thus, coefficients represent differences in the latent propensity to
occupy a higher relative-to-expectation category, not changes on the original —4/-2/0/2 scale.
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Table 1: Chinese ODA and Delegation Rank at FOCAC Meetings: Ordered Probit Models

DV: Delegation Rank Relative to Expected Level  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Aid measure Aid volume Aid volume Aid projects Aid projects
Model specification Baseline  Full model Baseline Full model
Chinese ODA Volume (Within) 0.007 -0.036
(0.041) (0.049)
Chinese ODA Volume (Between) 0.385*** 0.385**
(0.057) (0.083)
Chinese ODA Project Counts (Within) 0.286** 0.209
(0.098) (0.124)
Chinese ODA Project Counts (Between) 0.679*** 0.750***
(0.102) (0.152)
UN Voting Distance to China (Within) -0.084 -0.054
(0.088) (0.089)
UN Voting Distance to China (Between) -0.098 -0.183
(0.109) (0.111)
Trade with China (Within) -0.073 -0.108
(0.143) (0.144)
Trade with China (Between) 0.053 0.1
(0.069) (0.068)
China’s FDI Stock (Within) 0.124 0.112
(0.109) (0.109)
China’s FDI Stock (Between) 0.009 -0.063
(0.060) (0.068)
U.S. ODA Volume (Within) 0.076 0.090
(0.096) (0.097)
U.S. ODA Volume (Between) 0.073 0.056
(0.062) (0.062)
Electoral Democracy Index (Within) 0.099 0.047
(0.190) (0.188)
Electoral Democracy Index (Between) -0.039 -0.054
(0.080) (0.081)
GDP (Within) -0.031 -0.263
(1.071) (1.069)
GDP (Between) -0.081 0.023
(0.097) (0.103)
GDP per Capita (Within) -0.394 -0.111
(1.114) (1.114)
GDP per Capita (Between) 0.127 0.066
(0.118) (0.116)
Num.Obs. 429 351 429 351
AIC 878.4 696.8 870.7 691.5
Country Random Intercept Yes No Yes No
FOCAC Session Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Notes:

1. The dependent variable measures the seniority of the attending delegation relative to
the level expected for the meeting. It is calculated as the actual attendance level minus

the expected attendance level, so higher values indicate more senior-than-expected atten-
dance. For example, —4 indicates that no delegation attended a summit (0 — 4 = —4), 2
indicates that a head of state attended a ministerial meeting (4 — 2 = 2), and 0 indicates
that the delegation attended at the expected level. The resulting scores were grouped into
four categories: —4, —2, 0, and 2.

2. The models use a Mundlak decomposition to separate changes within countries over
time from differences between countries.

3. *p < 0.05; *p < 0.01; ** p < 0.001. Standard errors are in parentheses.
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their within- or between-country components. The aid relationship nevertheless remains associ-
ated with representation after accounting for these observed economic and political factors.

Overall, the findings provide suggestive evidence consistent with the claim that larger and more
durable Chinese aid relationships raise the material and political stakes of cooperation and en-
courage recipient countries to reciprocate through leadership-supportive representation. The
evidence is strongest as a descriptive pattern across countries: states with larger typical aid rela-
tionships also tend to provide stronger typical representation. Stable unobserved characteristics
may contribute to this association, while the weak within-country estimates provide little consis-
tent evidence that marginal year-to-year increases in aid are followed by immediate delegation
upgrades. The results therefore document a durable cross-country relationship that is consis-
tent with, but does not identify, the theorized material-stakes process. Notably, this asymmetry
between components is the pattern the temporal-aggregation argument in Section 2 anticipates:
once aid and representation have co-evolved into settled relationships over successive cycles,
the feedback process’s footprint should appear in durable cross-country differences rather than
in cycle-to-cycle adjustments—although, as emphasized there, stable unobserved characteristics
would leave the same signature.

5.2 Findings of Hypothesis 2: Leaders’ Attendance and Subsequent Chinese Aid
Allocation

For Hypothesis 2, | estimate four linear mixed-effects Mundlak models, investigating the associ-
ation between African leaders’ FOCAC attendance and subsequent Chinese aid allocation.® The
independent variable, FOCAC attendance, is recoded into a four-point numeric scale (1—4), with
higher values indicating higher relative-to-expectation representation. Among the four models,
Models 1 and 2 measure the dependent variable, Chinese aid, as three-year cumulative volume,
while Models 3 and 4 measure it with project counts. For each measure, | estimate a baseline
model with only the attendance variable, and a full model with all controls. All specifications in-
clude random country intercepts and FOCAC-session fixed effects. Further, all time-varying co-
variates, including the attendance variable, have been decomposed into within- and between-
country components, following the Mundlak adjustment.®

Table 2 reports estimates from the four linear mixed-effects models.

The results provide suggestive evidence consistent with Hypothesis 2, primarily through persis-
tent between-country differences in FOCAC representation. The between-country component
of attendance—capturing countries’ typical representation relative to meeting-specific protocol
expectations—is positive and statistically significant whether aid is measured as ODA volume

®When attendance serves as the dependent variable (Hypothesis 1), | model it as an ordered outcome, reflecting
the discrete nature of delegation choices. When it serves as an explanatory variable (Hypothesis 2), | treat it as a
continuous measure reflecting the substantive assumption that representation at progressively higher levels relative to
protocol expectations conveys incrementally stronger leadership support.

®Control variables are measured contemporaneously with the aid outcome (cycle t) rather than lagged. These
controls—trade, UN voting, FDI, U.S. aid, GDP, democracy—are treated as slowly evolving structural features and
are included to account for observed diplomatic, economic, and political differences. This timing choice does not
eliminate the broader possibility of unobserved confounding. See Appendix B.7 for further discussion.
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Table 2: FOCAC Attendance and Chinese ODA Allocation: Linear Mixed-Effects Models

DV: Chinese ODA Allocation Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
QOutcome measure ODA volume ODA volume ODA projects ODA projects
Model specification Baseline Full model Baseline Full model
Relative Delegation Rank (Within) 0.148 0.023 0.157*** 0.103*
(0.110) (0.118) (0.046) (0.045)
Relative Delegation Rank (Between) 2.281** 1.276* 1.373*** 0.858***
(0.331) (0.388) (0.186) (0.205)
UN Voting Distance to China (Within) -0.098 -0.101*
(0.104) (0.040)
UN Voting Distance to China (Between) 0.156 0.236*
(0.186) (0.098)
Trade with China (Within) 0.238 0.072
(0.175) (0.068)
Trade with China (Between) 0.096 -0.032
(0.117) (0.062)
China’s FDI Stock (Within) -0.271* 0.044
(0.129) (0.050)
China’s FDI Stock (Between) 0.217* 0.205***
(0.097) (0.051)
U.S. ODA Volume (Within) -0.015 -0.049
(0.118) (0.045)
U.S. ODA Volume (Between) 0.021 0.038
(0.106) (0.056)
Electoral Democracy Index (Within) 0.581* 0.107
(0.225) (0.086)
Electoral Democracy Index (Between) 0.235 0.113
(0.135) (0.072)
GDP (Within) 2.605* 0.434
(1.288) (0.499)
GDP (Between) -0.193 -0.267**
(0.167) (0.089)
GDP per Capita (Within) -2.371 -0.471
(1.333) (0.515)
GDP per Capita (Between) -0.282 -0.058
(0.191) (0.101)
Num.Obs. 428 351 428 351
AIC 1591.6 1312.0 892.0 709.9
ICC 0.175 0.142 0.328 0.316
Country Random Intercept Yes Yes Yes Yes
FOCAC Session Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Notes:

1. Models 1 and 2 use Chinese ODA volume as the dependent variable, whereas Mod-
els 3 and 4 use the number of Chinese ODA projects.

2. Relative delegation rank measures the seniority of the attending delegation relative
to the level expected for the meeting. Higher values indicate more senior-than-expected
attendance.

3. The models use a Mundlak decomposition to separate changes within countries over
time from differences between countries.

4. ICC denotes the intraclass correlation coefficient.

5. *p < 0.09; *p < 0.01; ** p < 0.001. Standard errors are in parentheses.

(Models 1-2) or project counts (Models 3—4). Countries that persistently represent themselves
at higher levels relative to FOCAC’s protocol expectations tend to receive systematically more
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Chinese aid in the subsequent three-year cycle. Within-country variation tells a different story.
Short-term increases in attendance are positively associated with project counts in the baseline
specification (Model 3), but this association is smaller, less robust to controls, and does not ex-
tend to aid volume. The evidence is therefore considerably stronger for descriptive cross-country
differences in the China—FOCAC relationship than for year-to-year changes in delegation rank.

To clarify the substantive magnitude, | translate the coefficients into model-implied multiplicative
differences in aid’ (see Table B6 in the Appendix for full details). The estimated differences

are particularly pronounced for the between-country component of attendance, which captures
persistent differences in countries’ typical representation levels at FOCAC. A one-category
difference in countries’ average relative-to-expectation attendance scores corresponds to nearly
a ten-fold difference in predicted aid in the baseline volume model (Model 1). Adding economic,
political, and international controls (Model 2) attenuates this estimate, but the between-country
association remains substantial: more than a three-and-a-half-fold difference in predicted aid.
Project counts show a comparable pattern, with higher average attendance associated with
roughly a four-fold difference in the baseline model and a two-to-three-fold difference once
controls are added. Within-country coefficients, by contrast, imply differences of 2 to 17 percent
and are far less consistent.

Several control variables, including economic size, trade ties, and political institutions, are also
significantly associated with Chinese aid allocation in some specifications, but these associations
vary across models and do not disturb the central finding. Importantly, the between-country at-
tendance coefficients remain large and statistically significant after conditioning on market size,
regime type, alignment with major powers, and a range of other observed covariates. These con-
trols do not account for the association between persistent FOCAC representation and subse-
quent aid, although unobserved persistent country characteristics may still confound it.

Taken together, the results provide suggestive evidence consistent with Hypothesis 2 primarily
through the stable between-country association between FOCAC representation and subsequent
Chinese aid. The within-country coefficients indicate only modest and inconsistent associations
between one-off increases in African delegation rank and subsequent aid, while countries that
persistently represent themselves at higher levels relative to FOCAC’s protocol expectations
also tend to receive systematically more Chinese aid volume and projects. The same asym-
metry between stable between-country associations and weaker within-country associations
appears across models for both hypotheses. This descriptive pattern—between-country domi-
nance paired with weak within-country adjustment—is the signature that Section 2’s temporal-
aggregation argument expects from a feedback process iterated over many cycles of persistent
relationships, and it is consistent with durable political relationships and with the paper’s primary
symbolic-reward logic. It does not, however, establish that representation causes subsequent
material support or that the theorized feedback process dynamically unfolds within countries dur-
ing the observed period. The observational models also cannot distinguish symbolic reward from
the complementary information-screening and summit-generated-agreement channels discussed
in the theory. The evidence is therefore consistent with the predicted participation-to-aid relation-
ship without identifying either its causal effect or the relative contribution of each pathway.

"Because the dependent variable is log(1+Aid), coefficients represent differences in log(1+Aid), and the multiplica-
tive quantities reported here apply to (1+Aid) rather than to raw aid values. This distinction matters most when aid
levels are low.
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6 Conclusion

This paper investigates the theorized feedback relationship between foreign aid and leadership
support in informal institutions. Drawing on hierarchy research to theorize leadership as rela-
tional, | argue that larger aid relationships raise the material stakes and political salience of ties
with a rising power, giving recipient states stronger incentives to reciprocate through represen-
tation that meets or exceeds meeting-specific protocol expectations. Such relative representa-
tion constitutes an observable form of leadership recognition. For the participation-to-aid rela-
tionship, the primary theoretical mechanism is symbolic reward. Rising powers may value this
recognition and have incentives to reward and reproduce it through subsequent aid. Information
screening and summit-generated agreements provide theoretically distinct complementary path-
ways that can generate the same participation-to-aid relationship. Empirical analysis of China’s
Forum on China-Africa Cooperation from 2000 to 2024 provides suggestive evidence consis-
tent with both predicted relationships, primarily through persistent between-country differences.
Countries’ typical aid relationships and typical representation patterns are strongly associated,
whereas within-country associations are substantially weaker and less consistent. The between-
country results are descriptive of durable cross-country relationships and may reflect unobserved
persistent characteristics, including historical ties or strategic importance, that shape both aid
and representation. Because the within-country associations are weak, the analysis does not
show aid and representation dynamically responding to one another within countries over the
observed period. At the same time, as the theory section argues, a feedback process that has
iterated over two decades of persistent relationships should leave its principal footprint in exactly
such durable between-country differences, with only muted within-country adjustment once rela-
tionships have settled. The evidence is therefore consistent with the theorized dynamic feedback
process—indeed, concentrated where that process’s cumulative signature should appear—but

it does not identify its causal effects. It also does not establish that symbolic reward is the most
important mechanism or separately identify the relative contribution of the alternative pathways.

The paper extends the aid literature by conceptualizing leadership recognition as a distinct po-
tential political return associated with aid, separate from the policy alignment emphasized in
much of the existing literature, and by documenting a strong empirical association between aid
relationships and leadership-supportive representation. It also devises a standardized measure
of leadership support based on delegation rank relative to the convening power’s expectations—
a deviation-from-expectation approach that captures signal intensity relative to forum-level norms
and enables comparison across meeting types and over time.

The analysis highlights informal intergovernmental organizations’ (IlGOs) distinctive role in great-
power leadership competition. Unlike formal IGOs where rising powers often lack structural ad-
vantages, IIGOs allow rising powers to position themselves at the center from the outset. Par-
ticipation is generally not legally compelled, but it remains structured by diplomatic expecta-
tions about appropriate representation. The meaningful signal therefore lies in whether states
meet, exceed, or fall below those expectations, making delegation choices a form of symbolic
recognition that is especially visible in informal institutions. This points to an important distinction
between rising and incumbent powers. Rising powers that lack structural advantages in estab-
lished international institutions may have particularly strong incentives to create informal forums
in which they occupy the institutional center and can visibly cultivate recognition of their leader-
ship. By contrast, the United States, as the incumbent hegemon, exercises leadership through a

30



postwar international architecture in which its influence has long been deeply institutionalized.
This does not mean that incumbent powers have no use for informal forums or summit diplo-
macy. Rather, they are less dependent on constructing new institutions specifically to establish
their status as international leaders. For rising powers such as China, institutions such as FO-
CAC can therefore perform an especially important leadership-building function.

The findings invite reflection on China’s broader international strategy. Beijing officially frames
forums like FOCAC as “South-South cooperation,” horizontal partnerships among developing
nations. Yet the persistent association between aid relationships and leadership-supportive par-
ticipation is consistent with a more hierarchical dimension of FOCAC, in which material relation-
ships coexist with visible practices of recognition and institutional centrality. The pattern res-
onates with historical antecedents, such as the tribute system in early modern East Asia, a re-
gional order characterized by hierarchy and legitimacy (Kang 2010). In the tribute system, pe-
ripheral states acknowledged China’s centrality through ritualized participation and received ma-
terial and symbolic benefits in return. The parallel is necessarily limited: FOCAC lacks the ex-
plicit status differentiation of the tribute system, and African states retain far greater autonomy.
Still, both settings illustrate how material exchange and symbolic recognition can become inter-
twined within hierarchical relationships.

Viewed this way, China’s institution-building may represent an alternative order running paral-
lel to the U.S.-led liberal international order (LIO). While remaining economically engaged with
the LIO, China quietly cultivates its own institutional sphere centered on leadership of the Global
South. This strategy avoids direct confrontation with the United States and the West, consistent
with Beijing’s stated preference for a “new type of great power relations” (7 2 K H 5% &) in
which major powers coexist without conflict. Informal forums offer a venue for this parallel con-
struction: spaces where China’s leadership is structurally embedded, and the rules of engage-
ment differ from those governing Western-designed institutions.

While China commits heavily to informal institutions, other rising powers have taken different
paths. Russia convenes forums primarily with immediate neighbors, reflecting limited global
reach. Brazil, despite global aspirations, has mainly worked through existing multilateral orga-
nizations like the UN system. When Brazil creates regional groupings, they tend toward more
formal structures with acts, treaties, and institutional scaffolding, such as the Southern Common
Market (Mercosur) and the Union of South American Nations (USAN). India faces different con-
straints: Pakistan’s presence makes South Asian cooperation difficult, so New Delhi has focused
on gaining influence within existing global institutions, particularly through its pursuit of UN Secu-
rity Council reform. To compare, China’s position is already a permanent member of the Security
Council, it does not need the institutional access that Brazil and India seek.

Systematic comparison of these institutional strategies would be valuable. Under what conditions
do rising powers prefer informal forums to reform efforts in existing institutions? How do foreign
policy traditions—Brazil’'s multilateralist orientation, China’s bilateral preferences—shape these
choices? And what determines success? Brazil/\Venezuela’s regional forums, such as USAN,
have achieved limited results; China’s appear more effective at generating sustained participa-
tion. Whether this reflects resource asymmetries or formality of institutional design remains un-
clear.

Future work might also probe generalizability of the findings. Do the same feedback dynam-
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ics operate in China-CELAC, China-Arab States, or forums convened by other rising powers?
Would the findings on the aid-attendance relationship travel to other economic instruments like
trade and investment? Disaggregating aid types is another promising direction. The present
analysis treats ODA as a single category, but different aid types—budget support, infrastructure
projects, or technical assistance—may generate different participation responses.

The findings also raise questions about U.S.—China competition in Africa. China’s use of FO-
CAC suggests that great-power competition can involve not only resources and policy align-
ment but also the construction of institutional settings in which states publicly recognize political
leadership. U.S. engagement with Africa has historically taken a different and often more selec-
tive institutional form (Marsai 2025; The White House 2025). The present analysis does not test
whether the United States seeks comparable forms of leadership recognition or whether African
governments treat Chinese and U.S. engagement as substitutes, complements, or sources of
bargaining leverage. Future research could compare how economic resources translate into in-
stitutional followership across Chinese- and U.S.-led arrangements and examine how African
governments strategically navigate between them.

The broader implications concern contemporary international order. Rising powers face struc-
tural barriers in existing multilateral institutions, yet they may use tools such as foreign aid in
efforts to build institutionalized leadership that does not depend on reforming organizations de-
signed by others. For participating states, these institutions may create opportunities to use re-
lationships with rising powers to pursue material as well as diplomatic objectives. Whether this
pattern represents a durable feature of great-power competition—a stable equilibrium of parallel
orders—or a transitional phase leading toward deeper contestation remains to be observed.
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Appendices

A Data and Measurement

A.1 FOCAC Institutional Background

Table A1: Overview of the nine FOCAC Ministerial Meetings and Summits

Session Year Duration Days Location Conference Level Top Leader from China
1 2000 3 China minister Jiang Zemin
2 2003 2 Ethiopia minister Wen Jiabao
3 2006 3 China summit and minister Hu Jintao
4 2009 2 Egypt minister Wen Jiabao
5 2012 2 China minister Hu Jintao
6 2015 2 South Africa summit and minister  Xi Jinping
7 2018 3 China summit and minister  Xi Jinping
8 2021 2 Senegal minister Xi Jinping
9 2024 3 China summit and minister  Xi Jinping

Note: Information is drawn from the official websites of the Forum on China—Africa
Cooperation (FOCAC) (http://www.focac.org) and the Chinese government
(https://www.gov.cn). Table created by the author.

A.2 Data Sources

Table A2: Data Source of Leader Attendance

Source Name

Source Description

Source Main Page

Ministry of Foreign

Affairs, China

Forum on
China-Africa
Cooperation

The State Council

of China

Institute of
Developing
Economies
(IDE-JETRO)

Xinhua News
Agency

Government Official Website of the Chinese
Ministry of Foreign Affairs

FOCAC Official Website, Operated by the
Secretariat of the Chinese Follow-up
Committee of FOCAC

Government Official Website of the Chinese
State Council

External Trade Organization, Affiliated with
Japanese Government

The state news agency of China
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http://www.focac.org

https://www.gov.cn

https://www.ide.go.jp/English

http://www.xinhuanet.com


http://www.focac.org
https://www.gov.cn

Table A2: Data Source of Leader Attendance (continued)

Source Name Source Description Source Main Page

The National Government Official Website of the Chinese  http://www.npc.gov.cn

People’s Congress  Congress

of China

Huanqiu Net State-Controlled Central News Website https://huangiu.com,
www.globaltimes.cn

China Internet State-Controlled Central News Website http://www.china.com.cn

Information Center

China News The second largest state news agency of www.chinanews.com

Service China

Standardized Attendance Levels

Table A3: Distribution of Standardized Attendance Levels

Standardized Attendance Level -4 -2 -1 0 1 2
Count 26 155 13 246 9 34

Table A4: Distribution of Collapsed Standardized Attendance Levels

Standardized Attendance Level (Collapsed) -4 -2 0 2
Count 26 168 246 43

Summary Statistics
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Table A5: Summary Statistics

Variable N Mean SD Median Min Max  Skew Kurtosis
Leaders’ Attendance Level 482 -0.726 1.435 0.000 -4.000 2.000 -0.182 -0.179
Chinese ODA Volume 432 3.666 1.865 4,026 0.000 7.921 -0.401 -0.571
Chinese ODA Project Counts 432  2.337 1.015 2485 0.000 4.394 -0.809 0.218
UN Voting Distance to China 427 0.320 0.210 0.274  0.021 1425 1.674 4.090
Trade with China 407 7.215 2.158 7435 -0.233 12.131 -0.500 0.071
China’s FDI Stock 378 4258 2.341 4558 0.000 8.738 -0.254 -0.922
U.S. ODA Volume 426 4.994 2.179 5378 0.000 8513 -0.722 -0.371
V-Dem Electoral Democracy Index 429  0.405 0.190 0.380 0.067 0.801 0.322 -0.956
GDP 424 23.055 1.625 23.123 18.186 26.976 0.063 -0.152
GDP per capita 424 7.138 1.056 6.965 4.760 9.753 0.381 -0.516
A.5 Annual Chinese Aid
Annual Chinese Aid, 2000-2021
FOCAC years highlighted in red
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Figure A1: Annual Chinese Aid, 2000-2021
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Cumulative Chinese Aid in Each FOCAC Cycle (2000-2018)

Each bar shows total Chinese aid in the FOCAC year plus the next two years
(e.g., 2000 covers 2000-2002).
The 2021 bar is omitted because aid data for 2022—-2023 are unavailable.
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Figure A2: Cumulative Chinese Aid in Each FOCAC Cycle (2000-2018)
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B Model Diagnostics and Estimation Notes

B.1 Multicollinearity

Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) diagnostics (See Appendix Table B1) shows that all adjusted GVIF
values are within acceptable bounds, and the moderate collinearity observed for within-country
GDP measures is expected in panel models with time fixed effects and does not threaten infer-
ence.

Table B1: Generalized Variance Inflation Factors (GVIF)

Variable GVIF Df GVIF_adj Collinearity

Chinese ODA Volume (Within) 1.323 1 1.150 Low collinearity
Chinese ODA Volume (Between) 2199 1 1.483 Low collinearity

UN Voting Distance to China (Within) 1170 1 1.082 Low collinearity

UN Voting Distance to China (Between) 1.262 1 1.123 Low collinearity
Trade with China (Within) 4.371 1 2.091 Low collinearity
Trade with China (Between) 3.897 1 1.974 Low collinearity
China’s FDI Stock (Within) 6.064 1 2.462 Low collinearity
China’s FDI Stock (Between) 3.368 1 1.835 Low collinearity

U.S. ODA Volume (Within) 1.343 1 1.159 Low collinearity

U.S. ODA Volume (Between) 3.745 1 1.935 Low collinearity
Electoral Democracy Index (Within) 1.191 1 1.091 Low collinearity
Electoral Democracy Index (Between) 1444 1 1.202 Low collinearity
GDP (Within) 52233 1 7.227 Moderate collinearity
GDP (Between) 5380 1 2.319 Low collinearity
GDP per Capita (Within) 30.467 1 5.520 Moderate collinearity
GDP per Capita (Between) 3.661 1 1.913 Low collinearity

Year Fixed Effects 28.106 6 1.320 Low collinearity

B.2 Parallel-Regression Assumption

To assess whether the parallel regression (proportional odds) assumption holds for my ordered
probit models, | conduct a nominal effects test on a non-mixed-effects baseline model for core
predictors. The results (See Table B2 in the Appendix) show no evidence of violation for the pro-
portional odds assumption, no matter it is within-country or between-country measures of Chi-
nese aid (volume and project counts). These results confirm that the ordered probit specification
is appropriate for the data.

37



Table B2: Nominal Effects Tests for Within- and Between-Country Effects

Predictor Df Log Likelihood AIC LRT Pr(>Chi)
Panel A: Chinese ODA Volume Model

Within-country Chinese ODA 2 -425.22 878.43 3.27 0.1946
Between-country Chinese ODA (mean) 2 -426.19 880.38 1.33 0.5148
FOCAC session 12 -257.73 567.47 338.24 <2e-16
Panel B: Chinese ODA Project Counts Model

Within-country Chinese projects 2 -420.54 869.08 547 0.06475
Between-country Chinese projects (mean) 2 -422.33 872.67 1.89 0.38904
FOCAC session 14 -255.51 563.02 33554 <2e-16

B.3 Outcome Variable Thresholds for the Mixed-Effects Ordered Probit Model

The dependent variable, forum attendance, is a four-category ordinal variable, and most of its
observations fall in the middle categories, with relatively few in the extreme categories. To as-
sess whether this imbalance poses a modeling issue, | estimate an intercept only model with
neither covariates nor random effects, producing baseline cutpoints that map the marginal dis-
tribution of the outcome on the latent probit scale (See Table B3). It shows that thresholds are
well-ordered and reasonably spaced, suggesting that the ordered probit model is not distorted
by sparse outcome categories. At the same time, the distribution implies that observations in ex-
treme categories are relatively rare, which may reduce precision for estimates involving those
categories. The risk of numerical difficulties is higher in saturated specifications, such as those
with random effects and many controls (Long and Freese 2006). These thresholds differ from
those in the main regression models estimated with covariates.

Table B3: Estimated Cutpoints from an Intercept-Only Ordered Probit Model

Threshold Interpretation Estimate
1(-4|-2) Boundary between categories -4 and -2 -1.556
1(-2|0) Boundary between categories -2 and 0 -0.354
1(0]2) Boundary between categories 0 and 2 1.467

B.4 Random Intercept Specification and Likelihood-Ratio Tests

For Hypothesis 1, the mixed-effects specifications with random country intercepts and the full

set of control variables fail to yield a well-defined variance—covariance matrix, likely due to over-
parameterization relative to the outcome variable’s distribution. | therefore retain random inter-
cepts in the baseline models (Models 1 and 3) but estimate the full-control models (Models 2 and
4) as pooled Mundlak specifications without them.

Likelihood-ratio tests support this specification choice: the tests provide no evidence that the
randome-intercept variance exceeds zero (aid volume model: p = 0.44; aid project model: p =
0.50; see Table B4). Conditional on the Mundlak terms and session fixed effects, the models
therefore show little additional residual variance attributable to a random country intercept. This
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result does not imply that the between-country coefficients are free of confounding by unob-
served persistent country characteristics. Importantly, the substantive associations for the aid
variables are consistent across both specifications.

Table B4: Random Intercept LR Tests (Including 03)

Model logLik_noRE logLik RE LR df p_value_mixture sigma_u2

Volume -332.51 -3325 0.02 1 0.44 0.01
Project -329.60 -329.6 0.00 1 0.50 0.00

B.5 Model-Implied Attendance Differences Across Chinese Aid Levels

Table B5 reports model-implied average marginal differences associated with the between-
country Chinese aid component for Hypothesis 1, expressed in percentage points. The 95%
confidence intervals in brackets are calculated from parametric simulation. The quantity is the
average discrete difference in Pr (Y=0) when comparing the 25th and 75th percentiles of the
between-country mean of lagged log(1+Aid), with within-country deviations set to zero. For
mixed-effects ordered probit models (CLMM), Models 1 and 3, predictions are evaluated at the
mean of the country random intercept (u; = 0); for models without random effects (CLM), Mod-
els 2 and 4, predictions are based on the fixed-effects linear predictor. The calculation depends
on the cutpoints, the full linear predictor (including controls), and the estimation sample. Because
the contrast is between countries’ average aid levels, it should be interpreted descriptively rather
than as the effect of changing aid within a country.

Table B5: Model-Implied Attendance Differences Across Chinese Aid Levels

Average model-implied differences (country-weighted): Pr (Y 2 0)

Volume: Base  Volume: Full Project: Base Project: Full
Aid Contrast Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
Aid volume (between) P25 — P75 19.5[13.8,24.8] 15.5[8.9, 21.6]
Aid projects (between) P25 — P75 14.8[10.3,18.9] 14.4[8.7, 19.4]

B.6 Model-Implied Aid Differences by FOCAC Attendance

Table B6 reports exp(ﬁ), the model-implied fold difference in (1 + Aid) associated with a one-
unit difference in FOCAC attendance. Between-country quantities compare countries with dif-
ferent average attendance levels; within-country quantities compare deviations from country-
specific means. Because the dependent variable is log(1 + Aid), the multiplicative quantities ap-
ply to (1 + Aid), not Aid itself. Neither quantity is presented as a causally identified effect.
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Table B6: Model-Implied Aid Differences by FOCAC Attendance (Fold Difference in 1+ Aid)

Aid Measure Attendance Component Model1 Model 2 Model3 Model 4

Volume: Base Between 9.79x%

Volume: Full Between 3.58x

Project: Base Between 3.95x

Project: Full Between 2.36x%
Volume: Base Within 1.16%

Volume: Full Within 1.02x

Project: Base  Within 1.17x

Project: Full Within 1.11x%

B.7 Control Variable Timing

The timing of control variables in the model of Hypothesis 2 is explained here. The values of
control variables at time ¢ reflect their cumulative amounts in the three years on and after the
FOCAC year. In principle, controls at FOCAC cycle t should not confound attendance at time

t. Nonetheless, | argue that it is more appropriate to condition on covariates measured in the
same FOCAC cycle t as the aid outcome. First, all controls, such as trade with China, UN vot-
ing preference, Chinese FDI stock, U.S. aid, GDP per capita, and democracy indicators, are cu-
mulative measures reflecting structural features that evolve slowly over time. Therefore, using
contemporaneous cycle t variables helps account for observed diplomatic alignment, economic
interdependence, and long-run strategic ties that may be related to both delegation decisions
and China’s subsequent aid allocations. Second, lagging all controls by one cycle would reduce
the panel from eight to seven FOCAC cycles per country, resulting in information loss without
eliminating the remaining identification limitations. Finally, | do not expect these controls to be
consequences of a country’s delegation level at a FOCAC meeting; their inclusion is therefore
not intended to condition on post-treatment variables. This timing choice does not remove the
broader possibility of unobserved confounding.
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