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 This summer’s passage of the $307 
billion, 673 page U.S. farm bill is not only 
of interest to pundits and politicians.  For 
social scientists this is a classic example 
of pork generated through the legislative 
process.  Some of the explanations for 
these distortionary policies include: po-
litical overrepresentation of farm states in 
the Senate, a powerful agriculture com-
mittee, and the role of money in politics.  
 The goal of this paper is not a 
review of the literature on the topic.1  
Our contribution is a think-piece to 
discuss the plausibility of existing 
theories of U.S. agriculture policy by 
using simple descriptive data.  We 
conclude that most of these theories 
fall short in providing an explanation 
for this policy area and we suggest 
some other avenues for future research.  
 

American Exceptionalism?1.1 

Numerous explanations for U.S. agricul-
tural policy focus on relatively unique 
aspects of political institutions in the 
United States.  For example, the power of 
congressional committees in the legisla-
tive process and the overrepresentation 
of agricultural states in the Senate are 
two common explanations for the gener-
ous support provided to U.S. agricultural 
producers.  We believe that before look-
ing at what institutional features makes 
the U.S. different from other countries, 
a more fundamental question must be 
asked.  Is the U.S. exceptional in the 
level of support to agriculture producers?
 U.S. farm support is exceptional 

1   For a review on the political economy of ag-
riculture see De Gorter and Swinnen (2002).

Where's the Beef? The Political Economy 
of U.S. Agriculture Policy1

in some ways, but not in the high costs 
of farm support.  Almost all developed 
countries provide generous support to 
agriculture producers.  Anderson and 
Hayami (1996) note this development 
paradox, where developing countries tend 
to tax agriculture and rich countries sub-
sidize agriculture.2  What is exceptional 
about the United States is its relatively 
low levels of agricultural support, at least 
relative to other developed countries.3  
 The clearest presentation can be 
found in Eliott (2006, 23) where bud-
getary support for farmers (producer 
support estimates, PSE) account for 
17% of gross farm receipts in the 
United States, compared to the OECD 
average of 30%.4  Only Australia and 
New Zealand offer lower levels of sup-
port.  A similar picture emerges when 
we compare average tariff rates on raw 
products, where the average ad valorem 
tariff on raw agriculture products is 
5.5% in the United States, as compared 
to 13.2% in the EU and 42.3% in Korea.  
 We believe that this simple em-
pirical point may require rethinking of 
some existing research strategies.  Some 
scholars attempt to explain the levels of 
agriculture support for selecting a single 
case (the U.S.) with a low value on the 

2  See Honma and Hayami (1986) and 
Lindert (1991).
3  See Gawande and Hoekman (2006), Park 
and Jensen (2007), Thies and Porche (2007), 
and Daugbjerg and Swinbank (Forthcom-
ing) for cross-national studies of agriculture 
support.
4 Total agriculture support as a percent-
age of GDP stands at 0.9% compared to an 
OECD average of 1.2%.
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dependent variable (farm support) as an 
empirical test on why agriculture receives 
generous government subsidies.  We are 
skeptical in the ability of this research 
design strategy to uncover the political 
determinants of agriculture subsidies.

1.2  Agriculture Everywhere:  The 
Geography of Farming

 This point on the relatively low 
levels of agriculture support in the U.S. 
gives us the opportunity to reformulate 
the research question.  Why does agricul-
ture benefit from such generous support 
relative to other industries in the United 

States?  The level of support offered to 
agriculture is especially striking due to 
the small number of Americans mak-
ing their living from farming. In 2006, 
Farm employment consisted of only 1.6% 
of total employment in the United States.5 
 One answer offered relates to 
the political geography of agricul-
tural production.  In short, agriculture is 
geographically dispersed across a 
number of states leading to overrep-
resentation of farming interests in 
the Senate.6  In the original Senate version 
of the 2008 farm bill was substantially 
more generous than the House version.7  

this heterogeneity of agriculture is 
reflected in interest group activity.  The 
once monolithic farm bloc has been 
replaced by various commodity groups.  
Corn producers have benefited from 
ethanol subsidies, while ranchers (depen-
dent on corn for feedstock) are predicted 
to suffer losses from increased corn 
prices.   
 What does the geography of 
production look like when we break 
down agriculture by commodity?  
5  http://www.bea.gov/regional.
6  Thies (1998).
7  This is in contrast to existing work that 
points out the free trade leanings of the Sen-
ate relative to the House.  Many scholars ar-
gue that the free trade bias of the Senate is due 
to the larger consistency, yet Karol (2007) 
finds strong chamber effects, where Sena-
tors representing the same geographic area 
as House members are more pro-free trade.

In Figure 1 we present farm payments 
by U.S. county in 2005.  Although 
farm payments tend to be concentrated 
in the Midwest and South, all states 
benefit from farm subsidies to varying 
degrees.  If we add other elements of 
the farm bill, such as food stamps and 
school nutrition programs, essentially 
every district benefits from farm policy.  
Many of the main beneficiaries of farm 
commodity support are relatively small 
states (by population) such as Kansas 
and Iowa.  This is prima facie evidence 
for the overrepresentation of farm states.
 Not so fast.  The lumping together 
of all farmers and farm payments into 
a single category isn’t that far from 
aggregating services or manufactur-
ing into a single category masking the 
tremendous heterogeneity within these 
sectors.  Although farmers share some 
of the same preferences, such as a desire 

Fig. 1: Farm Payments by County 
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In Figures 2-5 we present data on pro-
duction of Corn, Wheat, Cotton, and 
Rice, four of the most supported crops.8  
While corn and wheat fit the pattern of 
geographic dispersion, rice and cotton 
are extremely concentrated.  Roughly 
half of the rice production is in Arkansas, 
while a large number of states produce 
corn.  If we had to rank the generosity 
of these programs we would probably 
rank rice and cotton as the most gener-
ous (proposals to cap payment amounts 
would affect these producers the most) 
followed by corn and then wheat.  Other 
farmers that enjoy high levels of sup-
port include sugar, supported by price 
support and quotas, and dairy produc-
ers lifted by government purchases of 
milk to keep prices high (Milk Income 
Loss Contract).  While dairy is rela-
tively disbursed, sugar is concentrated 

8 Three commodities (corn, wheat and soy-
beans) consumed nearly 75% of the payments.

Fig. 2: U.S. Corn Production by County Fig. 3: U.S. Wheat Production by County

in a small number of states. 
 It is difficult for us to make heads 
or tails of the geography of produc-
tion and how these relate to the level 
of agriculture support.  One possible 
explanation is that agriculture policy 
is jointly determined by the House and 
the Senate, thus eyeballing concentra-
tion by geographic area missed the 
political concentration or dispe sion 
of production.  What does representa-

Fig. 5: Rice Production by County

tion  by congressional district look like?
 A minority of congressional districts 
are agriculture districts.  According to 
Knutson et al. (1995), only 71 of the 
435 congressional districts represent 
“agriculture votes.”  Differentiating by 
commodities, the political power of 
agriculture is even more concentrated.  
Wilson and Featerstone (1999) find that 
for 14 commodities, the top 4 congres-
sional districts produced an average 
of 42% of U.S. output. The least con-

centrated crop was hay, where the top 
four producing congressional districts 
produced 14.9% of U.S. production.  The 
most concentrated crops by production 
of the top four congressional districts 
are sunflowers (100%), wool (84.1%), 
eggs (78.9%) and barley (67.5%).  
How does this map into farm subsi-
dies? It turns out that 20 congressional 
districts accounted for over half of the 
agriculture subsidies in 2007.9 Thus, if 
we can make any simple claim about 
agriculture subsidies, it is that a hand-
ful of congressional districts benefit 
handsomely from US agriculture policy.  
While an analysis of the levels of sup-
port and the geographic concentration 
of production are beyond the scope of 
this essay, it is interesting that the most 
concentrated crops include one of the 

9  http://farm.ewg.org/sites/farmbill2007/
cdlist.php

Feature Essay...continued from page 2

Fig. 4: Cotton Production by County
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most protected commodities (wool) 
and one of the least protected (eggs).
 Our point is that political geog-
raphy of agriculture production may 
hold some insights into farm policy, but 
claims about dispersion/concentration 
of production are too simple to account 
for the cross-commodity variation.10    

1.3 Bringing Home the Bacon

 Another argument utilized to ac-
count for the size of US agriculture sup-
port is the structure of the U.S. committee 
system, where legislators can use their 
position on agriculture committees to 
bring federal dollars back to their district. 
 Agricultural policy is often used as 
a classic example of legislative pork, 
where members of congress support local 
agriculture interests.  Many scholars of 
American politics have focused on the 
role of individual politicians within this 
weak party system, where incumbents 
secure pork for their districts.11  More 
generally, comparative work on trade 

10 Simple collective action explanations 
also seem to fail to account for these cross-
commodity variation in agriculture support.
11 See, Ferejohn (1974), Mayhew (1974), 
and Weingast and Marshall (1988).

policy (McGillivray 1997, 2004) finds 
that majoritarian systems with weak 
party discipline privilege safe districts 
over marginal districts. Although consid-
erable debate exists on the composition 
of committees in general, the agricul-
ture committee in the House is seen as 
both a high demand outlier committee, 
and a classic constituency committee 
(Hurwitz et al 2001).12  Legislators from 
agriculture states join the agriculture 
committee to bring home the bacon.
 Rather than review this vast litera-
ture on committees, let us think about 
the logic linking committees to farm 
legislation.  Two points can be made on 
the role of committees.  First, agriculture 
committees, compared to a system of 
no committees, lead to more generous 
farm bills.  Second, committees can lead 
to higher levels of benefits to commit-
tee members, affecting the distribution 
of farm subsidies across legislators.  
 This first point is the most difficult 
to address in this essay.  What is the 
effect of a strong committee system 
on the overall level of farm subsidies?  
We leave this tough question for other 
scholars, but it is worth pointing again 

12 See Krehbiel (1990) for an alterna-
tive view of the role of committees. 

that the US is unique in the relatively 
low levels of agriculture subsidies.  
 The second issue (the distribution of 
farm subsidies) is easier to address.  Does 
membership on a committee allow legis-
lators to bring home pork?  Note that the 
appropriate counterfactual is not whether 
or not members of the agriculture com-
mittee secure more agriculture subsidies 
than non-members (they clearly do). A 
more interesting question is whether 
membership on the agriculture com-
mittee leads to higher levels of district 
level benefits compared to a district 
with similar agriculture production.13  
 One complication in U.S. agri-
culture support is that policy instru-
ments for helping agriculture make 
it difficult to funnel money only to a 
single district.  The majority of farm 
programs are based on commodities, 
where farmers are paid based on cur-
rent production, current prices, or past 
production.  Higher prices for corn 
lead to benefits for all corn producers, 
regardless of the location of production.

13 Even non-commodity programs such 
as food stamps may benefit a politi-
cian’s constituents, yet it is difficult to 
exclude individuals in other districts.

From The Editors
 In this issue, Nathan Jensen and Jong 
Hee Park examine the policy and politics 
of agriculture.  When Nate and Jong 
Hee began to think about the subject, 
they looked into what was known about 
it in the American context, particularly 
the congressional politics of agriculture.  
In an early conversation with Nate, we 
assumed the latter was fairly well un-
derstood, if not frequently written about.  
As it turns out, the common wisdom 
is sketchy and sometimes misleading.
 The essay begins with a comparative 
perspective that calls standard notions 
into question.  Farm subsidies in the U.S. 
are often attributed to the American sys-
tem of geographic representation—and, 
thanks to the Senate, rural overrepresen-

tation—and to the power of committees 
in Congress.  But the U.S. offers its 
agricultural sector less support than do 
comparable countries lacking those par-
liamentary idiosyncrasies.  Thus Ameri-
can institutional features are of ques-
tionable applicability to farm support 
policies generally, and their causal force 
within the U.S. becomes questionable.
 Turning to the domestic picture, 
Nate and Jong Hee find that congres-
sional institutions don’t seem to explain 
the way U.S. farm subsidies concentrate 
on just a few commodities.  Moreover, 
the geographical distribution of subsi-
dies doesn’t mirror the distribution of 
farm representatives or of Agriculture 
Committee members.  One is left with 

the feeling that, far from being a well 
settled question, the politics of agricul-
tural support is an unexpectedly rich 
area for new research, in congressional 
politics as well as in political economy.
  We also use the summer issue as the 
occasion to remind members to join us 
at the Section’s business meeting at the 
APSA in Boston; and to announce the 
2008 awards to be bestowed at that meet-
ing.  Our congratulations to the winners!

Randall Calvert 
calvert@wustl.edu 

Matthew Gabel
mgabel@artsci.wustl.edu
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 Thus, agriculture subsidies do not 
look like pork, but rather the provi-
sion of commodity-level public goods 
(or club goods, to be more specific).  
Legislators supporting higher corn 
prices provide a public good for all corn 
producers.  In many cases, agriculture 
subsidies don’t even flow to the voters 
in agriculture districts.  Many of the 
rents are captured by citizens in urban 
areas that own farms, or are paid to 
not farm land they own in rural areas.
  Empirically, there isn’t even prima 
facie evidence for agriculture mem-

bership as a mechanism for bringing 
home pork.  One common example 
used in the popular media is to pres-
ent data on the subsidies received by 
House agriculture committee mem-
bers.  In 2003-2005, House agricul-
ture committee accounted for 42% of 
farm subsidies.14  Sound impressive
  Not really.  Of the 71 agriculture dis-
tricts, 43 of these districts are represented 
on the agriculture committee.  Thus, 60% 
of agriculture districts are members of 

14 http://farm.ewg.org/sites/farmbill2007/
agcomm.php

the agriculture committee, yet these 
committee members only receive 42% 
of the farm subsides.   This does not 
seem like a strong case for the power 
of agriculture committee membership.       
  More formally, we can use Bayes 
rule to calculate some interesting con-
ditional probabilities.  The top 20 
agriculture districts received over 50% 
of U.S. agriculture subsidies. An inter-
esting question is how being a member 
of the agriculture committee affects the 
probability of being in this elite top 20, 
Pr (Top 20 | Agriculture Committee).

Member Dollar (Millions) Percent of Farm Subsidies Cumulative Percentage Ag Member

Adrian Smith
(NE-3rd)

$1,737 5% 5% Yes 

Jerry Moran
(KS-1st)

$1,316 3.8% 8.8% Yes 

Tom Latham
(IA-4th)

$1,289 3.7% 12.5% No

Randy Neugebauer
(Tx-19th)

$1,227 3.5% 16% Yes 

Marion Berry
(AR-1st)

$1,221 3.5% 19.5% No

Steve King
(SD-At Large)

$1.059 3.0% 25.9% Yes 

Earl Pomeroy
(ND-At Large)

$1,206 3.0% 28.9% Yes 

Timothy J. Walz
(MN-1st)

$1,000 2.6% 31.5% Yes 

Collin C. Peterson
(MN-7th)

$874 2.4% 34.0% Yes 

Bennie G. Thomson 
(MS-2nd)

$827 2.4% 36.3% No

Timothy V. Johnson 
(IL-15th)

$716 2.1% 38.4% Yes 

Mac Thornberry
(TX-13th)

$671 1.9% 40.3% No

Jeff Fortenberry
(NE-1st)

$660 1.9% 42.2% Yes

John Shimkus
(IL-19th)

$566 1.6% 43.9% No

Ray LaHood
(Il-18th)

$530 1.5% 45.4% No

Sanford D. Bishop, Jr. 
(GA-2nd) 

$512 1.5% 46.9% No

Rodney Alexander
(LA-5th)

$506 1.5% 48.3% No

Bruce Braley
(IA-1st)

$487 1.4% 49.7% No

Jo Ann Emerson
(MO-8th)

$455 1.3% 51% No

Table 1: Agriculture Support by Congressional District (Top 20 Districts)
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  If being in the top 20 was allocated to 
the 71 agriculture districts randomly, each 
agriculture district would have a 28% 
chance of being in the top 20, Pr (Top 
20) = 0.28.  We compute the conditional 
probability of being a member of the agri-
culture committee given a top 20 member 
by checking the proportion of members 
of the agriculture committee among the 
top 20 districts. As shown in Table 1, 9 of 
the top 20 districts have members on the 
agriculture committee. Pr(Ag Committee| 
Top 20) = 0.45.  Now we can compute 
the conditional probability of being a top 
20 agriculture district among agriculture 
committee members using Bayes rule.  

Pr (Top 20 | Ag Committee) =  
(0.45 * 0.28)/0.60 = 0.21

  Strikingly, agriculture committee 
members fare worse than random assign-
ment to the top 20 agriculture districts.  
Thus, it is hard to say that agriculture 
committee membership improves the 
odds of being in the top 20 districts 
receiving 50% of the farm subsidies. 
  A more generous way to treat this 
example is to ask if being on the agricul-
ture committee increases the likelihood 
that a district will be one of the top 10 
subsidy receiving districts.  A random 
allocation yields a probability of 0.14 
(10 of 71) and 8 of the top 10 districts are 
members of the agriculture committee.

Pr (Top 10 | Ag Committee) = 
(0.8 * 0.14)/0.60 = 0.19  

  Being a member of the agriculture 
committee increases the likelihood of 
being in the top 10 by 5%. Although 
the committee membership improves 
the chance of being in the top 10 com-
pared to random assignment, the mag-
nitude of the improvement is hardly 
big enough to convince the skeptics.
  Even if we ignore the endogene-
ity issue of who gets on the agriculture 
committee, we cannot find a strong sub-
stantive effect of agriculture committee 
membership on agriculture subsidies.  Far 

too many agriculture districts are allowed 
onto the committee and  many of the ben-
efits of being on the committee (higher 
prices for corn) spill over to non-members.
  This is not to say that agriculture 
committees do not influence the form 
of legislation or the benefits delivered 
to members.  But existing research 
must take into account the form of 
agriculture subsidies and the commod-
ity, not district, allocation of benefits.    

1.4  Go PAC Go!  

  If agriculture committees and geo-
graphic representation does not account 
for the generous benefits funneled to 
agriculture, what does?  One poten-
tial answer is the role of campaign 
contributions and lobbying on policy.
  One simple way to think about 
this is a quid pro quo exchange, where 
interests groups provide campaign con-
tributions in exchange for policy.15  This 
research has been criticized theoretically 
and empirically.16  Similar criticisms 
have been made about the returns to 
lobbying.  If politicians are so easy to 
“buy,” and that the cost of purchas-
ing legislation is so low17, why don’t 
all interest groups buy legislation?18

 While this quid pro quo argument on 
contributions and policy is problematic, 
numerous scholars of American politics 
have explored alternative mechanisms 
through which contributions and lobby-
ing affect legislation and congressional 
oversight.  For example, Gorden and 
Hafer (2005, 2007) explore how contri-
butions affect congressional oversight of 
bureaucracies.  Others argue that while 

15  Poole and Romer (1985).
16  See Morton and Cameron (1992); Anso-
labehere, de Figueiredo, and Snyder (2003); 
Spiller and Liao (2006) for survey’s of the 
literature.
17 Lopez (2001) estimates that $1 in cam-
paign con tributions purchases $2000 in 
transfers in farm payments
18  The authors are considering using the 
honorarium for writing this piece to lobby 
for a NSF grant.  The PE newsletter edi-
tors deny the existence of any honorarium.

special interests don’t buy policy with 
contributions, money does distort the 
policy output of elected politicians.19 
Thus, while there is little evidence 
of quid pro quo exchange, campaign 
contributions can influence policy.
 Can we link campaign contributions 
to U.S. farm policy?  We are skeptical that 
campaign contributions explain why farm-
ers receive more generous support than 
other industries for a number of reasons.
 First, numerous industries provide 
contributions to politicians, where be-
tween 2000 -present “crop production” 
contributions ranked be tween the 22nd 
and 28th largest contributor, yet agricul-
ture remains one of the most supported 
sectors in the economy.  At the time of 
writing this piece, agribusiness didn’t 
rank in the top 20 campaign contribut-
ing industry for Obama or McCain.20  
 Second, and most important for this 
study, campaign contributions seem un-
able to explain the distributional issues 
across commodities or across time. While 
U.S. agriculture policy is more volatile 
than that of other countries (Elliot 2006), 
Leech et al (2005) find stability in interest 
group activity over time.  Equally prob-
lematic is why certain commodities such 
as rice and cotton, reap such large rewards 
relative to some large producers, specifi-
cally vegetable and livestock producers.    
 While there has been considerable 
progress in scholar ship exploring the re-
lationship between campaign contribu-
tions, lobbying and legislative activity, 
we believe that interest group activity, at 
best, only provides a part of the answer.

19 For example, Fox (2008) argues that 
special interests donate money to ideo-
logical allies, giving politicians the incen-
tive to build a reputation as an ideological 
ally.  
20 Agribusiness is also a very small player in 
issue advocacy.  According to opensecrets.
org, Agribusiness spending as 527s amount-
ed to just over $100,000 in 2006, as com-
pared to $138 million by ideological/single 
issue groups.
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1.5 Avenues for future research.

 Thus far we have only provid-
ed criticisms of how existing argu-
ments from American politics schol-
arship can explain U.S. agriculture 
policy.  We have a few simple thoughts 
on avenues for  future research. 
 First, as noted in section 1.2, agricul-
ture is a mix of diverse commodity groups.  
Given that almost all countries support 
agriculture, we think a more interesting 
question is why certain commodities in 
the U.S. achieve tremendous amount of 
support, while other such as vegetables, 
poultry farmers, and cattle ranchers 
receive relatively little direct support.  
Understanding these distributional issues 
across commodities may provide insights 
in comparative and American politics.21  
 Second, as noted by Eliott (2006), 
US agriculture policy is more volatile 
than that of most other countries.  This 
volatility is both in the types of crops 
that are subsidized, changes in the types 
of programs (disaster relief, commodity 
loans, etc) and the way that payments are 
calculated (acreage, historical production, 
current production, etc).  This volatility 
in policy, not the overall level, is what 
makes U.S. agriculture relatively unique.
 Third, agriculture policy is often treat-
ed as a form of pork that legislators bring
back to their districts.  In fact, most poli-
cies are targeted to specific commodities, 
where higher price floors for corn are a 
public good to all corn producers (and can 
have complex affects on other commodi-
ties).  We believe this could be especially 
important when analyzing agricultural 
committee membership.  Corn produc-
ers may be willing to forgo being on the 
agriculture committee when members 
from other corn producing districts are 
members.  Thus, the oversized coali-
tions that one observes on agriculture 
bills could be due to the non-exclud-

21 For example, B. Delworth Gard-
ner (1995) explores how the commod-
ity group political action committee con-
tributions relate to the level of benefits.  

ability of many agriculture policies.
 Fourth, most of the attention has 
focused on the passage of omnibus farm 
bills, while other forms of agriculture 
support have received less attention.  
Between 1989-2004, 30 additional laws 
(beyond the major farm bills) added $53 
billion in agriculture support (Becker 
2005, 1-2).  More recently, the 2007 
Iraq Supplemental Funding Bill in-
cluded provisions for a $1.2 billion 
extension of the major dairy subsidy 
program.22  These complex forms of 
agriculture support, beyond the farm 
bill, are interesting and understudied. 
 Fifth, Ferejohn (1986) has pointed 
out the importance of logrolling to pass 
agriculture policy.  In the recent farm bill, 
almost $200 billion of the $300 billion in 
farm support goes to food stamps, school 
nutrition programs, and food aid.  We be-
lieve that understanding not only how log 
rolls are passed, but how they are formed 
is central to understanding farm policy.  
This includes understanding why some 
farmers (vegetable producers for exam-
ple) are left out of the farm bill while oth-
er non-farm interest groups are included 
in the log roll.  Why are these coalitions 
durable and why aren’t other industries 
as effective in building these coalitions?
 Finally, as noted in the first section 
of this paper, explaining U.S. agricultural
policy may require a comparative per-
spective.  There are commonalities 
across countries’ farm policies that seem 
independent of campaign finance laws 
or electoral institutions.  Both explain-
ing why agriculture is privileged across 
most countries and the form of support 
are interesting questions to both U.S. 
and comparative agriculture policy. 

22  http://minnesota.publicradio.org/dis-
play/web/2007/05/25/iraqaddons/
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Sponsor: International Committee of the American Political Science Association, The World Bank: Social Development and Public 
Sector Governance Departments 
 
Contact Person: Anis Dani, The World Bank 
         1818 H. Street, N.W., Washington DC 20433 
         Phone: (202) 473-2263 
      Email: Adani@worldbank.org
 
Registration: Please contact Anis Dani, (Adani@worldbank.org). There is no charge

Time: 9:30 AM – 5:00 PM 
 
Location: On the premises of the APSA Annual Meeting 
 
Instructors: Margaret Levi, University of Washington, Ashutosh Varshney, University of Michigan, & Joel Barkan, Iowa University 

The World Bank: Anis Dani, Advisor, Social Policy, Andrew P. Norton, Lead Social Development Specialist, Sabine Beddies, Senior 
Social Scientist, Stephen N. Ndegwa, Lead Specialist, Public Sector Reform and Capacity, Africa Region, Doris Voorbraak, Senior Public 
Sector Management Specialist, Public Sector, Governance, Philip E. Keefer, Lead Economist, Development Research Group 

Objective: The objective of this one-day training is to (i) familiarize participants with recent advances in social and political (economy) 
analysis at the World Bank and their operational implications, and (ii) explore opportunities for collaboration with the World Bank. 
 
The training will provide the context of why and how the World Bank has conducted social and political (economy) analysis by presenting 
(i) some of the key approaches and tools that are being used in the Bank to undertake social and political (economy) analyses, and (ii) 
how these types of analyses are currently applied in Bank operations. The training will discuss how such analyses could help 
enhance the design, implementation and effectiveness of WB operations. Finally, the training will include participatory working group and 
open discussion sessions. Presentations will draw extensively on case studies, and joint work between APSA members and WB staff.  
 
Target Audience: This training in intended for political scientists (academics and practitioners) who are interested in familiarizing 
themselves with the Bank’s work on social and political analysis, and in potential collaboration with the Bank in undertaking applied 
policy research relevant to the Bank’s operational work.  
 

Short Course 15: Social and Political Analysis 
at the World Bank

continued on page 9
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Structure and Tentative Agenda: The training is structured in five short sessions that will cover the conceptual and practical dimensions 
of the work on social and political (economy) analysis in the Bank. The first and second sessions will set the context: why is political 
analysis important for WB work, what alternative approaches do exist and how have those been used in Bank operations. Presentations 
will include case illustrations and Q&A time. Session three is an interactive panel where APSA members and WB staff discuss how such 
analyses could help further enhance the design, implementation and effectiveness of WB operations. Session four consists of participatory 
group work. Session five closes the training with an open discussion on how to enhance the collaboration with the World Bank. 
 
Session 1: (30 minutes) 9-9:30am: Welcoming Session and Opening Remarks, Margaret Levi, Anis Dani 
 
Session 2: (90 minutes) 9:30-11am: Alternative approaches and use of social and political (economy) analysis in the World Bank – 
presentations with case illustrations 
 
 1. Political Economy of Growth – Ghana and Benin – Phil Keefer (20 minutes) 
 2. Governance and Political Economy with case illustration – Steven Ndegwa/Doris Voorbraak (20 minutes) 
 3. Political Economy of Reform: PSIA with case illustrations – Sabine Beddies/Andrew Norton (20 minutes) 
 
Session 3: (60 minutes) 11:15am -12:15pm: Interactive Panel: APSA and WB to discuss what kind of social and political (economy) 
analysis could help enhance effectiveness of World Bank operations 
 
 Speakers: Margret Levi, Ashutosh Varshney 
 Discussants: Anis Dani, Joel Barkan 
 
Session 4: (120 minutes) 1:30-3:30pm: Participatory Group Work

Session 5: (75 minutes) 3:45-5:00pm: Open discussion on collaboration with the World Bank 
 
Background Readings: World Bank. 2002. Institutional and Governance Reviews—a new type of economic and sector work PREM 
Notes Public Sector No 75 Nov 2002. The World Bank 
 
World Bank. 2003. Social Analysis Sourcebook: Incorporating Social Dimensions into Bank-Supported Projects. Social Development 
Department. The World Bank. 
 
World Bank. 2003. A User’s Guide to Poverty and Social Impact Analysis. The Poverty Reduction Group (PRMPR) and Social 
Development Department (SDV). The World Bank. 
 
World Bank. 2004. Operationalizing political analysis: the Expected Utility Stakeholder Model and governance reforms. PREM Notes 
Public Sector No 94 Nov 2004. The World Bank. 
 
World Bank. 2005. Engendering justice: a gender assessment’s impact on project design. PREM Notes Public Sector No 98 May 2005. 
The World Bank 
 
World Bank. 2006. Understanding Socio-economic and Political Factors to Impact Policy Change Report No. 36442 – GLB. 
The World Bank 
 
World Bank. 2006. Understanding Republic of Yemen Country Social Analysis. Report No. 34008-YE. The World Bank 
 
World Bank. 2007. Tools for Institutional, Political, and Social Analysis of Policy Reforms.  A  Sourcebook for Development Practitio-
ners. The World Bank 
 
World Bank. 2007. Haiti. Social Resilience and State Fragility in Haiti. A Country Social Analysis. Report No. 36069-HT. The World 
Bank 
 
World Bank. 2007. Guidance Note for Conducting County Social and Political Analysis. June 2007. Social Development Department. 
The World Bank 

Short Course 15: Social and Political Analysis 
at the World Bank (continued)
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APSA Political Economy Award Announcements

William H. Riker Award

The William H. Riker Award ($1,000) is given for the best book on Political Economy.  

Winner, 2008:  Jeremy M. Weinstein, Inside Rebellion: The Politics of Insurgent Violence. New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007.

Commendation: In this path breaking and richly researched book, Jeremy Weinstein explores the industrial organization 
of rebellions. In resource poor areas, he argues, successful rebel organizations are dependent upon the support of the local 
population. Such groups tend to recruit committed ideological activists, develop tight mechanisms of control over soldiers, 
and use force in a controlled and strategic manner. The observed result is that civilians are treated relatively well in war 
and are seldom subject to indiscriminate violence. In resource rich areas, however, opportunistic rebellions can survive 
and prosper. Less dependent on civilians, opportunistic organizations are more likely to recruit soldiers of fortune, fail to 
control their members, and abuse noncombatant populations. This provocative and original theory is paired with a careful 
research design and impressive (and sometimes dangerous) field research in Uganda, Mozambique, and Peru. An important 
contribution to the literatures on civil war and comparative politics, Inside Rebellion is a fitting tribute to the research and 
memory of William Riker.

Mancur Olson Award

The Mancur Olson Award ($1,000) is given for the best dissertation completed and accepted in the previous two years. 

Winner, 2008:  Thad Dunning, University of California at Berkeley (currently Assistant Professor of Political Sci-
ence at Yale University), for his dissertation “Does Oil Promote Democracy? Regime Change in Rentier States.” 
[Dissertation co-chairs Ruth Collier and James Robinson]

Commendation:  Thad Dunning’s dissertation challenges the view that resource-dependent countries tend not to be demo-
cratic.  Instead, using a combination of formal theory, statistical analysis, and case studies, Dunning argues that governments 
can use resource rents to mitigate the redistributive tensions associated with democratization in societies with high levels 
of economic inequality.  In societies with high inequality, as in much of Latin America, democratization threatens elites as 
they anticipate that it will lead to higher levels of taxation for redistributive purposes.  However, when governments can 
instead use resource rents for redistribution, the demands for high taxation of elites can be eliminated.  This is a powerful 
and provocative argument that is strongly supported by the empirical evidence.

Award Committee Chair 
David A. Lake 

University of California, San Diego

Committee Member 
Kathleen Bawn

University of California, Los Angeles

Committee Member 
David Epstein

Columbia University

Award Committee Chair 
Lisa L. Martin 

Harvard University

Committee Member 
William Bianco

Indiana University

Committee Member 
Gary Cox

 University of California, San Diego 
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APSA Political Economy Award Announcements
Best Paper Award

The Best Paper Award ($500) is given for the best paper in Political Economy presented at the APSA meeting.  

Winner, 2008:  Bruce Bueno de Mesquita and Alastair Smith, New York University, “Political Survival and 
Endogenous Institutional Change”

Commendation:  This is a theoretically ambitious paper that builds on Acemoglu and Robinson’s work, extending its reach be-
yond democratic systems by the notion of the selectorate. By grounding their model on the median voter framework, Acemoglu 
and Robinson limited the reach of their argument and results. The notion of the selectorate loosens this boundary. Buendo de 
Mesquita and Smith link such work to the nature of the work force (based on labor or land, which makes assumptions about how 
easy or difficult it is to extract state rents) to think systematically about how and when governments will respond to threats of 
regime change by providing more or less public goods and more or less movement toward democratization. Very good stuff.

The Michael Wallerstein Award ($2,000) is given for the best published article in Political Economy in the previous calendar 
year. It is presented at the APSA meeting. 

Winner, 2008:  James Habyarimana, Macartan Humphreys, Daniel N. Posner, and Jeremy Weinstein, “Why Does Ethnic 
Diversity Undermine Public Goods Provision?” American Political Science Review  Vol. 101 No. 4 (November 2007): 
709-725

Commendation:  The provision of public goods such as strong schools, adequate sanitation, and low crime is one of the most 
important determinants of human welfare and as such political economists have spent a great deal of effort in trying to understand 
why some communities provide these goods in abundance and others do not. This effort has yielded one particularly robust empiri-
cal regularity: public goods provision around the world is lower in more ethnically heterogeneous communities. In their article, 
James Habyarimana, Macartan Humphreys, Dan Posner, and Jeremy Weinstein present a truly innovative study investigating what 
specific mechanisms account for this relationship. 

The authors usefully identify three types of mechanisms—preferences, technology, and strategy selection—that may 
explain why more diverse communities provide lower levels of public goods. For each type, they then investigate a number of 
specific mechanisms by conducting a series of experimental games played by a representative sample of 300 subjects from an area 
of Kampala, Uganda which has high levels of ethnic diversity and low public goods provision. The games isolate the importance 
of various mechanisms with comparisons of play among co-ethnics and non-co-ethnics providing evidence for the importance of 
the mechanism explored in a given game. The findings of the study are quite surprising and constitute an important challenge to 
existing scholarship about the source of the link between diversity and public goods provision. The authors find no evidence that 
preference-based explanations such as common tastes or greater altruism account for the success of homogenous communities in 
providing public goods. They also find little evidence that shared ethnicity makes homogenous groups more productive. Rather 
the study presents evidence for a strategy selection mechanism where in similar settings co-ethnics play cooperative equilibria 
while non-co-ethnics do not and a technology mechanism based on the greater ability of co-ethnics to support cooperation through 
the threat of social sanctioning.
This study is a model of social science scholarship. It is motivated by a problem of first order importance, it identifies precisely 
what is missing in our existing knowledge about the problem, and it executes a theoretically informed and inventive empirical 
study to make significant strides toward answering the question. This research will influence not only future study of the link 
between ethnic heterogeneity and public goods provision but also many other areas of political economy as well.

Michael Wallerstein Award

Award Committee Chair 
Kenneth F. Scheve

Yale University

Committee Member
Helen Milner

Princeton University

Committee Member
John Roemer

Yale University

Committee Member
William Keech

Duke University

Committee Member
Rebecca Morton

New York University

Award Committee Chair 
Andrew Sobel

Washington University



'08THE POLITICAL ECONOMIST
American Political Science Association

Political Economy Section meeting Agenda
Thursday, August, 28, 2008 • 6:15pm

Sheraton Clarendon   

1. Brief report from Chair – Jeff Frieden
2. Brief report from Secretary-Treasurer – David Leblang
3. Brief report from Newsletter Editors – Randall Calvert and Matthew Gabel
4. Brief report from Program Chair - Catherine Hafer
5. Election of new officers
 A. Proposal for three new council members:  Nathan Jensen, Philip Keefer, and Duane Swank, to replace         
      Scott Gehlbach, Beatriz Magaloni, and Cathie Jo Martin
 B. Proposal for a new Chair: Miriam Golden, to replace Jeff Frieden
6. Awards
 a. Michael Wallerstein Award for best article: James Habyarimana, Macartan Humphreys, Daniel N. Posner, and Jeremy 
     Weinstein, “Why Does Ethnic Diversity Undermine Public Goods Provision?” American Political Science Review  Vol. 101  
     No. 4 (November 2007): 709-725
 b. William Riker Award for best book: Jeremy M. Weinstein, Inside Rebellion: The Politics of Insurgent Violence.  
     New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007.
 c. Mancur Olson Award for best dissertation: Thad Dunning, University of California at Berkeley (currently Assistant 
     Professor of Political Science at Yale University), for his dissertation “Does Oil Promote Democracy? Regime Change in   
     Rentier States.”
 d. Best Paper Award: Bruce Bueno de Mesquita and Alastair Smith, New York University, “Political Survival and 
     Endogenous Institutional Change”

A P
S A

National Science Foundation (NSF) & Department of Defense (DoD) 
Joint Solicitation Announcement

The National Science Foundation (NSF) and the Department of Defense (DoD) are initiating a university-based social and behavioral sci-
ence research activity, as part of The Minerva Initiative launched by the Secretary of Defense, that focuses on areas of strategic importance 
to U.S. national security policy. NSF and DoD intend: 1) to develop the DoD’s social and human science intellectual capital in order to 
enhance its ability to address future challenges; 2) to enhance the DoD’s engagement with the social science community; and 
3) to deepen the understanding of the social and behavioral dimensions of national security issues. 

In pursuit of these objectives, NSF and DoD will bring together universities, research institutions, and individual scholars and will support 
disciplinary, interdisciplinary and collaborative projects addressing areas of strategic importance to national security policy. Proposals 
are to be submitted directly to NSF as described in the solicitation.

If you would like more information concerning this competition, please go to the following URL: 
<http://www.nsf.gov/funding/pgm_summ.jsp?pims_id=503294&org=SBE&from=home> 


