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Abstract:  As the largest supplier of arms in the world, the United States has limitations in 
place regarding their transfer to nations with abysmal human rights records. This analysis 
examined the effect a country’s human rights record has on the likelihood of receiving 
weapons from the United States. This analysis also explored whether political freedom 
or civil liberties, had the greater influence on this likelihood. Other country level factors 
were also included in the analysis. Data from 2001 to 2008 was analyzed using two lo-
gistical regression models, a general one and a fixed effects model. The analysis showed 
that the volume of weapons purchased, and the level of political freedom affects the 
likelihood of receiving arms from the United States. This research supplies a basic un-
derstanding of recipients of U.S. armaments. It also provides a first step towards further 
understanding of the factors that may influence the transfer of arms. 

United States foreign aid was unified 
under the Foreign Assistance Act 

(FAA) of 1961. This act formalized U.S. 
foreign aid programs, and separated U.S. 
military and non-military aid (Foreign As-
sistance Act, 1961). The agency that result-
ed from this act, USAID, was created to 
manage loans, development efforts, health 
promotion, and food distribution (Foreign 
Assistance Act 1961). USAID managed 
non-military aid Military aid was managed 
by the Departments of State and Defense 
via the Foreign Military Financing (FMF) 
program (Foreign Assistance Act, 1961). 

The FMF provided the framework for 
loans and arms sales to foreign countries. 
As a stipulation of providing aid, the FAA 
forbade military aid and the sale of arms to 
countries that are known violators of human 
rights (Foreign Assistance Act,1961). Over 
the years, these limitations were expanded 
to include countries known to harbor ter-
rorists, pursue nuclear weapons, and traffic 
in narcotics. Even though this was the rule 
of law, the United States was still able to 
provide military aid to countries not nor-
mally eligible to receive aid. This aid was 
provided through other channels available 

to the government (Jones, 2006). Covert 
actions undertaken by the CIA did not fall 
under the FMF and did not have to meet 
the standard (Berrigan, 2005). The human 
rights provision was also waived when the 
situation was defined as critical to national 
security, or beneficial in promoting democ-
racy (Hartung, 2001).

Today, the United States is the largest 
supplier of weapons in the world. Annual 
exports in the first part of the 21st century 
ranged from $5 billion to $8 billion dol-
lars (Berrigan, et al, 2005). Much of this 
is in the form of military aid through the 
FMF. This is important. Since the attacks 
of September 11th 2001, foreign military 
aid has increased as part of the war on ter-
ror. The overall financial expenditures of 
the program have grown by over 30%. 
The number of countries that are now in 
the FMF have increased almost 50% since 
2001 (Berrigan, 2005). In addition, certain 
countries saw their aid increased by over 
300% if they were deemed critical to the 
war on terror (Berrigan, 2005). Many of 
these countries were ineligible before 2001 
(Berrigan, 2005). 

This is problematic to the United States 
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Research Questions
     The purpose of this analysis is to ex-

amine how human rights records affect the 
likelihood of a nation receiving military 
aid from the United States: 

 
1. Does a country’s human rights record af-
fect the likelihood of the United States pro-
viding weapons to a country?  

2. Which aspect of human rights, political 
freedoms or civil liberties, has a greater 
influence on the likelihood that the coun-
try will receive weapons from the United 
States?

3. What other factors may influence the 
likelihood that the country will receive 
weapons from the United States?

Data
This analysis will use data from the 

2002-2009 Freedom in the World report, 
and the Arms Transfers database from the 
Stockholm International Peace Research 
Institute (SIPRI) covering the years 2001 
to 2008. 

The Freedom in the World report is a 
survey of 193 countries and 16 territories. 
The survey measures freedom in the areas 
of civil liberties and political rights. Coun-
tries are rated in these areas on a scale of 1 
(high degree of freedom) to 7 (low degree 
of freedom). In addition to these scales, the 
report also contains population data. The 
reports from 2002-2009 reflect data from 
2001-2008.
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for several reasons. As U.S. policy attempts 
to recover from the loss of standing in the 
realm of human rights, associating with 
abusive regimes may be seen as hypocriti-
cal. Historically, the United States has lost 
standing in the area of human right due to a 
history of military aid being used for human 
rights abuses. To enhance U.S. influence, 
and prevent the spread of communism dur-
ing the Cold War, training was provided at 
the School of the Americas to military and 
police from other countries (Jones, 2006). 
Unfortunately, the school included many of 
the most notorious abusers of human rights 
(Jones, 2006). To further fight the spread of 
communism, weapons were provided to na-
tions, but were used in internal crackdowns 
of citizens in countries such as Indonesia, 
Turkey, and Columbia (Hartung, 2001).

     There also exists a history of U.S. 
aid being used against U.S. forces, due to 
the transitional nature of some of the gov-
ernments that have received aid. In During 
the Vietnam War, there were instances of 
aid that was meant for South Vietnam be-
ing diverted to North Vietnam through cor-
rupt officials (Berrigan, 2005). Early in the 
reconstruction of Iraq, cases were noted 
where members of the police force would 
divert weapons and supplies to insurgent 
forces (Berrigan, 2005). Other situations 
illustrate the problem of shifting alliances. 
Arms supplied during the Cold War to the 
Shah of Iran became the property of inter-
ests unfriendly to the United States after 
the Iranian Revolution of 1979 (Weiner, 
2008). There are also instances of a for-
mer aid recipient retransferring that aid to 
entities with goals counter to U.S. goals. 
(Weiner, 2008).
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  SIPRI’s Arms Transfers database col-
lects transactional information from the 
documents of national governments, the 
records of international organizations like 
NATO and the IMF, and from journals and 
newspapers. The database has information 
on the amount of a particular weapon sys-
tem sold or bought by a country, the date 
of the order, the date of delivery, the dol-
lar amount of the transaction held constant 
in 1990 US dollars, and a measure of the 
volume of arms traded. The years used for 
this analysis, 2001 to 2008, contained in-
formation on approximately 100 different 
countries. 

Variables
The variables used in analyses are de-

scribed below:

Overall TIV: SIPRI’s Trend Indicator 
Value (TIV). This is a measure of the vol-
ume of weapons purchased by a country. 
Figures, in the hundred millions, are cal-
culated in 1990 US dollars for the sake of 
comparison across time, and to measure a 
country’s share of the overall import and 
export market. 
NATO Membership: Binary variable 
that indicates whether a country was a 
member of the North Atlantic Treaty Or-
ganization. NATO is a collective defense 
organization, of which the United States 
is a member. 
Mideast: Binary variable indicating 
whether a country is located in the Middle 
East.
Population: The population of a country 
in the tens of millions.
Political Rights: Rating of political rights 
experienced in a country. Citizens of a 
country are asked ten questions in three 
categories: electoral process, political plu-
ralism and participation, and functioning 
of government. Additional questions are 
asked for monarchies.
Civil Liberties: Rating of civil liberties 
enjoyed in a country. Citizens of a nation 
are asked fifteen questions in four catego-
ries: freedom of expression and belief, as-
sociational and organizational rights, rule 
of law, and personal autonomy and indi-
vidual rights. 
Human Rights: Measure of 1 (high degree 
of freedom) to 7 (low degree of freedom) 
that averages the scores from the Political 
Rights and Civil Liberties measures.

United States Arms Transfers and Human Rights
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Research Design
To answer the research questions, four bi-

nary logistic regression models were used. 
The outcome variable was a binary vari-
able of whether a country received arms 
from the United States. 

The first model used binary logistic re-
gression to determine if the Human Rights 
variable was a significant contributor to the 
likelihood of a country receiving arms from 
the United States (see Model 1).

Model 1: 
ZUS_ARMS = b0 + bTIVXTIV + bNA-
TOXNATO + bMIDEASTXMIDEAST + 
bPOPXPOP+ bHRXHR

The second model used a fixed effects 
model to account for unobservable charac-
teristics within countries (see Model 2).    

Model 2: 
ZUS_ARMS  = ui + bTIVXTIV + bNA-
TOXNATO + bMIDEASTXMIDEAST + 
bPOPXPOP+ bHRXHR

The third model used binary logistic re-
gression to determine which component of 
human rights, political rights or civil liber-
ties, was a larger factor in whether a coun-
try received arms from the United States 
(see Model 3).

Model 3: 
ZUS_ARMS = b0 + bTIVXTIV + bNA-
TOXNATO + bMIDEASTXMIDEAST + 
bPOPXPOP+ bPOLXPOL+ bCIVXCIV

The fourth model used a fixed effects 
model to account for unobservable charac-
teristics within countries (see Model 4).    

Model 4:
ZUS_ARMS  = ui + bTIVXTIV + bNA-
TOXNATO + bMIDEASTXMIDEAST + 
bPOPXPOP+ bPOLXPOL+ bCIVXCIV 

Results
Question 1: Does a country’s human rights 
record affect the likelihood of the United 
States providing weapons to a country?

Based on the results of the binary logis-
tic regression (Table 1), the likelihood of 
a country receiving arms from the United 
States decreases the worse the country’s 
human rights record is. This likelihood 
also increases if the country is located in 
the Middle East. A country is more likely 
to receive weapons from the United States 
if the country is a member of NATO, and as 
the country increases the volume of weap-
ons that it purchases. 
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Once a fixed-effects model is used (Table 
2), the only factor found to significantly in-
fluence the likelihood of a country receiv-
ing weapons from the United States is the 
volume of weapons purchased. As more 
weapons are purchased, the likelihood in-
creases.  

Questions 2 & 3: Which aspect of human 
rights, political freedoms or civil liber-
ties, has a greater influence on the likeli-
hood that a country will receive weapons 
from the United States? What other factors 
may influence the likelihood that the coun-
try will receive weapons from the United 
States?

Of the two variables that represent differ-
ent aspects of human rights, political free-
dom has a greater effect on the likelihood 
of a country receiving arms from the Unit-
ed States. It is also the only human rights 
variable that is statistically significant.

When the within country factors are con-
trolled for in the model, the variable for po-
litical rights is still the only human rights 
variable that is statistically significant. Of 
the other variables, the volume of arms 
purchased is the only variable that is statis-
tically significant. 

Discussion
The results point out a few things about 

how human rights may influence United 
States arms sales. The data suggests that 
human rights, specifically political rights, 
do play a role in whether a country receives 
arms from the United States. The amount 
of weapons a country purchases also mat-
ters.

One interesting point is that political 
freedoms were a significant factor. Civ-
il liberties were not. This may require a 
closer examination of what “freedom” and 
“human rights” mean to decision makers 
in government. It is possible that differing 
cultural standards may account for some 
degree of variance in what a civil liberty is, 
but the level of participation in government 
may have standards that are more universal 
across nations. Another factor to consider 
is the role a politically engaged populace 
may have on the stability of a nation. The 
data suggests that the United States chooses 
governmental stability as a key factor when 
choosing to sell arms to a nation. The data 
also suggests that the ability of a nation’s 
populace to formally address concerns 
(governmental legitimacy) is considered 
more important than a populace’s ability to 
address grievances outside of the electoral 
system.  

This promising result requires closer ex-
amination. While it would satisfy the popu-
lace and government that the United States 
does not supply weapons to states that vio-
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late the general principles of human rights, 
this conclusion is based solely on publical-
ly available data. In the past, many of the 
more controversial arms agreements were 
either covertly carried out by branches of 
government or by individuals acting on be-
half of the government (Weiner, 2008). 

Other reasons to closely examine the data 
are the many other factors associated with 
the decision to supply arms. Although this 
analysis captures some of the reasons, the 
presence of major terror organizations in a 
country may influence if the United States 
will supply weapons. Another factor could 
be the supply of weapons at the sub-nation-
al level, such as to rebel organizations.

While not exhaustive, this research high-
lights the role of the United States as a ma-
jor supplier of weapons. It is highly unlike-
ly for a private citizen to know the entirety 
of arms related actions undertaken by the 
United States government. This study sup-
plies a high-level view of the majority of 
countries receiving arms from the United 
States. This research provides an initial 
step to understanding the many forces that 
come into play when the United States de-
cides to supply weapons to a country. If 
necessary, the policies of nations that seek 
arms from the United States could be influ-
enced to pursue actions that support human 
rights.
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