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Abstract:

Existing databases for UNGA voting (e.g., Bailey et al. 2017) provide excellent coverage of United
Nations General Assembly voting on resolutions that were adopted by roll call vote. These
databases, however, have some known limitations: They were built on historical dataset (e.g., the
ICPSR dataset) that have varying coverage and definitions. They do not cover resolutions adopted
by consensus. They do not consistently cover votes on draft resolutions that failed, i.e., votes on
resolutions that were not adopted, or votes leading up to consideration by the UNGA. In this paper,
we present an updated dataset that attempts to expand and improve the consistency of the UNGA
decisions covered. We provide some comparisons of our database with other UNGA datasets, as
well as explore the implications of more complete data for existing and future research.
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1. Introduction

A wide range of scholars have used United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) voting information
for a variety of purposes. Some scholars study the UNGA itself, asking what major shifts in the
international order imply for the functioning of the UN and what voting patterns in the UN reveal
about such shifts (e.g., Bailey and Voeten 2018; Voeten 2004). Voting is also used to capture
alignment between countries, with some asking whether countries trade votes for financial or other
material advantages (e.g., Dreher and Jensen 2013, Dreher and Sturm 2012) and others exploring
the role of alignment more generally (Alesina and Dollar 2000; Ball and Johnson 1996; Barro and
Lee 2005; Dreher and Jensen 2007; Thacker 1999; Wang 1999). According to Voeten (2013),
between 1998 and 2013, over 50 published studies use UN voting data; the number of such studies

has surely more than doubled since that time.

Apart from studies that seek to understand shifts in behavior at the UN over time, a major reason
to use UNGA voting behavior when studying international political economy is that the data are
available over a long period of time and for essentially all countries. What exactly should be
included in UNGA voting measures has received some attention. Wang (1999) and Thacker
(1999) highlight the set of votes that the United States State Department designates as “key votes”
to the U.S.; Andersen ef al. (2006) suggest that differences between alignment on these key votes
and on other votes reflect concessions to the U.S. position and hence may be useful for capturing
vote buying. Hége and Hug (2016) include measures adopted without recorded roll call votes (e.g.,
consensus measures) and demonstrate that this can generate important differences in preference
similarity measures. Beyond this, relatively little attention has been paid to which decisions go

into the making of alignment or ideology indices constructed from UNGA data.



The data used in the majority of studies come from one of two main lineages. Some scholars
assemble data from the UN website, the current version of which is the United Nations Digital
Library.! With the exception of a few small errors and omissions, this site provides voting
information on resolutions adopted by the UNGA. It does not, however, include draft resolutions
not adopted (i.e., voted down), nor does it include information on the drafting process, such as
committee decisions, amendments, and paragraph votes. The second lineage builds on a dataset
developed by generations of scholars, most recently under the direction of Erik Voeten. These
data include some draft resolutions not adopted, as well as some amendment and paragraph votes.
While this dataset is richer than that directly available from the UN Digital Library, it reflects its

history of successive stewardship with varying definitions of coverage.

Our paper presents an attempt to construct a broader, deeper, and more internally consistent set of
data on decisions at the UNGA. We draw on UN records (the UN Digital Library, UNGA session
indices, and UNGA meeting records) as well as early ICPSR data to construct a new dataset with
more clearly defined inclusion criteria and broader, more consistent coverage. The paper first
describes the existing datasets (identifying both strengths and shortcomings). We then present our
data collection methodology in detail. Next, we compare the resulting dataset with the two
alternative datasets, highlight differences session-by-session, and also at the individual vote level.
We then present several replication studies to demonstrate the impact of using a more consistent
and complete dataset for constructing measures of alignment and similarity. The paper concludes

with a summary and observations for future research.

I1. Existing datasets

!https://digitallibrary.un.org/



In order to situate and characterize the various existing datasets on voting in the UNGA, it is useful
to start with clear definitions of the various ways in which the UNGA makes decisions related to
resolutions.? Bailey (1960), drawing on the Rules of Procedures of the UNGA, identifies several
decision-making methods, to which he adds to additional ones that are not explicitly envisioned
but are used extensively. First, voting can take place by show of hands or alternatively by standing
up.® In either case, final tallies of the yes- and no-votes, as well as abstentions, are counted.
Alternatively, votes may occur by roll-call in which each member-state delegate is called in
alphabetical order to state their vote.* In addition to these voting methods in the Rules of

Procedures, Bailey (1960, 154) identifies two more used in practice: decision by acquiescence and

voting by mechanical means.’

For votes using the first two methods (hand or stand), in the meeting records of the UNGA (and
other sources provided by the UN, e.g., the digital library) information on the number of yes- and
no-votes, as well as abstentions, is available; the number of absences can be inferred from this
information plus the list of member states. This information is also available for the votes based
on roll-call votes; in addition, information on each member-state delegation’s voting decision
appears in the meeting records and is reported on various UN websites. As one of the methods not
envisioned by the Rules of Procedure according to Bailey (1960, 154), namely mechanical voting,

can be used both for roll-call votes and votes by “show of hands” (or standing), information on

2 Thus, we do not discuss other decisions reached in the UNGA, like elections etc. For a fuller discussion of these
methods of decision-making see Bailey (1960, 151ff). It is useful to note that Bailey (1960) separates this
presentation of decision-making procedures from decisions on the agenda (see also below).

3 On this latter option, Bailey (1960, 152) states: “I know of no case in which the Assembly or one of the
committees has actually used this method.”

4 Prior to Session 21, the President drew lots to determine which country would be called upon to vote first; voting
proceeded alphabetically from that point, returning to the start of the alphabet once the end was reached.

5 While Bailey (1960) provides a detailed discussion of these voting methods in place at the time of writing, it is
useful to note that the only substantive difference to the current Rules of Procedure (see
https://www.un.org/en/ga/about/ropga/plenary.shtml, accessed September 30, 2021) concerns the explicit
reference to votes by “mechanical means.”



voting decisions by delegates may be available for some “mechanical votes” but not for others.
The other method not explicitly mentioned in the Rules of Procedure (even today) is the decision

by acquiescence.

The UN itself provides the following characterization of voting methods used when a resolution-

related matter is decided upon in the UNGA:

The majority of General Assembly resolutions are adopted without a vote. If a vote
is taken, it can be documented in two ways: either as a recorded vote or as a
summary of the result. Only a recorded vote, which must be requested before the
voting is conducted, will clearly identify the stand that a Member State took on the
issue under discussion. If such a request is not put forth, only the voting summary
(i.e., the number of countries which voted for or against a resolution as well as those
who abstained) will be made available, without identification of how an individual

Member State voted.°

Based on this, for instance, the UN Digital library provides for every resolution adopted in the
plenary of the UNGA the information whether it was adopted in a recorded (i.e., roll-call) or
unrecorded (i.e., show of hands and by standing, respectively the corresponding mechanical vote)
vote, or adopted without a vote (by acquiescence in Bailey’s (1960, 152) terms). This is also the
way in which Hovet (1960, 14f) and Peterson (2005, 54) categorize the voting methods, and we

rely on it as well to characterize the existing datasets on UNGA voting.

Finally, starting in with UNGA Regular Session 9 in 1954, UN meeting records note ex-post

statements by delegations if their voting intentions differ from the recorded vote (or lack thereof).

6 https://research.un.org/c.php?g=98268&p=636558; accessed September 30, 2021.



In the meeting records, these often take the form of footnotes or endnotes and indicate how the
delegation would have voted if it had been present or indicate a desire to have voted differently.
On very rare occasions, these delegation statements claim an error in the vote tallying process.
The roll-call information and vote tallies provided in the meeting records do not reflect this ex-

post information.

With these concepts established, we turn to existing datasets. The Inter-University Consortium
for Political and Social Research (ICPSR) datasets originated with a 1967 study of UN roll call
voting by Charles Wrigley. The ICPSR provides updated versions of this data, first drawing on
U.S. State Department records and then validated with UN official records. As a result, there are
multiple archived datasets that are based on different inclusion criteria. The most comprehensive
one contains all recorded votes from plenary meetings for the first 26 sessions of the UNGA.’
Three additional datasets provide the same information based on the identical selection criteria for
the 27", 28", and 29'" plenary sessions. Eleven additional datasets cover plenary sessions 30 to 40,
but only report recorded final passage votes on draft resolutions (excluding other recorded votes).
An additional dataset covers the first five special and emergency special sessions; this dataset
contains again information on all recorded votes, whether on draft resolutions or on resolution-
related matters or on other business. This same file also contains the same information on recorded
votes from five sessions that were joint meetings of more than one of the main committees. These
include one joint session of committees 1 and 6 and four joint sessions of committees 2 and 3.
Finally, for the first 20 UNGA sessions there are also six datasets covering the recorded votes

having occurred in the six main committees (meeting individually rather than jointly). It is

7 We note already here that a large majority of these votes are on draft resolutions and related matter, but also
includes votes that are not related to any draft resolution debated by the UNGA.



important to note that these main UNGA committees are all committees of the whole (see Peterson
2005, 60). These datasets were subsequently updated and corrected by Kim and Russett (1996)

and Gartzke and Jo (2006) for their respective studies drawing on recorded votes at the UNGA.

Erik Voeten and collaborators built on ICPSR data through 1984 (with corrections derived from
Gartzke and Jo (2002) and Kim and Russet (1996)) to extend the dataset by drawing on the United
Nations Bibliographic Information System (UNBIS) and various official documents. Nonetheless,
several holes in the dataset persist. Voeten et al. (2009, Codebook, 6) note that “ICPSR (and
Gartzke/Jo) data miss votes on amendments since 1975, votes on paragraphs since 1978, and votes
on unsuccessful resolutions since 1985.” Looking at Voeten data (published May 6, 2021), these
data remain incomplete. No amendments are reported for 27 sessions since 1974.% In addition,
for the years after 1975 that do report amendment votes, amendments account for 1.5% of all votes;
for comparison, prior to 1975, they account for 17% of all votes. This suggests that even for
sessions covered after 1974, not all amendments have been identified. Repeating this analysis
with paragraph votes, the percentage of paragraph votes drops notably after 1975 (Session 30),
with no paragraph votes recorded for 18 sessions since 1978.° There is good coverage for 1997-
2012 (Sessions 52-67) and 2016-2017 (Sessions 71-72). Using a simple majority rule for passage,
the Voeten data show no failed resolutions, amendments, or paragraph votes between 1975
(Session 30) and 1996 (Session 51), as well as scattered years since then, including a number of
years that also list no amendment votes (2003, 2005, 2013-2015, and 2018-2020). While failed
resolutions have become less common, this pattern still suggests that a second look at the data is

warranted.

8 These are Sessions 30-31 (1975-1976), 35-36 (1980-1981), 39-51 (1984-1996), 58 (2003), 60 (2005), 63-64
(2008-2009), 68-70 (2013-2015), and 73-75 (2018-2020).
? These are Sessions 40-51 (1985-1996), 68-70 (2013-2015), and 73-75 (2018-2020).



II1. Data collection strategy

We start our data collection process by developing a clear set of inclusion criteria. First, we only
include resolution-related decisions in the General Assembly, and therefore exclude decisions on
procedural issues that cannot be tied to a particular resolution. For instance, we would not include
a decision on a motion with respect to the agenda, which occur at the start of each session, while
we would include a motion to adjourn during the discussion of a resolution.'® Resolution-related
decisions fall into four categories: decisions on the final passage of a resolution; decisions on
amendments to draft resolutions; decisions on paragraphs or other sub-components of draft
resolutions, which are also called separate votes; and decisions on procedural motions directly

related to a resolution.'!

We do not currently include decisions in meetings of the six main committees. Decisions on
resolutions in these main committees are confirmed (or not) in the plenary, so excluding these
decisions for resolutions adopted in the main committees eliminates largely redundant information,
as the same decisions are made in the plenary. This is, however, not the case with respect to draft
resolutions and other items that failed in committee, as these are normally not decided on by the
plenary. Thus, in the next iteration of our data collection, we will add information on decisions on

approximately 60 negative decisions on draft resolutions.

Second, we include decisions taken without a vote, by a non-recorded vote (i.e., a vote where the

total number of yeses, noes, and abstentions is reported, but not each country’s vote), or by a

19 Some of our sources also include the former for some periods, so we provide an easy way to merge them with
our data (for researchers also interested in these non-resolution-related votes).

' Decisions on motions may concern innocuous things, like adjournments, or weightier topics, like declaring a
draft resolution as important and thus requiring a two-thirds majority in the final passage vote.



recorded vote (i.e., a vote in which each country’s vote is reported). We include successful votes

and unsuccessful votes.

Third, we cover the period from the start of the first session in 1946 through the end of the 75h
session in 2021, including all decisions in the 75 ordinary sessions and all decisions in all special
sessions and emergency special sessions. We plan to update the data regularly using an automated

process. Updates will also be hand-validated before publication to ensure accuracy.

Given our inclusion criteria, there is no single source that we can rely on for all time periods. While
the meeting records of the UNGA in principle contain all the information we need and are (with a
few exceptions) all available electronically either from the UN Official Document System (ODS)
or the UN Digital Library, it would be prohibitively expensive, in terms of time and effort, to

extract the data we are interested in only from the meeting records. '

Therefore, we adopt a multi-pronged data collection strategy. For every observation in our data,
we report the source and method (e.g., automated parsing, hand-coding) that we use to code the
information. For every decision, we report the ID number of the meeting record so users can track
down the vote in the meeting records if need be.!*® For decisions relating to resolutions that are
adopted, we report the resolution ID number and the ID number for the corresponding draft

resolution.'* For decisions relating to draft resolutions, we report the ID number of the draft.

12 There are several reasons for this. First, digital PDFs, which are more accurately parsed than scans of paper
copies, are only available from around 1994. The quality of the scans for earlier documents varies widely, even
within a session. The quality of the OCR done by the UN also varies widely. For some documents, the OCRed
text is not usable. Even with the best-available tools, OCR is more accurate for some documents than others.
Second, the format of meeting records changes periodically and some documents are more structured, in terms
of their formatting, than others. Consequently, it is easier to accurately extract information on resolution-related
decisions from the minutes for some periods than for others.

13 Meeting record ID numbers are in the format A/PV.# or A/#/PV.#, depending on the session.

14 Resolution ID numbers are in the format A/RES/# or A/RES/#/#, depending on the session.



Based on high quality pdfs for sessions 49-75, we scrape and parse the UNGA meeting records for
these sessions to extract information about all resolution-related decisions, including both
decisions taken without a vote and decisions with a recorded vote. (Note that there are no
resolution-related decisions taken by a non-recorded vote during this period.) The data on recorded

votes include how each country voted. '

Future updates to the data will rely on the meeting records (as all the information we need is
available there). The meeting record-based data on final passage recorded votes will also be cross-
checked against UN Digital Library data on final passage votes (see below) to ensure accuracy.
By cross-validating final passage votes that we exact from meeting records, we can be more
confident that we also accurately extract amendment, motion, and paragraph votes from meeting
records. None of the latter votes are available from other sources but fortunately their format in
the meeting records matches that for final passage votes.'® See appendix for details on the process

we use for automated scraping of data from meeting records.

Second, we use vote data from the UN Digital Library, which has (almost) complete voting records
for all resolutions that are adopted by the General Assembly (sessions 1-75) that indicate whether
the resolution was adopted without a vote, adopted with a non-recorded vote, or adopted with a
recorded vote. If the resolution is adopted with a recorded vote, the UN Digital Library record for

that resolution also includes information about how each country voted. We scrape the country-

15 'We can cleanly and accurately extract the text of the meeting records that are available as digital PDFs (i.e.,
PDFs that do not require OCR). Digital PDFs are consistently available starting with the 49" session. There are
a small number of meeting records in sessions 49-75 that are not available as digital PDFs. When these minutes
contain votes, we code them by hand.

16 For this purpose, we developed a parsing algorithm in R that extracts the relevant information for all meeting
record formats used in sessions 49-75. The entire process, from downloading the meeting records to the creation
of the final data, is fully automated and fully replicable. We apply a number of validation checks (see below) at
each step of the process to identify parsing errors caused by formatting inconsistencies or errors in the meeting
records and correct any errors in a replicable way.



level vote data for recorded votes and use this source for all final passage votes. For sessions 49-
75, we use these data to cross-check the data on final passage votes that we extract from the

meeting records (described above).

Third, we rely on ICPSR datasets for sessions 1-29.!7 ICPSR data for this period contain (almost)
all recorded votes, including final passage votes and non-final passage votes (votes on

amendments, votes on motions, and paragraph votes). '8

Fourth, since the ICPSR data only covers recorded votes, we hand code all resolution-related
decisions in sessions 1-48 that were adopted by an unrecorded vote (e.g., by a voice vote or a show

of hands) or that were adopted without a vote. !’

Finally, using the indices to proceedings of the UNGA, we identify all resolutions that failed in
ordinary, special, or emergency special sessions. For all such votes that are recorded votes, we
collect the country-level vote data by hand from the meeting records, provided they are not already

covered in the ICPSR data.

We validate the data by cross-checking information available from multiple sources. We also
check for internal consistency where possible. In the case of inconsistencies, we checked the vote

by hand in the meeting records.?’ All corrections that we make to the data we extract from the

17 The ICPSR archive contains voting data for sessions 1-40, but the inclusion criteria changed with session 30.
Starting with that session, ICPSR data only include information on recorded final passage votes that led to the
adoption of a resolution.

18 We identified five final passage votes on resolutions not covered in the ICPSR data and add these. In addition,
the ICPSR data also contains recorded votes on things that are not related to resolutions. In line with our inclusion
criteria, we remove these votes from the ICPSR data. For researchers interested in these votes, we provide a way
to add them to our dataset.

1 For sessions 49-75, we automatically extract this information from the meeting records, as described above, and
validate it.

20 In the rare case of an inconsistency in the English version of the meeting records (e.g., the vote total does not
match the aggregate from the roll-call data), we consulted the French version. Coding errors are also rare in the
UNDL data; we have identified 150 incorrectly coded country-level votes. Conversely, ex-post statements by
delegations that their voting intentions differ from the recorded vote (most often because of absences) are more

10



meeting records or the data we scrap from the UN Digital Library (both automated processes) are
done via an R script so the entire process remains fully automated and fully replicable. For details

on the validation process, see the appendix.
IV. Comparative descriptors

In this section, we compare our data to existing UNGA voting data collections, chiefly that
provided by Bailey et al. (2017). For this dataset, we use the file “UNVotes.csv” file on Erik
Voeten’s Harvard Dataverse page, dated May 6, 2021, which contains raw vote data for UNGA
sessions 1 to 75. This data file contains votes on resolutions, amendments, and paragraphs; these
include both cases where the measure passed (the “yes” vote tally exceeds the “no” vote tally) and

where the measure failed (the “yes” vote tally does not exceed the “no” vote tally).?!

Figure 1 provides a comparison of the number of recorded plenary votes per UNGA session in the
Voeten dataset (top panel) and our dataset (FHK; bottom panel) broken out by amendment,

paragraph, and resolution categories.

numerous; in Sessions | to 48, there are 3724 such cases. Existing databases (i.e., ISPSR / Voeten) sometimes
incorporate these changes (1250 cases) and sometimes do not. Apart from these, we identified 904 country-vote
level coding errors in these sources over the same period.

2! For measures designated as important, a two-thirds majority is needed for passage. Since the Voeten data do not
indicate which items were important, we use a simple majority rule for both datasets for this exercise. UN
procedures specify that a tied vote (in some cases after a second try) means the measure does not pass. Also note
that Voeten includes motions in the resolutions category so we do the same for this exercise.

11



All votes: Voeten v. FHK
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Figure 1: Number of votes by data source

Before examining this figure in detail, it is important to note that differences between the two
panels likely understate differences between the two datasets. This level of aggregation (simple
vote counts by session) may hide cases where there are both too many and too few votes. For
example, a dataset might include duplicate entries for one vote and no entry for another vote. See
Appendix for a non-exhaustive list of such examples. Nonetheless, this comparison is useful

because it provides an overview free from too many details.

We start by noting similarities between the two datasets. Both show a bimodal distribution of
votes before the 19™ session, and both show the effects of a Soviet strategy to block UN action in
1964 (the 19' session). Both show a subsequent rise in reported voting activity, peaking around
the 39" session. Finally, both show a drop in recorded amendment votes in the second half of the

period covered.

12



Turning to differences, recorded amendment votes are completely absent in the Voeten data
between sessions 39 and 51 whereas we find 40 recorded amendment votes in this period. More
generally, for the first 29 sessions Voeten generally records more amendment votes than we do
(an average of 9.7 per session as compared with 6.4 per session, with the greatest difference in
session 3 with 41 amendments as compared to 26). This pattern reverses with Voeten recording a
total of 20 recorded amendment votes from session 30 to session 70 as compared to 95 over the

same period in our data.

For paragraph votes, figures are generally similar up through session 32 then diverge until session
52. During the intervening two decades, the Voeten data report 30 recorded paragraph votes while
our data identify ten times that number (311). We again see substantially greater numbers in our

data for the last five sessions.

Finally turning to recorded resolution votes, the two series track closely especially when
considered in percentage terms. Differences between the two vote counts (totaling 330 votes)
account for about 6% of the total number of votes and are not concentrated in a particular time

period. Our data report 5430 recorded resolution votes while Voeten finds 5154.2

22 Again, for this exercise, we mirror Voeten by combining motion and resolution votes so the number of
“resolutions” indicated here is higher than elsewhere.

13



Failed votes: Voeten v. FHK
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Figure 2: Number of failed votes by data source

The numbers above reflect all recorded votes from UNGA plenary sessions. Next, we focus just
on votes where the measure failed to be approved as these are more likely to be missed given the
UN reporting system. For consistency across both datasets, we define a failed vote as cases where
the number of “no” votes exceeds the number of “yes” votes. Looking first at amendments that
failed to pass, the differences are striking. From the 30" to the 58™ session, Voeten reports no
failed amendments whereas we find 40 cases. Again at the end of the sample, our data include a
substantial number of failed amendments not captured in Voeten’s dataset. Overall, our data

collection method identifies 60 more failed amendments (149 versus 209), 40% more.

The pattern is somewhat reversed failed paragraph votes; Voeten identifies 99 while we find 79.

In general, the Voeten count is higher up through session 30 while our count is generally higher

14



after session 62, particular in the last four years when we record 10 failed paragraph votes while

Voeten records none.

Finally, we look at resolutions that fail to pass. In total Voeten reports 100 final votes on
resolutions that failed to pass; our data include 212. Our data report substantially more failed
resolutions before the 25" session. We also find a small but steady number between the 30" and
50" sessions (as well as in recent sessions) where Voeten reports none. Perhaps the most striking

aspect of this is that gaps evident in the Voeten data are not present in our data.

V. Replication studies

The differences between data sets identified above are likely to introduce noise and spurious
variation over time. Here we focus on the implications of the first problem. Noise may arise from
incomplete coverage of the votes relevant for the researcher’s question, from inclusion of votes

23 Some research

that are not relevant for that question, or from errors in the data available.
questions are best addressed with a specific category of votes. If the data set does not allow the
researcher to select this group (either because not all these votes are covered or because there is
no way to accurately select only these votes), the resulting variable will be a noisy approximation
of the desired measure. The consequences of noisy data are well known, including attenuation bias
(with coefficient estimates bias toward zero) and inflated standard errors. With these potential
issues in mind, we present three replication exercises, drawing on studies that use current or earlier

versions of Voeten’s data set and that construct measures of voting alignment from the raw vote

data provided therein.

2 For example, ICPSR data reverse East and West Germany in 25 cases.

15



The first is Kilby’s (2011) study of donor influence over Asian Development Bank (ADB)
disbursements. The empirical analysis centers around estimation of a conditional allocation
equation, i.e., conditional on receiving ADB loan disbursements, what factors influence the level
of disbursement? A key measure of geopolitical interest is concessions made to the Japanese or
U.S. position in UNGA voting. Following the logic of Andersen et al. (2006), concessions to the
U.S. are measured by movement toward the U.S. position (as measured by votes on measures the
U.S. State Department identifies as important to the U.S. and on which the U.S. lobbies and tries
to influence the outcome (U.S. State Department 1984-2009)) from the country’s normal position
(as measure by votes on other measures).?* This is reflected in the variable dif fUSA, defined as
the difference between a country’s alignment with the U.S. on important votes and its alignment
with the U.S. on other votes, all measured at the annual level and lagged one year. The paper uses
the same sets of votes (important and other) to measure concessions to Japan (dif f/PN).”> We
replicate the basic results in Table 2 using the original data (that draw on Voeten & Merdzanovic
(2009)) and then a modified data set incorporating our UNGA vote data. The equation estimated

takes the following form:
INADB;j; = B1dif fUSA;je—1 + B2dif fIPNjje_1 + B3Xije + @ + &t

Subscript i indicates country, j indicates government, and t indicates year.?’ [nADB is the log of
ADB loan disbursements. Assuming an appropriate set of control variables (X), a positive
coefficient on dif fUSA (dif f/PN) indicates that countries making concessions to the U.S.

(Japan) in UNGA voting receive preferential treatment from the ADB the following year. Looking

24 Votes designated as important by the U.S. State Department need not be those designated as important (and thus
requiring a 2/3rds majority for passage) by UN voting rules.

25 Alignment is the average vote coincidence. Cases where one country abstains or is absent and the other country
votes are coded as partial coincidence (.5).

26 Including the subscript j allows tracking government fixed effects («;).

16



at the first specification in Table 2, the coefficient estimates and t-statistics with the two data sets

arc:

Kilby (2011) FHK
diffUSA  2.059 (3.33) 0.660 (0.86)
diffJPN  1.006 (0.65) 2.553 (2.25)

Using the original data set, the coefficient for dif fUSA is positive and statistically significant; the
coefficient for dif f/PN is not statistically significant. This suggests U.S. influence but fails to
reject the hypothesis that Japan does not exert influence; for a more nuanced interpretation of the
results that explains under what circumstances there is evidence of Japanese influence, see Kilby
(2011). In the FHK data, the pattern is reversed; the coefficient for dif fUSA is not statistically
significant; the coefficient for dif f/PN is statistically significant. This points to Japanese
influence as predominant, more in-line with the qualitative literature and the particulars of this

institution (e.g., always having a Japanese president and being located in Asia).

Our second replication is Kilby’s (2013) study of World Bank project preparation. This paper uses
a stochastic frontier model (SFM) to explore how quickly World Bank projects are approved. The
central data issue is the lack of a direct measure of start of the project preparation. The paper
works around this by using a sequentially issued project identification number generated at the
time project preparation begins. The SFM simultaneously estimates both project duration from
the project id (a noisy measure of the start of preparation) and the project approval date and the
factors influencing this duration. The central focus is on the role of geopolitics (particularly U.S.

geopolitics) in the speed of project approval.?’” The paper again makes use of UNGA voting

27 A follow-up study explores the implications for project performance (Kilby 2015).
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alignment but without directly calculating a “concessions” variable. Instead, it includes the
variables UNGA Important (alignment with the U.S. on important votes) and UNGA Other

(alignment with the U.S. on other votes) individually.

The SFM incorporates these and other factors via an exponential distribution; coefficient estimates
can be translated into marginal effects on the duration of preparation measured in days. A negative
coefficient indicates fewer days or, equivalently a faster delivery of the project. Thus, a negative
coefficient estimate on a geopolitical variable suggests preferential treatment, particularly since

World Bank lending is widely criticized by borrowing countries for being slow and bureaucratic.

Looking at the key specification that uses detrended geopolitical variables (Table 3), the

coefficient estimates and z-statistics with the two data sets are:

Kilby (2013) FHK
UNGA Important -1.137 (-2.18) -1.752 (-4.42)
UNGA Other 0.395 (0.89) 0.894 (1.85)

In both cases, countries that vote with the U.S. on UNGA decisions that matter to the U.S. are
rewarded with accelerated loan approval. However, explicitly modeling the process as a reward
for concessions—that is defining dif fUSA = UNGA important- UNGA Other) as above—
yields insignificant results with the original data (p-value = 0.20), largely because the
UNGA Other coefficient is estimated so imprecisely. With the FHK data, the higher level of

precision coupled with estimates further from zero would allow this approach (p-value = 0.000).

The third replication uses a recent paper by Dreher et al. (forthcoming) exploring the “dirty work”
hypothesis regarding how the U.S. buys votes from nonpermanent UNSC members. The

hypothesis is that in the case of allied countries (where direct transfers are not politically
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contentious) the U.S. makes direct payments via bilateral aid. In the case of non-allied countries,
the U.S. instead orchestrates indirect payment via international financial institutions. Dreher et al.
(forthcoming) use UNGA voting to place countries on a continuum from not voting with the U.S.

at all in years t — 5 to t — 2 (0; non-allied) to always voting with the U.S. (1; allied).

A key test in the paper (Figure 2) demonstrates that U.S. aid and IMF/World Bank lending react
differently to UNSC voting. The authors use a seemingly unrelated regression (SUR) model to

simultaneously estimate coefficients in bilateral and multilateral aid allocation equations:

USaid = BUNSC + B,UNGA + B3 (UNSC X UNGA) + ---

IMF/WB = a,UNSC + a,UNGA + a3(UNSC x UNGA) + -

In the case that countries always voted with the U.S. in the UNSC (UNSC = 1), USaid should be
higher for U.S. allies that have higher values of UNGA: 3 > 0. Conversely IMF /W B should be
higher for U.S. non-allies that have low values of UNGA: a3z < 0. Putting this in relative terms,

Dreher et al. test the following hypothesis:

Ho:ﬁ3 < a3 US. Hl:lBS’ > asz

The p-values from these tests are:

Dreher et al. FHK
USaid vs. IMF: 0.00051 0.00015

USaid vs. WB: 0.04288 0.00811

Using the original dataset (the first column in the table above), Dreher et al. are able to reject the

null hypothesis for both IMF and World Bank lending. That is, for allied countries, U.S. bilateral
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aid flows react to UNSC voting more than IMF and World Bank lending do. This finding is
consistent with the dirty work hypothesis. It is worth noting that the paper presents a one-sided
hypothesis test. This is theoretically sound--but not typical practice in economics journals, which
usually default to a two-sided test (Hy: B3 = a3 vs. Hy: B3 # @3). In this case, with the original
data set, the second test (USaid vs. WB) fails at the standard 95% confidence level (p-

value=0.08576)

As the second column of the table demonstrates, the test results are substantially stronger with the
FHK data set. In the case of World Bank lending, this means both the one- and two-sided tests

reject the null hypothesis at the 95% confidence level.

These replication examples demonstrate that the choice of data set can matter in a number of ways.
The first example finds a change in the substantive implications of the research. The second
example is a case where the FHK data set is able to better discriminate between competing
hypotheses (in this case about the role of important votes). The final example is perhaps the most

“inside baseball,” illustrating the potential advantages to researchers of a less noisy measure.

VI. Conclusions and future research

Existing data sets appear to miss important aspects of UN voting. There has been substantial
change over time in UN voting patterns. Existing datasets both understate this (e.g., by omitted
failed votes) or overstate this (because their coverage of different vote types varies over time).
Coupled with coding errors and inconsistent treatment of post-vote information, these problems
run two risks: adding noise that undermines otherwise statistically significant relationships and

introducing apparent changes where none exist.
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The data set and process that we introduce here attempts to address these issues. Furthermore, in
addition to providing a more complete set of votes, our data set categorizes these votes in more
detail so that researchers can customize the set of votes to match their research question. For
example, questions of influence over UNGA voting are best addressed with data on the votes
themselves, ignoring ex-post information when delegations inform the Secretariat how they
wished to have their vote recorded differently. In contrast, incorporating this ex-post information
may be appropriate when the goal is to measure state preferences. The hope is that this more

complete and customizable data set will open up new avenues of research.
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Appendix

Detailed description of methods for scraping data from meeting records:

We start by extracting the text of the meeting records from the PDF line by line (eliminating the
standard two-column format used during this period). We then use the structure and formatting of
the meeting records (e.g., indentation, italics, bolding) to group these lines of text into three types
of items: headings, speech paragraphs, and procedural notes. We code the exact location of each
item in the meeting records (page, column, and line). We use parsing rules that are broad enough
that we do not miss-code items with small formatting irregularities (false negatives) but that are
also narrow enough to avoid incorrectly including irrelevant text (false positives). We validate this
algorithm by hand to ensure it is performing accurately.

The procedural items include, among other things, decisions taken without a vote and decisions
taken with a recorded vote. For resolution-related recorded votes, the text of the meeting records
includes the subject of the vote (the draft resolution number and, for separate votes, the paragraph
number), the outcome of the vote (the total number of yeses, noes, and abstentions), and the lists
that indicate how each country voted. We also associate each decision with the heading (and
agenda item) that it falls under. We extract and clean all of this metadata and make it available for
users to include with our country-level vote data for decisions in sessions 49-75 if they are
interested in it.

For decisions taken without a vote, we include the text of the question that is put by the presiding
officer so users can identify what the decision is about. For recorded votes, we include the
procedural text that indicates the outcome of the vote, including the vote totals and whether the
vote was adopted (which might not be clear from the totals when a two-thirds decision-rule is
being used). We use the lists of countries in the meeting records to create country-level vote data.
For each country, we use the official UN country name on the day of the vote, which is usually
(but not always) the name used in the meeting records (as the meeting records are inconsistent for
some countries). We map these country names to Correlates of War (COW) country codes. Again,
for final passage votes, we check our country-level vote data against the data reported by the UN
Digital Library.

Detailed description of data validation steps:

First, for recorded votes and non-recorded votes, we ensure that the number of yeses, noes, and
abstentions is equal to the number of voting members less the number of countries recorded as not
voting. When there is a discrepancy, we check each source by hand and determine the correct
information. As part of this process, we code the official start date (to the exact day) of each
member and generate a list of voting members on the day of each vote. For final passage votes,
which are available from the UN Digital Library, we ensure that the number of voting members
reported in the UN Digital Library metadata matches the number that we calculate (as there are
errors in the UN Digital Library metadata).
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Second, for recorded votes, we ensure that the vote totals that we have collected from the UN
Digital Library match the country-level data (e.g., the number of countries listed as voting yes
add up to the total number of yes votes, etc., which is not always the case because of errors in the
UN data). For sessions 49-75, where we also extract recorded votes from the meeting records, we
make this same comparison with the totals reported in the meeting records. When there is a
discrepancy, we check the meeting records by hand to determine the right information and then
correct the data. In a very small number of cases, there is an obvious error in the meeting
records, in which case we use all available information to determine what the correct coding
should be. We produce detailed documentation that tracks all discrepancies we have identified
and resolved.

List of known errors

In the process of deploying our data collection strategy we were already able to identify in detail
some specific issues with existing data. Our ultimate goal is to provide a full list of these issues
based on a systematic comparison of datasets, while here we only provide those of which we
currently are aware. The ICPSR dataset, and thus by implication also the Voeten et al. dataset,
misses five recorded final passage votes on draft resolutions:

» A/RES/62(I)[I] Constitution of the International Refugee Organization, and Agreement
on Interim Measures to be taken in respect of refugees and displaced persons: [...]
(adopted in a recorded vote on 1946-12-15)

* A/RES/62(D[II] Arrangements and measures to be taken by Members of the United
Nations in connection with displaced persons, refugees, prisoners of war and persons of
[...] (adopted in a recorded vote on 1946-12-15)

* A/RES/2443(XXIII) Respect for and implementation of human rights in occupied
territories: resolution (adopted in a recorded vote on 1968-12-19)

* A/RES/2996(XXVII) International responsibility of States in regard to the environment:
resolution (adopted in a recorded vote on 1972-12-15)

* A/RES/3151(XXVII)[G] Situation in South Africa resulting from the policies of
apartheid: resolution (adopted in a recorded vote on 1973-12-14)

In recent sessions, there is apparent coding error where final vote is missed but paragraph votes
are captured. See also footnotes 21 and 23 above.
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