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I.  Overview of Paper 
 
The world’s most misunderstood international institution, the World Trade 
Organization (WTO) sits in a grand palace on the shores of Lake Geneva. This 
organization, once a club called the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
(GATT), was designed to stimulate trade. The GATT/WTO regulates protectionism, 
serves as a forum for trade negotiations and settles trade disputes.  It is also an 
international agreement that establishes the rule of law in international trade for 
citizens of 153 nations. Trade grew dramatically under the aegis of the GATT/WTO, 
and thus the organization has played an important role in global economic growth. 
Yet many people do not see the WTO as acting in their interest (WTO Consultative 
Board 2005). Critics argue that the trade agreement indirectly undermines 
democratically determined policy priorities. 1 According to citizen activist Ralph 
Nader, “decisions affecting people’s daily lives are…shifted away from 
our…governments and instead, are being made by …unelected trade 
bureaucrats…behind closed doors.” (Here Nader refers to the fact that if social or 
environmental regulations are found by a dispute settlement panel to distort trade, 
national policymakers must either change the regulation to make it less distorting, pay 
compensation, or accept potential retaliation).2 Although such dispute panel decisions 
are rare, concerns about the WTO’s potential impact on democracy became so 
widespread that the Director General of the WTO had to directly address these 
allegations.3 
 
While we understand public concerns about the WTO, herein we argue that the WTO 
system and democratic rights are unexpected bedfellows.  Without deliberate intent, 
the GATT/WTO system has induced governments to advance several democratic 
rights:  specifically political participation, due process, and some indication of 
improved public access to government information.   This process is indirect, because 
the GATT/WTO does not directly regulate the behavior of people or firms involved 
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in trade.4 The GATT/WTO provides no rights directly to producers, consumers, 
corporations, exporters or importers (economic actors), but it does mandate that 
member states provide these rights.5  The GATT/WTO’s influence on these rights is 
also implicit, little discussed, and obscure. As legal scholar Steve Charnovitz notes, 
member states give economic actors “an entitlement to substantive rights in domestic 
law including the right to seek relief; the right to submit comments to a national 
agency or the right to appeal adjudicatory rulings.”6 Member states must also ensure 
that “members and other persons affected, or likely to be affected, by governmental 
measures imposing restraints, requirements and other burdens, should have a 
reasonable opportunity to acquire authentic information about such measures and 
accordingly to protect and adjust their activities or alternatively to seek modification 
of such measures.”7 These rights can be described as political participation, 
administrative due process and informational rights. For ease of discussion, we label 
these rights “democratic rights.”   
 
In this paper, we use both qualitative and quantitative analysis to examine whether 
membership in the WTO over time leads to improvements in these democratic rights.  
This article is organized as follows:  Section I comprises an overview of our analysis 
and arguments. In Section II, we briefly explain why both democracies and 
authoritarian states might provide the same due process, political participation, and 
access to information rights to their citizens as they do to foreign market actors.  They 
do not have to do so under WTO rules, but we argue that they do so to attract and 
maintain investment (Elkins, Guzman and Simmons 2006; Dobbins, Simmons and 
Garrett 2007; and Barton, Goldstein, Josling and Steinberg 2006).  In Section III, we 
discuss the WTO’s role in improving governance and we place that scholarship 
within the IPE theoretical literature. Section IV uses qualitative evidence to illuminate 
how and when democratic rights are discussed at the WTO.  We begin with an 
examination of accessions (when countries apply to join the GATT/WTO), 
differentiating between GATT and WTO accessions. Under GATT (1948-1995), new 
acceding states simply committed to reduce border measures that could distort trade. 
But after 1995, the accession process became much more complex. As the WTO grew 
to govern a wide range of domestic policies that could distort trade such as health and 
safety regulations or procurement policies, acceding states had to ensure that such 
policies reflected WTO rules.  If these countries do not change these policies, other 
WTO member states could challenge them as trade distorting (WTO 2001).  As noted 
above, this led to the perception that the WTO undermines democracy (Aaronson 
2001; Destler 2005). We next turn to trade policy reviews, where members examine 
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the trade performance of their fellow WTO members.  Policymakers frequently bring 
to the fore issues of political participation, due process and transparency.  Finally, we 
discuss how citizens around the world are using WTO rules to influence a wide range 
of public policies.   
 
In Section V, we use quantitative analysis to examine how members of the 
GATT/WTO perform on these democratic rights over time.  We use a cross national 
time series design of all countries in the international system for the period 1950-
2008 (Correlates of War 2008).  We examine the impact of GATT/WTO on political 
participation (1950-2007), due process (1981-2007) and access to information over 
time (2004-2008). We also account for selection issues of why countries become 
members of the GATT/WTO regime.8  We find that duration of membership in the 
GATT/ WTO positively affects performance on several democratic rights. Countries 
that have been GATT/WTO members for longer periods tend to have stronger 
performance on measures of political participation for the period 1950-2007 and on 
due process rights over the period 1981-2007. We also examine how new members of 
the WTO perform on these democratic rights for the 1995-2008 period.  We find that 
duration of WTO membership leads to stronger performance on our metrics for 
political participation, free and fair elections and measures of access to information. 
However, these results are sensitive to different model specifications.  Our weak 
findings on access to information may reflect the limitations of our dataset which 
only covers some countries for a shorter time period.  Finally, in Section VI, we draw 
conclusions about our analysis, and make suggestions for future research.    
 
We are not alone in finding unanticipated human rights spillovers from international 
organization membership. Several scholars have found that membership in 
international institutions teaches policymakers about meeting their obligations at 
home and abroad (Hafner-Burton 2009; Moravcsik 2000; Simmons, Buthe and 
Milner 2009). Some of these scholars have also found an interesting relationship 
between the WTO and democratic rights. They argue that the WTO provides a 
mechanism to limit “the influence of minority factions by committing in advance to a 
set of multilateral rules…that require trade policies to be defended on the basis of 
public reasons” (Keohane, Macedo and Moravcsik 2007, 18).  Others have found that 
while physical integrity and economic and social rights worsen under World Bank 
and IMF structural adjustment programs, democratic rights tend to improve 
(Abouharb and Cingranelli 2007).  We build on this scholarship as we attempt to 
explain the complex relationship between democracy and the WTO. 
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II. The GATT/WTO, Rule of Law, and Signaling 
 
Under GATT/WTO rules, policymakers from member states cannot discriminate 
between products originating in different countries (the most-favored nation or MFN 
principle) or between imported goods and “like” domestically produced goods (the 
national treatment principle). Governments are not supposed to favor domestic 
products over foreign products once a good enters the market (there are some limited 
exceptions). But the GATT/WTO’s national treatment rules don’t explicitly require 
governments to treat domestic products exactly the same as foreign producers. 
Repressive governments could, in theory treat domestic products (and the importers 
and producers associated with those products) worse than foreign producers.9 
Interestingly, the GATT/WTO does not directly address how governments relate to 
their own citizens.10 But member states provide the same rules and privileges to 
domestic and foreign actors for several reasons.  First, officials would find it difficult 
and expensive to administer one system of trade related regulations for foreigners and 
another for their citizens. Secondly, such a two-tiered regulatory system could 
promote domestic opposition and bring additional scrutiny to government policies. 
Finally, policymakers seem to believe that WTO membership signals investors that 
this country, as a WTO member, can be trusted to enforce the rule of law—to be 
effective, even handed, and predictable.11 The court system will protect investors as 
well as citizens from arbitrary and abusive use of government power.  Moreover, the 
government will work to improve public participation, transparency, and 
accountability (UNDP 1997; Stromseth et al 2006; and Golub 2003).  WTO 
membership has its costs; policymakers may have to change their behavior and accept 
increased scrutiny, foreign participation in the polity, new norms and values 
transmitted by these foreigners, and new transparency requirements. But these costs 
are trumped by the benefits of additional trade and investment (Elkins, Guzman and 
Simmons 2006; Dobbins, Simmons and Garrett 2007; Büthe and Milner 2008).  Thus, 
policymakers are making a rational choice about joining the WTO (Keohane 1983, 
174; Keohane 2002).   
 
The WTO is not the only international organization seeking to promote global rule of 
law norms. The World Bank has repeatedly told its client states that such a rule based 
system is necessary to attract foreign investment, because foreign investors need 
certainty and efficiency (Perry-Kessaris 2007; Golub 2003; Rodrik 2004). Moreover, 
World Bank economists argue that enacting a strong ruled based system will facilitate 
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development. In fact, the Bank finds “a causal effect from better governance to better 
development outcomes.”  Many prominent scholars echo that assessment. Economist 
Dani Rodrik argues that governments that strengthen “the property rights of 
entrepreneurs and investors are likely to experience a lasting increase in its productive 
capacity.”12 Several scholars have shown that investors respond to this rule of law 
signaling. Scholars have found that after controlling for property rights, investors 
prefer to invest in democratic states rather than authoritarian regimes. (Li and Resnick 
2003; Guerin and Manzocchi 2006; Jokobsen and De Soysa 2006).  Moreover, they 
invest larger amounts in more democratic countries (Busse 2003). Daniel Farber 
argues that investors conclude that “the government that protects human rights is the 
government that is likely to protect foreign investor rights.” (Farber 2002, 40-41)  
Thus, scholars examining the relationship between investment and human rights now 
argue that the governments that protect human rights and invest in their people are 
more likely to attract and maintain investment (Moran 2002, 44) and Blanton and 
Blanton (2009, 44).   
 
III. The WTO, Governance and Democratic Rights   
 
The UN Development Program (UNDP) defines governance as “the exercise of 
…authority to manage a country’s affairs at all levels. It comprises mechanisms, 
processes and institutions, through which citizens and groups articulate their interests, 
exercise their legal rights…and mediate their differences” (UNDP 1997). Thus, 
governance is not solely about the capacity of policymakers; it requires involvement 
from citizenry.  Scholars of governance have not found consensus on how much to 
emphasize “the role of democratic accountability…of governments to their citizens” 
(Kaufmann and Kraay 2008).  Although scholars have done considerable research on 
the relationship between human rights and good governance, we have relatively little 
understanding of how WTO membership promotes good governance, let alone 
democratic rights.  In 2002, scholars began a wide ranging argument as to whether or 
not the WTO actually achieves its mission to expand trade and in so doing promote 
human welfare (Rose 2004; Subramanian and Wei 2005; and Tomz, Goldstein and 
Rivers 2004).  This debate was both hot and crowded.  Rodrik, Submaranian and 
Trebbi disagreed whether trade or institutions are more important for growth. Bollaky 
and Freund (2005) found that bad institutions not only lower growth, but prevent 
trade from generating growth. Tang and Wei examined GATT/WTO accessions and 
noted that because new members must make considerable changes to their policies, 
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“the WTO/GATT serves as a potent enforcer of the member country’s policy 
promises.”  They conclude that these governments are signaling investors that they 
will promote the rule of law (Tang and Wei 2006, 4, 32).  
 
But very few scholars have actually examined empirically how WTO membership 
affects the behavior of governments regarding democratic rights.  Mary Comerford 
Cooper tried to test the relationship between WTO membership and democratization 
(as opposed to protecting a particular human right) for the period 1947-1999.  She 
could not determine whether democratic states were more likely to join the WTO or 
whether WTO membership makes countries more likely to become or remain 
democratic.13 Michael Ferrantino examined accessions to the WTO and its impact 
upon governance. He argues that the WTO agreement serves as an anchor or “lock-in 
mechanism” for domestic reforms. But he warned that it is difficult to ascertain 
whether a particular reform is caused by FTA negotiations or by the domestic reform 
process (Ferrantino 2006).  Aaronson and Zimmerman used the CIRI Human Rights 
data set to examine non-OECD WTO members over time and found that countries 
with longer membership in the GATT/WTO tended to have higher political 
participation scores.14 But they did not control for the myriad of other variables that 
could affect the right to political participation (Aaronson and Zimmerman 2007, 57-
61).      
 
The gap in empirical understanding of the WTO’s impact on democratic rights is 
matched by a gap in understanding of how members discuss democratic rights at the 
GATT and the WTO.  Critics of the GATT used to describe it as the General 
Agreement to Talk and Talk. The members of the WTO have also been talking since 
1995, but many people would be surprised to learn that their conversations 
increasingly touch on issues of due process, access to information, and the right to 
public comment.  
 
IV. How and When Issues of Democratic Rights Enter the Discussion 
at the WTO 
 
The architects of the GATT never envisioned the trade agreement as a place to talk 
about democracy or human rights.  The GATT did not explicitly require members to 
be democratic and the original contracting parties were all democracies. But the 
relationship between trade, democracy, and the rule of law soon came to occupy 
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center stage. In 1948, Czechoslovakia, one of the original members of the GATT, was 
taken over by members of the Czech Communist party, who were determined to 
remake the economy along Communist lines. The U.S. Congress demanded a 
withdrawal of GATT concessions to Czechoslovakia in protest, noting that GATT 
was supposed to consist of like-minded, democratic, capitalist nations.  But the 
United States was unable to convince its allies that they should repudiate 
Czechoslovakia’s membership in the GATT.  The European countries did not agree 
that adherence to the Communist party line mitigated membership in the trade 
agreement. Consequently, Czechoslovakia remained an original signatory to the 
GATT.15 Strangely, the experience did not motivate the contracting parties of the 
GATT to develop democracy criteria for membership. Members simply had to agree 
to adhere to its guiding principles and meet the accession demands of existing 
members.16   In the years that followed, many undemocratic countries joined the 
GATT. But the unacknowledged relationship between democracy, rule of law, and 
trade policymaking is a key part of the discussion when members make decisions 
about accessions. 
 
Accessions: 
On paper, members of the WTO welcome all non-member states.  Current members 
must agree on the terms of membership, which differ for each country.17 But countries 
that wish to accede must jump many hurdles; it is both time-consuming and difficult 
to join. The talks between member states and potential members are bilateral and can 
be highly complicated.18  Current members not only monitor the commitments of 
potential members, but they hold potential members on a tight leash. Since the WTO 
comprises so many different areas affecting trade, policymakers from acceding states 
must commit to and show that they are investing resources in customs, intellectual 
property enforcement and other programs crucial to trade relations. These 
investments may not reflect the top priorities of their citizens (Tang and Wei 2006; 
Lanoszka 2008). Some changes must be made prior to WTO membership; other 
changes will be made gradually after accession, in recognition that legislatures must 
approve these changes. We examined every single accession (Cambodia, Saudi 
Arabia, Macedonia, Vietnam, Armenia, and Nepal) from 2003 to 2008 to ascertain if 
existing WTO members expressed concerns about the potential acceding country’s 
democratic rights. 19  Many of these states have difficulty respecting democratic 
rights.20 We also reviewed the accession of China, because of its importance to global 
trade (2001).   
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When these countries applied for WTO membership, their applications were reviewed 
by a working party comprised of existing WTO members.  The deliberations always 
began with a discussion of how these countries made public policy and promulgated 
trade policies. Members then focused on how the applicant nation protected the rights 
of citizens, as well as noncitizens, to participate in trade.  For example, in 2003, 
members of the working party on Cambodia’s accession noted that its legal system 
did not afford adequate protection for individuals or businesses.  The representative 
of Cambodia promised that the country would establish a commercial court system 
with trained judges and staff.  Working party member governments then reminded 
Cambodia that when it established standards or technical regulations, it was obliged 
to develop “mechanisms for publication and dissemination of draft legislation and 
standards for public comment; [and] the establishment of a TBT (technical barriers to 
trade) Inquiry Point” where foreign and domestic producers could learn how to meet 
Cambodian standards.21  The WTO Secretariat examined Cambodia’s accession to the 
WTO as a “case-study.” It stated, “As part of its accession…Cambodia has made a 
large number of commitments in legal and judicial system reforms, including the 
enforcement of the rule of law... According to a government source, forty-seven laws 
and regulations are needed to fulfill WTO membership requirements....If carried out 
properly, these commitments would stimulate other related economic reforms that 
will be conducive to improving investor confidence.22 Cambodia was told explicitly 
there was a relationship between citizen protection and investor protection. After 
Cambodia agreed to these changes, the WTO ministerial conference approved 
Cambodia’s accession in September 2003.23  Cambodia’s accession showed how that 
government was prodded to ensure an even-handed legal system accessible to both 
Cambodians and non-Cambodians alike. 
 
Members also examined Saudi Arabia’s adherence to the rule of law.  This country is 
one of the world’s most opaque. WTO members asked about the rights of Saudi 
citizens and non-citizens to participate in the economy.  Trade diplomats urged the 
country to publish notices of proposed measures related to trade and to provide an 
opportunity for “interested persons” to provide comments and views on such 
measures.24  These officials were asking the Saudis for information about political 
participation in trade issues. Saudi Arabian officials made significant promises which 
could make that desert kingdom more accountable to its people.  They agreed to 
establish an official website for trade policymaking and to “provide a reasonable 
period…for…comments to the appropriate authorities before such measures were 
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adopted.”25  The government also changed its labor laws.26  Then US Trade 
Representative Robert Portman claimed, “As a result of negotiations on its accession 
to the WTO, we will see greater openness, further development of the rule of law, and 
political and economic reforms in Saudi Arabia”27 Nepal and Macedonia were 
required to address the same questions, and members of the working group seemed 
satisfied with the answers of the two governments.28  However, all 3 nations are such 
new members that it is difficult to see how these commitments have transformed the 
polity. For example, Saudi Arabia did set up the trade web site, but it is yet unclear as 
to whether or not it has met its due process, transparency and public comment 
commitments.29  
 
Because of its potential influence on global trade and its capitalist/authoritarian 
regime, China had a long and difficult accession. The 2001 Protocol on the Accession 
of the People’s Republic of China is an unusual document. Unlike the Accession 
Protocols of previously admitted members, it specifically comments on the 
effectiveness of the rule of law in China.  It states as a condition of accession that 
China must enforce “uniform administration of Chinese law” throughout China as a 
condition of accession (Aaronson 2007). The agreement also calls on China to “apply 
and administer in a uniform, impartial and reasonable manner all its laws, regulations 
and other measures of the central government as well as local regulations, rules and 
other measures…pertaining to or affecting trade…. China shall establish a 
mechanism under which individuals and enterprises can bring to the attention of the 
national authorities cases of non-uniform application.”30  Finally, it calls on China to 
ensure that “those laws, regulations and other measures pertaining to and affecting 
trade shall be enforced.”31  It is important to note that these "rule of law" requirements 
were replicated in the accession agreements of countries such as Vietnam, whose 
accession followed China.  
 
Members of the WTO increasingly recognize that they are asking potential members 
to make a wide range of expensive, difficult and time consuming policy changes that 
can arouse significant domestic opposition. In order to better understand this problem, 
the Secretariat commissioned a review of Vanatu’s aborted attempt to accede to the 
WTO. This small country was unable to build a public consensus in support of 
membership. “Consultation must take two forms: first, individual talks aimed at 
determining private views, and second, frequent national seminars aimed at 
stimulating debate and arriving at an overall viewpoint. The former type of 
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consultation focuses more on deciding the content of negotiating proposals; the latter 
aims mostly to create a sense of public ownership. If local players feel that they have 
been consulted, they are more likely to commit to any final outcome even if they 
disagree with it.”32  The WTO Secretariat essentially found that the public must be 
able to influence, challenge, and understand trade policy for liberalization to succeed.   
 
Trade policy reviews 
The trade policy review process is a second venue where members can air concerns 
about governance. At these reviews, members openly debate another member’s trade 
conduct, but they also discuss the broad context in which trade occurs. According to 
the Secretariat, “the reviews have two broad results: they enable outsiders to 
understand a country’s policies and circumstances, and they provide feedback to the 
reviewed country on its performance in the system.” 33 The largest trading nations 
must be reviewed every two years, the next sixteen are reviewed each four years, and 
others are reviewed each six years.  This process is onerous, so the WTO system 
allows developing countries a longer period between reviews. However, this could 
make it harder for other members to monitor their performance (Aaronson 2007, 434-
438).   
 
 Member states often raise a wide range of governance concerns at these reviews.  
The states under review often use the discussion to explain and justify their policies; 
some of that discussion addresses questions of democratic rights. We examined a 
sample of 13 recent trade policy reviews reflecting developing and middle-income 
countries from 2005-2008.  We included large diversified trading nations such as 
Brazil and China as well as those that depend on one or two commodities for 
economic growth (the Gambia).34  In these reviews, some members acknowledged a 
relationship between economic growth, the rule of law, and democratic rights.  The 
representative of Egypt stressed that it had put in place new laws to protect 
intellectual property rights and consumer rights.  He stressed that “new laws had been 
enacted to foster political participation” and to strengthen civil society.  He argued 
“these landmark political reforms would enhance the trust in Egypt’s commitment to 
the current economic and social reforms.”35  He might have been pandering to Egypt’s 
funders, but he explicitly made a connection between the country’s commitment to 
democratic rights and its trade governance.   
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Developing countries repeatedly stressed their commitment to democratic rights as 
signaling the rule of law. The government of Mauritius described its process for 
reforming its labor law noting it had been transparent and open to stakeholders. 36 
Some members chided Jordan for insufficient transparency and inadequate public 
comment. Jordan replied that it would “encourage public input into the Government's 
trade policy agenda.”37 The government of Madagascar talked about increasing 
political participation for women during its review.38 The United Arab Emirates 
discussed how it had changed its labor laws, particularly those affecting migrant 
workers. It posted the draft of its revised labor law on the internet and invited public 
comment.39 Governance issues are particularly prominent when members reviewed 
China (2006, 2008). In 2008, the Chinese representative stated that its new trade-
related laws helped create “a more rule-based predictable business environment,” and 
moved China towards “a more level playing field for domestic and foreign investors.” 
But while other members “welcomed China’s measures to enhance transparency,” 
some members concluded that China was not transparent, accountable, or sufficiently 
even-handed. Japan complained that the government “obstructed due process.” The 
Canadian government noted that China “should ensure that its regulatory institutions 
had a framework of transparency and accountability.” Canada also stressed that China 
“had not yet achieved the balance of non-discrimination between its state-controlled 
economy, its private sector, and…foreign players.”40 The EC urged China to “be more 
forthcoming vis a vis stakeholders when drafting regulations and standards.”  China 
responded to these concerns by noting that China had honored its accession 
commitments, clarified its property rights laws and empowered individual rights 
holders,41 solicited public opinion and comment, and published all trade related laws 
and regulations.42  
 
Taking both accession and trade policy reviews in sum, it is clear that a growing 
number of WTO members are sending an important message about due process 
rights, transparency, and political participation as key elements both of the rule of law 
and WTO procedures.  Developing countries may be using these discussions to say 
what they think other governments want to hear about these mechanisms.  But when 
developing countries use these venues to highlight their commitment to even-
handedness, the rule of law, and democratic rights, it is harder for policymakers to 
renege on these commitments.  Moreover, policymakers have made it easier for their 
citizens to monitor their government’s performance with respect to these rights 
(Landman 2006; Hafner-Burton 2008).  
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Do Non Business Actors Participate in the Trade Policymaking Process?   
In the section above, we showed that governments are talking about due process, 
political participation and access to information at the WTO.  This section describes 
how these commitments may be transforming the polity, as citizens are increasingly 
able to influence trade and other public policies. In recent years, Egypt, Jordan, 
Kuwait, Morocco, Syria, Saudi Arabia, Malawi, Dominican Republic, Chile, Mexico, 
Brazil, and Argentina established channels for organized civil society to comment on 
trade policies.43  But structural change has not always led to greater public influence 
on trade policymaking. Many governments lack the expertise or funds to create an 
effective dialogue with their citizens. For example, Malawian officials said they 
wanted to try to work with NGOs but they don’t know how.44 The government of 
Kenya has developed an extensive system of consultation with WTO stakeholders, 
but it also acknowledged that the bulk of citizens had little understanding of trade 
issues and policymakers had no funds or expertise to encourage a public discussion. 
Policymakers sought funds to create a more effective dialogue and understanding.45 A 
WTO funded case study on Malaysian participation in the WTO concluded that most 
Malaysians have little understanding of WTO rules and how they may affect the 
Malaysian people. It concluded that the government must do a better job of 
communicating with the public about the WTO.46  
 
 Although structural change can’t guarantee citizens a voice, new groups such as 
small farmers, human rights activists, medical personnel, or women’s organizations, 
are learning how to influence trade policymaking. For example, NGOs in Brazil and 
South Africa helped make public health and access to affordable medicines a trade 
policy issue. NGOs in Pakistan, Brazil, and India have influenced their countries’ 
positions on indigenous knowledge (Aaronson 2007).  A 2006 study of civil society 
activism in Latin America found that civil society activists and union leaders made 
trade policy a presidential election issue in Bolivia, Costa Rica, and Uruguay (Cox et 
al. 2006). In 2003, in response to public concern about food security and the impact 
of trade liberalization upon small farmers, the Mexican government revamped its 
agricultural policies and developed a stronger system of public consultation.47 
Cambodia provides an interesting example of how citizens are affecting trade policy 
and in this case protecting labor rights. Given its recent troubled history, Cambodia’s 
rulers determined that the only way they could attract significant foreign investment 
(and compete with China and Vietnam) was by improving governance (albeit 
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unevenly).  In 1999, with help (and incentives) from the ILO, the World Bank and 
various governments, Cambodia began to build a market niche as a country with 
comparatively strong labor protection in the garment sector. Workers could unionize, 
strike, and express their opinions. By empowering workers, policymakers helped they 
could attract investment and differentiate the country.  Textile manufacturers began to 
invest heavily in the country, based on the assurance that workers would be 
productive and have strong labor rights protection. With the global downturn, 
Cambodian officials and workers fear disinvestment and job loss. Although worker 
organizations have lost influence, unions continue to challenge the government and 
maintain their rights.48 And the ILO and foreign investors tout that nation as a success 
story of how trade can improve governance through better governance (improved 
labor standards); greater transparency, rule of law and public participation.49  
 
China also provides an interesting example of the changing dialogue about trade 
among policymakers and the public.  In 2007, more than 100 people died from 
toothpaste made in China that contained a poisonous chemical diethylene glycol.  
That scandal was followed by others including exports of heparin and other drugs; 
tainted milk; and unsafe toys among others. Citizen activists such as Eduardo Arias of 
Panama,50 Wang Hei of China51 and Chinese bloggers and activists52 pressured their 
governments to do more to protect consumers.  Costa Rica, the U.S., Nigeria and 
many other governments responded to these pressures by reexamining how they 
monitored product and food safety (thus public comments about trade spilled over 
into other aspects of governance).53  These events also influenced Chinese 
governance. Public concerns about food and product safety grew so loud that the 
government revised many of its environmental, product and food safety laws. It also 
allowed greater (albeit still limited) press freedoms to cover news about potential 
food and product safety problems.54  China’s inadequate governance has had huge 
trade spillovers because of its important role in world trade and manufacturing and 
because Chinese imports threatened human life.  Although the scandal’s effects are 
atypical, it does illuminate the causal pattern: with information, political participation 
and due process rights, citizens can and do influence decision making about trade.  
Their growing “empowerment” may make their public more supportive of trade, 
globalization, and the WTO.55 Interestingly, China cites the role of public opinion and 
public participation when it defended its trade related policies at the WTO in 2008.56 
 



 15

In recognition of the importance of a dialogue between trade policymakers and their 
constituents, the WTO Secretariat posted case studies on its web site including Nepal.  
When Nepal first sought to join the WTO, many NGOs local NGOs were concerned. 
They recognized that membership could stimulate trade and investment, but they 
feared the government would focus less on the needs of its citizenry as a whole and 
more on the needs of its exporters.  Despite their concerns, the NGOs worked with 
policymakers on a broad public debate on the costs and benefits of WTO membership 
in Nepal. In so doing, they gained the trust of Nepal’s trade negotiators and were able 
to influence the terms of Nepal’s accession.  Ultimately, with evidence of public 
support, the Nepalese government acceded to the WTO in 2003.  According to the 
WTO, NGO involvement helped legitimize the process and ensure that public 
concerns were addressed.57 And the case study was widely disseminated, showing 
potential member states the import of public involvement in trade. The site also warns 
potential member states to avoid “negative outcomes.”  “A failure to communicate 
among interested parties at home often contributes to negative outcomes on the 
international front.”58   Thus, the WTO is indirectly arguing to its members that these 
countries are more likely to succeed in international trade negotiations if trade policy 
is built on public involvement and support.  
 
 
IV. Quantitative analysis 
 
Our qualitative review provides a strong basis for our first hypothesis.  
 
Hypothesis I:  Members of the GATT/WTO gradually improve government 
respect for political participation, due process and public access to information.  
We posit that as nations learn to comply with GATT/WTO rules, the habits of good 
governance taught through compliance with this system of rules, spills over into the 
polity as a whole (Rodrik 2001).  Thus, we argue that over time, members should 
improve their performance. 
 
Hypothesis II: In comparison with countries that joined the GATT (1948-1995), 
governments that joined the WTO (after 1995) will show dramatic 
improvements in their respect for political participation, due process and public 
access to information, reflecting accession requirements.  



 16

Under WTO rules, countries must commit to and show they are investing resources in 
customs, intellectual property enforcement and other policies related to trade. They 
must also show they are evenhanded, increasingly transparent, and open to public 
participation in trade policymaking. Thus we argue that in comparison with countries 
joining the GATT, new WTO members will show more dramatic improvements 
because these improvements are both required and monitored by other member states. 
The implication of our argument is that the WTO will have a larger impact in a 
comparable period with GATT because of all these requirements. We test this 
comparison through predicted values which indicate the size of the relationship 
between how membership in the GATT and WTO substantively affect democratic 
rights   
 
 
IV. Empirical Model 
 
This section delineates our model for examining the impact of WTO membership 
upon three democratic rights. We used a two stage equation to test our hypothesis.  
Our first stage equation builds on literature that describes other correlates of joining 
inter governmental organizations.  Our second stage equation examines government 
respect for democratic rights. We begin by describing how we developed the model 
and controlled for issues of endogoneity.   
 
Other Correlates of Joining International Organizations and Democratic Rights 
In designing our research, we were mindful that the factors that make countries more 
likely to become members of the GATT/WTO may also be systematically related to 
respect for democratic rights. For example, countries which have better democratic 
practices may be more likely to join the GATT/WTO. Thus any findings which link 
GATT/WTO membership to improved democratic practices may be a function of the 
types of countries that join this organization. By controlling for these endogoneity 
issues, we are then able to assess the effect of GATT/WTO membership on 
democratic rights. This model incorporates findings from other scholars regarding 
how wealth, regime type, and location affect membership in international 
organizations. Several studies have found that wealthier countries and increasingly 
democratic countries are more likely to join international regimes.  They also indicate 
that countries which join international governmental organizations are also likely to 
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join other international organizations and agreements. Interestingly, countries whose 
neighbors join a specific organization are likely to join that same agreement or 
organization (e.g. Hafner-Burton and Tsutsui 2005; Hathaway 2002; Keith 1999; 
Landman 2005; Neumeyer 2005). We did not attempt to model the negotiation phase 
of countries who are trying to accede to the WTO. Because every country is different, 
every accession is unique (Tang and Wei 2006).  It would be very difficult to model 
the policy changes acceding states are required to implement; and it is beyond the 
scope of this work.  
 
We developed controls for several factors, which allowed us to isolate and evaluate 
the effects of GATT/WTO membership on democratic rights. Scholars have shown 
that wealthier countries are more likely to be democratic (Lipset 1954) and have 
higher levels of respect for the rights of their citizens (Poe 2004; Poe, Tate, and Keith 
1999; Przeworski et al. 2000). Other scholars have linked improved democratic rights 
to greater literacy, urbanization, a free media (Huntington 1984), and the existence of 
a middle class (Moore 1966). Other academics have demonstrated that countries 
which trade more and those with a British colonial experience tend to have 
governments that provide more respect for the rights of their citizens (Blanton and 
Blanton 2007; Poe 2004; Poe, Tate, and Keith 1999; Przeworski et al. 2000).  In 
contrast, countries with relatively large populations, high levels of civil conflict, and 
involvement in interstate war tend to have governments that do not respect human 
rights (Poe 2004; Poe, Tate, and Keith 1999). Olson (1963) theorized that rapid 
economic growth has a disruptive impact on social stability, which in turn can reduce 
government respect for citizen’s rights (Poe, Tate, and Keith 1999). Thus, we 
included these factors as control variables. 
 
Research Design 
The research design includes all independent countries since 1950 through 2008 using 
the Correlates of War framework (Correlates of War 2008). Our unit of analysis is the 
country year. We undertook a two stage approach in order to control for the 
endogoneity issues discussed earlier. In the first stage, we estimated factors that affect 
the numbers of years countries have been members of the GATT/WTO in the 1950 
through 2007 period.59 In the second stage, we assessed the progressive impact of 
participation in the GATT/WTO regime on government respect for three democratic 
rights.60 In the first model, we examined the impact of longer GATT/WTO 
membership on competitiveness of participation for the period 1950-2007.  In the 
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second, we examined the impact of longer GATT/WTO membership on free and fair 
elections for the period 1981-2007. In the third model, we examined the impact of 
longer GATT/WTO membership on public access to government information for the 
period 2004-2008.61 In each of these stages, we include the lagged dependent 
variable. First, democratic rights are relatively ‘sticky;’ they change slowly overtime. 
Thus values reflecting previous years will be strong indicators of the next year’s level 
of democratic rights. The second reason we include variations that include the lagged 
dependent variable is to make sure that our results are not driven by broader trends 
towards (or away from) democracy. By including the lagged dependent variable we 
can eliminate possible distortions from such trends. We next discuss these key 
dependent variables below. 
 
Dependent Variables 
Competitiveness of Participation   
This variable describes the ability of citizens to express alternative preferences for 
policy and leadership in each year (Marshall and Jaggers 2006, 25). The variable 
ranges from 1-5. 1=Repressed, 2=Suppressed, 3=Factional, 4=Transitional, 
5=Competitive systems.  Higher/lower values indicate improved/worsened 
government respect for the extent to which alternative preferences for policy and 
leadership can be pursued in the political arena.62  
 
Free and Fair Elections   
This variable describes governments respect for free and fair elections in each year 
(Cingranelli and Richards 2004). Due process holds the government subservient to 
the law of the land, protecting individual persons from abuse of state power. We 
believe this metric is a good proxy for due process rights because in free and fair 
elections, citizens hold their policymakers to account and government officials hear 
their citizens’ views of their policies. We note that although free and fair elections are 
not trade specific metrics and relate to elections rather than legal or administrative 
proceedings, this rubric is a good reflection of policymaker willingness to allow 
public policy challenges. The measure is coded on a 0-2 scale. A ‘0’ indicates that 
governments frequently violate their citizens rights to free and fair elections, where 
there were 50 or more infractions of this right in a particular year. A “1” indicates that 
governments occasionally violate their citizens rights to free and fair elections, where 
there were between 1-49 infractions of this right in a particular year. A ‘2’ indicates 
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that governments never violated their citizens rights to free and fair elections, there 
were 0 infractions of this right in a particular year. The measure codes the laws and 
practices of governments. In years where a country does not have national, regional, 
or local elections the measure is coded based upon the laws governments have 
towards free and fair elections.   
 
Access to Government Information  
This variable describes whether or not the government provides information to its 
citizenry (Global Integrity Reports 2004, 2006, 2007, and 2008). The Global Integrity 
Reports use questionnaire responses from country specialists and events based 
reporting to generate a 0-100 scale measure. A value of ‘0’ indicates that the public 
has great difficulty accessing government information. A value of ‘100’ indicates that 
the public can easily access all aspects of government information.  Ideally, we would 
estimate how participation in GATT/WTO regime affects access to government 
information annually for each country in the sample. Our dataset has limitations; it 
only covers 2004, 2006, 2007, and 2008 and it does not cover all countries or even 
the bulk of WTO members. With this caveats, we assessed whether longer 
GATT/WTO participation is associated with higher levels of public access to 
government information. Our data set for this measure covers 26 countries in 2004, 
43 countries in 2006, 52 countries in 2007, and 46 countries in 2008. The sample 
provides a good deal of variation in actual levels of access to government 
information. The values range from 0-98.33. 
 
Key Independent Variable 
Number of Years under GATT/WTO Membership  
This measure delineates the number of years a country has been a member of the 
GATT/WTO. The measure ranges from 0 for those who never joined either 
organization to 59 for original GATT members (1948-2007).  We used data both from 
the GATT documents library at Stanford University and the WTO website to 
ascertain when countries became members of either the GATT (1948-1995) or WTO 
(1995-2007).63  This measure is also the key dependent variable in the first stage of 
our equations delineating how long a country has been a member of this regime.  We 
also produced a measure describing the number of years a country has been a member 
of the WTO. The measure ranges from 0 for those who never joined the organization 
to 12 for those countries who joined at the beginning of the WTO regime and were 
members in 2007 (1995-2007). Tables 1 and 2 summarize the effects of the 
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independent, dependent, and control variables used in the first GATT/WTO 
membership equation and second democratic rights stage equation.  
(Insert Table 1 and 2 about Here) 
 
Results64 
Determinants of longer Membership in GATT/WTO 
Table 3 displays the results from our models that determine longevity of GATT/WTO 
membership during the 1950-2007, period. We discuss the ordinary least squares 
(OLS) model. In the alternate specifications section we also discuss the negative 
binomial and feasible generalized least squares, generalized least squares with fixed 
effects and another with random effects models.  We found longevity of participation 
in the GATT/WTO regime is affected by several factors. Countries that were 
members of the WTO for longer periods also tended to have higher levels of GDP per 
capita significant at the .05 level of confidence. Higher levels of WTO membership in 
particular geographic regions increased the likelihood other countries in that region 
would also become members of the GATT/WTO, significant at the .05 level of 
confidence. More democratic countries were also more likely to participate in the 
GATT/WTO regimes significant at the .001 level of confidence. Finally, countries 
that participate in other international institutions were also more likely to participate 
longer in the GATT/WTO regimes, significant at the .001 level of confidence.  
Interestingly, we also found that countries which had negative changes in GDP per 
capita and lower levels of trade as a proportion of GDP were also more likely to 
participate in these trade regimes, significant at the .10 and .01 level of confidence 
respectively.  This reflects the diverse membership of the GATT/WTO.  
  
Impact of longer GATT/WTO membership on Democratic Rights  
Table 4 displays the results from our models about the impact of longer GATT/WTO 
membership on government respect for democratic rights from 1950-2008. The two-
stage equation means that all the results presented at the, second, democratic rights 
stage control for the indirect effects of the first GATT/WTO stage. The results 
presented in Table 4 include two specifications, one that excludes and another that 
includes the lagged dependent variable. We discuss the results collectively from these 
specifications. Later in the alternate specifications section we discuss the results from 
two stage least squares fixed effects instrumental regression and two stage least 
squares random effects instrumental regression models. The results in Table 4 support 
our hypothesis that membership in the GATT/WTO over time leads to stronger 
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performance on political participation, and free and fair elections two of our three 
indicators used. Each of our significant results is robust to inclusion of the lagged 
dependent variable. The results in columns I and II indicate that countries that have 
been GATT/WTO members for longer periods tend to have greater political 
participation, significant at the .001 level of confidence.  The results from columns III 
and IV indicate that longer participation in the GATT/WTO leads to greater 
government respect for free and fair elections, significant at the .001 level of 
confidence.  
 
We classify control variables that have a ‘consistent effect’ as those which are 
significant in three or more of the six models displayed in Table 4. We found that 
countries with higher levels of trade, those with larger populations, and those that 
were involved in civil conflict had weaker political participation scores and lower 
levels of respect for free and fair elections significant at the .05 levels of confidence 
or greater.  These results concerning wealth, interstate conflict, and British colonial 
heritage deserve further investigation, because they contradict the findings of some 
scholars. Table 5 shows our findings about the impact of longer WTO membership on 
government respect for democratic rights from 1995-2008.  Because we utilized a 
two-stage equation, the results presented at the second democratic rights stage control 
for the indirect effects of the first GATT/WTO stage. In this model, we include only 
those countries which joined the WTO from  1995-2008 period. We then compare 
them to those that remained outside the WTO during this period. As table 5 shows, 
we thus have fewer cases to analyze, ranging from 20 to 656 depending upon the 
model run. The results presented in Table 4 also include two specifications, one that 
excludes and another that includes the lagged dependent variable.   
 
The results provide some support for our argument that longer participation in the 
WTO improves government respect for democratic rights. Membership in WTO over 
time leads to stronger performance on political participation, free and fair elections, 
and public access to information, significant at the .001 level of confidence.  
However, these results are not robust to inclusion of the lagged dependent variable. 
Again we classify control variables that have a ‘consistent effect’ as those which are 
significant in three or more of the six models displayed in Table 5. The control 
variables, where significant, provided limited support for the existing research 
concerning the correlates of democratic rights.  Countries with higher levels of GDP 
per capita improved competitiveness of participation and free and fair elections but 
were inconsistent in their effects on public access to information, significant at the .05 
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level of confidence or greater. Our results may reflect the limited number of cases as 
well as the limited time for individuals to take advantage of these provisions.  We 
hope other scholars will test these results.   
 
Model Predictions  
The models presented in Tables 4 and 5 discussed whether there was a statistically 
significant relationship between participation in the GATT/WTO regime and 
improved democratic rights. Since our WTO results in comparison to our GATT 
results, were not robust, we were not able to test hypothesis II by comparing the 
substantive impact of the WTO to that of GATT. We did examine the substantive 
relationship between the GATT/WTO regime and democratic rights Table 6 indicates 
how longer participation in the GATT/WTO regime substantively changes 
government respect for democratic rights over the period 1950-2007.  Each of the 
predictions presented in Table 6 were calculated after running the models shown in 
Table 4. We chose to present the more conservative predictions based upon the 
models which include the lagged dependent variable. All the other variables were 
held at their mean or modal value. In column I, we examine the substantive effects of 
longer participation in the GATT/WTO regime on political participation. The 
dependent variable ranges from 0 to 5. Lower values indicate that a government 
restricts political participation. Higher values, in comparison, indicate that a 
government allows greater public participation. We find that countries which are not 
members of the GATT/WTO generally restrict political participation. We found that 
government respect for these rights progressively improves the longer they have been 
members of GATT/WTO regime. Governments which have been members of 
GATT/WTO for the highest number of years have about a 1/3 of a unit change in the 
extent to which they actually respect alternative preferences for policy and leadership 
can be pursued in the political arena. A one unit change, for example, indicates that 
governments shift from being ‘Repressed’ to ‘Suppressed’, ‘Suppressed’ to  
 
‘Factional’, ‘Factional’ to ‘Transitional’, or ‘Transitional’ to ‘Competitive’.65  
In columns II-IV we examine how longer membership of the GATT/WTO changes 
the probability of governments respecting the right to free and fair elections, our 
indicator of due process rights. The dependent variable can range from 0 to 2. A value 
of ‘2’ indicates that governments completely respect the right to free and fair 
elections which we examine in column II. A value of ‘1’ indicates that governments 
occasionally violate (1-49 violations) the right to free and fair elections which we 
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examine in column III. A value of ‘0’ indicates that governments frequently violate 
(50+ violations) the right to free and fair elections which we examine in column IV. 
We found the probability that governments fully respect the rights to free and fair 
elections progressively improves the longer they have been members of GATT/WTO 
regime from .25 for those countries which are not members of the GATT/WTO to .50 
for those which have been members the longest, a 100 percent increased probability. 
Likewise the likelihood that governments occasionally violate the right to free and 
fair elections reduced from .58  for those countries which are not members of the 
GATT/WTO to .44 for those which have been members the longest, a 24 percent 
decreased probability. Finally the likelihood that governments frequently  violate the 
right to free and fair elections reduced from .17  for those countries which are not 
members of the GATT/WTO to .07 for those which have been members the longest, 
an almost 59 percent reduction in that likelihood.  
 
Alternate Specifications 
We ran a number of alternate estimation techniques to better ensure the robustness of 
our results. In the first stage model predicting longevity of GATT/WTO membership, 
we also used   a negative binomial regression mode, a feasible generalized least 
squares; generalized least squares with fixed effects; and generalized least squares 
with random effects. These are displayed in Table 3. These alternate models 
generated similar results to our ordinary least squares model across a number of our 
independent variables including GDP per capita, trade as a proportion of GDP, 
regional level of WTO membership, and the number of IGOs joined at the .10 level of 
confidence or greater in the four subsequent models used. Some scholars may 
question these results because the models are based on longevity of membership. 
However, only one country, China, has ever left the GATT/WTO. Thus our initial 
results may be a statistical artefact. To address this potential objection we ran a Cox 
proportional hazard model where we estimated the likelihood of joining the 
GATT/WTO. This model enables us to control for the possibility of an artificial 
correlation between membership and our independent variables. When reading the 
results from the Cox proportional hazard model it is important to remember that 
coefficient values less than 1 should be treated as indicating a reduced hazard of 
joining the GATT/WTO, an exact value of 1 as no effect, and values greater than 1 as 
an increased hazard of joining these institutions. Table 3 shows the results of the Cox 
proportional hazard model; they are similar to our original OLS models. Each of the 
independent variables that were significant in our Cox proportional hazard model at 
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the .10 level of confidence or higher were also significant in our OLS model. In 
contrast with our original OLS findings, the Cox model provided little support for the 
economic factors as well as the number of IGOs joined found to be significant in the 
other specifications.  
 
We also ran alternative first and second stage equation models. These are not 
displayed due to space limitations. The first set included Foreign Direct Investment. 
As discussed in section III, several scholars have shown that policymakers often hope 
WTO membership will not only expand trade, but help them attract more foreign 
investment. Scholars have also examined the effects of FDI on government respect 
for human rights (Richards et al. 2001; and Blanton and Blanton 2009). Thus FDI 
may have an important effect in both stages of our analysis. We excluded it from our 
original analysis because we lost almost 2100 cases about 36 percent of our total 
number of cases. We included net inflows of FDI in both stages of our analysis. 
While FDI inflows were negatively related to both the hazard of joining and the 
longevity of membership in the GATT/WTO, the effect was only statistically 
significant in the Cox proportionate hazard models at the .05 level of confidence. FDI 
inflows had positive and significant effect only on free and fair elections at the .05 
level of confidence.66  The positive and significant effects of GATT/WTO 
membership on political participation and free and fair elections remained significant 
at the .001 level of confidence using either the models that included or excluded the 
lagged dependent variable.  
 
We also used a different specification of our competiveness of participation measure. 
The POLITY IV codebook describes the ‘0’ category as unregulated or immeasurable 
levels of competiveness. While this category only has 121 cases in our data-set it may 
conflate the results of countries which saw no change in their level of competitiveness 
in our study. We ran an alternative specification which excludes these ‘0’ category. 
The results still indicate a strong and positive impact of longer membership in the 
GATT/WTO on higher levels of competitiveness significant at the .001 level of 
confidence.   
 
Next we estimated the system of equations utilizing a two stage least squares model 
using both fixed and random effects variations to assess the impact of GATT/WTO 
membership on the level of political competition. We used GLS regression models 
also with fixed and random effects variations to assess the impact of GATT/WTO 
membership on free and fair elections. All the models discussed used the more 
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conservative approach including the lagged dependent variable. The positive impact 
of longer membership in the GATT/WTO on higher levels of competitiveness and 
free and fair elections remained significant at the .001 level of confidence over the 
1950-2007 and 1981-2007 periods respectively. Finally we also ran these models for 
the 1995-2008 period, examining the impact of new WTO membership on democratic 
rights. Interestingly these results were robust to the inclusion of the lagged dependent 
variable. New WTO membership increased the level of party competition in both the 
fixed and random effects models significant at the .05 level of confidence or greater. 
Likewise new WTO membership also improved government respect for free and fair 
elections in both the fixed and the random effects model significant at .01 and .10 
levels of confidence respectively.  However, this model also showed WTO member 
has no significant impact upon access to information. 
 
Finally, we performed a test to see if our results reflected governance improvements 
by relatively democratic regimes rather than more authoritarian regimes. Specifically, 
we split the sample into two groups to ascertain if GATT/WTO membership is having 
any effect on authoritarian regimes. We used the convention in the literature of the 
POLITY democracy score ‘DEMOC’ of 7 and above to indicate democracies and 6 
and below to indicate authoritarian regimes. We assessed the impact of GATT/WTO 
membership on democratic rights over the 1950-2008 period. Our initial results for 
democratic regimes indicated that longer GATT/WTO membership had a negative 
effect on political competition but a positive effect on free and fair elections at the .01 
and .05 level of significance respectively. However, these results were not robust to 
the inclusions of the lagged dependent variable. Our initial results for authoritarian 
regimes indicated that longer GATT/WTO membership had a positive effect on 
political participation and a positive effect on free and fair elections but a negative 
effect on access to information at the .001, 01, and .05 levels of significance 
respectively. Two of our three initial results for authoritarian regimes were robust to 
the inclusion of the lagged dependent variable. When we included the lagged 
dependent variable our results indicated that longer GATT/WTO membership had a 
positive impact on political competition and a positive impact on free and fair 
elections at the .001 level of confidence, but no significant impact on public access to 
information.   
 
V. Conclusions 
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Scholars and activists alike often see the WTO as undemocratic (in its processes) and 
in its effects upon the worlds’ people (its outcomes). However, herein we argued that 
membership in the GATT/WTO may have a positive effect upon government respect 
for some democratic rights. We stated that the GATT/WTO requires governments to 
adopt policies that provide foreign products (read producers) with due process and 
political participation rights related to trade policymaking as well as information 
these producers need about trade related regulations. Because these nations also 
provide these rights to their citizens, a growing number of people including those 
living in repressive states are learning how to influence and challenge trade related 
policies. Moreover, because trade today encompasses so many areas of governance, 
from tax and procurement policies to food safety and competition, these same citizens 
may gradually learn to transfer the skills learned from influencing trade–related 
policies to other public issues. Our quantitative analysis provided strong support for 
our qualitative review of membership in the GATT/WTO. Countries that have been 
members of the GATT/WTO for longer periods of time saw statistically significant 
improvements in our metrics for political participation and due process rights. We 
found that government respect for these rights gradually improves the longer they 
have been members of GATT/WTO regime. Taking our results literally, our analysis 
also revealed GATT/WTO membership is strongly associated with free and fair 
elections. This is an important and surprising finding which we hope other scholars 
will test.  However, we did not have similarly robust results for access to information. 
We think that the relatively limited amount of quantitative data available for this 
period accounts for our mixed findings.  
 
Members of the WTO that want to enhance the effect of these provisions can do more 
to ensure that WTO member states empower their citizens. As noted above, the WTO 
does not require members to involve their publics; nor does it tell member states how 
and when to do so. The WTO’s trade policy review process is an opportunity to 
monitor whether or not undemocratic states adhere to the more limited political 
participation, access to information, and due process rights. WTO member states 
could use the trade policy review process to demand documentation from all WTO 
member states that trade policy was made in the sunshine and that citizens had an 
opportunity to influence these policies. This would underscore the importance of 
public involvement to good governance and could inspire some developing countries 
to ask for related capacity building assistance. Our findings about the democratic 
rights spillovers of the WTO complement the work of other scholars who have 
shown, without deliberate intent, the global economic governance institutions are 
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effecting change in areas beyond their original remit. The World Bank, IMF and 
WTO can help developing countries achieve governance reforms and improve 
governance outcomes (Rodrik 2007). For example, scholars have shown that the 
Bretton Woods institutions can prod countries to adopt policies that can 
simultaneously undermine democratic rights or to do more to ensure public 
participation and other democratic rights (Abouharb and Cingranelli 2007). Other 
scholars have shown that the WTO can help national policymakers enhance 
democracy at home (Dobbins, Simmons and Garrett; Keohane, Macedo and 
Moravcsik 2007) and abroad (Aaronson and Zimmerman 2007). 
 
Moreover, we hope that activists and development scholars will see the nuances and 
potential in the WTO’s role. Amartya Sen argued that democracy gives people a 
voice and a constructive role in shaping, values and ultimately policy responses (Sen 
1999, 19). If international institutions help the poor “find their voice,” these people 
may have greater leeway to demand other human rights. We end with a final irony. 
The GATT WTO system was created to ensure that governments did not apply 
protectionist tools that discriminated in favor of domestic market actors vs. foreign 
market actors. The WTO is, to some degree, a bill of rights for foreign market actors. 
Ironically, in repressive states, its rules may empower domestic market actors 
(consumers, taxpayers, as well as producers) who may not have been able to use 
existing domestic remedies to obtain information, influence policies, or challenge 
their leaders. So while not a bill of rights, the WTO can provide an alternative venue 
for democratic debate. In conclusion, although the GATT/WTO and democratic rights 
are unexpected bedfellows, we don’t yet know if they are married for good. By 
moving that discussion to the fore, we hope to help policymakers develop a more 
effective and coherent approach to linking trade and democratic rights. 
 
Table 1: Operationalization of GATT/WTO Membership Equation   
Dependent Variables Indicator Source 
Number of Years under GATT/WTO 
Membership 

Number of years has been a member of the 
GATT/WTO.  

Constructed from GATT/WTO Sources 

 
Independent Variables 

  

Economic Variables   
GDP Per Capita Real GDP Per Capita (Chain Index) Penn World Tables 6.3 
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GDP Per Capita Change Change in Real GDP Per Capita (Chain Index) Penn World Tables 6.3  
 
Trade as a Proportion of GDP 

 
Total Trade as a percentage of GDP 

 
Penn World Tables 6.3 

 
International Political Variables 

  

Regional Level of International 
Organizations (IGOs) Joined  

Average Number of IGOs joined by UN Region  Constructed by Authors  
 

Domestic Political Variables    
Democracy Democracy 0-10 Measure POLITY IVd Dataset (Marshall & 

Jaggers 2006) 
 

Number of IGOs Joined Annual count of IGOs joined by country Pevehouse et al. (2003) & Wallace and 
Singer (1970) 

Population Size Annual population in thousands  Penn World Tables 6.3 
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TABLE 2. Operationalization of Second-Stage Democratic Rights Equations Variables 

Dependent Variable Indicator Source 
Competitiveness of Participation 
 
 
 
 
Free and Fair Elections 
 
 
Access to Government Information 

0-5 indicator indicating level of government respect for the extent 
to which alternative preferences for policy and leadership can be 
pursued in the political arena. Higher values indicate greater 
respect. To the extent to which alternative preferences can be 
pursued in the political arena  
 0-2 indicator indicating level of government respect for free and 
fair elections. Higher values indicates higher levels of government 
respect for free and fair elections 
Information about public access to government information 
through the use of specialized country reporting. The variable 
ranges from 0-100. A value of ‘0’ indicates very limited public 
access to government information. A value of ‘100’ indicates very 
high levels of public access to government information. 

POLITY IVd Dataset (Marshall & 
Jaggers 2006) 
 
 
Cingranelli and Richards (CIRI) 
(2004) 
  
 
 
 
Global Integrity Reports (2004, 
2006, 2007, 2008) 

Independent Variables   
Number of Years under GATT/WTO 
Membership 

Number of years has been a member of the GATT/WTO.  Constructed from GATT/WTO 
Sources  

Control Variables   

Economic Variables   
GDP Per Capita Real GDP Per Capita (Chain Index) Penn World Tables 6.3  
GDP Per Capita Change Change in Real GDP Per Capita (Chain Index) Penn World Tables 6.3  
Trade as a Proportion of GDP Total Trade as a percentage of GDP Penn World Tables 6.3 
Political Variables   
Population  Annual population in thousands Penn World Tables 6.3  
Level of Literacy 
Level of Interstate Conflict 

Percentage of population above age of 15 literate. 
Ordinal Level of International Conflict (0-3 measure) 

Author (2007) 
Gleditsch et. al (2002) 

Level of Domestic Conflict Ordinal Level of Civil Conflict (0-3 measure) Gleditsch et. al (2002) 

UK Dependent/Colonial Experience 
 
End of Cold War 

The decision rule of the most recent possessor is used to identify 
the relationships under examination. 
“1’ if year is greater than 1991 and ‘0’ otherwise.  

Issues COW Colonial History 
Dataset Hensel (2006) 
Constructed 



 30

Table 3: Determinants of longer Membership in GATT/WTO 1950-2007, All Countries¹ 
 
Number of Years 
GATT/WTO 
Member  

Column I 
Ordinary 

least Squares 
(Robust St. 

Errors)  

Column II 
Negative Binomial 
Regression Model 
(Robust St. Errors) 

Column III 
Feasible 

Generalized Least 
Squares Model² 

 

Column IV 
Generalized Least 

Squares Model 
Fixed Effects 
(Robust St. 

Errors) 

Column V 
Generalized Least 

Squares Model 
Random Effects 

(Robust St. 
Errors) 

Column VI 
Cox Proportional 

Hazard Model  
 

Economic Variables       
GDP Per Capita .0003* 

(.0001) 
.00001 

(9.55e-06) 
.0005*** 
(.00002) 

.0006*** 
(.00004) 

.0006*** 
(.00004) 

1 
(.00001) 

Percentage Change in 
GDP Per Capita 

-.057^ 
(.032) 

-.006^ 
(.003) 

-.067*** 
(.019) 

-.016 
(.011) 

-.017 
(.011) 

.999 
(.009) 

Trade as a Proportion 
of GDP  

-.06** 
(.021) 

-.004* 
(.001) 

-.067*** 
(.003) 

-.007^ 
(.004) 

-.01** 
(.003) 

1.001 
(.002) 

Political Variables        
Regional Level of WTO 
Membership 

.218* 
(.107) 

.015^ 
(.008) 

.397*** 
(.018) 

.435*** 
(.024) 

.424*** 
(.024) 

1.032^ 
(.017) 

Level of Democracy .121*** 
(.207) 

.089*** 
(.02) 

1.225*** 
(.033) 

-.04 
(.041) 

.005 
(.04) 

1.121*** 
(.029) 

Number of IGOs 
Joined  

.075*** 
(.014) 

.008*** 
(.001) 

.064*** 
(.003) 

.086*** 
(.003) 

.086*** 
(.003) 

.971 
(.019) 

Population Size  8.23e-06 
(.00001) 

4.19e-07 
(1.15e-06) 

.00002*** 
(1.48e-06) 

3.10e-07 
(4.36e-06) 

2.47e-06 
(4.27e-06) 

1 
(3.52e-07) 

Constant -13.919*** 
(1.749) 

-.211 
(.218) 

-17.538*** 
(.512) 

-22.438*** 
(.479) 

-25.485*** 
(.953) 

-- 

N 
R-Squared  

6392 
 .35 

6392 
 -- 

6392 
 -- 

6392 
-- 

6392 
-- 

2269 
-- 

P>|z  .1^, .05*, .01**, .001*** Two Tailed Test. ¹Analyses clustered on country. ²Feasible Generalized Least Squares Model estimated with 
heteroskedastic panels. Results generated with STATA 9.2.     
 
 
Table 4: Years under GATT/WTO and its effect on Democratic Rights 1950-2007, All Countries   
 3-Stage Least Squares Model Ordered Logit  3-Stage Least Squares Model 

Government Respect 
for Democratic Rights 

Competitiveness of Participation  
1950-2007¹ 

Free and Fair Elections  
1981-2007² 

Public Access to Information  
2004-2008¹ 

Years under .105*** .007*** .038*** .0183*** -.133 -.033 
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GATT/WTO  (.003) (.0006) (.002) (.002) (.244) (.216) 
Economic Variables       
GDP Per Capita .-1.53e-07 

(2.64e-06) 
-1.27e-06** 
(4.86e-07) 

.00005*** 
(6.33e-06) 

.00002*** 
(4.00e-06) 

.001*** 
(.0003) 

.0002 
(.0003) 

Change in GDP Per 
Capita 

.005* 
(.002) 

-.0005 
(.00062) 

.013* 
(.005) 

.002 
(.006) 

-.148 
(.319) 

.044 
(.243) 

Trade as a Proportion of 
GDP  

-.001** 
(.0005) 

-.001** 
(.0005) 

-.002* 
(.0007) 

-.002* 
(.0009) 

.05 
(.084) 

.022 
(.07) 

Political Variables 
Population Size 

 
-1.5e-06*** 
(1.99e-07) 

 
-8.65e-08* 
(3.65e-08) 

 
-5.32e-07* 
(2.52e-07) 

 
-4.23e-07 
(3.73e-07) 

 
.00002* 

(8.79e-06) 

 
.00002 

(.00001) 
Level of Interstate 
Conflict 

.344*** 
(.074) 

.012 
(.019) 

-.469** 
(.174) 

-.308 
(.245) 

--³ --³ 

Level of Domestic 
Conflict 

-.163*** 
(.036) 

-.006 
(.009) 

-.132* 
(.066) 

-.112** 
(.1002) 

3.483 
(4.089) 

.116 
(3.957) 

UK  Dept/Colonial 
Experience 

-.181*** 
(.041) 

-.017 
(.01) 

-.514*** 
(.091) 

-.277** 
(.096) 

-8.254 
(6.892) 

-6.497 
(7.382) 

Inverse Mills Ratio 
 

-- -- -.059 
(.12) 

.058 
(.252) 

-- -- 

Level of Literacy -- -- -- -- .283* 
(.113) 

-.178^ 
(.106) 

Lagged Dependent 
Variable 

 .955*** 
(.004) 

-- 2.686*** 
(.065) 

-- .899*** 
(.084) 

Constant 1.416*** 
(.055) 

.05*** 
(.011) 

-- -- 20.927^ 
(10.822) 

21.087* 
(9.916) 

N 6247 6158 3619 3480 155 53 
P>|z .1^, .05*, .01**, .001*** Two Tailed Test. ¹Only Second stage equations are displayed.²Bootstrapped Errors (1000 replications). ³Dropped by STATA. 



 32

Table 5: Years under WTO and its effect on Democratic Rights 1995-2008, Only New WTO Members & Non Member Countries¹   
 3-Stage Least Squares Model Ordered Logit  3-Stage Least Squares Model 

Government Respect 
for Democratic Rights 

Competitiveness of Participation  
1995-2007¹ 

Free and Fair Elections  
1995-2007² 

Public Access to Information  
1995-2008¹ 

Years under WTO  .37*** 
(.028) 

.012 
(.008) 

.252*** 
(.046) 

.066 
(.064) 

3.109*** 
(.739) 

.368 
(.714) 

Economic Variables       
GDP Per Capita .00002** 

(8.46e-06) 
8.71e-07 

(2.23e-06) 
.00003* 
(.00002) 

.00001 
(.00001) 

.001* 
(.0005) 

-.002* 
(.0009) 

Change in GDP Per 
Capita 

-.004 
(.005) 

-.0004 
(.001) 

.004 
(.008) 

.005 
(.01) 

.839** 
(.314) 

.643* 
(.259) 

Trade as a Proportion of 
GDP  

-.003^ 
(.002) 

-.0001 
(.0004) 

-.002 
(.003) 

.0002 
(.003) 

.045 
(.077) 

.088 
(.072) 

Political Variables 
Population Size 

 
-1.44e-06*** 

(2.94e-07) 

 
-5.80e-08 
(7.80e-08) 

 
-2.36e-06^ 
(1.26e-06) 

 
-2.21e-06 
(2.27e-06) 

 
6.18e-06 

(9.55e-06) 

 
.00001 

(7.31e-06) 
Level of Interstate 
Conflict 

.551 
(.538) 

.172 
(.148) 

.045 
(2.322) 

-.601 
(2.86) 

--³ --³ 

Level of Domestic 
Conflict 

.073 
(.104) 

.057* 
(.029) 

-.292^ 
(.101) 

-.248 
(.345) 

-3.693 
(6.024) 

2.262 
(7.095) 

UK  Dept/Colonial 
Experience 

-.332 
(.326) 

-.021 
(.092) 

.025 
(.303) 

.307 
(.469) 

38.072** 
(14.308) 

--³ 

Level of Literacy -- -- -- -- .04 
(.16) 

-.298 
(.203) 

Lagged Dependent 
Variable 

 .966*** 
(.011) 

-- 2.935*** 
(.172) 

-- .922*** 
(.169) 

Constant 2.625*** 
(.172) 

.089^ 
(.053) 

-- -- 27.096* 
(11.371) 

31.104* 
(13.656) 

N 591 584 656 621 57 20 
P>|z .1^, .05*, .01**, .001*** Two Tailed Test. ¹Only Second stage equations are displayed. ²Convergence achieved only after dropping Inverse Mills Ratio. 
³Dropped by STATA



 
 

Table 6: Predictions: The Impact of Years under GATT/WTO on Democratic Rights 1950-2007, All Countries  

 
Free and Fair Elections  

1981-2007 

 
Independent Variable 
 

 
Competitiveness of 

Participation 1950-2007 
 

Probability of 
Completely Free 

and Fair Elections 

Probability of 
Occasionally 

Violating   Free and 
Fair Elections 

Probability of 
Frequently Violating 

Free and  Fair 
Elections 

Not a member of GATT/WTO  2.735 
 

.25 
 

.58 .17 

Mean number of years as a member of 
GATT/WTO (about 12.6 years)  

2.819 .30 .56 
 

.14 

 
One standard deviation above mean number 
of years as a member of GATT/WTO (About 
28.6 years) 
 

 
2.926 

 

 
.36 

53 11 

Highest number of years as a member of 
GATT/WTO (59 years¹)   
 
Overall change in dependent variable from 
never being a member of GATT/WTO to 
being a member for highest number of years   

3.128 
 
 
 

+.393 

.50 
 
 
 

+100%  

.44 
 
 
 

-24% 

.07 
 
 
 

-58.8% 

     
¹The value is 59 rather than 57 because we start counting membership of GATT/WTO in 1948 when the regime began.
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64  We will provide a table of descriptive statistics as a Web Appendix. The year 2004 represents the limitations of 
most of our control variables. For the models examining the period 2004-2007 we extrapolated our control variables 
over this period.  
65 The POLITY IV codebook (pp25-26) describes the different levels of competitiveness. A   “0” is labeled “’Not 
Applicable’ and describes polities that are s Unregulated, or moving to/from that position, in Regulation of Political 
Participation (variable 2.6). “ A “1” is labeled “’Repressed’: No significant oppositional activity is permitted outside 
the ranks of the regime and ruling party.”  A “2” is labeled “’Suppressed’: Some organized, political competition 
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66 These and all subsequent alternate specifications are available upon request.  
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