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History clearly demonstrates that democracies are more likely than other forms of 
government to prosper economically, less likely to wage conflict, and more inclined to 
protect and uphold human rights for their people.1 Today, however, democracy is in 
decline around the world, violent conflict is on the rise, and instability is growing as the 
COVID-19 pandemic rages and economies face devastating downturns.2 Autocracies 
such as Russia and China are becoming bolder in their efforts to undermine democra-
cies, and populism is eroding democratic institutions from within. It is therefore more 
important than ever that the United States both prioritizes democracy promotion and 
ensures that its democracy promotion efforts are as effective as possible.3

Decades after developing the first U.S. government programs intended to prioritize 
support for democracy, U.S. efforts to pursue that goal have often become too techno-
cratic and focused on specific assistance programs rather than holistic efforts to bolster 
democratic societies.4 U.S. foreign assistance is divided across dozens of programs 
with a huge range of stated goals and purposes, from training and equipping security 
partners to enable them to work with U.S. armed forces to providing economic aid 
meant to create new trade opportunities for American businesses. A number of U.S. 
agencies—including the U.S. Department of State, the U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID), the U.S. Department of Defense, the Millennium Challenge 
Corporation (MCC), and more—are involved in setting foreign assistance policy and 
doling out aid, which makes policy coordination challenging.

Moreover, America’s own struggles with democracy at home clearly demand humility 
and awareness of the challenges of preserving and protecting democratic principles in 
both established and emerging democracies.5 U.S. efforts to promote democracy or 
respect for human rights are undermined when American officials limit voting access 
or cast doubt on election integrity at home, for example. Providing U.S. aid to countries 
that ignore democratic norms or violate human rights undermines the sincerity and 
effectiveness of democracy promotion policy. A coherent and clearly articulated policy 
is necessary if U.S. officials want American efforts to be taken seriously.

To that end, the Biden-Harris administration should present to Congress a proposal 
for a new multiyear, multibillion-dollar Democratic Strategic Advantage Initiative—
akin to past large-scale U.S. government foreign assistance efforts such as the global 



A snapshot of tools that can support democracy
The United States provides several types of foreign assistance through different agencies, and has nonassistance tools—for example,  
trade arrangements—in which democracy is a key factor. A few examples of these key programs include:

Economic assistance: The United States provides nearly $50 billion 
per year in foreign assistance, which comes from a variety of programs 
administered by numerous U.S. government agencies including the 
State Department, USAID, and the MCC.9 This economic assistance cov-
ers everything from trainings for foreign officials to budgetary support 
for governments to assistance for nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs) and more. 

Security assistance: The United States provides military training, 
weapons systems, and other support to countries in order to achieve 
U.S. security objectives. Security assistance aims to build a partner’s 
capacity to enable closer military partnerships with U.S. forces and 
maintain security and stability in critical regions. 

Civil society support: Through the State Department and USAID, the 
vast majority of U.S. assistance goes directly to nonprofit and civil soci-
ety organizations that run programs, or have the potential, to promote 
economic development, combat violence, empower youth, and fight 
corruption. 

Trade incentives: The U.S. market is a powerful pull for other countries, 
and the United States regularly negotiates trade arrangements with 
countries around the world, even if they are not full free trade agree-
ments. In the past—such as with the Trans-Pacific Partnership and the 
African Growth and Opportunity Act—the United States has attempted 
to use trade negotiations to both incentivize and reward good gover-
nance in other countries.10 
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fight against AIDS and Plan Colombia—a foreign aid and diplomatic effort aimed 
at combating Colombian drug cartels and insurgent groups. A Democratic Strategic 
Advantage Initiative would help established democracies and emerging democratic 
states sustain progress and give them a strategic advantage over authoritarian com-
petitors.6 This initiative would authorize the U.S. government to amplify and better 
synchronize U.S. economic and security assistance and commercial investment pack-
ages. It would also pay dividends for Americans by creating better partnerships with 
democratic states, driving economic growth and trade opportunities, and fostering 
stability and security around the world.

Overcoming a stove-piped system

Over the years, the U.S. government has accrued more and more tools aimed at 
strengthening democracies abroad, but those tools remain largely uncoordinated. 
Multiple U.S. agencies and offices coordinate a wide range of programs that aim to pro-
vide support for free and fair elections, to reform judiciary systems and law enforce-
ment entities to uphold justice more fully, and to train municipal officials on rule of 
law and human rights. But these tools are spread across several entities, including 
USAID, the State Department, the National Endowment for Democracy, and bilateral 
and multilateral efforts.7 Security assistance is split between the State and Defense 
departments through dozens of individual programs.8

Furthermore, the United States has numerous foreign policy tools that at present it 
does not use effectively to support democracy. From economic and development 
assistance to trade preferences to security partnerships, the U.S. foreign policy toolkit 
is filled with methods of strengthening relationships with other countries. Yet many of 
these tools are not offered to democratic countries.
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In fact, the United States provides tremendous support to many of its autocratic partners, 
such as Egypt and Saudi Arabia.11 Billions of dollars in arms sales and grants, billions 
more in financial assistance, and high-profile summits and invitations to the White 
House are regularly part of engagement with some of the world’s most cruel dictators 
because their countries are deemed to be of strategic interest to the United States.12 Yet 
the assistance that the United States provides to democracies that are not supposedly 
strategically important—countries such as Ghana, Uruguay, and Senegal—receives far 
less attention and support.

The cost of this imbalance is that the United States consistently undermines its own 
stated goals of supporting democracy and human rights around the world. The fact 
that the United States will spend tremendous sums of assistance to support security or 
“strategic” interests with autocratic states but nothing close to those amounts to help 
democracies succeed sends a powerful message about U.S. foreign policy priorities—
that the United States is willing to put real effort behind supporting autocrats when it 
suits America’s interests but not willing to put the same kind of effort behind support-
ing countries trying to transition to democracy. And when these democracies experi-
ence democratic backsliding, the United States is often quick to threaten to cut off the 
assistance and support it does provide. The end result of this approach is that the United 
States helps perpetuate some autocratic regimes while not expending even an equal 
amount of effort to help democracies succeed. 

If the United States aligned its foreign assistance and tools to support more democra-
cies, it would be much better placed to counter today’s competing models of governance, 
which China and Russia have increasingly pushed on the geopolitical stage. If more U.S. 
aid were devoted to helping municipal officials root out corruption, for instance, emerg-
ing democratic states could have a much stronger chance of making and sustaining the 
institutional and structural reforms needed to become full-fledged democracies. And if 
more U.S. aid were dedicated to providing real budgetary support to help countries with 
transparent governance try to grow their economies, it could help bolster faith internally 
and internationally in those countries’ democracies. Devoting significantly more funds 
to help create or strengthen democratic institutions would produce more stable partners. 
These strong democratic countries could then deliver on the promise of democratic gov-
ernance for their people, providing a strong counterexample to the authoritarian model 
pushed by China and Russia. 

America’s foreign assistance currently privileges nondemocratic partners

To assess the divide between U.S. foreign assistance for democracies and autocracies, 
the Center for American Progress studied America’s recent record and found that the 
bulk of America’s foreign assistance goes to nondemocratic countries. CAP did this 
by examining how much aid the United States provided to 185 recipients from fiscal 
years 2014 to 2018. Those amounts were then broken down based on how much aid 
was provided to democratic and nondemocratic countries, using Freedom House’s 
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annual “Freedom in the World” report.13 CAP also used data from Security Assistance 
Monitor, a nonpartisan database that collates information on U.S. economic and 
security assistance aid from government sources, which captured all developmental 
assistance and security assistance funds appropriated in those fiscal years.14

The findings reveal that America is privileging its nondemocratic partners over its 
democratic allies. Some of the numbers must be caveated; for instance, aid to many 
“not free” and “partly free” countries is for humanitarian assistance that is not going 
to support a nondemocratic regime, while many “partly free” countries are exactly the 
kinds of transitioning democracies the United States should support. Overall, however, 
only about 16 percent of U.S. assistance during this five-year span went to countries 
considered “free” by Freedom House’s rankings. Aside from Israel, the majority of U.S. 
assistance to the top 20 recipients of aid goes to countries that are “not free,” according 
to Freedom House’s rankings. (see Table 1)

TABLE 1

U.S. foreign assistance flows to nondemocratic countries

Top 20 recipients of total U.S. economic and security assistance and their democratic rating, 
fiscal year 2018

Country
2018  

democratic rating 
5-year  

security average
5-year  

economic average
5-year  
total

Afghanistan Not $4,544,345,833 $834,108,200 $32,916,526,167 

Israel Free $3,630,002,894 $9,136,000 $18,240,014,469 

Jordan Partly $757,467,776 $719,416,000 $9,323,298,880 

Egypt Not $1,302,240,147 $136,030,000 $7,857,382,736 

Iraq Not $1,253,820,100 $209,500,000 $7,788,333,502 

Pakistan Partly $771,471,188 $336,275,000 $7,527,926,939 

Kenya Partly $84,658,592 $693,946,600 $5,559,648,961 

Ethiopia Not $12,894,231 $623,812,400 $4,730,046,157 

Nigeria Partly $11,813,995 $563,505,100 $4,565,557,477 

Tanzania Partly $3,860,033 $587,417,923 $4,554,501,012 

Uganda Partly $51,988,404 $476,157,200 $4,046,894,022 

South Africa Free $3,208,751 $338,109,000 $3,259,310,755 

Zambia Partly $671,195 $406,728,800 $3,184,564,975 

South Sudan Not $39,953,870 $345,592,800 $3,020,102,348 

Mozambique Partly $1,175,794 $401,316,200 $2,986,016,969 

Ukraine Partly $230,626,581 $298,123,400 $2,971,572,905 

Syria Not $387,458,864 $131,341,800 $2,868,111,319 

Colombia Partly $233,801,709 $145,366,226 $2,348,822,931 

Democratic Republic 
of Congo (Kinshasa)

Not $14,186,497 $290,175,800 $2,260,195,484 

Somalia Not $276,558,393 $105,909,600 $2,159,014,966 

Note: Freedom House rates people’s access to political rights and civil liberties through an annual report and gives each country a score of “free,” 
“partly free,” or “not free.” Scores for 2018 are used for these data. 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Security Assistance Monitor, “Data,” available at http://securityassistance.org/data/landing-page (last 
accessed November 2020); Michael J. Abramowitz, “Freedom in the World 2018: Democracy in Crisis” (Washington: Freedom House, 2018), available 
at https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2018/democracy-crisis.
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The data CAP has compiled in Figures 1 through 3 clearly demonstrate how U.S. 
foreign assistance is not aligned to support democracies today.

FIGURE 3

More than one-third of U.S. economic assistance 
�ows to countries that are not free

5-year total of U.S. economic assistance by democratic rating of country recipients, 
�scal years 2014–2018 

Note: Freedom House rates people’s access to political rights and civil liberties through an annual report and gives each country a score of "free," 
"partly free," or "not free." Scores for 2018 are used for these data. 

Source: Authors' calculations based on data from Security Assistance Monitor, "Data," available at http://securityassistance.org/data/landing-page 
(last accessed November 2020); Michael J. Abramowitz, "Freedom in the World 2018: Democracy in Crisis" (Washington: Freedom House, 2018), 
available at https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2018/democracy-crisis.

Free: $6.9B

Partly free: $51.8BNot free: $35.5B

FIGURE 1

Signi�cantly more U.S. assistance �ows to countries that are not free 
than to those that are democratic

5-year total of U.S. foreign assistance by democratic rating of country recipients, 
�scal years 2014–2018 

Free: $27.4B

Not free: $73.6BTotal:
$169.5BPartly free: $68.4B

Total:
$94.1B

FIGURE 2

The majority of U.S. security assistance �ows to countries that are not free

5-year total of U.S. security assistance by democratic rating of country recipients, 
�scal years 2014–2018 

Partly free: $14.9B

Not free: $41.1B

Free: $20.1B

Total:
$76.1B
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A review of the list of countries with which the United States has free trade agree-
ments also reveals that the United States does not coordinate its range of foreign 
policy tools in support of democracy as much as it could. Of the 20 countries with 
which the United States has free trade agreements, half are ranked “partly free” or “not 
free.” (see Table 2) Yet many of the poorer countries that rate as “free” with which the 
United States has free trade agreements—such as those in Central America and the 
Caribbean—receive far less assistance from the United States than some of the nations 
that score much lower on the democracy rankings, such as Jordan and Bahrain. 

TABLE 2

While many U.S. free trade agreements (FTAs) are with democracies, there is 
little correlation between FTAs and receipt of significant U.S. assistance

Countries that have FTAs with the U.S. by their democractic rating  
and total U.S. assistance received, fiscal years 2014–2018 

Country
2018 democratic 

rating
5-year  

security average
5-year  

economic average
5-year  
total

Israel Free $3,630,002,894 $9,136,000 $18,240,014,469 

Jordan Partly $757,467,776 $719,416,000 $9,323,298,880 

Mexico Partly $147,321,306 $41,901,200 $1,094,763,531 

Guatemala Partly $20,235,583 $104,250,277 $855,661,066 

Honduras Partly $15,017,004 $72,755,916 $620,747,758 

Peru Free $46,513,037 $37,282,831 $548,979,645 

El Salvador Free $7,304,537 $49,034,616 $428,273,930 

Morocco Partly $32,370,734 $17,179,200 $295,437,668 

Dominican Republic Partly $3,830,841 $17,719,721 $160,993,022 

Nicaragua Partly $3,848,047 $7,987,000 $76,226,188 

Bahrain Not $11,323,511 $0 $56,617,556 

Panama Free $9,193,597 $312,029 $50,648,415 

Oman Not $9,099,138 $0 $45,495,690 

Costa Rica Free $4,320,083 $0 $21,600,417 

Chile Free $1,214,904 $57,755 $6,940,843 

Singapore Partly $367,297 $0 $1,469,188 

South Korea Free $510,538 $0 $1,021,075 

Australia Free $13,000 $0 $39,000 

Canada Free $11,000 $0 $11,000 

Note: Freedom House rates people’s access to political rights and civil liberties through an annual report and gives each country a score of “free,” 
“partly free,” or “not free.” Scores for 2018 are used for these data. 

Source: Authors’ calculations based on data from Security Assistance Monitor, “Data,” available at http://securityassistance.org/data/landing-page (last 
accessed November 2020); Michael J. Abramowitz, “Freedom in the World 2018: Democracy in Crisis” (Washington: Freedom House, 2018), available 
at https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2018/democracy-crisis; Office of the U.S. Trade Representative, “Free Trade Agreements,” avail-
able at https://ustr.gov/trade-agreements/free-trade-agreements (last accessed November 2020).
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Of course, democracy is not the only consideration in foreign policy, and resources are 
finite. And certain other assistance goals—such as assistance for refugees and discrete 
security initiatives focused on terrorism or trafficking—will still be necessary. But 
the United States can do a much better job at targeting its assistance toward emerging 
democracies and democratic states to preserve and encourage policies that focus on 
transparent and accountable governance. 

If one of America’s top foreign policy interests is indeed supporting democracy, then 
organizing all of its tools effectively to strengthen democracies should be a U.S. prior-
ity. And while additional funds should be dedicated to a program whose purpose is 
to exclusively support democracies, this effort should also help spark a realignment 
in U.S. foreign assistance toward supporting democracies and away from supporting 
autocrats as much as possible. 

A new approach: Create a Democratic Strategic Advantage Initiative

The United States should create a Democratic Strategic Advantage Initiative aimed at 
bolstering democracies as well as provide funding for it.

The Democratic Strategic Advantage Initiative would focus on three goals: 1) making 
clear that the United States intends to use all of its tools to support democracy abroad; 
2) directing the U.S. government to work with partner countries on action plans to 
specifically outline how the United States can support democracy in each country; and 
3) dedicating funds that help advance U.S. policies to bolster democratic countries.

The initiative should focus on societies making the transition to democracy and on 
democratic countries worldwide, without exception. While partnerships would be 
tailored to each country’s needs and perspectives, the United States should explore 
opportunities to strengthen relationships with civil society, particularly in transition-
ing countries, and with any and all democratic countries no matter their level of eco-
nomic development. The partnerships should stem from the premise that the United 
States has an interest in strengthening democracy everywhere and should do what it 
can to advance that interest. While developed economies and mature democracies 
do not require U.S. financial assistance, the United States should still assess whether 
there are tools at its disposal, such as high-level visits, that could help bolster advanced 
democracies and U.S. relationships with them. In developing countries and transition-
ing democracies, there is a wider range of U.S. tools that could potentially be helpful. 

Achieving this goal will require more discipline and organization in coordinating the 
U.S. government’s programs and policies. While there are many steps that the execu-
tive branch could take to organize and advance this initiative, the executive branch is 
not currently structured to incentivize coordination among all agencies in the manner 
necessary to execute this effort. Every agency often has its own visions and goals for 
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programs, and usually guards its turf from being influenced or taken away by other 
agencies. Furthermore, congressional mandates and budget processes determine how 
large portions of U.S. assistance will be spent, severely limiting the ability of the execu-
tive branch to reorganize assistance priorities by itself. Of course, the White House 
could move certain funds into its priorities, organize high-profile visits for democratic 
leaders, and run an interagency process that tries to organize all agencies behind this 
endeavor. But the reality is that even a White House committed to this goal could only 
do so much, and without legislative forcing mechanisms and dedicated funding, an 
effort to organize all U.S. tools to advance democracy would be difficult to sustain over 
time through multiple administrations. 

Other models of trying to streamline U.S. support for democracies have merit but are 
unlikely to be as effective as a Democratic Strategic Advantage Initiative. One option 
would be to follow the model of the U.S. government’s Trafficking in Persons policy 
process—in which the Victims of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act of 2000 
mandates that assistance be cut off to countries that fail to meet minimum anti-traffick-
ing standards—and cut off funding for countries whose democracies erode below a 
certain set of criteria. However, this approach would be punitive, whereas the primary 
goal of the Democratic Strategic Advantage Initiative is to identify those countries 
already doing the right thing and try to help them. Another option—expanding the 
jurisdiction of the Millennium Challenge Corporation to control more streams of 
funding normally controlled by other agencies—would likely create a massive bureau-
cratic and legislative battle. 

Instead, the Democratic Strategic Advantage Initiative will have the most success—
and is most likely to happen—if Congress creates it as a new initiative with a separate 
pot of funds. Congress will need to authorize a new program that sets objectives 
and outlines how the initiative should be run, as well as provide new funding for the 
program. In drafting legislation to create a Democratic Strategic Advantage Initiative, 
Congress should look to the processes of the MCC as a model because it establishes 
criteria based on good governance for countries and clear plans and benchmarks for 
how funding should be spent. Congress should craft legislation that includes the fol-
lowing components:

•	 Criteria: Legislation would outline the criteria for countries to qualify for a 
“democracy partnership.” The criteria could be similar to those established for 
the MCC,15 which include a range of good governance indicators as measured by 
independent NGOs. Any country that met these criteria would be eligible for a 
partnership. Eligible countries would, of course, then have to express interest in 
pursuing the partnership.  

•	 Action plans: The United States should develop a whole-of-government plan for 
each partnership country that expresses interest, with the State Department in the 
lead. This plan would be based on detailed consultations with recipient countries, 

https://www.mcc.gov/who-we-fund
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identifying key areas that would benefit from the most support and proposing types 
and amounts of assistance and policies tailored for each country. The plan should 
also be required to incorporate feedback from in-country civil society groups. This 
plan would become the basis of a partnership with each eligible country as long 
as certain democracy criteria continued to be met. Similar to the MCC’s process, 
the United States would then negotiate the proposed action plan with the partner 
country, making clear the terms of the partnership and solidifying agreement on the 
details of each plan. Action plans would draw on all of America’s tools in attempting 
to support partner countries. 

•	 Implementation: The initiative should be overseen by an interagency board 
comprising the relevant agency heads—State, Treasury, Defense, MCC, USAID, the 
U.S. International Development Finance Corporation, and more—that are required 
to approve any country partnerships and action plans. The proposed “democracy 
board” would meet at least twice a year, with the State Department chairing and 
staffing the process. (This board is similar to the process for the MCC, which requires 
board approval for compacts). While each agency would administer its own funds, 
the plan for each country partnership—determining the levels and types of assistance 
and policy initiatives—would be approved by the board. Congress should fund the 
creation of a new office in the State Department’s Bureau of Democracy, Human 
Rights, and Labor to track implementation of the program in coordination with the 
regional bureaus. A portion of appropriated funds should be reserved for assessment, 
monitoring, and evaluation (AM&E) schemes to measure progress toward stated 
goals and benchmarks that would indicate whether U.S. funds were having the desired 
effect.16 Each agency and office would maintain control over implementation of 
relevant programs and streams of funding, but they would implement those programs 
in accordance with the action plans outlined for each country.

•	 Funding: Any democracy support initiative needs to be well-funded and crafted 
with a sustainable, realistic timeline in order to achieve its impact. To be successful, 
the new initiative should be funded by a new $5 billion fund in addition to current 
foreign assistance levels. Each administration will need to develop funding requests 
of Congress that match the board-approved plans for each country. They would 
then request that Congress fund a line-item budget allocation for the duration of the 
country plans. While these appropriations should consolidate some of the existing 
nonhumanitarian funding going to democracy partner countries, the Democratic 
Strategic Advantage Initiative should also appropriate a new pot of money that 
could augment assistance for partner countries. Agencies could make their own 
determinations about whether to make additional funding requests for countries 
that were the target of the action plans beyond those activities outlined by the plans, 
but the goal would be for the United States to focus its resources in partner countries 
through these coordinated plans. Because investing in democracy and governance 
requires significant contributions and years to mature, the agencies should craft 
multiyear budgets and work with Congress to secure funds beyond the annual 
appropriation cycle.
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•	 Nonfunding policy changes: For those policy changes agreed to in an action plan that 
do not require new congressional appropriations—such as technology transfer and 
security partnerships—the normal processes with agencies and Congress would 
need to be followed. But with action plans already approved by relevant agencies and 
Congress invested in the program’s success through authorizing legislation, the path 
to approving relevant policy changes would ideally be easier. For trade deals and 
other policies that require independent and specific congressional authorization, the 
Biden administration would have to work with Congress to handle separately.

•	 Termination: The State Department, with input from other agencies, would keep 
track of the implementation of each country plan, and plans would be terminated 
if a partner country failed to meet the good governance criteria for a certain period 
of time. Decisions to pause or terminate a plan would be made by the board in 
consultation with Congress.

The initiative should not take away funds from humanitarian assistance efforts such as 
global health, food security, refugee assistance, or disaster relief resources. And it would 
not necessarily take away funding from current activities supported by democracy, 
economic, or security funds, though the hope would be that a well-managed initiative 
would encourage Congress and the executive branch to further streamline existing 
assistance to mesh with the goals of the Democratic Strategic Advantage Initiative. 

Of course, one of the most important aspects of this process would be determining the 
countries that are eligible for funding. While the process must be driven by the criteria 
outlined above, the first natural place to look for possible partner countries would be 
countries deemed eligible for MCC compacts or threshold agreements. These coun-
tries—such as Indonesia, Guatemala, Kenya, Tunisia, and Nepal—would have already 
passed certain criteria in terms of good governance and expressed an interest in work-
ing with the United States. 

Conclusion

The United States has long supported democracy in various ways. As democracies 
around the world struggle and as China, Russia, and other authoritarian countries flex 
their muscles more, it is imperative that the United States provide sustained, robust 
support for societies transitioning to democracy, as well as existing democracies, to 
help them succeed. The Democratic Strategic Advantage Initiative can maximize the 
efficacy of U.S. support for democracies around the world. 

Michael Fuchs is a senior fellow at the Center for American Progress. Alexandra Schmitt is a 
policy analyst on the National Security and International Policy team at the Center.
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