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This is a comprehensive, well-presented, carefully-researched study on human rights
effects of structural adjustment programs (SAPs) conducted by the World Bank and
International Monetary Fund (IMF). The study stands out as one of the first large-N,
systematic quantitative studies in book form that employs multivariate models to test
an issue that has thus far been dominated by case studies. The issue of SAPs and
human rights is not just academic, but it carries the most serious policy implications.
In this age of global governance, vociferous anti-globalization groups are even
calling for the abolishment of the International Financial Institutions (IFIs). This
would be a valid enough proposal if the IFIs do more harm than good—the issue
cannot be treated lightly, and it calls for the best available empirical evidence to
inform policy (Milner 2005). Abouharb and Cingranelli, however, provide mixed
results—SAPs increase violations of human rights, but they also increase the level of
democracy in the long-run. How to evaluate these results depends of course on more
intense scrutiny, but these results remind us to keep in mind the relative trade off
between short-term pain and long-term gain. But what if the short-term pain, if it exists
at all, is really small and fully worth it in the long-run?

Liberal institutionalists believe that institutions, such as the IMF and World Bank,
provide a global public good by promoting economic stability, economic monitoring
and advice, and ‘low-cost’ finance for cash-strapped poor countries. Others argue
that global economic stability comes at the expense of the poor, reflecting the nature
of an unfair global economic system. The pessimists view SAPs as a systematic
package of restructuring enforced on the poor states at a time of economic
vulnerability. The SAPs apparently push neo-liberal policies on the signatories,
forcing hapless governments to remove subsidies for the poor, cut government
spending on services, devalue the currency, all of which impose hardship on the
most vulnerable, often for the benefit of Wall Street and the rich elite. These poor

Rev Int Organ (2008) 3:325–327
DOI 10.1007/s11558-008-9040-7

I. de Soysa (*)
Institute for Sociology and Political Science, Norwegian University of Science and Technology (NTNU),
Trondheim, Norway
e-mail: Indra.de.Soysa@svt.ntnu.no



people then take to the streets and oppose these onerous measures, often violently,
which then force governments to ram the policies through with the use of repression—
cheap finance apparently comes with a price. Abouharb and Cingranelli use the
familiar CIRI human rights data defined as violations of ‘physical integrity rights’
measured as the prevalence of torture, disappearances, political murder, imprison-
ment, and a measure of worker rights (Cingranelli and Richards 1999). While SAPs
increase human rights abuse and the risk of rebellion, they also seem to increase
democracy, which they interpret as a long-term effect. In other words, SAPs increase
human rights violations even if they may predict higher democracy in the long-run.

The issue of selection bias is a thorny question when addressing this issue. Maybe
the IFIs get to deal with the really hard cases? They control for selection by
estimating the predicted probability of being selected into a program in a first stage
and then run the predicted probability in a second stage estimation on human rights
together with all the controls. This procedure randomizes the sample, and therefore,
the results are robust to any bias from selection effects. Future work should certainly
follow their lead and adjust for selection even if the method is faulted for being
sensitive to changes in parameters in the first stage—what should go into the
selection model itself is controversial. While the authors’ should be lauded for their
efforts at adjusting for selection, future research might try to dispel doubts about
what determines selection into SAPs, a fertile research area in itself (Stone 2004).
This would allow for much firmer conclusions. Moreover, some of the estimations
contain some quirky results that need further investigation. For example, one of their
control variables, the physical quality of life indicator (PQLI), is consistently
negatively associated with rights, which is strange since the IMF SAP variable is
accused of doing the same on the basis that it reduces the type of issues that PQLI
captures? Despite these red flags, these concerns are relatively minor, but the
following concerns are somewhat weightier conceptually, which should not detract
in any way from this excellent study. In fact, my concerns are testament to the depth
and breath of coverage of this difficult and thought-provoking work.

First, even if the empirical findings are spot-on, it is not at all clear whether the
explanation, suggesting that repression is driven by the ‘harmful effects’ of neo-
liberal policies, is spurious. Here, the authors’ seem a bit uncritical of the case-study-
based literature they cite in favor of their finding. Given theories around rent-seeking
by urban interests and elites, those who effectively broke the bank in the first place,
any changes to this negative equilibrium expose the elites rather than the masses.
Thus, dissent could very well come from military leaders and organized labor, for
example, and not necessarily from the poor majority. Farmers, for example, could
gain from liberalization of agricultural markets, non-organized labor could benefit
from imported capital. Since violence requires people to overcome collective action
problems, perhaps it is the well-organized, often the better off, that protest. If this is
true then short-term pain is much easier to swallow, both normatively and in terms of
expected future gains. In fact, many report that conditions approximating neo-liberal
policies are not what follow the signing of SAPs (Boockmann and Dreher 2003;
Dreher and Rupprecht 2007), nor that neo-liberal policies are equally applied
everywhere as if it were a ‘straight-jacket,’ but much seems to depend on the
negotiating power of governments (Woods 2006).
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Secondly, just because countries sign SAPs (which is what their measure
captures), the crucial issue is whether or not governments actually implemented
IFI recommendations, an issue that is hard to measure (Vreeland 2006). For
example, why not test the effects of government spending on services, or their
change, on human rights directly? If the problem is opposition to neo-liberal
policies, why not test whether more neo-liberal policy environments are generally
prone to worse human rights conditions? In fact, some report just the opposite, when
they find that countries open to more foreign investment and trade suffer lower
levels of human rights violations (Apodaca 2001; Richards et al. 2001). Why the
conditions of ‘moral hazard,’ where insincere governments are also forced to repress,
cannot be the culprit for dissent and repression requires serious consideration in
future research. There is also a strong case to be made for looking at actual
disbursements of money, rather than the simple dummy indicator for signing a SAP,
since the size of the loan can say much about the ‘dosage’ of the medicine—SAPs
are not equally valuable, nor is the actual disbursement commensurate with the
nature of the crisis! (Butkiewicz and Yanikkaya 2005). There is still much to do in
terms of sifting through the empirical evidence linking IFIs to human rights
violations, or even conflict and democratization, but what is certainly sure at this
point is that this book has set the standard on the issue of SAPs and human rights. It
should be required reading for graduate students and read cover-to-cover.
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