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Toward quantifying soft power: the impact of the
proliferation of information technology on
governance in the Middle East
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ABSTRACT This study examines how information technology and mass communication

outlets have been employed as soft power platforms in the Middle East in the aftermath of

9/11/2001. The focus is on Internet access and mobile phone subscriptions to see how their

proliferation has impacted government effectiveness and political stability in MENA nations

from 2004 to 2014. The analysis is centred in the context of increased American investment

in soft power programs in the region with the goal of reducing instability and anti-Western

sentiments. We examine the nature of such investment in relation to information technology

dependence. Understanding that the necessary technology is a product of Western-centric

multinationals, we study the interplay between imports, foreign aid and foreign direct

investment (FDI), as direct metrics of foreign capital intensity and our explanatory variables

—Internet and mobile technology usage rates. The results suggest that information tech-

nology platforms contribute to improved governance, while foreign aid has a negative impact.

We further examine if increased government effectiveness and stability attracted FDI, as a

representation for a positive outcome of improved governance, and find that such govern-

mental efficacy was a successful predictor of foreign direct investment growth, while political

stability was not. This article is published as part of a collection on soft power.
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Introduction

For decades the relationship between the American and
Middle Eastern governments has been strained and often
complicated (Tillman, 1982; McAlister, 2005; Little, 2008).

In a post 9/11/2001 world, following the inconclusive campaigns
in both Iraq and Afghanistan, war weary Americans are
increasingly opposed to military action in the region. Verčič
(2008) posits that as the costs of aggression and coercion grow,
soft power becomes a desirable alternative in conflict resolution.
Soft power refers to reliance on the charismatic allure of culture,
emphasizing shared values and other persuasive modes of appeal
to induce beneficial exchanges that reduce enmity (Nye, 1990).
Such persuasive modes of appeal are subject to transmission. In
that context, this research tracks how American soft power
initiatives have been deployed in the Middle East with the
proliferation of recent information technology innovations.

The Middle East does not have a definitive geographic or
political area (Davison, 1960). For our purposes, we select a
sample of 20 nations in the Middle East, southwest Asia and
northeast Africa because of their strategic importance to
American regional interests. They are: Afghanistan, Algeria,
Bahrain, Djibouti, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon,
Oman, Pakistan, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tunisia, Turkey,
United Arab Emirates, West Bank/Gaza and Yemen. Our sample
is derived from literatures on American—Middle East conten-
tions that examine instances of conflict mitigation through public
diplomacy and soft power tools. The review of those bodies of
literature points us to digital divide issues and therefore, we
examine how the proliferation of information technology has
impacted regional soft power programs.

We identify Internet usage and mobile phone subscription as
technological platforms of interest. They serve as our explanatory
variables and we test whether their growth in the region post 9/11/
2001 has had an impact on metrics of improved governance. As
Pamment (2015: 203) explains, media channels are “enablers” and
“meeting places” of idea exchange. Kroenig et al. (2010) maintain
that soft power implementation will be more successful in an
environment with a functioning marketplace of ideas. We focus
our query on the connection between “meeting places” and
“functioning marketplaces” of ideas. We link the two concepts and
provide a basic information technology market dynamics analysis.
Showing that information technology is largely imported by
Middle Eastern nations, we look at the channels for its acquisition
by including imports, foreign direct investment (FDI) and net
official development assistance (ODA) as control variables. Our
goal is to offer an example of an empirical model with variables
that can be proxies for vehicles of soft power. For instance, Internet
and mobile phone usage not only improve and increase
communication among citizens, but also carry in foreign cultural
and political messages. Foreign aid, FDI, and imports may serve as
a conduit for such ideas, frequently by way of introducing,
exhibiting and promoting international products and behaviour
(Miller and Thorr, 2003; Hayden, 2012; Jiang and Wei, 2012).

With foreign assets come foreign products, foreign marketing,
foreign managerial practices and behaviour, and foreign ideas.
Therefore, such venues of external information have ideological
and political sides. Ideologically, as other researchers have shown,
marketing and advertising impact image perception. Politically,
such idea exchange can affect mobilization and create pressure for
positive change in governance. Therefore, our main hypothesis is
that the growth of these channels of soft power messages
transmission will have an impact on governance. As proxies for
government responsiveness, we employ The World Bank World-
wide Governance Indicators (WGI) metrics of government
effectiveness and political stability and absence of violence and
terrorism. Our results suggest that digital connectivity, the

importation of new products, and FDI lead to improvements in
government effectiveness but this contribution does not necessa-
rily improve political stability. We offer a discussion as to why.
The results also point to a negative relationship between foreign
aid and governance performance, supporting prior research that
cautions against aid dependence.

Soft power overview
The soft power literature is an assortment of approaches and
opinions about the concept, its effectiveness and its impact. Some
scholars have attempted to do so qualitatively via interviews and
polls (Nisbet et al., 2004; El-Nawawy, 2006; Rugh, 2006), others
have relied on more quantitative methods (Knack, 2004; Smith,
2007; Atkinson, 2010; Golan and Yang, 2013). Some examples
include assessments of government programs (DoS ECA, 2009),
others analyze survey results taken by think tanks such as Zogby
International.

The challenge faced by researchers is the ambiguity of soft
power. Its measurement is often reduced to gauging resources or
looking at soft power through a lens of case-based assessments of
a circumstantial situation, which Hayden (2012) argues, is not
representative of the way soft power translates into policy
outcomes. For example, in a post 9/11/2001 world one of the
goals of U.S. soft power is to reduce the threat of terrorism. Any
scholarly attempt to quantify such a “reduction” would be
idiosyncratic. Perhaps this challenge is why the interdisciplinary
literature on soft power finds limited benefits. And yet, the
concept is growing in importance; it has proliferated political
parlance and in the current political climate, the term has become
a cornerstone in discussions on international diplomacy.

Because of this international proliferation, Yun and Kim (2008)
examine soft power in a global context looking at how ethnic
links, reputation and formal relationships with other nations can
build a country’s soft power. The authors find a significant
relationship between ethnic linkage and soft power that is
preceded by reputation. When the main ethnic group in a nation
holds a negative view of another nation, soft power tactics are
unsuccessful even when the nations are ethnically linked. In
relation to the importance of reputation, Fan (2008) explains that
soft power effectiveness is determined by the perception of the
population in the target country and therefore, soft power policies
and initiatives must be tailored to ethnic, religious and cultural
preferences of targeted populations.

It is harder to answer the question of which segments of
targeted populations respond better to soft power. In such an
attempt, Goldsmith and Horiuchi (2012) analyze 58 multi-
national surveys linking soft power and public perception of
American foreign policy. The authors find that public opinion of
U.S. foreign policy influences local leaders’ foreign policy
decision-making. The implication is that soft power can create
a bottom-up effect as it can influence governments indirectly by
the effects it can have on general populations. Our study tracks
the main ways through which such bottom-up effect can be
created. One of the most discussed ways is through education.

America, in particular, uses formal education as official
diplomacy by deploying a variety of exchange programs through
both public and private organizations. Studying their soft power
efficacy, Atkinson (2010) finds that increasing participation in
educational exchanges leads to altering negative perceptions of
America in the recipient country and this change can be linked to
improvements in local human right records. This is a very
optimistic conclusion and Snow (2008) points out that to
understand it better there must be quantitative research on what
factors during the exchange studies experiences led to the change
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of views about America. Specific to the Middle East, Rugh (2006)
provides such examples in 10 stories that include Fulbright
exchanges and youth retreats.

A more quantitative body of research on soft power has
addressed the relevence of foreign aid as a direct monetary metric
of investment in building good will. The results are mixed. Some
authors caution against over-optimistic faith in aid and argue that
it may lead to dependence with little impact on diplomatic,
democratic, and quality of life improvements. For example,
Knack (2004) examines aid’s impact on various democracy
indices while controlling for GDP, income, illiteracy, and infant
mortality rates and finds aid to have been mostly ineffective.
Bjørnskov (2010) explains that this is because often local elites are
able to simply appropriate aid funds. The author argues that it is
not the amount of aid, but the accountability structures around its
disbursement that matter. In relation, Smith (2007) shows a link
between deteriorating American diplomatic action that impacts
foreign aid and increasing local anti-Americanism.

Yet, some scholars offer evidence of aid benefits. Savun and
Tirone (2011) find it essential in preventing civil conflict
and strengthening democracy. Van de Walle (2012) offers such
an example from Mali, where foreign aid is credited with
strengthening accountability measures critical for building
democracy. Scott and Steele (2011) observe a significant positive
relationship between specific democracy aid packages and
improvements in democratic records.

Much like Knack (2004) and Smith (2007), Nye (2008)
discounts the use of money as an effective tool of soft power.
He asserts soft power cannot be measured in dollars; it can only
be measured in the number of changed minds. Therefore, it is
imperative to understand the target audience’s thoughts, values
and desires. But would such an understanding of changed minds,
as Nye puts it, lead to significant pressures on local governments
to improve policies? For this study’s region of interest, the aid and
soft power efforts to strengthen democracy result from the fact
that the local MENA governments are, at large, undemocratic.
Given these circumstances, it is unclear whether understanding
the change in popular opinion, as Nye prescribes, is the path for
analyzing the policy effectiveness of soft power initiatives. As we
see in the case of present day Syria, after 6 years of protest,
reflecting change in the hearts and minds of people, local
government is unyielding.

Smith (2007) points out that it is a combination of factors that
shape public opinion about a foreign country, including specific
foreign policy, official diplomatic action, soft power, and
individual citizen interactions. The author argues that the
strongest factor is official foreign policy. According to Smith’s
reasoning, if people believe that U.S. policies are against them and
their national interests, they will remain soft power resistant. The
issue still lies in representation with respect to how well local
government actions reflect their peoples’ beliefs. In the Middle
East it is this dichotomy that has contributed to the growing
investment in soft power programs.

American soft power in the middle East
The U.S. State Department’s Executive Budget Summary for FY
20141 reveals the U.S. government spends millions of dollars in
various soft power programs abroad, ranging from televised and
radio broadcasts, to multitudes of online communication
platforms, to exchange student programs. Although not
specifically stated by the State Department, scholars examining
the effectiveness of such programs posit that they are deployed for
the general purpose of perpetuating favourable opinions towards
America, the American public, and U.S. policies abroad (Nye,
1990, 2002, 2004, 2008, 2010; Atkinson, 2010; Hayden, 2012).

Several such programs, most notably the Middle East Partnership
Initiative (http://mepi.state.gov/about-us.html) and Radio Sawa,
have been deployed specifically to the Middle East post 9/11/2001
in an attempt to address ideological differences (http://www.
radiosawa.com/info/radio_sawa/108.html). Program deployment
follows the established American practice of using media,
particularly easily transmittable radio signals, to share its
message (Puddington, 2003).2 A government sponsored
initiative of the Broadcasting Board of Governors and funded
by Congress, Radio Sawa (meaning “together” in Arabic)
attempts to improve the image of America by promoting the
best of its popular culture (Schneider, 2003). The station
deliberately alternates newscasts broadcasted in local languages
with contemporary Arabic and Western music. Schneider (2003)
explains that the strength of its programming is in illustrating free
speech by reporting objectively and offering both positive and
negative stories about America. To gauge the effectiveness of this
strategy, ML El-Nawawy (2006) asked students in 5 Arab
countries if they thought Radio Sawa, and a similar media
organization, Television Alhurra, to be trustworthy news sources.
The author explains that respondents who had listened to Radio
Sawa had a poorer opinion of the U.S and its foreign policy, in
part because they believed the broadcasts to be manipulative. El-
Nawawy does not find a significant link between the frequency
with which one listened to Radio Sawa and positive opinions of
America and its foreign policy. The study reports a positive
relationship between Television Alhurra’s credibility and U.S.
foreign policy favorability, however no discussion is offered as to
why that may be. That result may reflect the general findings
from the communication’s literature on the power of television
images (Allen, 2015; De Mooij, 2013; Elasmar, 2014) which
argues that television, music videos and film are stronger
persuaders than radio and news print because of visual
absorption.3 From those works, the one most directly related to
the Middle East is Fullerton and Kendrick’s (2006) description of
the short-lived and controversial Shared Value’s Initiative (SVI).4

SVI’s main tactic was to televise commercials in Muslim-majority
countries of the happy lives of Muslims in America. The authors
surveyed 500 students from 39 countries and found that the
commercials did in fact improve attitudes toward America.

Just like Fullerton and Kendrick’s (2006) methodology, the
communications literature on image perception is largely based
on polling, surveys and interviews. Our focus here is on soft
power methodology and to that effect, we heed Melissen and Lee’s
(2011) caveat that polling data has many limitations as it is prone
to subjectivity, selection bias and framing. This warning, in light
of El-Nawawy’s findings on manipulation awareness and related
works by Kamalipour and Snow (2004) and Taylor (1992) on
distrust of soft power media sources that are believed to be
created as tools of propaganda, is notable because the soft power
literature, at large, is based on polling, surveys and interviews.

However, if we adhere to Nye’s (1990) definition that soft
power is about changing hearts and minds, the most direct way to
study such change would indeed be in the form of polls and
interviews. In June 2004, as a follow-up to a 2002 study,
“Impressions of America”, the Arab American Institute commis-
sioned Zogby International (a polling arm of Zogby Analytics
(http://www.zogbyanalytics.com/about-us)) to survey almost
3,300 Arabs living in Morocco, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Lebanon,
the United Arab Emirates and Egypt. The questions asked how
Arabs view America, as well as how Arabs learn about America
and its culture.5 The findings suggest that, except in Jordan,
watching American programming led to improving views of the
United States. The relationship is particularly strong in Saudi
Arabia where respondents rank the positive influence of watching
American television as stronger even than knowing Americans or
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having been to the United States. However, the results also
indicate that all of this favorability does not change negative
opinions about American foreign policy. Those respondents that
had visited the U.S. gave a favourable rating of the country,
its values (including democracy), American products and the
American people. Those who have personally known Americans
but had not visited the United States also offered higher
favorability rating of the United States, (with the exception of
Jordan, where the study did not find an impact either way)
although not to the same degree as those who had travelled to
America. Again, this favorability did not extend to foreign policy.

In his own assessment of the Zogby survey findings, Jreisat
(2006) explains that the Zogby results mainly indicate that Arabs
and Muslims dislike American policies, which they feel are largely
biased against them. They do not generally disapprove of the
American way of life, freedom or democracy. The implication is
that a negative legacy of American foreign policy cannot simply
be moderated by seductive images of happy, luxurious living.
When examining the impact of a change of such legacy, Golan
and Yang (2013) focus on the influence of the American
president. Using data from a 25-Nation Survey conducted for
the Pew Research Center’s Global Attitudes Project6, the authors
find that President Barack Obama’s now famous gesture to reach
out to the Middle East in his 2009 Cairo speech was the beginning
of a major change in policy direction that has improved local
citizens’ views of America. A related project by Nisbet et al.
(2004) surveying non-Muslim citizens in predominantly Muslim
countries found that regardless of personal religious affiliation,
the respondents had an anti-American “perceptual screen”, only
acknowledging messages that fit within their preconceived
notions. The results suggest that people were selecting U.S.-
sponsored programs aligned with their personal ideological
positions while dismissing those stressing ideas not fitting their
“perceptual screens”. Because of this finding, the authors question
the benefit of deploying diplomatic media programs.

The richest source of primary data on the subject is by far the
Pew Research Center’s Global Attitudes Project. It has conducted
over 330, 000 interviews in 60 countries in the thirteen years since
its inception. With respect to soft power, its 20127 survey found
that even in Arab nations where opinions of the United States
remain fairly poor, certain outcomes of American “soft power”
such as regard for business, popular culture, science and
technology, increased in popularity during the Obama
administration. The increased approval of American popular
culture and even general ideas about American-style democracy
were strongest among those age 30 and under. This is a very
important and encouraging finding because more than half of the
population in the Middle East is under 30. Assaad and Roudi-
Fahimi (2007) describe this demographic change as a “youth
bulge”. But even among the young, the report notes a fear of
American ideals overtaking local culture. In 17 out of the 20
surveyed nations, respondents expressed disapproval of the
proliferation of American ideas and customs in their homelands.

Given the more positive outlook of Middle Eastern youth
toward the United States, the American government has
increased investment in exchange student programs. The Bureau
of Educational and Cultural Affairs (ECA), part of the United
States Department of State, is responsible for U.S. sponsored
exchange programs and within the ECA, the Office of Policy and
Evaluation assesses program effectiveness. Specific to the Middle
East, the Youth and Exchange Study (YES) program8 was
established post 9/11/2001 for high school students from
predominantly Muslim countries. The evaluation of the YES
program indicates that participants acquired a better
understanding of both America and their own countries.
Students exhibited improved leadership skills and a sense of

personal empowerment. Some also became advocates for greater
cultural tolerance and respect of individuals’ rights. We must note
here that these findings may be biased, as the evaluation is
internal to the YES program. However, they are worth noting
because of the discussion of a major limitation with cultural
implications for soft power. The strong positive effect of the
experience had worn off “slightly” after students becoming
reacclimated to their social circles back home. What constitutes
“slightly” is unclear, although the finding is contributive in
showing that exchange students are susceptible to local anti-
American rhetoric, even after a year-long, very positive stay in the
United States.

Anecdotal evidence of soft power effectiveness has also been
recorded in case-study format. Most cited is the work of Rugh
(2006), who offers ten “practical” examples. Using testimonies,
interviews and other qualitative measures, Rugh illustrates that
each method can be used as a valuable tool to assess soft power
effectiveness. This is the approach that the World Bank utilizes
when creating the variables in their WGI Project. The project
draws on four different types of data sources to compile scale
metrics for grading government performance.9 We employ the
metrics offered in a model to offer a quantifiable way in
measuring soft power’s impact on government effectiveness in the
Middle East.

The body of work on soft power illustrates there is no one right
way to quantify it, as there is no one form of soft power. As the
literature examined here shows, previous attempts to quantify its
impact show effective, ineffective, and even counterproductive
results. However, does that mean the concept is unquantifiable?
We posit that it is quantifiable through a benefit-cost approach.

Soft power is a product of investment whether we speak of
cultural exchanges, study abroad programs or media content. All
are subject to funds, the decision to increase or decrease such
funds, and the choice of how to most effectively direct the
product of such investment. In Anguelov (2015), we built a model
focusing on macro-level government action in combination with
metrics that we use as proxies for openness to foreign
information, which include investment, imports, and foreign
aid. We posit they can be viewed as channels through which soft
power ideas can not only be disseminated, but also managed.
Their deployment is subject to benefit-cost analysis. In the soft
power literature few studies, such as Bussee and Hefeker (2007)10

as well as Chan and Gemayel (2004), examine investment in such
soft power vehicles. However, their datasets do not reflect the
impact of current innovations in telecommunication technology
and digital connectivity.

Data and methods
We follow up on our previous model from Anguelov (2015) by
offering the following changes. First, we extend the time series.
Second, we change the focus toward telecommunication invest-
ment and proliferation with a particular attention on imports as
the most current data from the region shows that the technologies
and necessary hard and software are imported. We examine this
trade dynamic in some detail in the analysis section. Third, we
use a different measure of imports provided by Observatory of
Economic Complexity’s Media Lab at the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology. In Anguelov (2015), we employed imports as
percent of GDP; in this article, we use import amounts in billions
of current U.S. dollars. Fourth, for the purpose of focus, we omit
the female/male ratio in secondary schools from the model used
in Anguelov (2015).11 The main variables we employ still are:

(1) Government Effectiveness—defined by the World Bank as
“perceptions of the quality of public services, the quality of the
civil service and the degree of its independence from political
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pressures, the quality of policy formulation and implementation,
and the credibility of the government’s commitment to such
policies.”12 The choice stems from Nye’s (2004) explanation that
soft power is the skill to affect government behaviour. We use the
scores as proxies of responsiveness to soft power. Kroenig et al.
(2010) explain that soft power implementation is successful in an
environment with a functioning marketplace of ideas. The
literatures on governance in transitional societies links market
failure to soft power effectiveness and explains that this
“functioning marketplace of ideas”, to use Kroening et al.’s
words, occurs as a result of formal market improvements.
Evidence shows that government effectiveness can be linked to
improvement in policies due to diplomatic engagement with end
results that range from higher per capita income and literacy rates
to a growth in prosperity, security and economic stability
(Kaufmann et al., 1999; Brown et al., 2008; Lee and Whitford,
2009). Therefore, in this model we look at soft power in relation
to economic indicator change. To that effect we must control for
stability in markets and society because security and economic
prosperity are linked. That’s why our next variable is a political
stability index.

(2) Political stability and absence of violence and terrorism –
“capturing perceptions of the likelihood that the government will
be destabilized or overthrown by unconstitutional or violent
means, including politically-motivated violence and terrorism.”13

Because this definition is terrorism contingent (we later try to
granulate why), we justify our choice with the words of Wunderle
and Briere (2007) who argue terrorism is most effectively
countered by policies based on soft power tactics that increase
investment in education as well as free market structures. In our
sample of nations during the 10 years in focus the causes of
terrorism are diverse and to analyze them would be beyond the
scope of this study. However, economic hardship and
disenfranchisement do come up in studies such as Tujean et al.
(2004) and Takeyh and Gvosdev (2002).

We employ these two variables as both dependent and
independent to evaluate their fit as predictors and outcomes of
soft power. The World Bank offers very little direct explanation
on how the actual index numbers are derived, except that they are
a result of primary research such as surveys and polls – the main
methodology in the extent soft power literature. The question is
would the newly created scores be useful when trying to quantify
soft power transmission in the context of more direct metrics. We
argue that such metrics are our two main explanatory variables:

(3) Internet usage (per 100 people)—people with access to the
worldwide web (http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.NET.
USER.P2?display= default).

(4) Mobile phone subscriptions (per 100 people)—subscrip-
tions to a public mobile telephone service using cellular
technology. Post-paid and prepaid subscriptions are included
(http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.CEL.SETS.P2?display=
default).

We select these variables based on the information technology
literature that looks at adoption rates in our region of interest. As
Agar (2013) explains, both direct and transaction costs of mobile
service dissemination are much lower than those of increasing
landline connectivity. Aker and Mbiti (2010) explain that the
lower cost associated with mobile phone usage have facilitated the
rapid transmission of economic, social and political information
not only because of more possibilities to access external news and
popular culture sources, but also because of the opportunity to
engage in social media platforms. It is expected that through such
engagement social knowledge is built and, as Mattern (2005)
posits, soft power is communicating social knowledge. Pertaining
to our research, there is evidence that protesters in the Egyptian
uprisings of 2011 organized by communicating primarily via

mobile phones (Khamis and Vaughn, 2011; Dunn, 2011).
Newsom and Lengel (2012), who study Arab feminine cyber
activism, explain that social media utilized via both the Internet
and smart phones was the main vehicle of political mobilization
during the Arab spring. In addition, modern telecommunication
technology may facilitate communication between citizens and
their governments which may affect government responsiveness.
Roselle et al. (2014: 80) succinctly state: “connectivity creates new
distributions of power”.

Technology is not free. It is a product of innovation that is
external to our region of interest. It arrives in MENA nations via
channels of international commerce. Therefore, our model
includes the most often used metrics of trade openness to
examine how trade volumes inter-relate to technological
proliferation of soft power platforms. We control for:

(5) Gross National Income (GNI) per capita (formerly GNP
per capita)—“the sum of value added by all resident producers
plus any product taxes (less subsidies) not included in the
valuation of output plus net receipts of primary income
(compensation of employees and property income) from abroad,
divided by midyear population.” (http://data.worldbank.org/
indicator/NY.GNP.PCAP.CD?display= default) Seminally,
Nincic and Russett (1979) find that rising GNI improves both
governance and economic growth. In relation to our main
dependent variables—government effectiveness and political
stability—Husted (1999) notes a significant correlation between
low GNP (aka, GNI) and the corruption in a country, resulting in
instability and inequality. For our query, GNI is of particular
interest because it is a proxy for the purchasing power of the
general population and therefore, the commercial viability of
technological adoption. We are interested in the relationship
between changes in personal wealth, IT proliferation, soft power
deployment, and improvements in governance. Technological
proliferation in the region is a direct product of foreign capital so
our next proxy for trade and soft power openness is aggregate
foreign direct investment.

(6) FDI—the combination of equity capital, reinvestment of
earnings, other long-term capital, and short-term capital as
shown in the balance of payments (http://data.worldbank.org/
indicator/BX.KLT.DINV.WD.GD.ZS). The impact of FDI on
governance has been well noted by the literatures on international
political economy, economic geography, and business manage-
ment. Findings particularly relevant to our query look at the
positive relationship between improved governance and FDI
inflows as an economic growth strategy broadly termed industrial
recruitment (Kaufmann, Kraay and Zoido-Lobatón, 1999;
Globerman and Shapiro, 2002). Specific to our model is the
work of Blanton and Blanton (2007) who posit that political
stability is the core attractor of FDI. In terms of soft power, Luo
and Tung (2007) explain that FDI brings new products into a
nation and often those products are advertised by promoting
foreign lifestyles. On the basis of that argument, we examine FDI
as both a cause and an effect of soft power.

Foreign products and ideas do not always penetrate as a result
of direct foreign investments but particularly in less liberalized
economies (which we have in our model), are imported.
Therefore, we also control for imports.

(7) Imports in billions of current U.S. dollars—the value of all
goods and other market services received from the rest of the
world. They include the value of merchandise, freight, insurance,
transport, travel, royalties, licence fees and other services, such as
communication, construction, financial, information, business,
personal and government services. It is in the concepts of these
services where we posit soft power lies (https://www.media.mit.
edu/projects/oec-new/overview/). Miller and Thorr (2003) show
that imported products largely use marketing campaigns from
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their countries of origin. When showcasing lifestyle benefits,
those campaigns may promote messages of political nature.
Additional evidence of the impact of imports on improvements in
local welfare comes from Ahmed, Cheng and Messinis (2011)
who show that import growth causes FDI as well as GNI growth.

Our last proxy for a vehicle of soft power is the often-discussed
foreign aid. The literature on aid’s impact on governance is one of
the most voluminous, spanning several disciplines that study
development and global governance. What makes it unique is
that, unlike other metrics of foreign capital, it comes from public
entities, not private sources. Governments use it to build good
will (Lam, 2007; Radelet, 2003). To that effect, its deployment has
been much studied as a diplomatic tool. In terms of soft power,
Pamment (2015) boldly states that foreign aid is used by the U.S.
government to spread American values.

(8) ODA and Foreign Aid—disbursements of loans made on
concessional terms (net of repayments of principal) and grants by
official agencies of the members of the Development Assistance
Committee (DAC), by multilateral institutions, and by non-DAC
countries to promote economic development and welfare in
countries and territories in the DAC list of ODA recipients
(http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/DT.ODA.ALLD.CD).

Since our explanatory variables are vested in technological
innovation, we focus on a time frame when this innovation
reached viable levels to deployment and proliferation in the
MENA region. We start with the most current year for which
data are available, which is 2014, and count back to a time when
mobile technology appeared and began to spread. For that reason
our range is 2004–2014. This time frame allows us to examine the
effect of soft power during the Iraqi insurgency, Egyptian
uprising, and the on-going conflict in Syria.14 All metrics,
except for import data, come from the World Bank, both from its
yearly data tables and from the WGI Project. For those instances
in which data points were missing, these other sources were used
to fill the gaps and create a more comprehensive set.15 Imports
come from The Observatory of Economic Complexity at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology.16

Findings and analysis
As per Baltagi (2008) and Greene (2008), we perform a
Hauseman test on each panel to determine if a fixed or random
effects approach is best suited to the particular combination of
variables. The results indicate the need for fixed effects tests in all
three panels.17 In the first regression we employ the government
effectiveness score as the dependent variable. The findings are in
Table 1 below.

To control for endogeneity when using political stability as an
explanatory variable, we lag it by one year. This approach cannot
fully control for a possible circular relationship. Our query and
interpretations aim to offer examples of how the score developed
by the World Bank can be used as indicators when studying
relationships, rather than establish causal, directional links in
those relationships. When it comes to concepts such as political
stability and government effectiveness, their subjective nature
would always challenge positions on which predicated the other.

Endogeneity can also be a factor with respect to FDI. In
general, most researchers have looked at FDI as an outcome of
good governance (Globerman and Shapiro; 2002, 2003; Wint and
Williams, 2002; Gani, 2007). However, we posit that in regions
such as MENA, comprised of economies increasingly dependent
on FDI (Daniele and Marani, 2006) and vying for its annual
increase, there is a propensity for local governments to compete
for FDI by improving policies. It may be unclear whether it is an
increase in government effectiveness that attracts foreign
investors, or whether the foreign firms bring with them

knowledge and/or pressures and standards that overtime cause
governments to improve their effectiveness. Since our hypothesis
is to examine the latter possibility, we present the results without
lagging FDI. A post estimation test with lagged FDI shows the
results to be consistent, therefore, we interpret the findings in
congruence with previous research that posits a causal relation-
ship between foreign investment and government effectiveness
(Kosack and Tobin, 2006; Luo and Tung, 2007;18 Busse and
Gröning, 2009). Our results support that hypothesis although the
relationship we observe here is at the 0.10 level, or at the 90%
confidence level.

Our main hypothesis that government effectiveness is
improved by information technology connectivity is also
supported with respect to Internet subscriptions. However, we
observe a negative relationship between increasing mobile phone
usage and government effectiveness. Could our results be showing
a precursor of the much currently discussed (mostly in the media
and professional literature) deployment of mobile phone
technology for recruitment and mobilization of organizations
such as ISIS19 and Boko Haram? That would be an over-reaching
interpretation for several reasons. One is that, although
increasing, mobile phone technology and its marginal
proliferation in the region did not significantly reach the
majority of the populace, particularly in the early years of our
time series. Castells et al. (2009) offer a thorough analysis of the
reasons with detailed growth data for the Middle East. Among
those reasons is the fact that the deployment of mobile phone
technology is still subject to general infrastructure development,
which MENA nations lack in comparative terms. We explain that
platform as we analyze the relationship between our connectivity
variables and foreign direct investment, offered in Table 3.

When it comes to the other two variables used as proxies for
outside influence, imports and foreign aid, our results reveal a
unique situation. Imports are the strongest predictor of increasing
government effectiveness, while foreign aid has a negative effect.
These results are consistent with a body of work on aid
dependence and corruption that explain how ODA can have
negative impacts on the development of government institutions
that are effective and equitable (Alesina and Weder, 1999;
Bräutigam and Knack, 2004; Knack, 2004; Sachs, 2005; Rajan and
Subramanian, 2008; Deaton, 2010; Sachs, 2014). The main
charges are that ODA leads to dependency, incentivizes
corruption and rewards poor governance. On the heels of this

Table 1 | Fixed effects cross sectional time series regression
analysis, government effectiveness, 2004–2014

Variables Coefficient Standard Error Significance

Internet Subscribers
(per 100)

.005842 .0014339 ***

Mobile Subscribers
(per 100)

− .0016293 .0007852 *

Imports .0031536 .0007597 ***
FDI 6.83e-12 3.89e-12 ^
ODA & Foreign Aid − 2.30e-11 7.27e-12 *
Political Stabilityit-1 .0490559 .0244088 *
Constant − 1.01714 .0957538 ***
Prob.4F o0.000
R2 0.95
Observations 219

Dependent variable: Government effectiveness31—perceptions of the quality of policies and
public services provided
Level of significance on a two-tailed test denoted by the following symbols:
NS—not significant, ^po0.10, *po0.05, **po0.01, ***po0.001.
The hold out country is Afghanistan and the hold out year is 2004.
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body of research, the precarious situation in the MENA region, its
reliance on aid, and the fact that ODA has grown significantly in
the recent past20, our findings point to persistent problems of aid
effectiveness.

With respect to political stability, the results suggest that
increasing stability improves government effectiveness, which is
to be expected except for the fact that we are examining a region
in a time period that can hardly be described as stable. We do
note that the scale anchors stability in the context of “absence of
terrorism”. So, in effect it is not a measure that reflects democratic
mobilization such as the protests of the Arab Spring. It is a
measure most directly linked to the threat of terrorism. The
higher the score, the lower the threat. The relationship we observe
is positive and statistically significant, confirming the logical
expectation that governments are more effective when the threat
of terrorism is low. We caution other researchers who employ the
scale to be mindful of context. Pro-democracy demonstrations,
uprisings, and general revolt are the opposite of political stability
in definition. Do they increase the threat of terrorism? Future
studies should address this question. In Table 2, we show the
results when the score is employed as a dependent variable.

The results indicate once more the strong impact of imports
and aid. Imports positively affect political stability while aid
shows the strongest impact and the direction is negative.21 There
is a large body of research on aid effectiveness that addresses the
limitations of ODA policies. We feel there is little to its main
findings that we can add, except the troubling causal relationships
in our results. We urge scholars that focus on MENA governance
to examine in depth why the problem is so persistent. Observing
the raw numbers, we see that the wealthier MENA states not only
receive aid, but they are also among the world’s leading donors
with Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates22, Turkey and
Kuwait earning praise for their generosity. For example, The
Middle East Center at the London School of Economics and
Political Science reports that Kuwait gives 2.7% of its GDP in aid
—twice the amount suggested by UN Official Development
Assistance commitment. Most of it is regional and, according to
articles 1 and 12 of its Constitution, is for programs devoted to
Arabism and Islam in the region.23 According to our data,
Turkey’s aid receipts have grown from an average of 300 million
in 2004 to approximately 3 billion by 2014. According to the
Middle East Institute, its role as an important regional donor
has grown over the same period, reaching $3.3 billion by 2015.24

The reports in the media of such rise assume a positive stance.
Yet, our results suggest a relationship of dependence that is
troubling and numbers that are rising exponentially. An in-depth
analysis of the reasons is beyond the scope of this paper, but it
should be addressed urgently and carefully.

In terms of improvements in governance, the result that
imports are a positive factor merits some discussion. Our data use
raw import numbers in billions of current U.S. dollars, but we
also examined import numbers as percent of GDP, as reported by
the World Bank. In the MENA region those percentages are large.
The imports to GDP ratios of the poorer nations in the sample
were high in the beginning of the time series, with Afghanistan,
Djibouti, and the West Bank at around 80%, but have notably
decreased from year to year. On the other hand, the wealthier and
more industrialized nations started off with lower ratios that
steadily rose from 2004 to 2014. The Observatory of Economic
Complexity’s Media Lab at MIT, from which the raw import
numbers are derived, offers a visualization tool which breaks
down import percentages by sectors and products. We note a
high concentration of the growth in telecommunication technol-
ogy products. For example, in Iran in 2014, “telephones” were
among the largest product lines at 1.8% of imports, on par with
cars and car parts, most commodities and surpassing medica-
tions. In Jordan in 2014, telephones, computers and broadcasting
equipment totalled more than 2% of imports, once again
surpassing such essentials as medications and foodstuffs. The
granulated analysis of this trade shift should be subject for further
query, linking IT innovation and proliferation and the import
dynamics in nations with underdeveloped local technological
capabilities. Our data suggest that such growth has a positive
impact on political stability and government effectiveness.

It is well accepted that government effectiveness creates
outcomes. In the economic development literature on industrial
upgrading of developing countries, one of the most often studied
such outcome is the ability of nations to attract FDI (Globerman
and Shapiro, 2002, 2003; Wint and Williams, 2002; Daud and
Stein, 2007). On the basis of these findings, we test the
effectiveness and stability measures as factors attractive to FDI.
Table 3 shows the results when FDI is employed as the dependent
variable.

To make sure we control for the most important elements that
attract FDI, we include GNI per capita because of evidence25 that
foreign investment increases in countries with large and growing

Table 2 | Fixed effects cross sectional time series regression
analysis, political stability, 2004–2014

Variables Coefficient Standard Error Significance

Internet Subscribers
(per 100)

.0021373 .0029859 NS

Mobile Subscribers
(per 100)

− .0000297 .0016241 NS

Government
Effectivenessit-1

.0066453 .085763 NS

FDI 5.05e-12 8.08e-12 NS
Imports .0045616 .0015841 **
ODA & Foreign Aid −6.60e-11 1.44e-11 ***
Constant − 1.750457 .1898091 ***
Prob.4F o0.000
R-squared 0.92
Observations 219

Dependent variable: Political stability and absence of violence and terrorism32—likelihood of
government destabilization by violent means and/or unconstitutional political participation and
expression
Level of significance on a two-tailed test denoted by the following symbols:
NS—not significant, ^po0.10, *po0.05, **po0.01, ***po0.001.

Table 3 | Fixed effects cross sectional time series regression
analysis, FDI, 2004–2014

Variables Coefficient Standard Error Significance

Internet subscribers
(per 100)it-1

− 5.30e+07 2.25e+07 *

Mobile subscribers
(per 100)it-1

2.13e+07 1.14e+07 ^

GNI per capita − 18716.75 78998.54 NS
Government
effectiveness

2.69e+09 1.52e+09 ^

Political stability − 2.49e+08 7.68e+08 NS
ODA & Foreign aid .0081499 .1441955 NS
Imports − 2592766 1.61e+07 NS
Constant 3.00e+08 2.45e+09 NS
Prob.4F o0.000
R2 0.74
Observations 219

Dependent variable: FDI—the overall balance of foreign assets to liabilities in a country
measured in current US dollars
Level of significance on a two-tailed test denoted by the following symbols:
NS—not significant, ^po0.10, *po0.05, **po0.01, ***po0.001.
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GNIs. We also lag both Internet Subscribers and Mobile
Subscribers by one year because of possible endogeneity. In the
MENA region, as Shirazi (2008) explains, FDI is used to develop
the information technology sector. Significant amounts of FDI
may be directed to each industry and therefore can cause Internet
use and mobile subscriptions to increase. However, our results do
not indicate that to be the case. We observe the opposite outcome
—an increase in Internet users shows a significant negative
impact on FDI. This result may seem counter intuitive, but it is an
established dynamic in knowledge-intensive industrial sectors
such as information and telecommunication technologies (ITC)
that are not subject to diminishing returns to scale. In those
sectors, there are high up-front production costs, but they
decrease with time as output increases. Simply put, if we assume
that in our region FDI was behind Internet and mobile industrial
proliferation, a sizable investment in each sector would have been
required at market entry. With time, increases in output, such as
adding more Internet users, would not require significant
additional investments. Firm-level research supports our
assumption, showing that, at large, foreign firms champion ITC
proliferation in MENA nations (Gelvanovska et al., 2014; Pick
and Sarkar, 2015). Shirazi (2008) explains that the result is very
high return on investment for Internet providers in the Middle
East. However, we note a positive, but slight impact on FDI of
mobile subscriptions. Mobile infrastructure is deployed much
easier than web connectivity because of its lower dependence on
laying broadband cable and higher reliance on tower technology.
These features make it cheaper to deploy, and more readily
available for consumers and as the works on smart phone usage
in the Middle East note, it is more common for citizens to have
smart phones than personal computers. The interpretation of our
findings is that such improvements can attract FDI from both
within and outside the telecommunications industry because of
their pivotal role in business operations.

The results also suggest that improvements in government
effectiveness can cause slight FDI growth, while lowering the risk
of terrorism does not seem to matter to foreign investors. Further
research should focus on this very important finding as it suggests
a possible relationship between FDI sources that do not value
stability or increasing economic partnerships in unstable nations
such as Iran and Syria with investors from Russia and China, as
reported during the Arab Spring26 and the ongoing civil war in
Syria.27 For example, as U.S. sanctions on Iran were conditionally
lifted in 2016, the New York Times28 offered a thorough analysis
of Chinese investment in Iran before the end of sanctions, and
how that investment serves as the foundational platform for
future inflows.

Conclusion and implications
In this article, we suggest a way for expanding how scholars study
soft power outcomes. We focus on vehicles, or channels, through
which soft power messages travel. In our 2015 work29 we first
show that economic indicators can be employed, particularly
those representing the spread of foreign assets into a country. In
this paper we delve further into the nature and magnitude of such
assets. We hypothesize that those foreign assets may be viable soft
power channels precisely because of their foreignness. Foreign
goods and services are promoted based on beneficial lifestyle
changes and the literature on cultural conversion has found
evidence that the promotion of foreign products depict foreign
lifestyles that have led to increases in pro-Western attitudes and
cultural change. However, our results indicate that the opposite
may be happening if we focus on mobile technology—the very
platform that most effectively increases connectivity to external
ideas. We discover that in MENA nations mobile technology is

not only imported, it holds a significant place in relations to other
imports, particularly in the more impoverished nations in our
sample. We find that in nations with the highest rates of mobile
technology adoption, government effectiveness scores decreased.
Is it a causal relationship? Future research must address this very
important question. Are forces like ISIS mobilizing effectively
because of mobile technologies? Is such mobilization reaching
critical mass and actually causing a decrease in government
effectiveness? Should the answer be “yes” then why are not anti-
ISIS forces just as effective, including soft power initiatives? Are
they not being deployed optimally via mobile platforms? There
have been discussions arguing both points. Most notably the
CNN exposes “Why Do They Hate Us” and “Why Do They Still
Hate Us” offer some discussion on the link between technological
innovation and the rise of the Islamic State, in particular. The
question our data analysis highlights is: “Why aren’t the soft
power pro-Western messages (and their proliferation as our
literature review tracks) a viable antidote?”

For answers, we urge scholars to focus on firm-level
information technology commerce. We know that it is global
firms that bring forth IT innovation. Yet, we could not find
much30 academic work that identifies which corporations shape
local digital markets and define the commercialization of the
MENA cyber space. The marketing platforms of those enterprises
can be studied for their soft power aspects. It is also important to
know who are the local merchants and what is their relationship
to local governance and political forces. Understanding the
connection can aid analysts of soft power and diplomacy at large
identify factors that frustrate soft power effectiveness.

Notes
1 Available at: http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/207305.pdf
2 For a thorough discussion on the subject see Mickelson, Sig. (1983). America’s Other
Voice: The Story of Radio Free Europe and Radio Liberty. New York: Praeger

3 For a historic perspective in particular, see Allen (2015)
4 For the press briefing of the Department of State annoucning the SVI, go to: http://
iipdigital.usembassy.gov/st/english/texttrans/2003/01/20030116185938skaufman@
pd.state.gov0.3441126.html#axzz2sJX0pV53

5 The report is available at: http://www.arabvoices.net/docs/2004_impressions_of_
america_poll.pdf

6 For analysis of the findings and a copy of the full report go to: http://www.pewglobal.
org/2009/07/23/lessons-from-the-2009-global-attitudes-survey-transcript/

7 Report can be found at: http://www.pewglobal.org/files/2012/06/Pew-Global-Atti
tudes-U.S.-Image-Report-FINAL-June-13-20123.pdf

8 Report can be found at: http://eca.state.gov/files/bureau/youth-exchange-and-study-
yes-full-report-aug-2009.pdf

9 For a complete description of the methodology go to: http://info.worldbank.org/
governance/wgi/index.aspx#doc-sources

10 Our model shares some of Busse and Hefeker’s variables, but for years post their
1990-1999 time frame.

11 Although the relationship we discuss in our 2015 work on the link between foreign
aid and increase in girls’ access to education is important, it is outside the scope of
this article.

12 Definition available at: http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#faq
13 Definition available at: http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#faq
14 The Iraqi Insurgency, Egyptian Revolution and Syrian Conflict all began in 2011.
15 Other sources include UNESCO, UNICEF, Trading Economics, Investment Map, the

foreign affairs ministries of individual nations and the United Nation’s Conference on
Trade and Development databases.

16 The data at MIT are complied from several sources disclosed here: http://atlas.media.
mit.edu/en/resources/data/

17 We fix on individual country and year to best control for unobserved heterogeneity
among the nations in the sample

18 Busse and Gröning (2009) explain that foreign investors lobby for improvements in
governance

19 Groll, Elias. (December 8th, 2015). “Welcome to the Future of War: ISIS Has a
SmartPhone App”. Foreign Policy

20 For example, according to the World Bank, in 2013, members of the Organization for
Economic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) Development Assistance
Committee (DAC) provided $135 billion in ODA, an increase from the $71 billion
given in 1997
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21 Also see: Swanson, Ana. (October 13th, 2015). “Why trying to help poor countries
might actually hurt them”. The Washington Post. https://www.washingtonpost.com/
news/wonk/wp/2015/10/13/why-trying-to-help-poor-countries-might-actually-hurt-
them/

22 See: Dali-Balta, Soraya. (11 March 2015). “The United Arab Emirates leads countries
of the world in foreign humanitarian aid.” ifcr.org available at: http://www.ifrc.org/
en/news-and-media/news-stories/middle-east-and-north-africa/united-arab-emi
rates/the-united-arab-emirates-leads-countries-of-the-world-in-foreign-humanitar
ian-aid-68193/

23 See: Al-Ojayan, Hessah. (November 13th, 2015). “Kuwait’s Economic ‘Toolkit’:
Foreign Aid & the Kuwait Investment Authority”. available at: http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/
mec/2015/11/13/kuwaits-economic-toolkit-foreign-aid-the-kuwait-investment-
authority/

24 See: Tol, Gönül. (30 September 2015). “The Rise of Turkish Foreign Aid.” mei.edu,
available at: http://www.mei.edu/content/article/rise-turkish-foreign-aid

25 For a thorough discussion see Blonigen, Bruce and Jeremy Piger. (2011). “Determi-
nants of Foreign Direct Investment.”Working Paper No. w16704. National Bureau of
Economic Research available at: http://www.nber.org/papers/w16704

26 For a thorough discussion the Russo-Arab relationships during the Arab Spring see
Katz, Mark. (2012). “Russia and the Arab Spring.” The Middle East Institute,
Washington DC. available at: http://www.mei.edu/content/russia-and-arab-springFor
a synopsis of the history and economic interests of China in the Middle East see
Pollack, Jonathan. (2011). “Unease From Afar”, Brookings Institute, Washington,
DC. available at: http://www.brookings.edu/research/articles/2011/11/18-arab-awa
kening-china-pollack

27 See: O’Tool, James. (10 February 2012). “Billions at State as Russia Backs Syria.”
CNNMoney.com available at: http://money.cnn.com/2012/02/09/news/international/
russia_syria/

28 See: Erdbrink, Thomas. (January 24th, 2016). “China Deepens Its Footprint in Iran
After Lifting of Sanctions”. The New York Times

29 See: Nikolay Anguelov. (2015). Alternatives to Sanctions. In Economic Sanctions vs.
Soft Power (pp. 71-110). Palgrave Macmillan US.

30 For some examples see: (Anguelov, 2015), Chapters 5 and 6
31 The methodology of calculation is explained at: http://info.worldbank.org/govern

ance/wgi/index.aspx#doc
32 Explanation of the methodology behind building the score can be found at: http://

info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#doc
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