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Abstract 

It is widely assumed that development aid can help to stabilize regions in or after conflict. 
However, we lack empirical evidence for this assumption, and the assumed causal 
mechanisms are poorly specified. We conduct a micro-level longitudinal study of eighty 
communities in North East Afghanistan between 2007 and 2009 and investigate the impact 
of aid on  (perceived) security. We also investigate two possible causal mechanisms, which 
may link aid to security: whether aid has an impact on attitudes towards international 
civilian and military actors (‘hearts and minds’) and whether aid can help to increase the 
legitimacy of the state (‘state reach’). While we find that aid does neither increase 
perceived security nor foster more positive attitudes towards international actors, we find 
that aid as a positive impact on state legitimacy.  
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The Impact of Aid in Conflict Zones 

The international community places staggering high bets on the assumption that aid helps 

peace. In Iraq alone, the international community has committed $162.83 billion through 

2010 for various reconstruction projects,1and in Afghanistan, donors have so far pledged 

$62 billion and spent $36.2 But what is the impact of aid on stabilization? Does aid really 

help peace? As a growing share of aid resources is being allocated to conflict prevention 

and peacebuilding and interventions, more evidence demonstrating their effectiveness is 

essential (DAC 2007). However, there is virtually no empirical evidence available so far. 

Until recently, most practitioners and researchers were predominately concerned with the 

impact of aid on country level structural changes. The macroeconomic literature has 

identified different ways by which aid may contribute to more stability. Some authors 

maintain that aid can spur economic growth, which will make states less prone to civil war 

(Collier et al. 2003; Fearon and Laitin 2003). Growth, it is argued, can provide employment 

and education for young males, which makes recruiting fighers more expensive. (Collier 

2000; Collier/Hoeffler 2004).3 Other scholars argue that aid may help peace by increasing 

the quality of political institutions, either by building up the state’s administrative capacity, 

or by providing incentives for a policy change in places where predatory elites deliberately 

misuse administrative capacity for private gains (Chauvet and Collier 2007). Finally, some 

scholar maintain that aid can also increases the democratic quality of political institutions, 

                                                

1 SIGR:Special Inspector General for Iraq Reconstruction Quarterly Report to the United States Congress 
April 30, 2010. 

2 Donor Financial Review, Ministry of Finance, Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, Report 1388, November 
2009. 

3 Other scholars, however, claim that the impact of development aid on growth is limited at best (Hudson 
2004, Easterly 2006, Calderisi 2006, Boone 1996) or that aid spurs growth only when there is a sound 
institutional framework in place (Collier and Dollar 2002, Burnside/Dollar (2000: 847-868); Burnside/Dollar 
(2004)Collier and Hoeffler 2004). 
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(Finkel, Pérez-Liñán, and Seligson 2006),  which, in turn will make a country less prone to 

war (Hegre et al. 2001). 

But whether aid unfolds it beneficial impact through growth, by increasing institutional 

capacity, or by making states more democratic, its impact will be felt only after a 

considerable amount of time. Yet many of the recent reconstruction and stabilization 

operations operate in a highly volatile, unstable and insecure environment where armed 

fractions are committing acts of violence or are at least retaining their capacity to do so, 

where governments are very weak and do not provide public goods and security to an 

impoverished and threatened population, and where large segments of the population are 

still reluctant to align with the government and its foreign backers. Hence the lessons of the 

macro-economic literature are of little help to those who stand in the frontline of a 

reconstruction and stability operation: Commanders of provincial reconstruction teams, 

field officers of NGOs, communal leaders or regional governmental officials need to 

rapidly create an environment in which they can safely operate, and they need to convince 

neutral bystanders among the population and among elite fractions that it is worth 

cooperating with the government and its foreign backers. Civilian and military actors 

therefore spend a substantial share of aid trying to achieve these objectives in a relatively 

short time. This type of aid is often called  emergency aid. In Iraq and Afghanistan, such 

aid is increasingly also spent by military actors, for example within the Commander's 

Emergency Response Program program (CERP). The projects that are being implemented 

in this context typically seek to increase the access of the population to basic services: 

Roads and bridges are built, power generators installed, schools and hospital rehabilitated, 

sanitation and irrigation improved, or access to piped water increased. 

Surely, it is a far stretch to assume that such projects have a direct and immediate effect on 

the security situation in a conflict zone. Presumably, drilling wells and building bridges will 

not disarm warlords, and refurnishing schools and giving food aid not increase 

counterinsurgency capacities of the government.  Yet, many international military and 

civilian actors are hoping precisely for this, despite the fact that we have, as of yet, little 
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theoretical reasons to assume that such a direct effect exists, and even less empirical 

evidence to prove it. 

But aid may help indirectly, by addressing two of the most crucial problems faced by 

international actors in reconstruction and stability operations, both of which are linked to 

security.  

Firstly, aid, it is hoped, can help winning “hearts and minds” of the local population. In 

other words, aid may help to generate popular support, which then translates into a more 

cooperative behaviour of local actors towards international military and civilian actors. This 

then will enable them to carry out reconstruction and stability measures more efficiently. 

Second, aid may help to extend the capacity and legitimacy of the state. Zones in or after 

conflict are typically characterized by weak or non-existent state capacities. The state 

“takes place”, if at all, in the capital, but hardly ever reaches beyond. To extend the state’s 

reach, and to incentivize the population to become a stakeholder in the rebuilding of the 

state is therefore another crucial objective of military and development actors.4  Aid, it is 

hoped, can contribute to this objective. 

In this paper, we empirically test these assumptions, using original micro-level longitudinal 

data from North East Afghanistan.5  

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. First, we briefly discuss the theoretical 

underpinning of the assumed impact of aid on ‘hearts and minds’ and on state reach, and 

                                                

4 Note in this context the emphasis on state reach in the U.S. army’s definition of stability and reconstruction 
operations: “Stability and reconstruction operations sustain and exploit security and control over areas, 
populations, and resources. (…) Stability and reconstruction operations lead to an environment in which, in 
cooperation with a legitimate government, the other instruments of national power can predominate.” (Field 
Manual Nr. 1, The Army, Washington, 2005) 

5 The data was collected within the framework of a micro-level longitudinal project. The project will run for 
12 years. In this paper we present results from the first four years of the project. For more information on the 
project see http://aix1.uottawa.ca/~czurcher/czurcher/NEA_LTS.html. 
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develop a set of testable hypotheses. We then provide information on North East 

Afghanistan and on the scope and characteristics of the international intervention during 

our observation period. Then we describe the data set, the variables and our empirical 

strategy. Next, we present empirical results from the statistical analysis. Finally we 

conclude with a discussion of the results. 

 

Aid, Hearts and Minds 

In the spring of 2006, forces hostile to the Afghan government and international actors 

started to systematically attack schools in the Northeast of Afghanistan. Many recently 

refurnished buildings were burned, and some teachers shot. In one community, however, 

the local population sided with the international forces and prevented the burning of their 

school. Some local residents had knowledge of the planned attack, and they alerted local 

authorities, which in turn asked international military forces for help. 6 Instances like this 

demonstrate that the local population, under certain circumstances, chooses cooperation 

with international actors over cooperation with spoilers, despite the risks associated with 

opposing armed gunmen. In this instance, the spoils that the local communities received 

from continued cooperation with development actors out weighted the risks of opposing 

spoilers.  

This example underlines what might be self-evident: the success of a stabilization operation 

depends to a large extent on the attitudes of local population to the international military 

forces and the development actors, and sustainable peace will not be possible as long as 

substantial segments of the population are neutral or even hostile towards the state building 

project. Hence, the population needs to be convinced that it is ultimately beneficial for them 

to become a stake-holder in the peace-building process and to engage in prolonged 

cooperation with the peace builders and the government. The rationale for distributing 
                                                

6 This episode was communicated to one of the authors during a field stay in September 2006. 
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development aid in post-conflict situation is therefore not only to address the needs of the 

population, but also to make cooperation with the international actors more attractive. Aid, 

it is hoped, will help capture hearts and minds and increase local support for the operation, 

which reduces the costs of the political transition that international actors seek to support. 

Armies involved in counterinsurgencies as well as insurgents fighting a government have 

long been aware of the importance of gaining popular support. The classic texts of 

insurgencies and counterinsurgencies of the 20th century, influenced by the civil war in 

China and the colonial wars in Malaya and Vietnam, all speak about the importance of 

gaining support among he population (Galula 1964; Mao 2005; Thompson 1966), and 

experiences from counterinsurgencies in the 21st century, above all in Afghanistan and 

Iraq, echo these lesson (Cassidy 2006; Petraeus 2006) . 

Development actors usually avoid the term “winning hearts and minds” because of its 

military connotation. Instead, they often speak of “winning acceptance” of the local 

population. Nevertheless, development actors share with military actors the basic 

assumptions that higher levels of acceptance reduce security threats and increases 

efficiency. As Harmer and Stoddard (2005) write, “acceptance is viewed by many in  the 

NGO community as the most difficult yet most effective and principled means to reduce the 

threat to  humanitarian actors. It entails the aid agency working towards becoming a 

familiar and trusted entity by local communities at the ground level, cultivating a network 

of contacts and intermediaries to maintain open lines of communications with key parties, 

and usually requires a long-term presence in country pre-,  during, and post-conflict” 

(Harmer and Stoddard 2005: 22). Many other authors have written about the importance of 

acceptance for development actors in post-conflict zones (Karim 2006;  Kreidler 2001; de 

Torrenté 2004;  Van Brabant 1998).  

There is widespread consensus that acceptance (or “mind and hearts”) is essential for 

successfully conducting reconstruction and stabilization operations. However, the causal 
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path by which acceptance translates into a better environment for successful reconstruction 

and stabilization operations is often not specified.7 In this paper, we are predominately 

interested in empirically testing whether aid can lead to more acceptance. In other words, 

we focus on the first part of the causal path – the empirical link between aid and 

acceptance. Nevertheless, it is worthwhile to briefly consider the subsequent part of the 

causal chain, leading from acceptance to stability. 

Acceptance can be understood as a supportive attitude towards a person or an organization. 

Because an attitude is a judgment based on cognitive evaluation and experience, attitudes 

can change. Giving aid, it is hoped, will contribute to more supportive attitudes: Local 

population may experience the benefits of development cooperation, they may learn about 

the real intents of development actors, or simply start to trust the international actors. As a 

result, they will develop positive attitudes and increasingly engage in cooperation. It is this 

last step which matters: The assumed effect of winning hearts and minds depends, in the 

end, on a behavioral   change as a result of  an attitudinal change.  

Such behavioural changes may manifest themselves differently:  For example, the prospects 

of aid may incentivize the local population to share critical information with international 

forces (Berman et al. 2009). Local populations typically have a huge informational 

advantage over outsiders, and security forces need to tap into this local knowledge in order 

to efficiently conduct a counterinsurgency campaign. Or, when the local population is 

actively resisting foreign military and civilian actors, the prospects of receiving aid may 

help to induce a more peaceful behavior: members of the local communities no longer 

commit violent acts, and insurgents find it much harder to recruit fighters, or to find food, 

shelter and information in the villages. 

                                                

7 We conducted 72 open interviews in 2007 with civilian and military personnel in the field in North East 
Afghanistan. While all of them stated that one objective of giving aid was to gain the acceptance of the local 
population, virtually none of the respondents seemed to have a clear idea of how acceptance would translate 
into a more benign environment. 
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However, it is by no means clear that attitudinal changes always lead to behavioural 

changes. For example, it is entirely plausible that an Afghan villagers harbours positive 

attitudes towards international actors, yet does not engage in cooperative behaviour, out of 

fear of Taliban retaliation, or because the social norms in the village community prohibit 

this. Also, given the volatile situation, a rational behaviour would perhaps dictate that a 

villager engages in cooperative behaviour with both the Taliban and the international 

community in order to maximize benefits and diversify risks, notwithstanding his attitudes. 

It should be clear from this short discussion that the assumed causal chain which links aid 

to attitudinal and then behavioural change is contingent on many factors. We leave aside 

this discussion for now, but will come back to it in the concluding paragraphs. For now, we 

are concerned primarily with testing the first part of the causal chain, which is the very 

foundation on which the heart and minds paradigm rests: whether aid cause attitudinal 

changes. Next we briefly discuss the second hypothesized benign impact of aid: state reach. 

 

Aid and State Reach 

Winning acceptance for international actors is one avenue by which aid is hoped to 

contribute to the stabilization of conflict zones. But it is not enough that the local 

population cooperates with international civilian and military actors. It is equally necessary 

that the local population accepts and supports the nascent state administration. One crucial 

objective of the international engagement in conflict zones is therefore to extend the 

capacity and legitimacy of the state. In zones in or after conflict, the state is typically very 

weak, does not provide public goods, enjoys little or no legitimacy, and depends on the 

protection by international forces. Reconstruction and stabilization operations seek to 

change this, because viable state institutions are seen as the single most important bulwark 

against renewed conflict, but also as a necessary condition for an exit strategy.  In 

Afghanistan, one of main objectives of the 23 provincial reconstruction teams is to help 

extend the authority of the government of Afghanistan throughout the country. 
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Development actors subscribe to this agenda and seek to use aid as a means to extending 

the state’s reach. 

There are various avenues by which aid can help to extend the reach of the state. Aid 

programs may help to increase the administrative capacity of the state, which enables the 

state to better provide basic services to its population. Much of the overall aid allocated to 

states in or after conflict is actually earmarked for capacity building. Such aid programs are 

often focused at the central government, and the local population will not immediately feel 

the effect. 

But aid spent at the local level can also help to extend the reach of the state. Locally spent 

aid can increase the delivery of public goods, and many development actors work trough or 

with state institutions when distributing aid, hoping that aid will increase acceptance and 

legitimacy not only for development actors, but also for state actors. There are different 

ways of achieving this: Development actors may finance state run programs, they may set 

up development funds which are jointly administered with state actors, or they may directly 

deliver aid to communities, but clearly communicate that aid programs are developed and 

implemented in close coordination with the state. The hope is that the increase in popular 

support which aid generates will at least partially benefit the state so that it is perceived by 

the local population as more capable, more useful and hence more legitimate. A legitimate 

and capable state, it is hoped, will command the loyalty of its citizens. As a result, the 

population may become interested in the state-building project, which makes the state more 

resilient against spoilers or insurgents.   

Hypotheses 

Based on this brief discussion we can now formulate testable hypotheses. The most 

straightforward hypothesis is that aid leads to increased security. Communities that receive 

more aid will, over time, also feel safer. As we mentioned above, we so far lack theories 

that convincingly posit causal mechanisms by which aid and rapid gains in security are 

immediately linked. But since many international actors operate on this assumption, we put 
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in on trial. Our first hypothesis therefore states that aid increases the security of the 

communities, which would result in an observed reduction of perceived threats. 

H1: More aid leads to reduced threat perceptions 

Our remaining hypotheses refer to possible causal mechanism by which aid may indirectly 

help to create an environment more conducive to stability and security. First, aid can help 

to win ‘mind and heart’ of the population, that is, aid can help to bring along more positive 

attitudes towards international military and civilian actors: 

H2: More aid leads to more positive attitudes towards international security actors 

H3: More aid leads to more positive attitudes towards international development actors. 

Finally, aid may also help to extend the state’s reach, by making the state a better service 

provider, more responsive, and hence more legitimate. Our fourth hypothesis therefore 

states: 

H4: Aid leads to a more legitimate state 

 
North East Afghanistan 
 

For this study, we monitored for two years 80 Afghan communities located in the provinces 

of  Kunduz and Takhar, in Afghanistan’s North East. Despite the massive engagement of 

the international community in Afghanistan after 2001, development activities were slow to 

reach out to the Afghan provinces. It was only around 2004 when major agencies, among 

them big players such as World Bank, UNDP, USAID, and the German GTZ, along with 

numerous international NGOs, started to distribute humanitarian and emergency aid and 

engaged in infrastructural projects in the North East region. These development programs 

were supported by military deployments. In order to foster a secure environment for the 

international reconstruction and rehabilitation effort, ISAF decided to establish so called 
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provincial reconstruction teams (PRT) in Afghan provinces. By 2004, there were three 

PRTs in the North East region, in Kunduz (Kuduz province), Faizabad (Badakhshan 

province) and in Puli Khumir (Baghlan province).  

Compared to the South and the East, the North of Afghanistan was relatively safe and 

stable until spring of  2009. Insurgent’s activity was limited to sporadic rocket attacks and 

improvised explosive devices (IED). ISAF troops were almost never engaged in kinetic 

operations. This started to change only in early 2009 when Taliban began infiltrating the 

region and increased activities in Kunduz and in Pashtu populated locations. One reason for 

this is the regions increasingly strategic importance because ISAF land supply lines run 

from Tajikistan and Uzbekistan through Kunduz. Since spring 2009, the nature of the 

reconstruction and stabilization operation in the North East of Afghanistan has clearly 

changed. What started out as a predominately development oriented operation, backed up 

with relatively small military units, turned into a counterinsurgency operation. For our 

purpose it is important to note that during our observation period (spring 2007 through 

spring 2009) there was no large-scale counterinsurgency military operation: hence we can 

exclude that our results are biased by regional variations in fighting intensity, civilian 

casualties,  troop deployment patterns, alliance patterns or similar factors, which are hard to 

control for.8 

 

 

                                                

8 Between April 2004 and April 2009, the time when our survey was completed, only 2.18% (1145 reported 
events) of all security incidents reported by ISAF took place in the North of Afghanistan (the Regional 
Command North). Between April 2009 and December 2010, 4.8% (998) of all security incidents took place in 
the North. Broadly speaking,  the number of security incidents  per months for the period April 2009 – 
December 2010  has more than doubled compared to the period of April 2004 – April 2010. Data from 
Wikileak Afghan War Diaries, available at wikileak.org 
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Data 

Data was collected by two mass surveys in April 2007 and March 2009. Interviews were 

conducted in 77 villages in 2007 and 79 in 2009. The communities are located in four 

districts in North East Afghanistan: Imam Sahib, Aliabad, Warsaj and Taloqan within the 

provinces of Kunduz and Takhar.  

Half of the communities were selected by random sampling. The remaining were selected 

according to their diversity on five criteria:  size; remoteness; estimated natural resource 

base (access to irrigated or rain fed land, access to pastures, forest); estimated vulnerability 

to natural disasters; ethnic and religious composition. Post-tests confirm that the selected 

communities are similar enough on pretreatment variables. 9 

Within the communities, households were sampled randomly both in 2007 and 2009. We 

decided not to collect panel data, because of the risk of high attrition rates due to the 

                                                

9 Communities should be generally similar enough on (pre-)treatment variables so that comparisons between 
them are reasonable. One way to check for this is to assess whether villages’ characteristics stem from one 
multivariate normal distribution. This can be done by looking at whether the cases are grouped near to a 
multivariate mean of (pre-)treatment variables, in order to rule out pre-treatment differences as a possible 
alternative explanation. We used the Mahalanobis distance of the villages to assess this aspect of our data. 
The Mahalanobis distance is a measure of how far a single case (here village) deviates from a multivariate 
mean value (i.e. “centroid”). A multivariate mean value can be easiest imagined for the case of two variables. 
Plotting cases on two variables means producing a scatterplot which shows the joint distribution of cases for 
these two variables. The bivariate mean or centroid would be the joint mean of both distributions or 
graphically the centre of mass of the scatterplot. In case for our villages the multivariate mean of the district 
dummies (leaving Warsaj as a reference category), objective Aid in 2007 as well as 2009, size, periphery, and 
vulnerability were used as indicators to estimate the Mahalanobis distances. Since these variables all have 
very different ranges (see below), which would influence the overall mean, therefore, they were standardized 
(Mean = 0; SD = 1) before the calculation of the Mahalanobis distances. The Mahalanobis distance has the 
advantage that it is χ²-distributed with the number of variables used to estimate the distance s as degrees of 
freedom. All cases that show higher distances than 26.12 (which is the χ² cut off for 99% at eight degrees of 
freedom) can be assumed to be multivariate outliers and being therefore cases that cannot be matched (at least 
for the variables under consideration) on the other cases. No village fulfilled this criterion, with the highest 
two villages being A20 (Maha = 20.49) and W15 ( Maha = 16.53). We can therefore conclude that the 
villages are comparable to each other with regard to these structural variables. This is important because the 
interpretation of the regression coefficients is: “for a person in a village that received in 2007 x projects and 
until 2009 y projects the effect of variable z is β” – which is closely related to the notion of matching. Since 
analysis of the Mahalanobis distances revealed that the variables considered in the same range for all villages, 
the effects found in the regression can be attributed to other factors than the distribution of these variables in 
our sample. 
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volatile situation in the regions, and because collecting panel data might put respondents at 

risk as being seen as ‘collaborators’. The size of the sample varied according to the size of 

the community in order to ensure that the sample was representative for the community. In 

2007, 2034 heads of households were interviewed, and 2132 in 2009.10 The interviewed 

heads of households over both waves together were male, on average 45 years old. 35.6 % 

were Uzbek, 31.1 % Tajik and 19.3 % Pashtu, 5.0 % Hazara, 3.7% Arabs, 3.3% Turkmen 

and 1.4 %Aimaq. In 2007 respondents said they went on average 1.3 years to school. 79% 

of respondents said they were peasants; 80% said they owned some land. In 2009  

repondents said they went on average 2.0 years to school. 71% indicated they were peasants 

and 79% said that they owned some land. 

The implementation of a survey in regions in which no census data on community level is 

available is challenging, because researchers cannot devise a sampling plan beforehand. 

Before conducting interviews in a community, the interview teams held an initial meeting 

with shura members, elders and other local representatives.11 During that meeting they 

established the number of households in the village. Once the teams had this information, 

they calculated the number of interviews that were needed in order to get a representative 

sample. Once permission was given by the elders, the team conducted the interviews. Since 

the team was conducting the interviews with the official blessing of the elders, response 

rates were very high (around 95% in both waves). 

                                                

10 The surveys were implemented by an Afghan research organization (OSDR, Organization for Sustainable 
Development and Research). Before implementing the survey, we made sure that the questionnaire was peer-
reviewed by country experts. Furthermore, we carefully followed the process of translating the questions into 
Dari, making sure that the translation “meant” what we had in mind. Specific phrases had to be adapted to 
local usages and local meanings. The enumerators then received intensive training. A one-week training and 
preparation workshop was held in Kabul from the February 21 to February 28, 2007. Finally, we run a pre-test 
with 35 respondents in a village in the vicinity of Kabul. For the follow-up survey the training was repeated 
and lessons learned integrated into questionnaire and survey strategy (February 20 to February 24, 2009). The 
questionnaire was tested among team members.  

11 Shura is the village council. The shura traditionally is the body which exercises local, communal 
governance.  
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The survey was designed to generate data on objective indicators of development 

cooperation and local capacities. Furthermore, we also asked about subjective perceptions 

of respondents on topics such as the coverage and usefulness of development cooperation 

projects within the community, or the perception of everyday security.  

 

Measurements and Variables 

Independent Variables: Aid 

Many studies proxy aid with the amount of money that donors spend in a given region. But 

the price tag of an aid project does not contain information about the usefulness of the 

project, as perceived by the target groups. For example, the utility of a school to the 

community is not increased if the school is expensive to build, nor is the utility of a well 

reduced if the well is cheap. For the purpose of this paper it is more relevant to know 

whether most respondents remember that a well has been built in their community than 

knowing that this well has cost $10.000 or $20.000. After all, minds are won not by 

expensive, but by useful and visible projects. Instead of relying on money as a proxy for 

aid, we decided to collect data on the number and type of projects, as well as on their 

perceived usefulness. 

We use three measurements for aid: The first  (Aid2007 resp. Aid2009)  is based on the 

number of projects that a community received. Information on aid projects was collected 

from various aid organizations and from conducting open interviews within the 

communities. These aid projects were then georeferenced, fed into a GIS data base and 

attributed to the communities in the sample.  

We also use two perception-based measures of aid that reflect the perception of respondents 

in relation to how much the household or community, in a given sector, had profited from 

aid projects. The first (DirectAid) captures whether individual households, rather than the 

community as a whole, said that they directly benefited during the preceding two years 
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from household level development projects in one of the following sectors: food aid; 

training/advice; salary/rent; credit; others. The answers were summed for every individual. 

Based on the answers we constructed a score, coding „0“ when no help was received, „1“ if 

projects in one sector were received, „2“ if projects in two or more sectors were received. 

The second perception based measure (Aid Class) seeks to capture the type and the utility 

of aid to the community, according to respondents’ perception. We asked respondents to 

indicate whether their community had profited from development projects in six different 

sectors. Table 1 shows the sectors and summarizes the responses.12 

Table 1: Percent of respondents indicating their community receiving development projects Has your 

community as a whole been a beneficiary of development cooperation during the last two years?  

Sector 2007 2009 

Food Aid 5.9% 25.0% 

Training, advice, capacity building 5.5% 10.4% 

Schooling 46.5% 70.6% 

Electricity supplies 14.2% 19.6% 

Jobs created 2.5% 2.5% 

Extension services 16.0% 9.5% 

Roads & bridges 65.9% 68.8% 

Drinking water 65.9% 54.7% 

Irrigation 24.1% 28.6% 

 

 

                                                

12 There is regional variation, as well as variation over time. In 2007, food aid was most prominent among 
communities in Warsaj (26.1%, compared to the average of 5.9%). In 2009, especially respondents from 
Aliabad remembered food aid on the community level (57.8% compared to the mean level  of 25.0%). Most 
projects with regard to electrification were reported from Warsaj, both in 2007 and 2009 (62.7% and 63.6%). 
Taloquan had the least amount of projects remembered in the sector of roads and bridges both in 2007 and 
2009. In 2007, most irrigation projects were reported in Imam Sahib (43.5%). In 2009, Imam Sahib, 
Taloquan, and Warsaj all report similar numbers of irrigation projects (around 30%), whereas the least 
amount of similar projects seem to be received in Aliabad (18.9%). 
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The figures reported in table 1 are based on frequencies and convey no information about 

different configurations of received aid. In other word, they tell us little about the specific 

mix of aid which communities (according to respondents) received. In order to obtain a 

clearer picture, we run a latent class analysis  (LCA) using data from the 2007 and the 2009 

survey.13 

Latent Class Analysis (LCA) is a statistical technique to explore mixtures in categorical 

data. LCA has the advantage over factor analysis/cluster analysis that no scaling properties 

have to be assumed. LCA estimates different classes of units of analysis that can be 

characterized by a common pattern of category probabilities. The easiest case is the so-

called “one class solution” that corresponds to the usual sample-mean based analytic 

methods. In this solution it is assumed that all units of analysis stem from the same 

distribution. In most cases this mean-based solution does not yield the most accurate 

description of the data. In LCA solutions with an ascending number of classes, class 

belongings are estimated and their fit to the data is evaluated via the probability that the 

estimated model produced the data (so called “likelihood”). This fit is compared to the 

number of parameters needed to estimate this solution. The solution which indicates the 

best fit with the least possible parameters is the number of classes to be used to describe the 

data most effectively. For this analysis we used the BIC.  We entered the respondents’ 

answers from both waves into the LCA. This allows identifying patterns that can be used to 

describe mixtures across both waves.  

                                                

13 LCA offers additional benefits. It would be highly impractical to construct a score (measuring “no aid” to 
“aid in across all sectors”) based on the  responses to this question. Doing so would require imputing missing 
values, and would result in a large number of predictors for one concept. Furthermore, interaction effects 
would not be investigated because only partial correlations are estimated by regression analysis.  Using 
interaction effects between the aid sectors to investigate the effects of combinations would increase the 
number of predictors even further. Creating dummy variables based on membership in latent classes fixes 
these problems.  
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Using LCA on the respondents’ answers for both waves revealed six classes, reflecting the 

mix of projects from which the communities benefited from 2003-2007, according to 

respondent’s perceptions.14 Table 2 summarizes the classes and their sizes. 

Table 2: Aid Classes 

Aid Classes / size Description 
Aid Class 1 (5.1%; n = 
214): Schooling & 
Irrigation 

The aid mix that is mostly characterized by schooling as well as irrigation 
projects. Compared to the general trend, respondents in this class rarely report 
projects from the sectors “roads & bridges” and “drinking water.”  

Aid Class 2 (9.0%; n = 
377): Medium coverage 
across all sectors 

 

Respondents report having received projects across all sectors. In line with the 
general trend, most projects are reported in the sectors of “roads & bridges,” 
“drinking water,” and “schooling.” The number of reported projects in other 
sectors is in line with the general trend, or slightly above, which leads us to label 
this class as “medium coverage on all sectors.”  

Aid Class 3 (21.4%; n = 
891): Infrastructure with 
electricity 

 

Respondents report projects in the sectors “road & bridges,” “drinking water,” 
“schooling,” and “electricity.” While the first two sectors show lower 
probabilities than the general trend, the latter two show higher probabilities. 
This class is very similar to class five, but has fewer irrigation projects and more 
electricity projects. We label this aid mix “Infrastructure with electricity.”  

Aid Class 4 (35.4%; n = 
1476): Low coverage 

 

Respondents recall fewer projects than respondents of other classes. 
Respondents remember some projects in the sectors of “roads & bridges,” 
“schooling,” and “drinking water,” but clearly below the general trend. For all 
other sectors, respondents recall only a very few projects. We label this class 
“Low coverage.” 

Aid Class 5 (28.3%; n = 
1181): Infrastructure with 
irrigation 

 

Respondents recall projects in the sectors “roads & bridges,” “drinking water,” 
“schooling,” and “irrigation” with a higher probability than the mean trend 
suggests. The probability to remember projects in the other sectors is lower. The 
pattern is comparable to that of class three, only that the general level of 
remembered projects is somewhat higher and that in this class nearly no 
electricity projects were remembered.  

Aid Class 6 (0.6%; n = 
27): Don’t know 

 

Respondents answer with high probability “don’t know” with regard to all 
sectors. There are only 27 respondents belonging to this class; hence we exclude 
this class from further analysis. 

 

 

                                                

14 Category probabilities are not reported in this paper. They are available from the authors. 
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After dropping aid class 6, the five remaining aid classes were effect coded with a dummy 

for each class but aid class 4. This is the aid class which indicates the lowest coverage with 

aid, compared to all other aid classes. Therefore, the regression coefficients for the aid 

classes 1, 2,3 and 5 should gauge the impact of more (and different) aid. 

 

Dependent Variables 

Attitudes  

In order to measure attitudes towards foreign forces (AttForForNormed), we construct an 

index (1-10) based on answers to the questions “How afraid are you of the following 

groups – foreign forces” and the rating of “The presence of foreign troops is threatening 

local customs and Islamic values in our community”. Higher values represent a more 

favorable rating. 

We measure attitudes towards development actors (NormedAttDs),  by the normed score (1-

10) that was calculated using answers to five value statements about respondents’ 

perceptions about various activities of development actors.15  

State Legitimacy 

                                                

15 The statements were: (1) Education of boys in schools has a positive impact on our community. The state 
should therefore improve the availability of schooling for boys in our community. (2) Education of girls in 
schools has a positive impact on our community. The state should therefore improve the availability of 
schooling for girls in our community. (3) Wage labor is becoming more and more important for the financial 
well-being of households. It would be good for the community if off-farm job opportunities would increase 
for both men and women. (4) State-schooling is complementary to local customs and Islamic values. I think it 
has a positive impact on the moral constitution of the community. (5) I feel that foreign development aid is 
threatening our local way of life and Islamic values in our community, although it may bring material 
benefits.We used principal component analysis, and the first component extracts 39.84% of the variance in 
the answers. The measure of internal consistency is Cronbach-α = 0.67. The scale ranges from 0-10, 10 being 
the most positive attitudes. 
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We proxy state legitimacy (Q54_rek3) by satisfaction with the government. Respondents 

were asked to rate to what extent the district and provincial administration took care of the 

needs of the communities. Hence, this is a strictly output oriented measure for legitimacy 

that assesses the state’s capacity as a service provider. While we acknowledge that this 

variable does not capture more subtle procedural-based concepts of legitimacy, we maintain 

that, in conflict zones, the state’s legitimacy first and foremost depends on its ability to 

provide basic public services.  

 

Threat perception 

We use  a  dichotomous variable to indicate whether respondents feel threatened by violent 

actors (SecurityCl ). The variable is based on membership in threat classes. We code 0 for 

members belonging the threat class 1 (no threat) and 1 for membership in all other classes. 

Membership in threat classes was calculated by latent class analysis. We asked respondents 

to indicate how much they felt threatened by criminal groups, external militias, Taliban, 

local militias, foreign forces, district police, Afghan central security forces and Afghan 

provincial and district security forces. Response categories were: not afraid, somewhat 

afraid, and very afraid. Running an LCA we identified five classes, each of which 

corresponds to a distinct threat profile. An overview is given in table 3: 
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Table 3: Threat Classes 

Threat	  class	  /	  size	   Description	  
Class	   1:	   Refused	   to	   answer	   /	  
Threats	   from	   non-‐state	   armed	  
actors	  (3.2%	  /	  n	  =	  134)	  

	  

Respondents	  perceive	  no	  threats	  from	  Afghan	  forces	  and	  foreign	  forces.	  They	  tend	  to	  be	  
threatened	  by	  non-‐state	  armed	  actors	  (Taliban,	  criminal	  gangs	  and	  militias),	  but	  with	  a	  
very	  high	  probability,	  they	  refuse	  to	  answer.	  In	  the	  subsequent	  analysis,	  this	  class	  is	  not	  
included.16	  

	  
Class	  2:	  Medium	  perceived	  threat	  
level	   from	   all	   non-‐state	   armed	  
actors	  (12.1%;	  n	  =	  504)	  

	  

Respondents	   indicate	   that	   they	   almost	  never	   feel	   afraid	   of	   the	  Afghan	  military	   forces	  
(both	   reaching	   nearly	   100%	   in	   the	   category	   „not	   afraid“).	   With	   high	   probability	  
respondents	  are	  “somewhat	  afraid”	  of	  all	  other	  actors	  	  

Class	  3:	  Threatened	  by	  all	  groups	  
(5.7%;	  n	  =	  237)	  

	  

Respondents	  feel	  threatened	  by	  all	  groups.	  Most	  members	  of	  this	  class	  are	  “somewhat”	  
or	   “very	   afraid”	   of	   foreign	   forces,	   external	   armed	  men,	   Taliban,	   and	   criminal	   groups.	  
They	  are	  also	  likely	  to	  be	  somewhat	  threatened	  by	  Afghan	  forces.	  

	  
Class	   4:	   No	   threat	   (53.5%;	   n	   =	  
2226)	  

	  

Respondents	  in	  general	  do	  not	  feel	  threatened.	  

	  

Class	   5:	   Highly	   threatened	   by	  
non-‐state	  armed	  actors	  (25.6%;	  n	  
=	  1064)	  

	  

Respondents	   clearly	   threatened	   by	   non-‐state	   armed	   actors	   (Taliban,	   criminals,	   and	  
militias).	  

	  

 

Control variables 

We control for a wide range of factors which may have an impact on the effects of aid. 

Perceptions of threat and security may influence how respondents rate the impact of aide. 

We therefore control for how safe respondents say their household is (q59 rek 3). We 

                                                

16 A high refusal rate may be caused by fear of disclosing ones real views or by a peculiar coding behavior of 
the interviewer. We found that this class was only present in 2009. Members of this class are to be found in 
only 16 villages, 15 of which are in Taloquan. Furthermore, results seem to be contingent on the coding 
behavior of one special interviewer. In 12 of these villages, the majority of respondents belonged to class 5 
(highly threatened by non-state actors). Furthermore, members of class 1 do not seem to belong 
predominately to one ethnic group, nor is there any other observed association with a factor, which may make 
this group distinct. We therefore reassigned 128 members of class 1 to class 5, and 6 members, based on their 
membership probability, to class 4. For further analysis, we use only 4 classes. 
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measure whether respondents feel threatened by Afghan security forces (Q12Staat) or by 

Taliban and armed gangs (SumQ12dfgN-d). 

To control for a household’s material well-being we asked respondents to indicate if it was 

hard for them to buy even simple food products, if they could spend money for clothes and 

social obligations, if they could buy luxury goods or even anything they want. Based on 

this, we created an index which reflects the self-reported material situation of the 

household. (Q9_rek). 

We also control for ethnicity by creating a variable for the ethnic belonging (Pashtu, Uzbek, 

Tajik, other) of respondents. The variable periphery measures whether a community is easy 

accessible, or remotely located (values range form 0 to 3 whereas 3 denotes the most 

peripheral location). Vulnerability is a binary variable and measures how much a 

community is threatened by natural disasters,17 and size measures the approximate 

population of the village. We also control for the districts in which the communities  are 

located (Aliabad, Imam Sahib, Taloquan and Warsaj) by effect coding with Warsaj as the 

reference group.  

For most variables we also calculate the means in 2007. This allows identifying a possible 

long term impact of this variable on outcomes in 2009. For example, MeanQ12 measures 

the mean of the perceived threat of Taliban and armed gangs in a given village, as 

measured in 2007. MeanQ9_rek measures the mean of the household income in a village, in 

2007. MeanQ54_2007 measures the mean of the legitimacy of the state in 2007 in a given 

village. 

 

                                                

17 The vulnerability score was assigned by our survey teams to each community. It is standard procedure for 
development work to assess a community’s vulnerability to natural disasters. Communities that were deemed 
prone to natural disasters (mainly mudslides) were coded as 1, other communities as 0. 
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The Regression Models 

We estimate four models in order to predict the impact of aid on attitudes towards 

international military forces (model 1), attitudes towards international development actors 

(model 2), on perceptions of state legitimacy (model 3) and on threat perceptions (model 4).  

We aim to indentify correlates (cross-sectional) as well as predictors (longitudinal data) of 

our main dependent variables. Cross-sectional data allows for testing for correlation and 

spuriousness, but no time order and therefore no robust evidence for causal relationships 

can be established. Therefore, we include the estimates of village level characteristics from 

aggregating 2007 survey data in order to estimate their effects on dependent variables in 

2009.  This should allow us to capture the lasting impact of structural characteristics and 

perceptions, measured in 2007, on our depended variables in 2009. If one of the aggregated 

measures from 2007 is significantly correlated with the dependent variable while 

controlling for several other independent variables, a strong argument for time-ordered 

correlation and therefore possible causality is established. The results of the regressions are 

adjusted for the clustering by villages. We use STATA 10. Models 1 and 2 are estimated 

using linear regression, and   models 3 and 3 are estimated using ordered logistic 

regression. 

 
 
Main results 
 

All models are highly significant and explain some variance in the dependent variable. R2 

are 0.47 and 0.31 for models 1 and 2  and pseudo r2 are 0,109 and 0.22 (models 3 and 4) 

The most striking result is that none of the aid variables has an impact on attitudes (models 

1 and 2). However, three of four Aidclasses (the perceived aid on community level)  are 

positively correlated  with  state legitimacy (model 3) and negatively correlated with threat 

perceptions (model4).  
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With regard to the long term impact on aid (measured by the means of the 2007 data) we 

find that none of the aid variables has an impact, with the exception of the mean  of 

aidclass 1 in 2007 which is positively correlated with both state legitimacy and lower threat 

perceptions.  Recall that aid class 1 consists of respondents indicating that their community 

benefited mainly from schooling and irrigation projects. This might imply that schooling 

and irrigation are among the most visible projects, which are particularly well suited to 

enable  ‘quick impacts’. However, aidclass 1 in 2007 was very small and consisted of only 

5.1 %   of all respondents, and all other aid classes do not reach significance. 

In the light of these results, we can refute hypotheses 2 and 3 which state that  aid has an 

effect on attitudes. We accept, however, hypothesis 4 which states that aid has a positive 

effect on state legitimacy. Other variables also predict state legitimacy. Respondents 

perceive the state as more legitimate when their household is more safe, when their 

household is relatively well to do, and when they have positive attitudes towards aid actors. 

They tend to perceive the state as less legitimate when they have negative attitudes towards 

foreign forces, and when they thought that the state was not so efficient back in 2007.  

We also refute hypothesis 1 which states that aid leads to reduced threat perceptions. As 

model 4 shows, aid is actually negatively correlated with lower threat perceptions. We 

refrain here form speculating about the reasons for this finding. For our purpose, it is 

enough to conclude that aid does not seem to reduce threat perceptions, nor does it seem to 

increase positive attitudes of aid recipients towards international military and development 

actors.  

Another finding is that attitudes towards development actors and towards international 

military actors co-vary (models 2 and 3). Respondents who tend to like civilian actors also 

tend to like or dislike military actors, and vice versa. This suggests that, at least for the 

region and period under investigation, ‘winning hearts of minds’ is not a zero-sum game 

between ‘humanitarian’ development actors and ‘aggressive’ military actors, as it is often 

assumed by development actors, who fear that their positive image as humanitarians is 

tainted by the military bad image as invaders. 
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Interestingly, we also find that ethnicity is never significantly associated with our 

dependent variables. Attitudes towards international actors, towards the state, and threat 

perceptions in general were not driven by ethnicity. This contradicts the conventional 

wisdom that ethnic Pashtu tend to be more critical of their government and its foreign 

backers than other ethnic groups. 

The district variable reaches significance in models 1 and 4. In general, respondents in 

Aliabad feel more threatened and have more negative attitudes towards international actors 

than in other districts.  

Finally, we find that richer households tend to have more negative attitudes towards both 

development and civilian actors. Perhaps this is the case because they are less dependent on 

development aid. 

 
 
 Discussion 

One important purpose of this paper was to demonstrate that empirically grounded impact 

assessments of aid in conflict zones are feasible, despite the formidable methodological and 

above all logistical challenges. For this study, we chose to conduct a micro-level 

longitudinal study of eighty communities in one region. There are other ways of doing 

rigorous impact assessments, and each has its merits and limitation. The fact that our study 

is based on cases from one region only urges some caution when inferring general lessons 

about the impact of aid. It is highly probable that the effects of aid are contingent on 

context conditions. Empirical research on aid effectiveness in conflict zones has only just 

begun, and we will only know when more similar studies from different regions and time 

periods become available.  With these words of caution in mind, we now turn to a 

discussion of our findings and their implications.  

One important result is the aid does not seem to influence how respondents perceive their 

security situation. Given the high and costly bets that practitioners place on the stabilizing 
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effect of aid, this result may seem disappointing. But as we have argued above, it is not 

surprising. As of now we lack empirical evidence or sound theories, and we do not know 

yet which context variables need to be in place for aid to have a positive effect on security. 

But even a cursory theoretical reasoning indicates that aid may unfold its stabilizing magic 

only under very special circumstances.  Assume that malcontent organized groups 

negatively influence the security situation in a given region. What can communities do in 

order to counter these threats?  If the radicals come from their within the community, then 

communities can engage in self-policing. If the radicals are not members of the 

communities, but community members have information on them, then the community may 

choose to share this information with the counterinsurgents, thus making counterinsurgency 

more effective, which ultimately leads to more security. There are two conditions which 

must be met if aid is to induce these behavioral changes: First, the benefits form 

development aid must outweigh the dangers that are involved in opposing armed gangs. 

And second, communities must actually possess information on the violent groups. The 

first condition is hard to meet when NGO workers and their beneficiaries risk being killed 

for running a school or building a well. The second condition is met only when violent 

groups are rooted with rural communities. When security threats predominately stem from 

small and mobile armed groups with loose or no connections to the rural communities, then 

communities will not posses information about them. If we accept these deductive 

arguments, then it is not surprising that we did not find a direct effect of aid on security 

perceptions in Afghanistan. 

Our results also suggest that aid does not induce attitudinal changes. Levels of received aid 

appear to have no impact on attitudes towards international civilian and military actors. 

This then discourages the assumptions of many practitioners in the field that more aid leads 

to more acceptances. It seems that levels of acceptance are determined by factors other than 

aid. This is not to say that aid has no impact on the relations between international actors 

and local communities. There is ample anecdotal evidence that shows how aid projects can 

be used to open lines of communications and engage local communities, which may pave 

the way for future interaction. Aid may foster such quick tactical gains, and it may also be 
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useful for ‘bribing’ individual leaders into cooperation, but it does not systematically 

influence the attitudes of community members. If this is correct, then ‘heart and mind’ 

strategies which heavily rely on emergency aid need to be reassessed.  

According to our data, aid is most effective in influencing how respondents perceive the 

local and provincial state administration.  More aid leads to higher perceived legitimacy. 

This is in itself good news, since only a resilient, responsive and legitimate state commands 

the loyalty of its citizens, which in turn is a requirement for an efficient fight against 

insurgencies. Also, viable exit options for international actors crucially depend that some 

state capacities are in place. Perhaps then aid is wisely spent on projects which increase the 

viability of the state. As our data shows, this is also a field where it is reasonable to expect 

some return on investment.  

Another implication from our findings is that the impact of development aid lies largely in 

the eyes of the beholder. Recall that objective measures of aid were never significant, 

whereas perception based measures of aid predict state legitimacy. The implication of this 

finding is that it is not so much the sheer amount of aid (measured in money or numbers of 

projects), which determines aid effectiveness, but the visibility and perceived usefulness of 

these aid projects. 18 The policy implication of these findings is considerable.  Practitioners 

may we well advised to choose development projects in a participatory way in order to 

amplify the positive externalities of development aid: A new well may increase access to 

clean water. But a  new well that has been planned and built with the participation of the 

community might not only increase access to water, but also be more visible, and perceived 

as being more useful. Also, giving development aid should be accompanied by a well-

planned communication strategy. It is perhaps not enough to give, it should also be 

explained what is given why and how. 

                                                

18  Preliminary tests indicate that ‘objective’ measures of aid and ‘perception based’ measures of aid correlate, 
as is to be expected, but with varying strength for different types of aid project. In future research we will 
further study which types of aid, and which modalities of delivery, lead to more visible and more ‘useful’ 
projects. 
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Finally, it is noteworthy that we identify hardly any long-term effects on security and 

attitudes.19 Interestingly, neither attitudes towards international actors, nor levels of 

received aid in 2007 predict attitudes or legitimacy in 2009. This implies that attitudes and 

legitimacy are not slowly accumulated, but rather need to be constantly earned. The ‘hearts 

and minds’ which may have been won in spring may be lost in fall already. Perhaps then all 

our metaphors which imply that something is slowly being built up, brick by brick – peace 

building, trust building, state building – are misleading, veiling the fact that trust is not 

being ‘built’, but needs constantly be earned in a continuous process of interaction. 

In lieu of conclusion, we briefly sketch three future research avenues: 

First, instead of using only perception-based measures of security, we will also use proxies 

for the objective security situation. ISAF is compiling such data, but it is generally not easy 

to have this data declassified for academic purposes (which, really, is  stupid). Wikileaks 

has published these ISAF incident lists. A first step will be to test how perception based 

measures co-vary with the objective security situation.  

Second, we need to learn much more about the context variables of aid effectiveness in 

conflict zones. Longitudinal studies can help to discover temporal context variables. This 

project is planned as a 12 year study, so we may be able to learn more about changing 

contexts (and that is the only ‘good’ thing about the rapid deterioration of the security 

situation in North East Afghanistan since spring 2009. It is like a natural experiment). But 

we also need more cross sectional studies in order to learn about spatial context variables. 

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, we need to acknowledge that we simply do not 

know much about the causal mechanisms which may link aid to more stability. One such 

                                                

19 The only three exceptions are: the 5.1% respondents who said in 2007 that their communities benefitted 
mainly from irrigation and schooling tend to have a more positive attitude towards development actors and 
feel less threatened in 2009; respondents who thought in 2007 that the state had little legitimacy tend to have a 
more positive attitude towards development actors and think that the state is more legitimate in 2009; and a 
high household income in 2007 predicts high perceived state legitimacy in 2009). 
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causal avenue (which is the backbone of the ‘hearts and minds’ approach) links attitudinal 

changes induced by aid to behavioral changes.20 While our study provides not much 

support for attitudinal changes, we cannot exclude that aid, in other contexts, does foster 

attitudinal changes. But even if this is the case, we still do not know how attitudinal 

changes lead to behavior changes, and how we would measure such behavioral changes. In 

sum, we need better specified theories of aid effectiveness in conflict zones. 

                                                

20 There may be other causal avenues, which rely less on attitudinal changes and more on opportunity costs 
for cooperation with counterinsurgents: according to such a logic, the local population cooperates with 
counterinsurgents, because the profit from this cooperation outweighs the profit (or risk) for cooperating with 
insurgents. However, insurgencies are characterized by the fact the insurgents have a credible potential for 
violence. It is hard to see what benefits that development aid has to offer can outweigh the risks of being 
killed. Hence risky cooperation with counterinsurgents is not likely the result of a ‘rational’ cost-benefit 
analysis, but rather the result of a choice based on worldview and personal beliefs.  Which brings us back to 
‘attitudes’. Another, more radical, implication from such an understanding of situations of insurgencies is that 
aid spent on community level will never have an impact on stability, because communities themselves do 
neither cause instability, nor can they do much against it, if instability is caused by a small elite of violent 
entrepreneurs. If this is true, then aid may have its place in preventing relatively stable regions from sliding 
into violence, but it will never be enough to bring back unstable regions to stability, and the aid spent on 
Afghanistan’s south (the bulk of overall aid!) was misspent at the expense of the North which was, until 
spring 2009, stable. 
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Regression Tables 

 

Model 1: Attitudes towards Foreign Forces 
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Model 2: Attitudes towards Development Actors 
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Model 3: State Legitimacy 
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Model 4: Perceived security level 

 

 

 

 

 


