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Does the WTO help member states improve
governance?
SUSAN ARIEL AARONSON*
Elliott School of International Affairs and National War College, Washington, DC

M . R O D WA N A B O U H A R B * *
Department of Political Science, University College London

On 16 December 2011, Russia gained the approval of 153 other member states to
join the World Trade Organization (WTO). During its arduous eighteen-year
accession, Russian ofﬁcials reformed a wide range of laws and policies that could
affect trade.1 Russia made these changes because senior Russian ofﬁcials believed
that improved governance would pay off in greater foreign investment, and that
investment in turn would stimulate economic growth.2 President Vladimir Putin
acknowledged ‘countries compete in the attractiveness of their business climate . . .
quality of state institutions and effectiveness of the court and legal system’. Ivan
Tchakarov, chief economist at the Russian brokerage Renaissance Capital, asserted
‘By becoming a WTO member, Russia will have to import . . . rules and regulations
that will address the very issues that foreign investors usually complain about, like
corruption, the protection of minority shareholders, the independence of the
judiciary.’3
In this article, we deﬁne governance as ‘mechanisms, processes and institutions
through which citizens and groups articulate their interests, exercise their legal
rights . . . and mediate their differences’ (UNDP, 1997). Good governance
follows the rule of law and is transparent, responsive, effective, and efﬁcient.4
Due process, evenhandedness, and transparency are important metrics for good
governance and can act as anticorruption counterweights. They are also norms of

* Email: saaronso@gwu.edu
** Email: m.abouharb@ucl.ac.uk
1 http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/acc_e/a1_russie_e.htm. We note that our qualitative disucssion
goes through the end of 2012 but our quantitative tests are limited through to 2011.
2 ‘Russia and the WTO’, Russian Expert Review, Issue # 2, http://www.rusrev.org/content/data/article/
ﬁle/st27_939.pdf.
3 BBC, ‘Russia Becomes WTO Member After Eighteen Years of Talks’, 12/17/2011, http://www.bbc.
co.uk/news/business-16212643.
4 UNESCAP (United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Paciﬁc), ‘What is good
Governance?’, http://www.unescap.org/pdd/prs/ProjectActivities/Ongoing/gg/governance.asp.
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the GATT/WTO (Nadakavukaren Schefer, 2008: 21; Ala’i, 2009: 269–70;
Halle and Wolfe, 2007: 8).
The WTO and its predecessor organization, the GATT, comprise the
international system of rules governing trade.5 WTO rules do not actually discuss
governance. But the WTO Secretariat and other observers have suggested that
improved governance is a spillover of its efforts to promote open trade (Aaronson,
2001; Trujillo, 2007; World Trade Organization, 2005).6
Members of the WTO also use the system to improve governance among nations,
such as Russia that want to join this rules-based system.7 Working parties
comprised of other WTO member states closely monitor potential members, and
make sure these nations meet their commitments. Once these acceding nations
become members, they are monitored through trade policy reviews and can be
challenged in a trade dispute. In short, the WTO has a feedback system to hold
members to account for their trade practices and governance commitments.
Policymakers have termed this process of using membership as a lever to improve
governance ‘policy anchoring’ (Francois, 1997; Bachetta and Drabek, 2002; Basu,
2008). They have stressed that anchoring occurs during the year(s) of accession.8
Our work differs from these scholars in two ways: strategy and ﬁndings. We used
metrics that track WTO norms to explain how the process occurs and by so doing
are able to nuance our understanding of when policy anchoring occurs. We argue
that members improve governance by adhering to three norms that are core values
of the WTO (as well as widely recognized attributes of good governance). The three
norms of good governance promulgated by the WTO are even-handedness (what
the WTO calls non-discrimination); access to information (what the WTO calls
transparency); and administrative due process (the ability to review, comment upon,
and challenge trade-related policies).9 To ascertain when policy anchoring occurs,
we divided countries into four groups. We call the ﬁrst group non-members:
it includes countries that never joined the WTO as well as countries that are
attempting to join but have not yet been accepted. Some of the non-members
completed their accession negotiations during our period of study; we label them

5 During the Uruguay Round negotiations, the contracting parties of the GATT agreed to create a new
formal international organization, the WTO, to supersede the GATT and include its agreements, as well as
the new agreements negotiated during that round. It was formally established in 1995.
6 WTO, ‘Ten Beneﬁts of the WTO’, 2008, http://www.wto.org/english/res_e/doload_e/10b_e.pdf. The
Secretariat notes ‘WTO rules “reduce opportunities for corruption”, by regulating how and when
governments can protect and by requiring transparency in trade regulation.’
7 WTO, ‘Membership, Alliances and Bureaucracy’, www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e/
org3_ehtm; and Lanoszka, Anna (2001).
8 Former EU Trade Commissioner noted that ‘WTO membership is also an anchor for domestic
reforms’. Peter Mandelson, ‘Russia, Its future and the WTO’, at the Joint Event Association of European
Business (AEB) and the Russian Confederation of Business Industries (RSPP), http://trade.ec.europa.eu/
doclib/docs/2007/march/tradoc_133867.pdf.
9 For the purposes of simplicity, we limit our discussion in this article to GATT 1994, Annex 2 (Dispute
Settlement Understanding), and Annex 3 (trade policy review mechanism).
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the completed negotiating group. Countries that have gained approval to accede
must then must gain domestic approval (which may take several years) to join the
WTO. If they succeed, they become part of the new members group (countries that
became members after 1995 – we note that our data begins in 1996). Finally, we
call nations that joined the GATT between 1948 and 1995 long-standing members.
Because our period of study extends from 1996 to 2011, a country such as
Cambodia could be a member of three different groups, moving from non-member
to completed negotiations (2003) to new member (2005).
We found that nations change their laws and policies to join the WTO during
and after the accession process. Using our more exact metrics, we found that
countries that successfully negotiate to join the WTO exhibit improved
performance on metrics for evenhandedness and access to information during the
negotiating process, but we did not ﬁnd commensurate improvements in
performance on metrics for due process. New members showed mixed effect;
while this group improved their performance on metrics for access to information
evenhandedness weakened in new WTO members and we found no signiﬁcant
effects with metrics for due process. Moreover, long-standing members improved
their performance on access to information and due process, but worsened
their performance on metrics for evenhandedness. In sum, the WTO’s effect on
governance was uneven – policymakers improved their performance on these
metrics some of the time. Interestingly, because our data are not limited to
governance in the trade regime but cover the polity as a whole, our empirical
evidence provides partial support for our hypothesis that the norms of good
governance promoted by the WTO transcend the trade sphere and affect the
country’s approach to governance in general.

Parsing the ‘how’ and ‘when’ of policy anchoring
Prominent scholars such as Basu, Tang, Wei, and Ferrantino have tested this policy
anchoring process by correlating membership and quality of governance. They
have relied on metrics for governance developed by widely respected sources such
as the World Bank and Freedom House. These broad metrics are based on expert
surveys of policymakers, human rights and governance activists, and business
leaders. Analysts ask these experts a wide range of questions and then aggregate
the answers into one numerical assessment of governance, which they then describe
as broadly reﬂective of good governance. Thus, some scholars call these metrics
‘mash-ups’.10
However, we believe these governance metrics may be too broad to examine how
policymakers translate WTO norms into behavior. For example, scholars use

10 Revaillion (2010: 10); and see the debate by Duncan Green, on the Oxfam GB web site, which
focuses on a multidimensional poverty metric, http://www.oxfamblogs.org/fp2p/?p=3092.
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Freedom House metrics to ascertain the extent to which government functions
properly – whether policymakers act in a responsive, responsible, and accountable
manner. Such proper functioning includes elements of ‘due process’. But the
Freedom House metrics are much broader than due process per se. To ensure that
our ﬁndings build on the work of these scholars, but effectively assess the impact
of the WTO, we decided to test country performance on two sets of data: the
metrics widely used by other scholars cited in the literature section below, and the
narrower metrics which we believe more closely track the three WTO norms. We
believe this strategy allows us to hone in on how the norms of the WTO are
translated by national policymakers into governance practices. By relying on both
broader and more narrow metrics, we are able to develop conclusions as to whether
the WTO norms have spillover effects on the polity as a whole. However, our
metrics are also inexact. For example, our metrics for even-handedness and
due process clearly portray non-discrimination and the right to appeal, but other
scholars might reasonably argue that these metrics do not exactly replicate how
non-discrimination and due process work in the context of WTO membership.
We acknowledge these concerns and hope that our work will encourage other
scholars to develop more exact metrics that track WTO norms and/or reﬂect more
narrow governance outcomes.
We hypothesized that if policy anchoring is occurring when nations attempt to
join the WTO, these acceding states should show dramatic improvements in good
governance during the years of accession. So we should see changes in both the
completed negotiations group. However, if policy anchoring occurs during
membership, we would see greater evidence of improvements in our metrics for
governance for both new and long-standing members of the WTO.
We used several different models to test country performance on both the
broad and narrow metrics. When we used the broad mash-up metrics for
governance, we ﬁnd no support for policy anchoring. The negotiating group
showed declining performance on metrics for due process and access to
information, while improvements in evenhandedness were insigniﬁcant.
New members were weaker on all three metrics, while we found no signiﬁcant
effects for long-standing members. But, as noted above, we did ﬁnd improvements
when we used our more narrow metrics. As a result, we believe the mash-up
metrics are too broad to accurately replicate the effects of WTO membership on
governance.
We believe our varied ﬁndings can be explained by several factors. First, good
governance takes expertise, funds, and will; hence we should not be surprised that
our empirical analysis shows uneven improvements in governance over time.
New member states may reform their laws and policies, but policymakers may at
times be unwilling or unable to effectively change behavior, institutions, and
culture. Policymakers must learn how to create inclusive, responsible, and
responsive political and economic institutions. These institutions both stimulate
and regulate an economy that can harness the talents, skills, and creativities of their
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citizens (Acemoglu, 2005; Acemoglu and Robinson, 2012). Members ‘learn’ how
to improve governance and adopt the norms of improved governance as they
participate in the day-to-day workings of the WTO (Sandholtz and Gray, 2003).
However, this learning process is gradual and uneven. Sometimes countries
make signiﬁcant progress in some areas; the same countries may make less progress
in others.
Our ﬁndings may also be explained by the inadequacy of WTO strategies to
consistently hold countries to their obligations to adhere to the three WTO norms.
Although members review each other’s performance at trade policy reviews, trade
disputes are the main means of holding countries accountable. But these disputes
center on how non-adherence to WTO norms affects market access of other
WTO member states, not on adherence with WTO norms per se. Moreover, these
disputes are rare.11 As a result, the threat of a dispute may not compel member
states to change or improve their behavior to consistently adhere to their WTO
obligations.12 In sum, because efforts to enforce compliance are irregular, member
states cannot always hold other member states to account unless they challenge
another nation through the expensive process of a trade dispute. So while the
dispute settlement mechanism is binding, policymakers are also well aware that
they will not be consistently monitored for their governance practices, unless these
practices directly distort trade.
Our analysis proceeds as follows. We begin by delineating the speciﬁc GATT/
WTO norms of due process, evenhandedness, and transparency and show how
they change the behavior of member states. We then discuss the theoretical
literature that attempts to explain why nations change their behavior as they join
the WTO and use that discussion as the basis for our theoretical argument and
hypotheses. Next we examine qualitative evidence of accession and trade policy
reviews to see if member states alter their approaches to governance to foster due
process, even-handedness, and transparency. We then examine our hypotheses
quantitatively to see if the accession process and membership in the GATT/WTO
affect our metrics for due process, access to information, and evenhandedness.
Finally, we conclude with a discussion of the theoretical and policy implications of
this research.

11 From 1995–2013, the WTO mediated some 462 trade disputes among over 159 members, http://
www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/dispu_e/dispu_current_status_e.htm. Also see WTO, ‘Understanding the
WTO: Trade Disputes’, http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e/disp1_e.htm.
12 A panel mediates the dispute and puts forward a decision, which can be appealed. But unless the
member states unanimously reject the panel’s ﬁndings, member states must accept the appellate body’s
decisions. The member can change the trade distorting policy, compensate the affected party/parties, and/or
accept retaliatory trade sanctions. The Dispute Settlement Body monitors how adopted rulings are
implemented, but it can’t force member states to follow its ruling.

6

SUSAN ARIEL AARONSON AND M. RODWAN ABOUHARB

Theoretical background: how membership in international organizations may
improve governance
Many scholars believe that nations will improve their governance after policymakers join an international organization (Simmons and Hopkins, 2005;
Von Stein, 2005; Bauhr and Nasirtousi, 2009; Sung and Chu, 2003). But these
same scholars posit different reasons for these spillovers. Robert Keohane argues
that states join international organizations to reduce information asymmetries
and ensure that all members beneﬁt from the ‘public good’ of rules-oriented trade
(Keohane, 2005: xi). Some scholars term this theory ‘neoliberalism institutionalism’ (World Trade Report, 2007). Other scholars see membership as a means of
formalizing commitments (Goldstein and Martin, 2000; Sung and Chu, 2003) and
spreading key norms of good governance and open markets (Simmons et al., 2008;
Sandholtz and Gray, 2003). By adhering to WTO rules, some scholars have found
that governments may also advance some democratic rights (Aaronson and
Abouharb, 2011) or democracy (Keohane et al., 2009).
Other academics have sought to answer whether or not developing countries
use the WTO to send a message to markets and policymakers. These scholars tend
to view the WTO both as a signaling device and a policy anchor. Countries want to
signal that like other mature democracies, ofﬁcials will respect property rights and
the rule of law (Elkins et al., 2006; Dobbin et al., 2007; Buthe and Milner, 2008;
Mansﬁeld and Pevehouse, 2008: 273). Mansﬁeld also believes emerging democracies use membership in the WTO to signal to their citizens that the government is
accountable (Mansﬁeld et al., 2002: 478–481). If Mansﬁeld et al. are correct, these
governments will use membership to learn how to make policies in a more
transparent, accountable, and evenhanded manner.
It is not easy to join the WTO. First, as described above, new members must
reduce trade distorting rules and regulations and make signiﬁcant changes to their
governance processes and strategies. Countries with better governance may ﬁnd
accession easier than countries that must make major institutional and policy
changes (Bacchetta and Drabek, 2002: 16; Evenett and Primo Braga, 2005: 1).
Federal ofﬁcials may encounter resistance from once-privileged groups when they
try to make these changes. Some citizens may view the reform process as coercive
and alienating (Michalopoulos, 1998; Langhammer and Lucke, 1999). In addition,
some countries have trouble adopting WTO norms because their culture
emphasizes the sovereignty of the bureaucracy over the right of individuals for
access to information (Potter, 2003; Biukovic, 2008). Hence, these countries may
resist greater access to information and transparency. Thirdly, WTO membership
also strengthens the power of the central government vs. regional elites, so these
individuals may resist change (Langhammer and Lucke, 1999; Tang and Wei,
2006). Finally, policymakers must accept increased scrutiny and foreign participation in the polity; leaders may ﬁnd such changes mean they have less control over
their nation’s policy choices.
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Despite these costs, almost every country outside of the organization wants to
join the WTO. UNCTAD theorized that policymakers may see their commitments
as ‘investments . . . they are payments today in the expectation that they will
produce rewards in the future’ (Basu, 2008: 5). Membership also signals foreign
investors that the country will provide foreign and domestic actors with the
information they need to assess market and political conditions (Barton et al.,
2006; Tang and Wei, 2006; World Bank, 2006; Honda, 2008).
Some scholars have examined this policy anchoring process in depth. Bachetta
and Drabek used World Bank metrics of institutional quality and found that
countries that joined the WTO between 1995 and 2000 had better institutional
quality than non-members (Bacchetta and Drabek, 2002: 17, 41). However, their
study did not examine change over time and did not control for other factors that
might affect institutional quality, such as foreign aid.
Tang and Wei hypothesize that WTO commitments made at accession have a
stronger effect on countries with poorer governance. They checked their results on
several different metrics for good governance and ﬁnd that the policy changes
required by accession beneﬁt countries with inadequate governance (Tang and Wei,
2006: 18–21). Ferrantino ﬁnds neither free trade agreements nor WTO accessions
have a signiﬁcant inﬂuence on governance. He argues that this ﬁnding reﬂects
inadequacies in governance metrics rather than reality (Ferrantino, 2006). Basu
delineates the speciﬁc changes required to join the WTO and compares newly
acceded states to existing developing country members. He shows that obtaining
WTO membership can lead to a positive improvement in domestic policies (Basu,
2008). In short, Basu ﬁnds the investment in joining the WTO pays off not only in
expanded trade, but also in better governance.
Like these scholars, we hypothesize that membership in the WTO can yield
governance improvements. We agree that countries alter their laws and policies
when they accede, but it takes time for such changes to improve governance.
However, we focus our analysis on the transmittal of WTO norms.

Our theoretical and empirical contribution
We begin by delineating exactly how WTO norms change the behavior of new
and long-standing member states. The section below delineates the speciﬁc WTO
obligations that inﬂuence both the behavior of member states and market actors.
We see these obligations as good governance norms. Speciﬁcally, the WTO requires
that governments promote:
. Evenhandedness (also known as non-discrimination): Governments must not
discriminate between foreign and domestic market actors (GATT’s MFN and
national treatment obligations). Member states must ensure ‘effective equality of
competitive opportunities’ between foreign and domestic like (similar) products
and services. Article III requires non-discrimination both in the letter of the law
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and in the manner in which laws are applied.13 The WTO describes this as
‘treating other people equally’.14
. Transparency and access to information: The WTO says that transparency
is essential to the functioning of the global trading system, and a means of
enhancing national and international legitimacy.15 The WTO deﬁnes transparency as the ‘degree to which trade policies and practices, and the process by
which they are established, are open and predictable’. Transparency and access
to information help make the WTO’s rules and processes accountable both to
member states and their citizens. Governments must make trade-related policies
in a transparent manner and ensure market actors can be made aware of
such provisions.16 These norms act as a check on arbitrary or discriminatory
policies or practices. These rules also provide market actors with the information
they need to challenge trade-related policies and decisions.
. Due process: Governments must accord due process rights to market actors. GATT
Article X: 3(b) requires each party to maintain judicial, arbitral or administrative
tribunals or procedures for the purpose . . . of the prompt review and correction
of administrative action relating to customs matters. These tribunals must be
independent of administering agencies and allow importers to lodge appeals.
Moreover, individuals with interests in investigations have a right to receive
notice, to present written evidence, to review the public docket, to challenge
decisions and to seek judicial review (Charnovitz, 2001: 20).

As noted above, GATT/WTO rules obligate policymakers to act in certain
ways when they develop and implement trade-related policies. Through WTO
day-to-day activities and peer pressure, we hypothesize that the GATT/WTO
should not only improve governance through adherence to their obligations
but also over time through learning from other member states. We believe this
process may begin during accession. If member states are anchoring to the
WTO, policymakers will gradually begin to apply the norms of even-handedness,
transparency, and due process to other aspects of economic and political
governance after they join. But the effects of the WTO may not be limited to
trade-related governance. We believe WTO norms will gradually spill over
into the polity as a whole and be reﬂected in our empirical results. For example,
under GATT/WTO rules, policymakers are obligated to act in an evenhanded
and predictive manner on trade-related policies. They are obligated to create

13 OECD, ‘Potential Anticorruption Effects of WTO Disciplines’, TD/TC (2000)3 Final, 2000, p. 6. r.
14 http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e/fact2_e.htm.
15 Trade Policy Reviews, ‘Ensuring Transparency’, http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/
tif_e/agrm11_e.htm; and ‘Lamy calls on global cooperation for the smooth ﬂow of Trade’, http://www.wto.
org/english/news_e/sppl_e/sppl182_e.htm.
16 Article X requires policymakers to promptly publish laws, regulations, judicial decisions, and
administrative rulings: ‘in such a manner as to enable governments and traders to become acquainted with
them. Agreements affecting international trade policy . . . shall also be published’. Article X: 2 forbids
governments to enforce such rules priori to or absent publication.
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Table 1. How GATT/WTO norms affect policymaker behavior and how this
spills over into the polity

GATT WTO provision
and its purpose

Policymaker
obligation

Spillover effects on
policymakers

Examples of policies
that must be established
or improved

MFN and national treatment
Articles I, III. Designed to
prevent discrimination
among market
actors – domestic and
foreign actors.

Act in an
evenhanded
manner.

Policymakers learn to
act in an even-handed
manner related to
trade. Policymakers
should attempt to avoid
favoritism.

Taxation
Customs
Agriculture
Industrial policies
Health, environment
and safety regulations
Investment regime
State ownership
and pricing policies.
Authority of
sub-governments
Legal system

Transparency and access to
information
Article X
Provide clarity and
certainty to trade.

Act in a transparent
manner. Be
responsive to
public questions.

Policymakers learn to
act in the sunshine.
May create feedback
loop and lead to better
public policies.

Same as above

Due process
Article X. Allows foreign
and domestic market actors
to comment on and
inﬂuence trade-related
regulatory changes.

Act in an
accountable
manner. Accept
public challenge
and questioning.

Policymakers learn to
interact with and listen
to constituents (to be
responsive).
Government learns to
read markets.

Same as above and
administrative/judicial
review

mechanisms to ensure that foreign and domestic actors are treated equivalently.
We believe policymakers should gradually learn to avoid favoritism among
foreign and domestic market actors, not just on trade issues, but on general
governance. Secondly, trade policymakers are required to provide market actors
with access to information about trade policymaking before decisions are made.
In so doing, these ofﬁcials should gradually learn to act in a transparent manner
so as to provide clarity and certainty to market actors. Finally, policymakers
are obligated to allow individuals to comment on and challenge trade-related
regulations before they are adopted (a form of due process). As they accept
questions and challenges to trade policies from market actors, they will learn to be
responsive to their citizenry. Please note we are not saying WTO membership
immediately transforms governance; the improvements are gradual, uneven, and
differ among members. Table 1 above summarizes our argument and describes
how governance learning spills over into the polity as a whole.
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We developed two hypotheses to test our theoretical argument:
(H1)

(H2)

If states anchor during accession, they will improve their performance on the
metrics for due process, access to information, and evenhandedness as they
work to join the WTO.
If states anchor during membership, they will gradually learn to improve
their governance and show improvements on the metrics for due process,
access to information, and evenhandedness after accession.

If hypothesis one is correct, we will see signiﬁcant improvements among
countries in the successful negotiating group, compared to the non-member group.
If hypothesis 2 is correct, we will see slow but signiﬁcant improvements among new
members compared to non-members and the negotiating group.

Qualitative evidence

Research design
In our qualitative research, we reviewed the channels with which member states
may transmit these norms in the day-to-day workings of the WTO. These channels
include accessions, daily discussions, trade disputes, trade negotiations, and trade
policy reviews. Herein, we focused on accessions and trade policy reviews; the
accession documents spell out country commitments, and trade policy reviews are
a means to hold countries to account for their membership commitments. We
examined every WTO accession from 1995 to 2011 (25 countries). We also
examined the bulk of recent trade policy reviews for a diversity of WTO member
states from 1995 to 2011 (24 countries). Our sample included a wide range of
countries, including new and long-term members, large and smaller traders, as
well as developing and industrialized countries. With these two avenues and a
diversiﬁed sample, we could draw comprehensive conclusions as to whether
member states were altering their policies and whether other states saw these
nations as improving governance. We did not look at trade disputes because they
are rare and these disputes center upon the trade consequences of non-compliance
with WTO rules related to a particular good or service.

Accessions
Most of the world’s 195 nations and customs entities are either members or
countries that want to join the WTO.17 As of May 2012, 155 nations belonged to
the WTO, and 30 of the 39 countries that are not members of the WTO are trying
to accede.18 The accession process can be arduous and long. The candidate country

17 WTO Accession, http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/acc_e/acces_e.htm.
18 The US Department of State reports that there are 195 countries, http://www.state.gov/s/inr/rls/
4250.htm. On acceding countries, see http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/acc_e/acc_e.htm.
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produces a memorandum describing its trade policy. Next, a working party of
WTO members delineates a protocol of accession which spells out what changes
the country should make as well as a timetable for such reforms. The current
members must agree on the terms of membership for a new member; these terms
differ for each country.19 Current members demand that potential new members
make commitments on market access as well as commitments on rules. Ultimately,
if two thirds of the members approve, the acceding country can ratify the agreement
and then join the WTO.20
Current members use the discussions over the protocol to prod the potential
members to take steps that support capitalism, increase transparency, and advance
the rule of law (Bacchetta and Drabek, 2002: 11). Member states want to ensure
that these new members do not make empty promises.
We reviewed working party reports and accession protocols for every
recent accession from 1995 to 2011, or some 25 countries. We found
countries promise signiﬁcant changes and make many of these changes before
accession is approved.21 Moreover, the working parties make a checklist and
monitor country steps to alter their laws as well as to regulate speciﬁc sectors or
processes. At the behest of the working party, the WTO secretariat monitors
speciﬁc actions such as a legislative action plan and a check list of changes to
regulations on technical barriers to trade, sanitary regulations, and intellectual
property rules, among other policies.22 These documents illuminate the broad
swath of legal and administrative reforms countries willingly make to join
the WTO.
Many of the countries that have acceded since 1995 have signiﬁcant
problems with accountability, transparency, and evenhandedness. For example,
Georgia admitted that its trade-related regulatory system was opaque, so it
promised to change its legal system to conform to WTO rules. The representative of
Georgia also conﬁrmed that from the date of accession, Georgia’s laws would
provide for the right to appeal administrative rulings on matters subject to WTO
provisions to an independent tribunal in conformity with WTO obligations.23
Saudi Arabia and Nepal agreed to increase provisions for transparency and

19 ‘How to Join the WTO: The Accession Process’, http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/
tif_e/org3_e.htm. All accession working parties include the US, EU, Japan, Australia, and Switzerland.
20 WTO Accession, http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/acc_e/acces_e.htm and Evenett and Primo
Braga, 3, 5.
21 http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/acc_e/completeacc_e.htm#sau.
22 For example, see Working Party on Iraq, http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/acc_e/a1_iraq_e.
htm; Working Party on Syria, http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/acc_e/a1_syrian_arab_republic_e.htm;
Working Party on Montenegro, http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/acc_e/a1_montenegro_e.htm; and
Russia, http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/acc_e/a1_russie_e.htm. For other examples, see accession
portal at http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/acc_e/acc_e.htm.
23 WTO/ACC/GEO31, p. 8 on due process and 34 on transparency.

12

SUSAN ARIEL AARONSON AND M. RODWAN ABOUHARB

public comment.24 Members spent hours asking questions about the rights of
Saudis and non-Saudis to participate in the economy.25 Saudi Arabia agreed
to ‘provide a reasonable period . . . for members, individuals, associations and
enterprises to provide comments to the appropriate authorities before such
measures were adopted’.26 Cambodia agreed to remake its judicial and administrative law systems. ‘Cambodia recognized the need to establish an appeals process,
both administratively and to an independent tribunal to meet the requirements of
Article X of the GATT 1994 and other such provisions in WTO Agreements.’
Working party member governments also reminded Cambodia that it was obliged
to develop ‘mechanisms for publication and dissemination of draft legislation and
standards for public comment; [and] the establishment of a TBT (technical barriers
to trade) Inquiry point’, where foreign and domestic producers could learn how to
meet Cambodian standards.27 The representative of Jordan said that from the date
of accession all laws, regulations, decrees, judicial decisions, and administrative
rulings of general application related to trade would be published in a manner that
fulﬁlls the WTO requirements. Jordan was also questioned as to whether its court
system provided rights for administrative appeal and the role of the king in ruling
on such appeals.28
China was the only country whose accession agreement required policymakers
to improve the rule of law. The 2001 Protocol states that China must enforce
‘uniform administration of Chinese law’ throughout China (Aaronson, 2007). The
Protocol calls on China to ‘apply and administer in a uniform, impartial and
reasonable manner all its laws, regulations, and other measures of the central
government as well as local regulations, rules, and other measures pertaining to
or affecting trade. China shall establish a mechanism under which individuals
and enterprises can bring to the attention of the national authorities cases of

24 Working Party on the Accession of Nepal, WT/ACC/NPL16.DOC, and Working Party on the
Accession of Saudi Arabia, WT/ACC/SAU/61.
25 Working Party on the Accession of Saudi Arabia, WT/ACC/SAU/61, p. 94, #296 and #297; on
transparency and public comment, see p. 96, #304.
26 WT/ACC/SAU/61, 96, #301–304.
27 Working Party on the Accession of Cambodia, WT/ACC/KHM/21, 15 August 2003, p. 25, #124
28 WT/ACC/JOR/33WT/MIN (99)/9, 3 December 1999, on transparency, pp. 238–240 and 10, #41,
#40–41. ‘Natural or legal persons contesting administrative decisions could take the matter to the High
Court of Justice, which . . . specialized in administrative jurisdiction. Customs and income tax matters were
decided by specialized courts. Customs decisions could be appealed to the Customs Court of First Instance,
whose judgements could be appealed to the Customs Court of Appeal and further to the Court of Cassation
. . . the King had no power to overrule any court judgement, civil or criminal. Religious Courts . . . had no
jurisdiction in civil or criminal cases or issues related to domestic and foreign trade.’ A member asked
Jordan to clarify the right of appeal to a separate judicial authority in matters covered by WTO
Agreements. In reply, the representative of Jordan said that Jordan had adopted the system of two-tier
litigation. This rule applied in the civil or administrative courts, thus every decision of a judicial character
was subject to appeal in Jordan in one form or another.
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non-uniform application.29 The agreement requires China to ensure that ‘laws,
regulations and other measures pertaining to and affecting trade shall be
enforced’.30
As the world’s largest trading nation, trade policymakers, business leaders, and
others closely monitor China’s adherence to its WTO obligations.31 While the US
Government generally lauded China for meeting its obligations, it also concluded
that parts of the Chinese government ‘had not yet fully embraced the key WTO
principles of market access, non-discrimination and transparency, or the carefully
negotiated conditions for China’s WTO accession’.32 In the 13 December 2011
testimony, the Assistant US Trade Representative for China noted, ‘China does not
publish measures providing what China calls “internal guidance” to its agencies.
These measures can bind agencies just as fully as ofﬁcially public measures do, and
the public should be able to see them.’33 The US China Business Council (USCBC)
regularly monitors China’s adherence to WTO norms of transparency. In 2011, it
found China posted less than one quarter of relevant documents for public
comment and often didn’t post for the required 30 days. USCBC also noted that
China does not maintain records of items that have been released for comment,
‘making it difﬁcult for anyone to track transparency in a comprehensive fashion’.34
In 2012, the USCBC found China had improved its performance: some 62% of
administrative regulations and departmental rules were posted for comment,
but only 54% of these documents were posted for the required 30 days. Chinese
observers also found mixed results. The Chinese Academy of Social Sciences
evaluated government ministries on transparency. It ranked the highest scoring
ministry 67 and the lowest scoring 51, on a scale of 0–100.35 In sum, observers ﬁnd
China is making great strides in increasing its transparency, but it has not yet
achieved open and responsive government.
Taken in sum, our qualitative evidence indicates that new members make major
changes to both their laws and how they govern. Countries clearly adopt measures
that enhance access to information, improve evenhandedness, and provide due
process regarding trade-related policymaking. During the accession process, states

29 WTO, ‘Accession of the People’s Republic of China, Decision of 10 November 2001’, WT/L/432,
(A), 1, 2.
30 WT/L/432, Sections (B), (C), 3.
31 For the EU, see http://ec.europa.eu/trade/creating-opportunities/bilateral-relations/countries/china/;
for the US see http://www.ustr.gov/countries-regions/china. http://www.ustr.gov/webfm_send/2596.
32 USTR, 2010 Report to Congress on China’s compliance with its WTO Commitments, December
2010, pp. 1–5, http://www.ustr.gov/webfm_send/2596.
33 Testimony of Assistant US Trade Representative Clair Reade, US Congressional Executive
Commission on China, 12/13/2011, http://www.ustr.gov/about-us/press-ofﬁce/speeches/transcripts/2011/
december/testimony-assistant-united-states-trade-rep.
34 The US China Business Council, ‘PRC Transparency Tracking’, April 2011, pp. 1–3, at https://
://www.uschina.org/public/documents/2011/04/transparency_tracking.pdf.
35 US China Business Council, ‘China Regulatory Transparency Scorecard’, 4/2012, pp. 1, 8–9, at
https://://www.uschina.org/public/documents/2012/10/wto-compliance-testimony.pdf.
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engage in a debate with their citizens over the substance of trade policy
and how trade policy is made.36 Over time, these reforms may give citizens
in weak democracies or authoritarian regimes opportunities to inﬂuence traderelated policymaking (Aaronson, 2011; Aaronson and Abouharb, 2011). In so
doing, the WTO may have unanticipated democratic spillovers such as helping
countries create a feedback loop between the government and the governed
on trade and trade-related policies. In fact, according to the WTO, feedback
loops create not only dialogue and expectations, but can also promote greater
accountability.37 However, as China illuminates, it takes a long time for
government ofﬁcials to improve governance and develop a culture of transparency
and accountability. Traditional elites may resist change or thwart access to
information, fearing that they could lose power. Hence, the accession process may
lead to de jure changes but these changes may not affect market actors consistently
or equitably.

The trade policy review mechanism
Since 1989 (under GATT), and continuing under the WTO, member states have
formally and publicly reviewed each other’s trade policies in trade policy reviews.
The US, EU, China, and Japan are reviewed every two years, the next 16 nations
(in terms of their share of world trade) are reviewed every four years, and the
remaining countries are reviewed every six years.38
Trade policy reviews (TPRs) address a wide range of governance issues. Trade
diplomats from other member states review the subject country’s approach to
taxation, customs, agriculture, industrial policies, health, environmental and safety
regulations, authority of sub-governments, as well as the effectiveness of the
administrative and judicial systems. The review meetings are not open to the public
but they are made public on the WTO’s web site some six weeks after they occur.
Therefore, citizens of WTO member states can use the review to gain broader
insights into a country’s policies, and trade ofﬁcials can gain valuable feedback on
their nation’s WTO adherence.39 Zahrnt argues (2009: 6) that the TPR teaches the

36 WTO Case Studies 30, 43, 44, at http://www.wto.org/english/res_e/booksp_e/casestudies_e/
casestudies_e.htm.
37 Ibid, ‘This compilation of forty-ﬁve case studies documents disparate experiences among economies
in addressing the challenges of participating in the WTO. It demonstrates that success or failure is strongly
inﬂuenced by how governments and private-sector stakeholders organize themselves at home.’
38 http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e/agrm11_e.htm.
39 http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e/agrm11_e.htm. The process works as follows:
The Secretariat ﬁrst sends questionnaires to the country under review and collects information from various
sources (the country’s ofﬁcial web pages, reports by other international institutions, NGOs, academic
work). Members of the Trade Policy Review Division of the Secretariat then travel to the country to discuss
outstanding questions with the government and other stakeholders. The Secretariat drafts a report and
sends it to the country under review for veriﬁcation. The ﬁnal report and a policy statement from the
country under review are circulated to the member states at least ﬁve weeks before the review meeting.
Member states are summoned to submit their written questions two weeks before the meeting. Countries
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habits of good governance, because it ‘accustoms governments to tolerate reviews,
stakeholders to contribute to the review process and the media to use the results’.
These reviews also enable interested parties to compare trade policies across
countries. Trade policymakers from the country under review may use these
reviews to encourage legislators to make policy changes. Some scholars also argue
that the review process makes reforms more credible (Francois, 1999).
Trade ofﬁcials try to use this process to hold other governments to account.
Sometimes, ofﬁcials laud other governments, at other times they criticize foreign
states’ policymakers for bad behavior. As we read the minutes of the TPRs, we
found members often reject or ignore criticism – China is a good example. But the
WTO Secretariat believes the process is improving governance. In 2010, WTO
secretariat staff reviewed the impact of these TPRs in the Americas and concluded
that these nations had become increasingly transparent and better governed
(Valdés, 2010: 9, 32).
We examined TPRs for 24 countries under review in the period 2006–11. We
created a sample group of geographically and politically diverse states; we included
long-standing and relatively new members, poorer and wealthier states, as well as
nations at different levels of industrialization and democratization. Our sample
included long-standing members such as the US, Brazil, Sri Lanka, and Pakistan as
well as developing and middle-income countries that were relatively new members
(Georgia, Jordan, China, Slovenia, and the Kyrgyz Republic). We examined
whether member states made the changes they promised at accession (for new
members) or were held to account for their governance policies (for long-standing
members such as the US).40 Costa Rica was the only country in our sample where
these issues never came up. For other countries, governance issues came up
frequently.
Member states criticized countries such as the US as well as developing countries.
Trade powers were not the only member states using the trade policy review
process to praise or chide. Colombia, Turkey, Canada, and Chile also actively
challenged the behavior of other member states.
In general, countries were asked how they made regulations transparent,
how they encouraged foreign understanding of relevant policies, and how they

under review often give written responses to the questions they have received in due time before the
meeting. All documents are made public.
40 The sample of countries were the US, which joined in 1948 and is reviewed every two years (most
recent 2010); Malaysia, which joined in 1947 and was reviewed in 2010; Jamaica, joined 1963, reviewed
2005; Turkey, joined 1951, reviewed 2007; Slovenia, joined 1994, reviewed 2002; Costa Rica, joined
1990, reviewed 2007; Tanzania, joined 1961, Kenya, joined 1964, and Uganda, joined1962, reviewed in
2006; Brazil, joined 1948, reviewed 2007; China, joined 2001, reviewed 2010; Bangladesh, joined 1972,
reviewed 2006; Sri Lanka, joined 1948, reviewed 2010; Pakistan, joined 1948, reviewed 2008; Philippines,
joined 1979, reviewed 2005; Argentina, joined 1967, reviewed 2007; Ghana, joined 1957, reviewed 2008;
Egypt, joined 1970, reviewed 2005; Colombia, joined 1981, reviewed 2006; Thailand, joined 1982,
reviewed 2008; Mali, joined 1993, reviewed 2004; and Kyrgyz Republic, joined 1998, reviewed 2006.
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responded to public comment.41 Some countries such as Kyrgyzstan and Georgia
were chided for unpredictable enforcement and unclear public policies.42 Members
often asked about policy transparency and evenhandedness; they less frequently
mentioned the rule of law or judicial independence. Members sometimes disagreed
on performance or the best strategy to discuss governance. Turkey, a member since
1951, was lauded by some countries for its openness and improved governance,
although China and Japan said that Turkey was not transparent enough.43 Not
surprisingly, China received the most criticism and questioning. In its 2008 and
2010 TPR, members acknowledged that China had become more transparent and
better governed, but most countries made it clear that they thought China remained
complex, opaque, and inadequately governed.44 Some countries challenged the US
and the Philippines for supporting domestic industries in an opaque and uneven
manner.45 Member states directly mentioned problems of corruption, and the need
to strengthen the rule of law during the trade policy reviews of Ghana, Bangladesh,
Philippines, Pakistan, Thailand, the Kyrgyz Republic, Sri Lanka, Georgia, and the
joint review of Tanzania, Kenya, and Uganda.46
Members also used the trade policy review process to see if new member states
were changing how they govern in non-trade-related aspects of governance (areas
not explicitly covered by WTO rules). For example, the EU and the US also asked
Georgia how it would provide for freedom of association, which is not addressed in
the WTO. Both governments wanted to know if Georgia would ensure that
workers and individuals in general would have the right to organize. The Georgian
representative responded that its laws allowed individuals to organize in ‘any kind
or form of association, organization, federation’. But he did not provide speciﬁc
examples of individuals doing such organizing. The Georgian government was also
asked by Chinese Taipei (Taiwan) how it was able to implement reform measures
during a time of political upheaval. The government representative responded that
‘the main key to the success of Georgia in implementing reforms . . . was the strong

41 See Trade Policy Review, Malaysia, WT/TPR/M/225/Add.1, pp. 13, 108, 137; Trade Policy Review,
Jamaica, WT/TPR/M/139, Minutes of Meeting, p. 12, #47, Trade Policy Review, Turkey, Minutes of
Meeting, WT/TPR/M/192, #31, #47, 48; Trade Policy Review, Brazil, WT/TPR/M/212, # 113, p. 19, #125
and #128, p. 21; and Trade Policy Review, Bangladesh, WT/TPR/M/168.
42 Kyrgyz Republic, Trade Policy Review, WT/TPR/M/170, #28, 29, p. 9; and Georgia, Trade Policy
Review, WT/TPR/M/206, 19 December 2008.
43 WT/TPR/M/192, 32, 41, Japan, #47, China, #51; and Colombia, #285, p. 47.
44 China, Trade Policy Review, China, Record of the Meeting, WT/TPR/M/230, quoting Secretariats’
report, #124, p. 21, #66, p. 12 remarks of Brazil; #92, 16, remarks of Norway; 187, p. 33, remarks of US;
Japan, #213, p. 37.
45 WT/TPR/M/235, #496, p. 73; and on the Philippines, ‘Concluding Remarks by the Chairperson’,
http://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/tpr_e/tp249_crc_e.htm.
46 As example, Trade Policy Review, Bangladesh, WT/TPR/M/168, #44, p. 11; Sri Lanka, WT/TPR/M/
237, #79, p. 17, and #187 and 188, p. 36; and Pakistan, WT/TPR/M/193, #68, 17; Georgia, WT/TPR/M/
206, 19 December 2008, and Philippines, WT/TPR/M/149/Add.1, comments of Korea, Canada, #5, 6,
p. 6; and Ghana, WT/TPR/M/194/Add.1., #19, p. 30.

Does the WTO help member states improve governance? 17

will of Georgian population and Georgian government to overcome the old system
and strengthen corruption-free market economy’.47 The US also pressed Jordan on
non-trade-related governance issues related to the role of civil society in the
Jordanian polity. The US representative noted ‘Many NGOs have been highly
critical of the Associations Law that was passed this summer’ possibly undermining
NGOs ability to fundraise ‘and even their permission to exist’. The Jordanian
representative responded that the law was amended to consider these concerns.
The US also asked about the status of the Anticorruption Commission in Jordan.
The Jordanian representative responded that the Anti-Corruption Commission
operates with neutrality, objectivity, and independence.48 The Canadian government asked how Jordan would ensure public input into its trade policy. The
representative responded that the government has created advisory committees and
‘the Prime Ministry provides access to the public through its website’. Also, ‘two
pilot projects have been launched to establish a consultation mechanism on trade
and environment issues . . . The consultation mechanism aims at strengthening
the dialogue between the government and the private sector and civil society in
trade and economic policy formulation and related regulatory aspects’.49 Clearly
countries such as Jordan and Georgia wanted to show they were making headway
on reforms. At the same time, countries such as the US and Canada were
determined to use these reviews to challenge other member states on governance
issues.
Taken in sum, the qualitative evidence indicates that members use the trade
policy reviews to praise countries that have made governance progress and to name
and shame countries that continue to have problems. They often discussed issues of
transparency and evenhandedness and less frequently discussed due process. They
chided some nations for corruption and inadequate governance; some countries
even prodded other new members to encourage public participation and enforce
other non-trade regulations such as labor rights. But these trade policy reviews
revealed that members were not consistently, evenly, or effectively adopting WTO
norms. Members don’t work with a check list to monitor accession commitments
or have a coordinated approach to further encourage diffusion of WTO norms with
incentives such as capacity building. Hence while the trade policy review process is
useful as a means of ‘outing’ bad or inadequate behavior, it cannot stop such
behavior. Moreover, members may talk about de jure policy changes, but such
change may not yet result in facts on the ground – where citizens can consistently
obtain information, challenge trade-related policies, and monitor their government
commitments. Nonetheless, our review of WTO documents showed some member

47 WT/TPR/M/206, 19 December 2008 p. 59, paragraph 104, follow up to Q28, and follow up to WT/
TPR/S/224.
48 WT/TPR/M/206, 10 and 12 November 2008, Add. 1 p. 7, paragraph 17, and p. 7, paragraph 22.
49 WTO /TPR/M/206, Add. 1, 10 and 12 November 2008, no paragraphs cited.
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states are pushing new member states to transmit WTO norms in areas of nonWTO competence – including advancing human rights or reducing corruption.
These countries see the trade policy review process as a means of transmitting a
broader conception of good governance.

Quantitative evidence

Research design
Quantitative model
This section delineates how we test our hypotheses and assess the inﬂuence of the
three WTO norms upon country behavior. The quantitative model includes all
independent countries using the Correlates of War framework (Correlates of War,
2011). Our unit of analysis is the country year. The years covered by our analysis
vary depending on the availability of data. We used a variety of models to test our
hypotheses about the role of WTO membership in improving country performance
on evenhandedness, access to information, and due process. As noted above, we
also relied on two different data sets: the broader data sets used by several other
scholars and those we think are more exact.
To many scholars, these broad data sets have signiﬁcant advantages of duration
and scope. They cover most countries for many years. However, both the World
Bank and Freedom House data sets include information and questions that go
beyond the more narrow concepts of evenhandedness, access to information, or
due process. Thus, we relied on other datasets from Global Integrity and the World
Bank that better track these norms. However, the Global Integrity data set does not
cover every country for each year. Moreover, although our metric for access to
information fully describes the WTO norm, our metrics for due process and
evenhandedness measure only aspects of the norm (e.g. for due process – the right
to appeal elections, and for evenhandedness – contract enforcement.)
Our empirical analysis proceeds as follows. We began with a single stage
approach and then, to control for the effects of endogoneity, we use an
instrumental variables approach. As noted earlier, we divided countries into four
groups (1) non-members, (2) the completed negotiations group (countries that
completed negotiations and are eligible to join the WTO), (3) new WTO members
(those joining from 1996 to 2011)50 and (4) long-standing GATT/WTO members
(countries that joined the GATT before 1995). We list the countries and the years
they were members of each group in Web Appendices A–B.

50 These included Albania, Armenia, Bulgaria, Cambodia, Cape Verde, China, Croatia, Ecuador,
Estonia, FYR Macedonia, Georgia, Jordan, Kyrgyz Republic, Lithuania, Latvia, Moldova, Mongolia,
Nepal, Oman, Panama, Saudi Arabia, Chinese Taipei, Tonga, Ukraine, and Viet Nam. This sample is not
the same as the sample in our qualitative review. We focused on these countries because they had sufﬁcient
data.
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We then use these models to see if members at different states of WTO
membership exhibit different performance on our broad and narrow metrics of
evenhandedness, non-discrimination, and access to information in comparison to
other members and non-members. We are speciﬁcally interested in learning if the
completed negotiations group and new members exhibit stronger performance on
our metrics compared to existing WTO members and non-members, because this
would show us that the accession process is leading to measureable governance
improvements. We then also examine if long-standing members of the GATT/WTO
(those that joined before 1995) improved performance on these metrics in
comparison to all other states (including non-members and new members).
In our single stage model, we use an ordinary least squares model. We limit the
effects of potential heteroskedasticity across panels often found in cross-national
data through the use of robust standard errors. In order to limit the effects of any
broader trends towards or away from better governance outcomes, we include a
year measure in all the models and also lag our controls in all of our models by one
year to limit the possibility of reverse causality driving any of our results. In our
robustness tests, we utilize instrumental variables analysis to account for the
possibility of an endogenous relationship between those countries that are members
of the GATT/WTO and better governance outcomes.
As we noted above, several factors that affect GATT/WTO membership may
also affect quality of governance in member states. For example, wealthier and
more democratic countries are also likely to have been long-standing members of
the GATT/WTO and tend to have better governance outcomes. We control for
endogeneity to avoid any resulting biases. Thus, we adopted a treatment–effects
model (StataCorp, 2011: 2257),51 which allows one to estimate the effect of an
endogenously chosen binary treatment (GATT/WTO membership) on a continuous fully observed variable (our various governance measures) which are a function
of the covariates in our governance equations as well as our key endogenous
variable GATT/WTO membership (described as the treatment). The ﬁrst stage of
the model takes an instrumental variables approach that ﬁrst predicts GATT/WTO
membership. We treat our measure of the membership in the GATT/WTO as our
endogenous regressor. In the model speciﬁcation, it is important to have one or
more additional variables (excluding exogenous variables) that are correlated with
our measure of membership in the GATT/WTO, but not with the governance

51 The treatment – effects model estimates the effect of an endogenous binary treatment, zj, on a
continuous, fully observed variable yj, conditional on the independent variables xj and wj. The primary
interest is in the regression function yj = xj β + δzj + εj where zj is an endogenous dummy variable indicating
whether the treatment is assigned or not. The binary decision to obtain the treatment zj is modeled as the
outcome of an unobserved latent variable, zj. It is assumed that zj is a linear function of the exogenous
covariates wj and a random component uj. Speciﬁcally, z*j = wjγ + uj and the observed decision is

1, if z∗j . 0
Zj
(STATACorp 2011: 2260).
0, otherwise
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measures (the dependent variable in the second equation) except via membership.
Our instrument is good at explaining membership in the GATT/WTO, but is not
directly related to, or good at explaining, governance outcomes (Simmons, 2009;
Greenhill, 2010). For our new WTO and long-standing GATT/WTO groups, total
trade is an appropriate instrumental variable, because it predicts the likelihood of
membership, but does not directly predict governance outcomes. The included
exogenous variables form the basis of our second stage regression equation and
are displayed in our results.52 Although the treatment regression approach is the
correct estimator, given the distribution of our dependent variables, we cannot
directly test the strength of our instruments.

Dependent variables
As noted above, we rely on six measures of governance to examine if membership
in the GATT/WTO affects country behavior. To ensure consistency in our results,
we re-scaled all our good governance measures (where not already) onto a 0–100
scale to permit comparison of the relative impact of GATT/WTO accession/
membership on our dependent variables of interest.

Due process
Broad metric
Many scholars have relied on metrics from Freedom House which describe
expert perceptions about the extent to which government functions properly. The
index ranges from 0 to 100; higher values indicate stronger perceptions (original
scale 0–12). These metrics cover all countries over the 2005–2011 period. To
develop these metrics, Freedom House asks expert observers several questions
including: Does the freely elected head of government and national legislative
representatives determine the policies of the government? Is the government free
from pervasive corruption? Is the government accountable to the electorate
between elections, and does it operate with openness and transparency? Hence,
these metrics go beyond due process and provides users with a broad overview of
governance effectiveness.
Narrow metric
Scholars and policymakers generally deﬁne due process as regulations, laws, and
procedures designed to ensure that the state respects the legal rights that accrue
under domestic and international law to individuals. With due process, individuals
have the right to challenge ofﬁcial administrative and judicial decisions as well

52 We considered using ﬁxed effects in our models but decided against it given the limited withincountry variance in our data, because of the relatively short temporal periods available for examination. All
our countries do not all appear every year throughout the data.
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as elections.53 Although we found it difﬁcult to ﬁnd a single data set encompassing
this concept, we rely on survey data from Global Integrity, which focuses on the
extent to which individuals can appeal election results. The variables range between
0 and 100 where a ‘0’ indicates that election results cannot be effectively appealed
and a ‘100’ indicates that elections can be effectively appealed. The statistics come
from the Global Integrity Report (2004, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2010, and 2011).
Global Integrity is an NGO funded by the World Bank and international
foundations, which helps individuals and NGOs measure and improve governance
and anticorruption counterweights. The Global Integrity Reports use questionnaire
responses from country specialists to generate their data. Unfortunately, the Global
Integrity dataset covered only 25 countries in 2004, 42 countries in 2006,
50 countries in 2007, 47 countries in 2008, 30 countries in both 2009 and 2010,
and 31 countries in 2011. However, the dataset does show geographic and
developmental variance. The sample also provides a good deal of variation in the
extent to which results can be effectively appealed across the entire 0–100 range of
the measure. Thus, we think it provides a good overview of whether or not a
country respects due process.

Access to information
Broad metric
This metric describes perceptions about the extent to which to which a country’s
citizens are able to participate in selecting their government, as well as freedom of
expression, freedom of association, and a free media. Thus, it does not describe
transparency or access to information per se. The variable ranges from 0 to 100,
higher values indicate better perceptions (original scale − 2.5 – + 2.5). This variable
covers all countries of the world over the 1996–2010 periods and comes from
Kaufman et al. (2010) ‘Governance matters’ data set.
Narrow metric
Our narrow metric allows us to hone in on the state willingness to provide
information to market actors. We relied on a variable from Global Integrity which
describes how much information a government provides to its citizenry. The Global
Integrity Reports (2004, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2010, and 2011) use questionnaire
responses to generate a 0–100 scale measure. A value of ‘0’ indicates that the public
has great difﬁculty accessing government information. A value of ‘100’ indicates
that the public can easily access all aspects of government information. However,
the data set does not cover every country for every year. Global Integrity covered
26 countries in 2004, 43 countries in 2006, 52 countries in 2007, 46 in 2008,

53 Due Process of Law, ‘The Free Legal Dictionary’, http://legal-dictionary.thefreedictionary.com/Due
+Process+of+Law, and ‘International Standards of Due Process’, http://www.worldpress.org/specials/
justice/dueproces.htm.
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30 countries in 2010, and 31 countries in 2011. Although the sample size was
limited, the data sample revealed a wide range of variation in actual levels of access
to government information. The values range from 0 to 98.33.

Evenhandedness
Broad metric
This metric describes perceptions about the extent to which agents have conﬁdence
in and abide by the rules of society, and in particular the quality of contract
enforcement, property rights, the police, and the courts, as well as the likelihood of
crime and violence. Thus, although this metric includes aspects of evenhandedness,
it is much broader than evenhandedness. The variable, which covers all countries of
the world from 1996–2010, comes from the Kaufman et al. (2011) ‘Governance
Matters’ data set. For this variable, higher values indicate better perceptions
(original scale − 2.5 – + 2.5).
Narrow metric
We relied on the World Bank Doing Business Report, which describes the degree to
which individual states fairly and evenly enforce contracts within their borders. For
ease of interpretation, we reversed the original measure so now lower values
indicate worsening government enforcement of contracts, while higher values
indicates that governments have better records enforcing contracts. The variable
ranges from 0 to 100, higher values indicate better enforcement of contract
(original scale 1–180). The data set covered 171 countries in 2007, 174 countries in
2008, 178 countries in 2009, 180 countries in 2010, and 178 countries in 2011.
However, because the data were only available for ﬁve years, we may miss reforms
that occurred earlier.

Key independent variables

Whether a country is negotiating to join the WTO, whether a country is a
new member of the WTO, and whether a country is a long-standing member
of the GATT/WTO
All three measures are dichotomous. The ﬁrst measure describes whether a country
was negotiating to join the WTO. The measure takes on a value of ‘1’ if the state is
negotiating to join and a ‘0’ for those countries not involved in negotiations.54 The
second measure describes whether or not a country is a new member of the WTO
and takes a value of ‘1’ in every country year of a state’s membership for
those nations that joined the WTO in 1995 or after. It takes a value of ‘0’ otherwise.

54 As mentioned before, we examine only the period of negotiations of those states which were
successful in joining the WTO.
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The third measure indicates long-standing GATT/WTO membership and it takes a
value of ‘1’ for every country year that a state was a member of GATT and ‘0’
otherwise. We used membership data from the GATT documents library at
Stanford University (GATT governed trade from 1948 to 1995) and the WTO
website.55 For a more detailed discussion of our key independent variables and the
country year groupings for each category of our independent variables, we direct
the reader to Web Appendices A–B. This GATT/WTO membership measure is also
one of the key dependent variables in the ﬁrst stage of our equations.

Other correlates of joining international organizations and good governance
We note that factors that make countries more likely to become members of the
GATT/WTO may also be factors describing or related to good governance. For
example, countries which have better records on evenhandedness, access to
information, and due process may be more likely to join the GATT/WTO. By
controlling for these endogeneity issues, we are better able to assess the effect of
GATT/WTO membership on good governance (Neumayer, 2005; Landman, 2005).
Our model explaining governance outcomes builds on literature from economics, political science, and law. Scholars have shown that wealthier countries tend
to be better governed (La Porta et al., 1999) and better governed economies have
less corruption (Wei, 1999; Lambsdorff, 2007). Some academics have demonstrated that democratic countries which trade more are also likely to respect the
rights of their citizens and to act in a more even-handed manner (Poe et al., 1999;
Poe, 2004; Blanton and Blanton, 2007). In contrast, countries with relatively large
populations, and that experience civil wars tend to have worsened governance
outcomes (Poe et al., 1999; Poe, 2004). Olson theorized that rapid economic
growth has a disruptive impact on social stability, which in turn can reduce
government respect for citizens’ rights (Olson, 1965). We also control for some
contextual factors such as ethno-linguistic fractionalization (especially for issues of
evenhandedness) and location (LaPorta et al., 1999). Table 2 summarizes the
independent, dependent, and control variables used in the ﬁrst GATT/WTO
membership equation and good governance stage equations.
Web Appendix C reports the descriptive statistics for the variables used in our
analyses. Web Appendix D also includes descriptive statistics for our governance
indicators across the four groups we studied. Web Appendix E reports the pairwise
correlations amongst our independent and control variables. Pairwise correlations
indicate no problems of multicollinearity, with the highest correlation of 0.63
between our measure of the level of democracy and the level of GDP per capita. VIF
tests reported no variables with a value greater than 2.61, well below the threshold
of 10 indicating that multicollinearity is not a problem in our data. We discuss the

55 http://gatt.stanford.edu/page/home; http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/acc_e/members_brief_e.doc;
http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/acc_e/status_e.htm.
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Dependent variables
Index measures
Access to information: voice

Due process: functioning of
government

Even-handedness: rule of law

Narrower measures
Access to information: access to
government information
Due process: election results can be
effectively appealed

Indicator

Source

0–100 index (originally − 2.5 – + 2.5 scale): perceptions about the extent a country’s
citizens are able to participate in selecting their government, their freedom of
expression, freedom of association, and a free media. Higher values indicate better
perceptions.
0–100 index (originally 0–12 index scale): perceptions about the extent government
functions properly, in particular do the freely elected head of government and
national legislative representatives determine the policies of the government? Is the
government free from pervasive corruption? Is the government accountable to the
electorate between elections, and does it operate with openness and transparency?
Higher values indicate better perceptions.
0–100 index (originally − 2.5 – + 2.5 scale): perceptions about the extent agents have
conﬁdence in and abide by the rules of society, and in particular the quality of
contract enforcement, property rights, the police, and the courts, as well as the
likelihood of crime and violence. Higher values indicate better perceptions.

Kaufman et al. (2011)

0–100 indicator indicating level of public access to government information through
specialized country reporting. Higher values indicate greater public access to
government information.
0–100 indicator indicating in in practice, the extent to which election results can be
effectively appealed.

Global Integrity Report (2004, 2006,
2007, 2008, 2010, 2011)

Freedom House (2011)

Kaufman et al. (2011)

Global Integrity Report (2004, 2006,
2007, 2008, 2010, 2011)
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Table 2. Operationalization of GATT/WTO negotiations and GAT WTO membership good governance equations variables

Even-handedness: contract
enforcement

World Bank, Doing Business Report
(2007, 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011)

Whether country completed negotiations to join WTO since 1995.
Whether country is a member of WTO since 1995 (constructed).
Whether country has already been a member of the GATT/WTO (pre 1995)
(constructed).

GATT/WTO sources
GATT/WTO sources
GATT/WTO sources

Logged real GDP per capita (chain index)

Change in GDPPC
Level of democracy

Change in real GDP per capita (chain index)
0–10 indicator of democracy

Log of population
Civil war incidence
Latitude
Ethno-linguistic fractionalization
Existing member of WTO
GATT/WTO membership equation
Trade as a proportion of GDP

Log of annual population in thousands
0/1 indicator if country in civil war 25 + yearly battle deaths
Latitude from the equation
Average etho-linguistic fractionalization
Whether a country was already a member of the WTO

Penn World Tables (PWT) 7.0 (Heston
et al., 2011)
PWT 7.0 (Heston et al., 2011)
POLITY IVd Dataset Marshall et al.
(2009)
PWT 7.0 (Heston et al., 2011)
Gleditsch et al. (2002)
La Porta et al. (1999)
La Porta et al. (1999)
Constructed

Total trade as a percentage of GDP

PWT 7.0 (Heston et al., 2011)
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Independent variables
Negotiation to join WTO
New member WTO
Long-standing GATT/WTO
member
Control variables
Log of GDP per capita (GDPPC)

0–100 indicator (originally 0–183 scale) world ranking for individual countries. (For
ease of comparison we invert the original scale.) In our inverted scale lower values
indicate governments with worsened contract enforcement, higher values indicate
governments with better contract enforcement.
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Table 3. OLS model, the negotiation and membership effects of WTO and
GATT/WTO on good governance, all countries, broad indices
Due process: functioning
of government 2005–2011
Model 1
In negotiation to join
WTO
New WTO members
Long-standing GATT/
WTO members
Control variables
Log of GDP per capita
Annual change in GDP
per capita
Level of democracy
Log of population
Incidence of civil war
Latitude
Year
Ethnolinguistic
fractionlisation
Constant
R2
N

Access to information:
voice 1996–2010
Model 2

Evenhandedness: rule
of law 1996–2010
Model 3

− 17.25***(2.82)

− 6.0*** (3.43)

3.58 (1.35)

− 10.4** (2.33)
0.48 (0.11)

− 5.15*** (3.25)
1.84 (1.22)

− 8.58*** (3.41)
− 2.57 (1.11)

4.42***(9.12)
− 0.001*** (4.29)

3.08*** (17.00)
− 0.0001*** (3.42)

8.66*** (22.07)
0.001 (1.10)

5.41*** (32.34)
− 0.53* (1.72)
− 6.06*** (3.72)
19.17*** (5.79)
− 0.93*** (3.27)

3.26*** (53.09)
− 0.66*** (5.94)
− 4.15*** (6.03)
14.91*** (12.17)
− 0.29*** (6.27)

0.49*** (4.72)
− 0.56*** (3.31)
− 1.105 (1.34)
38.57*** (17.42)
− 0.29*** (4.28)
7.58*** (6.36)

592.37*** (6.34)
0.85
1,568

543.36*** (4.05)
0.76
1,315

1,852.52*** (3.24)
0.79
798

Notes: Z–Score in parentheses, * p < 0.1; ** p < 0.05; **** p < 0.01. Two-tailed tests of signiﬁcance.

control variables at the end of each following section. As noted above, for ease of
discussion, we transformed all our good governance dependent variables onto a
common 0–100 scale with higher values indicating better governance outcomes for
ease of discussion.

Results

Negotiation and GATT/WTO membership on broad metrics for good
governance
Our tables illuminate the relationship between membership status and governance
improvements. Table 3 displays the results from our ﬁrst set of OLS analyses that
utilize our broad metrics of good governance. The ﬁrst three rows of results indicate
the association between each stage of association or membership in the WTO
relative to non-members, the excluded group.56 Our ﬁrst analysis focuses on the

56 Web Appendix F displays the organisation of sample groups and cut points used in the analyses.
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completed negotiating group (those nations which we hypothesize made major
changes to governance during the accession process, and compare these ﬁndings to
those of non-members). Models 1–3 indicate that the negotiating group had poorer
outcomes across two of the three metrics of governance: due process and access to
information at the 0.01 level of conﬁdence in comparison to existing WTO
members and non-members. The period of negotiation to join the WTO was
negatively correlated with these outcomes. Also, we found that the size of these
negative effects varied, depending on the norm in question: there was a sizeable
negative −6.0 unit reduction in our broad metric of access to information, but a
much larger and negative −17.25 unit difference in due process. We found no
signiﬁcant effects when we attempted to measure changes in evenhandedness.
Next we examine how new members performed on our broad metrics of
governance. In these analyses, we compare states that have joined the WTO since
1995 (new members) with non-members and long-standing members. Models 1–3
indicate that new members of the WTO (those who joined since 1995) had a
worse performance on all three broad metrics of governance signiﬁcant at a 0.05
level of conﬁdence or higher. On average they showed weaker performance
on due process (by –10.4 units), on access to information (by −5.15 units) and on
evenhandedness (by −8.58). Finally, we examined long-standing GATT/WTO
members relative to non-members and new WTO members. The results from
Models 1 to 3 indicate that countries which were members of the GATT/WTO did
not have signiﬁcantly better governance scores on any of our broad metrics of good
governance.
Web Appendices G and H display the results from our instrumental variables
regression, which we used to examine the robustness of our results presented in
Table 3. Web Appendix G examines countries that completed negotiations and
their performance on our broad metrics of governance. We found that countries
which have completed negotiations are associated with weaker outcomes in the
areas of due process and access to information. However, countries that completed
negotiations performed better on the broad metric of evenhandedness. Web
Appendix H displays the IV regression results examining the link between new
WTO and long-standing GATT/WTO member performance using our broad
metrics of governance. The results from Web Appendix H indicate that new WTO
members perform better on our broad metric of access to information but that
new WTO members do not perform signiﬁcantly differently from non-members
and long-standing members in the areas of due process and evenhandedness.
Finally, Web Appendix H examines the association between long-standing
GATT/WTO members in comparison to new WTO members and non-members.
The results indicate that long-standing members performed signiﬁcantly worse
in the areas of due process and evenhandedness on our broad metrics of
governance in comparison to non-members and new WTO members, but did not
perform signiﬁcantly differently from these groups on our metric of access to
information.
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In Web Appendices G and H, we present ﬁrst stage results ﬁndings for all nine
instrumental variables analysis. In Web Appendix G, Membership in IGOs was our
instrument in the completed negotiations equation. It signiﬁcantly increased the
likelihood of successfully completing negotiations to join the WTO across all three
models at the 0.05 level of conﬁdence or higher. In Web Appendix H, openness
was our instrument in the new WTO member and long-standing GATT/WTO
membership equations. Greater openness was positively associated with being a
new WTO member across all three of our governance models at the 0.01 level of
conﬁdence. In contrast, greater openness was negatively associated with being a
long-standing GATT/WTO member across all three of our governance models at
the 0.01 level of conﬁdence.
In our instrumental variables analyses, we report not ρ, the correlation of the
error terms between the two stages of the model, but the inverse hyperbolic tangent
of ρ, labeled athro (STATA, 2009: 2263).57 This measure indicates whether there is
a signiﬁcant correlation in the error terms of the two equations and the direction of
that error. A signiﬁcant value of athro means that endogenous processes affect
membership in the WTO and our governance indicators and was present in all
nine models we present in Web Appendices G and H, but because we used an
instrumental variables approach, we were able to limit the effects of this
endogoneity.

Negotiation and GATT/WTO membership on narrow metrics of good
governance
Table 4 displays the results from our ﬁrst set of OLS analyses that utilize our
narrow metrics of good governance. The ﬁrst three rows of results indicate how
each group performed on our metrics of good governance directly describing WTO
norms.58 Because we had a limited number of cases available for each of our
dependent variables, we included only the most important controls (based on the
extant literature) in these models. Our ﬁrst analysis focuses on the completed
negotiating group. In Table 4, Model 1 indicates that our completed negotiating
group of countries exhibited poorer performance on our metrics of due process
using our narrow metric of governance, signiﬁcant at the 0.1 level of conﬁdence.
Models 2 and 3 of Table 4 indicate that our completed negotiating group of
countries exhibited better performance on our metrics of access to information and
evenhandedness using our narrow metric of governance, signiﬁcant at the 0.1 level
of conﬁdence or greater. We found that the size of positive effects varied, depending
on the norm in question: there was a sizeable positive +15.82 unit increase in our



1
1+ρ
.
57 atanh ρ = ln
2
1−ρ
58 Web Appendix F displays the organisation of sample groups and cut points used in the analyses.
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Table 4. OLS model: the negotiation and membership effects of WTO and
GATT/WTO on good governance, all countries, narrower metrics
Due process: election
results can be
effectively appealed
2004–2011
Model 1
In negotiation to join
WTO
New WTO members
Long-standing
GATT/WTO
members
Control variables
Log of GDP per
capita
Level of democracy
Latitude
Year
Ethnolingustic
fractionalisation
Constant
R2
N

Access to information:
public access to
government information
2004–2011
Model 2

Evenhandedness:
contract enforcement
2007–2011
Model 3

− 26.24* (1.91)

15.82* (1.89)

12.19*** (3.44)

− 6.91 (1.05)
15.76*** (3.04)

36.01*** (7.76)
30.26*** (8.58)

− 16.83*** (4.11)
− 19.95*** (6.37)

4.8** (2.03)

7.1*** (3.23)

8.8*** (7.83)

1.76* (1.95)
28.69 (1.47)
0.14 (0.09)

1.75** (2.36)
34.74** (2.49)
0.25 (0.33)

− 0.67* (1.81)
47.94*** (6.84)
− 0.36 (0.55)
− 2.17 (0.50)

− 294.25 (0.09)
0.28
151

− 548.5 (0.36)
0.38
208

701.59 (0.54)
0.44
560

Notes: Z-scores in parentheses * p < 0.1; * p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01. Two-tailed tests of signiﬁcance.

narrow metrics of access to information, but a slightly smaller positive +12.19 unit
increase in evenhandedness.
Next we examine the effect of new WTO member performance using our narrow
metrics of governance. In comparison, Model 3 indicates that new members of
the WTO performed worse on our narrow metric of evenhandedness, signiﬁcant at
the 0.01 level of conﬁdence. The results also indicate that new WTO members
did not perform signiﬁcantly differently on our narrow metric of due process in
comparison with non-members and long-standing members. Finally, the results
from Models 1 and 2 indicate that countries which were long-standing members of
the GATT/WTO performed signiﬁcantly better on our narrow metrics of due
process and access to information than new members or non-members. While in
Model 3 we found that long-standing membership was associated with poorer
performance on our narrow metrics of evenhandedness signiﬁcant at the 0.01 level
of conﬁdence. On average they showed stronger performance on due process (by
15.76 units), access to information (by 30.26 units), and weaker performance on
evenhandedness (by −19.95 units).
Web Appendices I and J displays the results from our instrumental variables
regression, which we used to examine the robustness of our results presented
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in Table 4. The results from Web Appendix I indicate that completed negotiations
are associated with better outcomes in the areas of access to information and
evenhandedness signiﬁcant at the 0.01 level of conﬁdence. In Web Appendix J, we
present the effects of WTO membership and GATT/WTO membership on our
narrower metrics of governance using instrumental variables analysis. We were
unable to achieve convergence for either of our due process models. Models 1 and 2
in Web Appendix J indicate that new WTO members did not perform better
on our narrow metrics of good governance in comparison to non-members
and long-standing members. Web Appendix J indicates the mixed consequences of
long-standing GATT/WTO membership on their governance in comparison to
non-members and new WTO members. Long-standing members perform better
on our metrics of access to information than non-members or new members.
Meanwhile long-standing GATT/WTO members performed worse on our narrow
metric of evenhandedness in comparison to new WTO members and non-members.
We ﬁnd that long-standing GATT/WTO members improve their performance on
our metric of access to information by 51.61 units and worsened their
evenhandedness by 44.74 units. Web Appendices I and J present ﬁrst stage results
ﬁndings for all seven instrumental variables analyses. In Web Appendix I,
membership in IGOs was our instrument in the completed negotiations equation.
It signiﬁcantly increased the likelihood of successfully completing negotiations to
join the WTO in one of the models at the 0.05 level of conﬁdence. In Web
Appendix J, openness was our instrument in the new WTO member and longstanding GATT/WTO membership equations. Greater openness was positively
associated with being a new WTO member in both of our governance models at the
0.01 level of conﬁdence. In contrast, greater openness was negatively associated
with being a long-standing GATT/WTO member again across both of our
governance models at the 0.01 level of conﬁdence. The athro was signiﬁcant in
seven out of our eight models. Thus, we are conﬁdent that endogenous processes
affected how member states performed on our narrow governance indicators, as
shown in Web Appendices I and J.
When we use our limited but important control variables, our ﬁndings
replicate the work of some governance scholars who have found wealthier, more
democratic countries further from the equator are more likely to have better
governance indicators (see Tables 3 and 4). We found wealthier countries
had better governance outcomes across all six models presented, signiﬁcant at the
0.05 level of conﬁdence or higher. We also found that democratic states showed
better performance on our metrics in ﬁve of the six models presented at the
0.10 level of signiﬁcance or higher. Countries further away from the equator had
better governance outcomes across ﬁve of the six models presented signiﬁcant at the
0.01 level of conﬁdence or higher. Finally, one of our two models showed a
signiﬁcant correlation between greater levels of ethno-linguistic fractionalization
and better performance on our metric of evenhandedness at the 0.01 level of
conﬁdence.
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However, we did not always ﬁnd governance improvements. All three models
indicated a negative correlation between larger populations and governance
outcomes using our broad metrics, signiﬁcant at the 0.10 level of conﬁdence or
higher. We also found countries in civil wars were associated with lower
performance on two of our three broad metrics of governance at the 0.01 level of
conﬁdence. Finally, when we controlled for time using a year variable, we found a
secular trend towards weaker governance.

Conclusion
The WTO governs trade and doesn’t explicitly address governance. Yet as noted
above, the WTO Secretariat, policymakers, and some scholars argue that improved
governance is a spillover of membership in the WTO. We hypothesized that if
countries anchor during accession, we would see signiﬁcant improvements in
governance in the completed negotiations group. We also expected we would see
similar improvements in the new member group, although other member states
have lost the leverage embedded in the accession process. If countries anchored
during membership, we should see gradual improvements in the performance on
our metrics for new and long-standing members. When we examined WTO
documents, we found considerable supporting evidence for our hypotheses. Before
they accede, countries make major changes to their laws, regulations, and behavior
related to a wide range of trade and trade-related policies, from tax and
competition policies to health and safety standards. They are coached and closely
monitored by a working party and the WTO Secretariat. Once countries join the
WTO, these nations are monitored by other member states at trade policy reviews.
During these reviews, trade ofﬁcials ask questions about compliance with WTO
norms in trade policymaking. These trade diplomats also ask new members if they
have adopted strategies to inform and involve the public, provide administrative
due process, and ensure evenhandedness. In particular, the US, Canada, and the
EU questioned other member states about areas of governance that are not
regulated by the WTO, including advancing human rights or reducing corruption.
Policymakers from these countries see the WTO as an instrument that can help
them help member states learn to create inclusive, responsible, and accountable
institutions of governance.
However, our quantitative analysis revealed a more complex story. We used both
broad and speciﬁc metrics to examine country performance among groups at
different stages of their engagement with WTO. Using the broad metrics, we found
no support that policy anchoring occurs during the accession process or through
membership.
When we used the more narrow metrics, we found mixed results. The negotiating
group showed stronger performance on metrics of access to information and
evenhandedness, but weaker performance on due process. Although new members
showed better results on access to information, they had lower levels of
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performance on our metric of evenhandedness. We found no signiﬁcant effect of
new WTO membership on our metric of due process. Finally, long-standing
members had stronger performance on metrics of due process and access to
information, but they had weaker performance on metrics of evenhandedness.
Thus, our data analysis provides some support for policy anchoring during
accession and greater support for policy anchoring as a function of membership
over time. We note that our ﬁndings are preliminary because we included few
controls and had a limited number of cases.
Both our broad and narrow metrics describe each country’s governance in
general rather than speciﬁcally the rules related to trade. Thus, we believe our
ﬁndings support our argument that the norms of good governance promoted by the
WTO gradually ﬁlter into the polity as a whole.
Readers understandably will ask how we explain the dissonance between our
strong qualitative and mixed quantitative results. We note our data may have
measurement errors. Our broad metrics may be too broad and our narrow metrics
too narrow. But we also note that there is no direct path or road map to improved
governance. Nations take time to anchor to the WTO and occasionally nations may
drift. Policymakers may lack capacity, funds, or will to effectively implement
reforms. Business and governmental elites may resist change. (Russia provides a
good example of this phenomenon.) Scholars such as Rodrik, as well as Acemoglu
and Robinson, have shown that social, cultural, and historical factors may impede
the development of effective institutions.
We also emphasize that the WTO cannot directly compel improved governance
in the trade or domestic spheres. But member states could use the trade policy
review mechanism more effectively and consistently. WTO members don’t seem to
compare accession commitments and membership achievements – they have not
developed strategies to measure change over time. Nor have they developed
incentives to encourage states to meet their reform objectives. For example, the
WTO Secretariat wrote of Belize’s review: ‘WTO commitments could anchor future
reform efforts needed to sustain growth.’59 The WTO report did not mention any
countries providing capacity building assistance to help Belize achieve such
reforms. We suggest that policymakers do a better job linking accession
commitments to the TPRs and provide such assistance.
Our ﬁndings suggest some new areas of research. Although our metrics closely
track WTO norms, we could not ﬁnd statistics that covered all WTO members for
our period of review. We hope other scholars will work on more exact metrics of
governance that more closely track WTO norms. In addition, we found that
membership in the WTO did not yield consistent improvements for all three norms.

59 WTO, Trade Policy Review, Belize, PRESS RELEASE: PRESS/TPRB/233. 14 July 2004, http://www.
wto.org/english/tratop_e/tpr_e/tp233_e.htm.
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Although it is beyond the scope of this paper to tease out why, we want to
encourage scholars to examine these distinctions.
In recent years, some scholars have attempted to measure the impact of
the WTO on trade (Rose, 2002, 2005; Goldstein et al., 2007). They have generally
concluded that the WTO is a paper tiger – ﬁercer on paper than in reality.
Economist Andrew Rose asserts that this should not surprise us – members
deliberately designed the WTO to be a weak international institution (Rose,
2005).
But the WTO is, without direct intent, having some effects on governance.
Hence, scholars, citizens, and policymakers should consider the governance
spillovers of the WTO when they judge the record of the WTO over time.

References
Aaronson, S. A. (2001), Taking Trade to the Streets: The Lost History of Public Attempts to Shape
Globalization, Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.
——– (2007), ‘Seeping in Slowly: How Human Rights Concerns Are Penetrating the WTO’, World Trade
Review, 6(3): 413–449.
——– (2011), ‘Human Rights’, in J. P. Chauffour and J. C. Maur (eds.), Preferential Trade Agreements
Policies for Development: A Handbook, Washington, DC: World Bank, pp. 443–466.
Aaronson, S. A. and M. R. Abouharb (2011), ‘Unexpected Bedfellows: The GATT, the WTO and Some
Democratic Rights’, International Studies Quarterly, 55: 379–408.
Acemoglu, D. (2005), ‘Institutions as the Fundamental Cause of Long-Run Growth’, in P. Aghion and
S. Durlauf (eds.), Handbook of Economic Growth, Amsterdam: North-Holland.
Acemoglu, D. and J. A. Robinson (2012), Why Nations Fail: The Origins of Power, Prosperity and
Poverty, New York: Crown.
Ala’I, P. (2008–2009), ‘The WTO and the Anti-Corruption Movement’, Loyola University Chicago
International Law Review, 6(1): 259–278.
Bacchetta, M. and Z. Drabek (2002), ‘Effects of WTO Accession on Policy-Making in Sovereign States:
Preliminary Lessons from the Recent Experience of Transition Countries’, Staff Working Paper
ERSD-2002–02, WTO, Geneva.
Barton, J. H., J. L. Goldstein, T. E. Josling, and R. H. Steinberg (2006), The Evolution of the Trade Regime:
Politics, Law, and Economics of the GATT and the WTO, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press.
Basu, S. R. (2008), ‘Does WTO accession Affect Domestic Economic Policies and Institutions?’, HEI
Working Paper No: 03/2008.
Bauhr, M. and N. Nasiritousi (2009), ‘Towards Better Governments? A Theoretical Framework for the
Inﬂuence of International Organizations’, Quality of Government Working Paper Series: 31.
Blanton, R. G. and S. L. Blanton (2007), ‘Trade and Human Rights: Beyond the Spotlight?’, International
Interactions, 33(2): 97–117.
Biukovic, L. (2008), ‘Selective Adaptation of WTO Transparency Norms and Local Practices in China and
Japan’, Journal of International Economic Law, 11(4): 803–825.
Buthe, T. and H. V. Milner (2008), ‘The Politics of Foreign Direct Investment into Developing Countries:
Increasing FDI through International Trade Agreements?’, American Journal of Political Science,
52(4): 741–762.
Charnovitz, S. (2001), ‘The WTO and the Rights of the Individual’, Intereconomics Review of European
Economic Policy, 36(2): 98–108.
Correlates of War Project (2011), ‘State System Membership List, v2011’, http://correlatesofwar.org
(accessed 2 February 2012).

34

SUSAN ARIEL AARONSON AND M. RODWAN ABOUHARB

Dobbin, F., B. A. Simmons, and G. Garrett (2007), ‘The Global Diffusion of Public Policies:
Social Construction, Coercion, Competition, or Learning?’, Annual Review of Sociology, 33:
449–472.
Elkins, Z., A. T. Guzman, and B. A. Simmons (2006), ‘Competing for Capital: The Diffusion of Bilateral
Investment Treaties, 1960–2000’, International Organization, 60(Fall): 811–846.
Evenett, S. J. and C. A. Primo Braga (2005), ‘WTO Accession: Lessons from Experience’, Trade Note 22, 6
June 2005.
Ferrantino, M. J. (2006), ‘Policy Anchors: Do Free Trade Agreements and WTO Accessions Serve As
Vehicles for Developing Country Policy Reform?’, http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_
id=895272 (accessed 2 February 2010).
Francois, J. F. (1997), ‘External Bindings and the Credibility of Reform’, in A. Galal and B. Hoekman
(eds.), Regional Partners in Global Markets, London: Centre for Economic Policy Research.
——– (1999), ‘Trade Policy Transparency and Investor Conﬁdence: The Implications of an Effective Trade
Policy Review Mechanism’, CIES Discussion Paper No. 99, 17, August, University of Adelaide.
Freedom House (2011), ‘Freedom in the World: Methodology’, http://www.freedomhouse.org/report/
freedom-world-2011/methodology (accessed 2 February 2012)
Gleditsch, N. P., P. Wallensteen, M. Eriksson, M. Sollenberg, and H. Strand (2002), ‘Armed Conﬂict
1946–2001: A New Dataset’, Journal of Peace Research, 39(5): 615–637.
Global Integrity Reports (Various years), Global Integrity Index, Global Integrity, http://report.
globalintegrity.org/ (accessed 4 October 2011).
Goldstein, J. L. and L. Martin (2000), ‘Legalization, Trade Liberalization, and Domestic Politics: A
Cautionary Note’, International Organization, 54(3): 603–632.
Goldstein, J. L., D. Rivers, and M. Tomz (2007), ‘Institutions in International Relations: Understanding the
Effects of the GATT and the WTO on World Trade’, International Organization, 61(1): 37–68.
Greenhill, B. (2010), ‘The Company You Keep: International Socialization and the Diffusion of Human
Rights Norms’, International Studies Quarterly, 10(4): 127–145.
Halle, M. and R. Wolfe (eds.) (2007), Process Matters: Sustainable Development and Domestic Trade
Transparency, Winnipeg: International Institute for Sustainable Development.
Heston, A., R. Summers, and A. Bettina (2011), ‘Penn World Table Version 7.0’, Center for International
Comparisons of Production, Income and Prices at the University of Pennsylvania, May, http://pwt.
econ.upenn.edu/php_site/pwt_index.php (accessed 4 October 2011).
Honda, J. (2008) ‘Do IMF Programs Improve Economic Governance?’, IMF Working Paper WP/08/114,
May.
Keohane, R. O. (2005), After Hegemony: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political Economy,
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
Keohane, R. O., S. Macedo, and A. Moravcsik (2009), ‘Democracy-Enhancing Multilateralism’,
International Organization, 63(Winter): 1–31.
Kaufman, D., A. Kraay, and M. Mastruzzi (2010), ‘The Worldwide Governance Indicators: Methodology
and Analytical Issues’, World Bank Policy Research Working Paper No. 5430, http://papers.ssrn.
com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=1682130 (accessed 2 February 2012).
La Porta, R., F. Lopez-de-Silanes, A. Shleifer, and R. Vishny (1999), ‘The Quality of Government’, Journal
of Law Economics and Organisation, 15(1): 222–279.
Lambsdorff, J. G. (2007), The Institutional Economics of Corruption and Reform: Theory, Evidence and
Policy, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Landman, Todd (2005), Protecting Human Rights: A Comparative Study, Washington DC: Georgetown
University Press.
Langhammer, R. J. and M. Lucke (1999), ‘WTO Accession Issues’, The World Economy, 22(6): 837–873.
Lanoszka, A. (2001), ‘WTO Accession Process: Negotiating Participation in a Globalizing Economy’,
Journal of World Trade, 35(4): 575–602.
Mansﬁeld, E. D., H. V. Milner, and P. B. Rosendorff (2002), ‘Why Democracies Cooperate More: Electoral
Control and International Trade Agreements’, International Organization, 56(3): 477–513.
Mansﬁeld, E. D. and J. C. Pevehouse (2008), ‘Democratization and the Varieties of International
Organizations’, Journal of Conﬂict Resolution, 52: 269–294.

Does the WTO help member states improve governance? 35
Marshall, M. G., T. R. Gurr, and K. Jaggers (2009), ‘Polity™ IV: Political Regime Characteristics and
Transitions, 1800–2009’, Dataset Users’ Manual, available from www.systemicpeace.org (accessed
4 October 2011).
Michalopoulos, C. (1998), Developing Countries’ Participation in the World Trade
Organization, World Bank Policy Research Working Paper No. 1906, Washington, DC:
World Bank.
Olson, M. (1965), The Logic of Collective Action: Public Goods and the Theory of Groups, Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press.
Nadakavukaren Schefer, K. (2008), ‘Corruption and the WTO Legal System’, Society of International
Economic Law (SIEL), Inagural Conference 2008 Paper, 13 June, http://ssrn.com/abstract=1145567
(accessed 2 February 2010).
Neumayer, E. (2005), ‘Do International Human Rights Treaties Improve Respect for Human Rights?’, The
Journal of Conﬂict Resolution, 49(6): 925–953.
Potter, P. B. (2003), ‘China and the WTO: Tensions between Globalization and Local Culture’, mimeo
prepared for the China–WTO Accession Project, University of Toronto.
Poe, S. C. (2004), ‘The Decision to Repress: An Integrative Theoretical Approach to the Research on
Human Rights and Repression’, in S. C. Carey and S. C. Poe (eds.), Understanding Human Rights
Violations, Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing, pp. 16–38.
Poe, S. C., C. N. Tate, and L. Camp Keith (1999), ‘Repression of the Human Right to Personal Integrity
Revisited: A Global Cross-National Study Covering the Years 1976–1993’, International Studies
Quarterly, 43(2): 291–313.
Revaillion, M. (2010), ‘Mashup Indices of Development’, World Bank Policy Research Paper 5432,
September.
Rose, A. (2002), ‘Does the World Trade Organization Actually Promote World Trade?’, NBER Working
Paper No. 9273.
——– (2005), ‘Does the WTO Make Trade More Stable?’, Open Economies Review, 16(1): 7–22.
Sandholtz, W. and M. M. Gray (2003), ‘International Integration and National Corruption’, International
Organization, 57(Fall): 761–800.
Simmons, B. A. (2009), Mobilizing for Human Rights: International Law in Domestic Politics, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.
Simmons, B. A., F. Dobbin, and G. Garrett (2008), The Global Diffusion of Markets and Democracy,
New York: Cambridge.
StataCorp (2011), Statabase Reference manual Release 12 College Station, TX: StataCorp LP.
Sung, H.-E. and D. Chu (2003), ‘Does Participation in the Global Economy Reduce Political corruption?’,
International Journal of Comparative Criminology, 3(2): 94–118.
Tang, M.-K. and S.-J. Wei (2006), ‘Is Bitter Medicine Good for You? The Economic
Consequences of WTO/GATT Accessions’, IMF Conference on Trade Research Department,
13 April, http://www.imf.org/external/np/res/seminars/2006/trade04/tanwei.pdf (accessed 2
February 2010).
Trujillo, E. (2007) ‘Shifting Paradigms of Parochialism: Lessons for International Trade’, Journal of
International Law and International Relations, 41: 41–55.
UNDP (1997), ‘Governance for Sustainable Human Development’, A UNDP policy document. United
Nations Development Programme, January.
Valdés, R. (2010), ‘Lessons from the First Two Decades of Trade Policy Reviews in the Americas’, WTO
Staff Working Papers, ERSD-2010–15, https://www.wto.org/english/res_e/reser_e/wpaps_e.htm
(accessed 2 February 2012).
Von Stein, J. (2005), ‘Do Treaties Constrain or Screen? Selection Bias and Treaty Compliance’, American
Political Science Review, 99(4): 611–622.
Wei, S.-J. (1999), Corruption in Economic Development: Beneﬁcial Grease, Minor Annoyance, or Major
Obstacle? World Bank Policy Research Paper 2048, Washington, DC: World Bank.
World Bank (Various years), Doing Business Report, Washington, DC: World Bank.
——– (2006), Global Monitoring Report: Millennium Development Goals: Strengthening Mutual
Accountability, Aid Trade and Governance, Washington, DC: World Bank.

36

SUSAN ARIEL AARONSON AND M. RODWAN ABOUHARB

World Trade Organization (2005), Managing the Challenges of WTO Participation: 45 Case Studies,
www.wto.org/English/Res_E/Booksp_E/Casestudies_E/Casestudies_E.Htmya (accessed 2 February
2010).
——– (2007), World Trade Report.
Zahrnt, V. (2009), ‘The WTO’s Trade Policy Review Mechanism: How to Create Political Will for
Liberalization?’, ECIPE Working Paper No. 11, Brussels, Belgium.

