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Congress has long been concerned that coun-
tries receiving American foreign aid frequently 

oppose U.S. initiatives and priorities in the United 
Nations. Since 1983, Congress has required the U.S. 
Department of State to prepare an annual report on 
the frequency with which other countries vote with 
the U.S. in the U.N. General Assembly (UNGA).

In the three decades that these reports have 
been compiled, voting coincidence with the U.S. by 
all UNGA member states has surpassed 50 percent 
only twice. moreover, the vast majority of U.S. for-
eign assistance recipients routinely oppose U.S. dip-
lomatic initiatives and vote against the U.S. most of 
the time. the most recent report confirms yet again 
that most foreign aid recipients voted against the 
U.S. in the UNGA in 2013.

In reshaping U.S. policy to serve American inter-
ests in the international organization more effec-
tively, Congress should link disbursement of U.S. 
development assistance to support for U.S. policy 
priorities in the U.N. Specifically, Congress should 
instruct the State Department and the U.S. Agency 
for International Development (USAID) to take into 
account countries’ U.N. voting patterns when allo-
cating America’s development assistance.

Weak Support for the U.S. in the U.N.
Since 1983, Congress has required the State 

Department to track how individual countries vote 
in the U.N. and report the results to Congress in its 
annual Voting Practices in the United Nations report.1 
each report includes tables listing the percentages 
of countries’ votes that coincided with the U.S. posi-
tion on U.N. Security Council and UNGA resolutions, 
including consensus and non-consensus votes and 
votes deemed “important” by the State Department. 
these reports serve as a unique and valuable source 
of information for gauging support for U.S. priori-
ties and policies and show that, to the detriment of 
American interests, the U.S. is often in the minority 
at the U.N.

most UNGA resolutions are adopted by consen-
sus—i.e., without a recorded vote or dissent. For 
instance, 200 of 290 resolutions (68.97 percent) 
were adopted by consensus during the 68th UNGA 
session in 2013,2 which is typical of recent U.N. ses-
sions. Although some consensus decisions are the 
result of prolonged negotiation, it is difficult to sepa-
rate the significant consensus votes from those that 
are of little substance.3 therefore, analysis is better 
focused on non-consensus votes—when actual votes 
are taken on resolutions and, by definition, involve 
substantive matters on which member states dis-
agree—where there is a transparent metric for mea-
suring support for U.S. positions.

Voting coincidence with the U.S. in the UNGA on 
overall non-consensus votes has averaged 33.2 per-
cent since the State Department’s first report. the 
all-time low was 15.4 percent in 1988. Since 1983, 
voting coincidence with the U.S. has been higher 
than 50 percent only twice—in 1995 and 2011.
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Since 2000, voting coincidence in the UNGA on 
overall non-consensus votes has averaged 33.6 per-
cent, although it has improved in recent years. In 
2013, voting coincidence with the U.S. was 48.4 per-
cent, which was 5.9 percentage points higher than 
the previous year’s 42.5 percent.4

As part of the report, Congress instructed the 
State Department to annually identify important 
issues and report on support for them.5 these 
resolutions also offer insight into support for U.S. 
positions, because they are generally subjects of 
intense U.S. lobbying. On important non-consen-
sus votes, voting coincidence with the U.S. was 58.6 
percent in 2013, significantly higher than 2012’s 
35.4 percent.6

U.N. General Assembly: Most Foreign  
Aid Recipients Vote Against the  
U.S. Most of the Time

every U.N. voting report between 1999 and 
2009 listed U.S. foreign assistance disbursements 
to each nation in addition to its voting coincidence 
with the U.S. However, the Obama Administra-
tion ended this practice and since 2010 has failed 
to include foreign assistance disbursements in 
its reports.

UNGA voting patterns indicate (and analysis 
confirms) that the U.S. neither effectively rewards 
countries that support U.S. priorities in the U.N. nor 
withholds assistance from countries that consis-

1. The inspiration for the report was 1983 testimony by Ambassador Jeane Kirkpatrick on how the U.N. could be “made a more effective 
instrument for problem-solving and peace-making among nations, an institution which helps resolve difference rather and exacerbate them.” 
Among her recommendations was to make “voting behavior, in multilateral organizations like the United Nations…one of the criteria we 
employ in deciding whether we will provide assistance, and what type of assistance and in what amount.” Jeane Kirkpatrick, “International 
Security and Development Cooperation Act of 1983,” testimony before the Committee on Foreign Relations, U.S. Senate, 1983, pp. 51 and 55, 
http://www.disam.dsca.mil/pubs/Vol%205-4/Kirkpatrick.pdf (accessed August 26, 2014).

2. The State Department reported that there were 200 consensus decisions and 90 recorded Plenary votes during the 68th UNGA session. U.S. 
Department of State, Bureau of International Organization Affairs, Voting Practices in the United Nations, 2013, March 2014, p. 3, 
http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/225048.pdf (accessed August 26, 2014).

3. The State Department highlights a selection of “Important Consensus Actions” in its annual report. Some of these consensus actions are 
important and potentially controversial; others are relatively non-controversial or unlikely to elicit opposition. Ultimately, however, deciding 
whether a consensus resolution is important is subjective.

4. U.S. Department of State, Voting Practices in the United Nations, 2013, p. 33, and U.S. Department of State, Bureau of International Organization 
Affairs, Voting Practices in the United Nations, 2012, April 2013, p. 34, http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/208072.pdf 
(accessed August 26, 2014).

5. In accordance with Section 406 of Public Law 101–246, the State Department is required to analyze and discuss “important votes,” which 
are defined as votes on “issues which directly affected United States interests and on which the United States lobbied extensively.” See U.S. 
Department of State, Voting Practices in the United Nations, 2012, pp. 23–34, and previous reports.

6. Data on “important” votes for the entire 28-year period of the report were not available online. U.S. Department of State, Voting Practices in the 
United Nations, 2013, p. 33, and U.S. Department of State, Voting Practices in the United Nations, 2012, p. 34.
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tently oppose U.S. priorities.7 most major recipients 
voted against the U.S. more often than they voted 
with the U.S.

Over the past 10 UNGA sessions covering 2004 to 
2013, 178 countries received development assistance 
from the U.S. in the year immediately preceding the 
UNGA session.

 n Over that period, average voting coincidence with 
the U.S. among U.S. development aid recipients 
the year after receiving aid was 33.7 percent on 
overall non-consensus resolutions and 41 percent 
on important non-consensus votes.

 n On average, the year after receiving aid, 76.9 percent 
of all development assistance recipients (137 out of 
a total of 178 recipient countries) voted against the 
U.S. in at least half of overall non-consensus votes, 
and 66.9 percent voted against the U.S. in at least 
half of important non-consensus votes.

 n Of these countries, 131 countries received devel-
opment assistance each year. the voting coinci-
dence with the U.S. among this subset was 31.6 
percent on overall non-consensus resolutions 
and 38.5 percent on important non-consensus 
votes. thus, on average, regular aid recipients 
were less likely than periodic recipients to vote in 
line with the U.S.

In 2012, 166 countries received development 
assistance from the U.S.

 n Average voting coincidence with the U.S. during 
the 68th UNGA session among these recipients of 
U.S. development aid was 46.3 percent on overall 
non-consensus resolutions and 55.9 percent on 
important non-consensus votes.

 n On average, 71.7 percent of all development assis-
tance recipients (119 out of a total of 166 recipient 
countries) voted against the U.S. in at least half 
of overall non-consensus votes, and 51.8 percent 

voted against the U.S. in at least half of important 
non-consensus votes.

Chart 2 summarizes voting coincidence with the 
U.S. for the 30 largest recipients of U.S. development 
assistance (cumulatively between 2003 and 2012). 
Of these 30 countries, 27 voted against the U.S. in a 
majority of the overall non-consensus votes over the 
past 10 UNGA sessions, and 25 voted against the U.S. 
in a majority of the important non-consensus votes 
over the past 10 UNGA sessions.

Of particular note, on average, 16 countries that 
were not included on that list but also received 
significant U.S. assistance of over $500 million 
between 2003 and 2012 voted with the U.S. less than 
25 percent of the time on both non-consensus votes 
and important non-consensus votes over the past 10 
UNGA sessions.8

What the U.S. Should Do
America’s engagement with the U.N. is multifac-

eted and serves as an important vehicle for discuss-
ing many of today’s complex global challenges. to 
protect and advance its interests, the U.S. should:

 n Require that information on foreign assis-
tance be included in the annual U.N. voting 
report to Congress. the Obama Administra-
tion stopped including data on foreign assis-
tance in its most recent reports. Congress should 
require that State include this information in 
future reports.

 n Link U.N. voting to eligibility for U.S. devel-
opment assistance. Other priorities often over-
ride support for U.S. positions in the U.N. As 
a result, many countries believe that they can 
oppose American priorities and initiatives with-
out consequences. Congress should instruct 
the State Department and USAID to take into 
account U.N. voting when dispersing develop-
ment assistance.

7. See Brett D. Schaefer and Anthony B. Kim, “The U.S. Should Link Foreign Aid and U.N. General Assembly Voting,” Heritage Foundation 
Backgrounder No. 2591, August 8, 2011, 
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2011/08/the-us-should-link-foreign-aid-and-un-general-assembly-voting.

8. The 16 countries are Azerbaijan, Bolivia, Cambodia, Chad, China, Ecuador, Lebanon, Lesotho, Namibia, Senegal, Somalia, Sri Lanka, Tajikistan, 
Vietnam, Yemen, and Zimbabwe.
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 n Engage directly with Washington embas-
sies on U.S. priorities in the U.N. Sometimes 
U.S. priorities at the U.N. and communications to 
U.N. country missions in New York from U.S. offi-
cials are not passed on to national governments 
and therefore do not have the desired effect of 
changing votes on key issues. Communicating 
U.S. priorities through Washington embassies 
provides an alternative means for messages to 
reach decision-makers in other governments and 
can help circumvent parochial U.N. politics and 
relationships that can influence votes by country 
missions in New York irrespective of the wishes 
of their governments.

Time to Link U.S. Foreign Aid to Support 
for U.S. Priorities in the U.N.

the United States, the largest contributor to the 
U.N. budget, has steadfastly supported the founding 
ideals of the U.N. It is clearly in America’s interest to 
work with the U.N. to advance U.S. diplomatic initia-

tives related to these values and to facilitate coop-
eration with other nations to address these common 
concerns. In protecting and advancing American 
interests, Congress should seek to strengthen sup-
port for America’s priorities in the U.N. by explicitly 
linking U.S. foreign aid to support for U.S. priorities.

—Brett D. Schaefer is Jay Kingham Senior 
Research Fellow in International Regulatory Affairs 
in the Margaret Thatcher Center for Freedom, of 
the Kathryn and Shelby Cullom Davis Institute for 
National Security and Foreign Policy, at The Heritage 
Foundation. Anthony B. Kim is Senior Policy Analyst 
for Economic Freedom in the Center for Trade and 
Economics, of the Institute for Economic Freedom and 
Opportunity, at The Heritage Foundation.


