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Preliminary Notes 
 

Purpose of this document  

This document outlines the structure and contents of the data contained in the newly composed 

original dataset entitled “Budget Support Suspensions”.  

Users of the dataset are kindly requested to use the following reference: Molenaers N., 

Gagiano A. & Smets L. (2016) Dataset Budget Support Suspensions (DBSS) 1999-2014. University of 

Antwerp: Institute of Development Policy and Management.  

Brief outline of the dataset  

The dataset lists 239 Budget Support (BS) suspensions, with each observation listing six key 

variables: donor, recipient, year, breach category, description issue and data source. The dataset 

includes 18 different donors and 40 different recipient countries. It covers a 15 year time span, 

beginning in 1999 (since BS began to be used in the late 1990's with the rise of the New Aid 

Approach) and it goes till the end of 2014 since data collection ceased in early 2015. 

Why gather data on Budget Support Suspensions  

BS constitutes only a small part of total aid volumes but its symbolic function and its potential 

(political) leverage far exceeds that of other aid modalities (De Haan and Everest Philips, 2007; de 

Renzio, 2006), making it a worthwhile object of study for scholars interested in donor sanctioning 

behaviour, given the frequency with which it is suspended. However, without data which lists the key 

characteristics of each individual instance of a BS suspension, it is not possible to make systematic 

comparisons and discern overall patterns in terms of which donors and recipients are affected most 

often, what the major overarching dynamics appear to be etc. This dataset will thus hopefully allow 

researchers to explore important research questions. 

Data collection workflow  

The data was gathered by a single researcher, under guidance and supervision from more senior 

faculty members, who worked on this intermittently between 2011 and 2015. Below we list the steps 

undertaken during the research process: 

1) Searched online for mentions of our variable of interest viz budget support suspensions (both 

generally in google and in a more targeted fashion within the domains of news or donor(-related) 

organisations that were likely to contain relevant hits). Search terms included combinations of 

direct*, aid, budget* support, GBS, SBS, DBS, suspen*, delay*, postpon*, cancel*, stop*, cut*, reduc* 

to pick up cases as well as donor-specific and recipient-specific terms (eg. names of aid agencies, 

capital cities, heads of state etc) 

2)  Once a hit had been found, search criteria were then refined to try to find additional and/or 

more exact information in order to be able to populate all fields. In a number of cases the further 

information revealed that the case should in fact be rejected (i.e. not encoded) because the initial 

(often very brief) reference to the “suspension” was misleading or did not meet our definition of a 
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suspension (see relevant entry under key concepts). Examples of this include discovering that the aid 

flow affected by the suspension was in fact not budget support, or that the BS had been affected for 

reasons stemming from the donor, rather than there having been a breach .  

3) The data was then recorded, with separate entries for each donor-recipient-year-breach 

combination. Where a number of different donors suspend BS following a breach in a recipient 

country the dataset thus contains a separate row for each. It should also be noted that we followed a 

breach-centred approach in the course of this research, rather than looking at financial transactions 

as such. In other words if a BS disbursement by a particular donor had been planned at point in time 

x, but at point in time x-2 a breach occurs which is then resolved at point in time x-1 (meaning that 

disbursement takes place as scheduled at point in time x) we still count this as a suspension since a 

donor has deemed a particular behaviour or action on the part of the recipient a breach and has 

officially committed to imposing a negative sanction even though they may not in the end have 

needed to follow through on this. We took this approach not only because for the most part we did 

not have access to detailed information on the difference between the planned and executed times 

for BS disbursements, but more importantly because looking purely at the financial aspect neglects a 

key dimension in our definition of a suspension - namely that it takes place in reaction to a breach 

(commitments and disbursements amounts frequently differ, but those numbers alone don’t tell us 

whether or not the discrepancy was caused by a breach).  

Nonetheless it should also be noted that we exclude from the dataset reports of donors 

"threatening" to suspend BS, preferring instead to stick to cases where donors have firmly 

committed to imposing a negative sanction in the form of a BS suspension. Where "threats" are 

mentioned, further research was carried out to try to determine whether the undesired 

behaviour/action on the part of the recipient was remedied to the donors' satisfaction and if not, 

whether the donor followed through by suspending BS. Granted in some ways “threats” are basically 

indistinguishable from the scenario sketched above with references to points in time x-2, x-1 and x. 

However, in the case of a “threat” mention is made of a possible course of action by the donor which 

may be put into practice if the recipient doesn’t start acting more in accordance with donor wishes, 

whereas the announcement of a suspension means a course of action has been initiated which will 

presumably only be reneged upon if the donor is able to extract the desired concession from the 

recipient. The difference is perhaps subtle, but a public statement of the intention to suspend (which 

is what we looked at) does mean that both the pressure on the recipient to reform as well as the 

signal to home publics on the donor side is more emphatic and has gone beyond the rhetorical. 

Data checking exercises  

One of our major concerns while constructing the dataset was that there may have been a 

number of suspensions that we failed to capture. It cannot be assumed that donors are necessarily 

always (willing or able to be) transparent about their actions – suspensions may have taken place 

without this having been reported on (in any publicly available data source), or our search terms may 

have failed to pick up cases which only very obliquely refer to a sanction having been imposed by 

means of a change to the BS flow. We tackled this issue by presenting an initial version of our dataset 

to the OECD/DAC with the request to check with all DAC donors if the listed suspensions (as we 

defined them) were correct and whether there were any suspension instances we had missed. We 

likewise cross-checked our initial list of World Bank suspensions with the World Bank’s Operations 
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Policy and Country Services department. A number of donors (including some of the less transparent 

donors like Japan, Germany and Belgium) gave us useful input which helped refine our dataset. While 

not all DAC donors responded, those that did considered most of our listings correct. Where the 

donor disputed a given listing (potentially an inclusion error), this was almost inevitably related to 

the donor considering the term “suspension” inappropriate for minor delays or reductions, despite 

the fact that we explained that the definition of a suspension we were using went much broader 

than “drastic” or “permanent” actions related to BS commitments or disbursements as long as the 

negative changes on the part of the donor were triggered by undesirable behaviour on the part of 

the recipient. In the handful of cases where we had missed a suspension (exclusion errors) this was 

usually because the data source from which the information was derived was internal to the donor. 

We know there remain further exclusions as in some cases we were unable to encode an observation 

due to lack of data/clarity for either the recipient, donor, year or breach category column. This 

dataset thus inevitably remains a (we hope a fairly comprehensive) sample of BS suspensions, rather 

than listing the entire population/universe. We hope that future research will continue refining and 

extending this dataset. 

Previous versions of this dataset  

A previous version of this dataset, specifically one covering the period 2000-2012, was used by 

the authors for an article published in World Development in 2015 entitled "What Determines the 

Suspension of Budget Support?".  
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Key concepts 

Budget Support  (BS) 

Budget Support (BS) is modality of foreign aid that donors have been using since the late 1990's. 

It is a financial support mechanism whereby a donor provides direct financial assistance to a recipient 

government’s budget (Unwin, 2004), thereby making available flexible funding for country-led 

poverty reduction efforts (rather than for achieving macroeconomic stability, as previous forms of 

macro-support had concentrated on). Both ‘General Budget Support’ (GBS) and ‘Sector Budget 

Support’ (SBS) are forms of BS and share the characteristic that they are administered through the 

recipient government’s Finance Ministry or Treasury Department. Although SBS is notionally 

earmarked, from a technical financial perspective, there are no differences between GBS and SBS, 

because both are pooled with national revenues and thus fungible  (Koeberle et al., 2006). We 

therefore use the broad term Budget Support which comprises both forms of BS. The "Description" 

column may contain references to whether the flow affected by a donor sanction was SBS or GBS.  

Budget Support has important political implications since this aid modality gives access to the 

policy / political dialogue with the recipient government. While SBS tends to give access to sector 

level policy dialogues, GBS gives donors access to high level policy dialogue where more general 

reforms are discussed such as public sector reform, public finance management, and even broader 

governance issues. 

BS Suspension  

We use this term in a broader and more specific way than others within the donor community 

who generally reserve the term “suspension” for a smaller subset of incidents than we do. In our 

definition a BS suspension occurs when an individual BS provider (donor) stops, reduces or delays 

planned BS disbursements in reaction to what they deem to be undesirable actions on the part of the 

recipient government and this may or may not be linked to conditions for reinstating (full) BS.  

• By stopping we mean cancelling the use of BS altogether thus fully abandoning the 

instrument in a given country i.e. not disbursing even part of a previously committed BS 

amount (a drop of 100%) 

• By reducing we mean a decrease in the amount of BS disbursed or in the amount 

committed in the following period, without fully abandoning the instrument in a given 

country (any drop) 

• By delaying BS disbursements we mean postponing a disbursement that was due either 

imminently or on a given future date until a later than foreseen date).  

These actions may imply a cut in aid to that country, but they do not necessarily since oftentimes 

the BS that has been suspended is merely rechannelled through other modalities such as project 

support (which carries less political connotations). Where there is information on whether a 

rechannelling occurred, or on either the volume and or the duration of the suspension, this is quoted 

from the data source in the description column.  

A key aspect in our definition is the donor's intention to (negatively) sanction. Only when the 

current or future financial benefit (in the form of BS) is withheld AND it can reasonably be assumed 

from the data sources that this same amount would have been granted if the offending action on the 
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part of the recipient had not been undertaken, do we count this as a suspension. BS reductions, 

delays or stops which result from dynamics on the donor side (administrative problems or 

policy/political dynamics*) are not taken up in our dataset since for us it only counts as a suspension 

if it is motivated by and linked to a reaction to a troubling event/breach i.e. the implicit 

counterfactual is that without that breach there would have been no suspension. *Examples of this 

would be where delays in disbursing BS occur due to hold-ups in donor financial administration or where withdrawal from 

BS results from the election of a more conservative donor government which finds the merits of BS more dubious than their 

predecessors, or where austerity measures drastically reduce the development cooperation budget in a donor country and 

consequently almost all BS commitments are halted. In other words our point of departure is that it’s only a suspension if it 

can be considered reasonable to assume that the negative change in the BS flow could have been prevented, had the 

recipient behaved differently/ more in accordance with donor wishes. 

Breach  

What, according to the donor, has gone so badly wrong in the recipient country that the donor is 

no longer prepared to pay out the (full) planned amount of BS on the foreseen date. "Troubling 

events" of this kind may be linked to an actual breach of the Underlying Principles of the 

Memorandum of Understanding (the BS contract that stipulates conditions for the continued 

provision of BS), but it is sometimes also the case that a donor reacts to a perceived deterioration of 

the UPs or anticipates a possible breach and suspends "pre-emptively" as it were. The breach may be 

a once-off occurrence or a broader worry-some trend in a recipient country.  

It is not unlikely that in many cases the stated breach/issue is the proximate "trigger", rather 

than the underlying/deep "cause" for the BS cut. Nonetheless, in all cases where a donor announces 

a negative change to their BS commitments or disbursements in terms of timing or amount and this 

happens in reaction to a breach/troubling event, we count this as a suspension and cite the reported 

reason as the assumed cause. However, we are cognisant of the fact that the donor decision to 

suspend or not is the product of a number of factors beyond than the perceived severity of the 

breach itself, and that the stated cause may merely be what is used to legitimise a suspension whose 

cause lies elsewhere.  

It should also be noted that a breach occurring does not say anything definitive about the rights 

and wrongs of either the recipient’s or the donor’s actions. Since ultimately it is the donor who gets 

to decide whether they are going to impose a sanction, a breach only becomes a breach because the 

donor suspends BS. If the recipient claims its actions were defensible but the donor disagrees and 

follows through by suspending BS, this means a breach has occurred (scenario 1). If a recipient 

undertakes an action that some label corrupt/ a major HR infringement and (a particular) donors' BS 

flows are NOT affected, no breach has occurred for that donor (scenario 2). The same action on the 

part of a recipient government might cause one donor to suspend BS, while another may continue 

disbursing as planned (scenario 1 for donor 1 but scenario 2 for donor 2). This dataset does not 

contain any information on cases that fall under scenario 2, only those which fall under scenario 1. 

Finally, where it is clear that discrete, ostensibly unrelated troubling events in a given country in 

the same year led to separate suspensions, it is possible that more than one identical 

recipient/donor/year combination is listed - but the dataset only contains a couple of entries of this 

kind. 
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Descriptions of variables and labels used 

Donor 

The country or international institution that provides or provided BS. The dataset neither 

contains entries for all aid donors (since we look specifically at those who provide aid in the form of 

BS) nor does it contain entries for all BS donors (since not all donors have suspended BS). An earlier 

version of the dataset contained a few more donors than this final version, but during our revisions 

we chose to exclude any donors who provided BS-like assistance, and stick to only those who provide 

BS in the strict sense. 

Recipient country 

The partner country to whom the BS is given. The dataset neither contains entries for all aid 

recipients (since we look specifically at those who recieve aid in the form of BS) nor does it contain 

entries for all BS recipients (since not all recipients have had their BS suspended). 

Year 

While a suspension is always preceded by a breach, a donor may have a slightly delayed reaction 

to a breach so this column records the year the BS flow was affected. The suspension following the 

breach usually occurs in this same year, or (less frequently and depending on how late into the year 

the breach occurs) in the subsequent year(s). In a some cases what should be reliable official donor 

or scientific sources list different (but consecutive) years for what seems like the same suspension. In 

chosing which year to encode, we went with what the majority of reliable sources reported.  

The suspension may last anything from a few weeks to a number of years, but we record in this 

field only the year in which the suspension began. 

Breach Category 

The type of event/trend that prompted the donor to suspend BS. We worked with the three 

categories of corruption, democracy and human rights and macroeconomic (see individual entries 

below for further details of what is included under each). However, a suspension may happen for 

more than just one reason (for example a corruption scandal and some (perceived) democratic 

deterioration may both figure as reasons for a suspension) and just under a fifth of all suspensions 

fall into two categories. Furthermore donors may also differ in labelling the reason for suspension. A 

case of electoral fraud may be labelled as a case of democratic deterioration by one donor, while 

another considers it a case of corruption. In order to maximize consistency across cases we evaluated 

the reasons for suspension presented by the donors or those reporting on the donors’ decisions and 

selected the appropriate breach label according to our definitions of the various categories. During 

data-checking, it became clear that in any case the majority of our categorisations accorded with the 

donors’ views. However, there were exceptions to this - for example feedback from the Word Bank 

predictably contested our use of the “Democracy and Human Rights” label given that their Articles of 

Agreement expressly preclude them from “politically motivated” actions. However, where a 

suspension by the WB was carried out due to a coup having taken place for example this clearly was 

the most appropriate label as it follows directly from the taxonomy we employed.  
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DEMOCRACY AND HUMAN RIGHTS 

This breach category label is used when the reasons given for the suspension relate to recipient 

country regime issues such as coup d'états, electoral fraud, the killing of a gay activist, violent 

repression of student demonstrations, as well  as to foreign policy issues such as supporting foreign 

militia. 

CORRUPTION 

This breach category label relates to both manifest incidences of corruption and donor concerns 

about lack of (or a downward trend in) transparency on the part of recipient countries in terms of 

their (mis)use of public finances. 

MACROECONOMIC 

This breach category label encompasses debt issues, being off-track with IMF conditionalities, 

concerns that particular budget allocation decisions were inappropriate (in the sense of being spent 

on a sector/issue considered ill-advised by the donor, rather than funds being misappropropriated 

since that would fall under corruption) 

Description issue 

This column is not self-authored, but rather contains the most relevant direct quotes (and 

occasionally paraphrases) from the data sources mentioned in the adjoining column. Full details of 

the donor, recipient, year and breach category should be able to be gleaned from the quoted 

extract/s. Where multiple extracts/sources are quoted, this is because they augment each other, 

although occasionally they also reveal the contradictions between different sources. 

Data source 

Full details of where the previous column's content is sourced from, including the URL for ease 

of reference. Note that some of these sources exist behind a paywall and are protected by copyright. 

Where a number of sources were available, the more official/expert were preferred above the less 

official/non-expert (so scientific journal articles were preferred to daily online newspaper reports for 

instance). Sources drawn upon include online news bulletins, newspaper clippings, donor reports, 

evaluation reports and peer-reviewed articles.  

 


