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In today’s world, where geopolitical competition between major powers is taking on new
forms, foreign aid is increasingly functioning not only as a tool for development but also as
a means of implementing foreign policy strategies. This issue is particularly relevant in the
context of the ongoing transformation of the global aid architecture, marked by the decreas-
ing involvement of the United States and the growing influence of China. The article pre-
sents an in-depth comparative analysis of two leading models of foreign aid — the American
model (implemented through the United States Agency for International Development, US-
AID) and the Chinese model (implemented through the China International Development
Cooperation Agency, CIDCA). The author views foreign aid as a strategic policy instrument
that combines declared humanitarian goals with the pursuit of geoeconomic and geopolitical
advantages.

The methodological basis of the research is the Most Different Systems Design (MDSD),
which enables the comparison of aid structures under conditions of significant political,
economic, and administrative differences between donor states. The study relies on offi-
cial documents of aid agencies, reports from international organizations, aid databases, and
contemporary scholarly literature on development policy, foreign assistance, and strategic
donor practices.

The comparison covers four key dimensions. Strategic characteristics include the analy-
sis of core imperatives (security for the U.S. and economic for China), political conditional-
ity, and conceptual understandings of development. Operational characteristics address aid
volumes, geographic orientation, the balance between grants and loans, involvement of local
actors, and the role of technical assistance. Institutional characteristics involve agency ar-
chitecture, degree of centralization, inter-agency coordination, transparency, and procedural
formalization. Result-based characteristics relate to implementation effectiveness, project
speed, cost-efficiency, beneficiary engagement, and aid perception in recipient countries.

The study concludes that both models, despite rhetorical differences, serve national in-
terests and involve implicit forms of influence. The U.S. model features institutional con-
tinuity but suffers from political volatility and high costs. The Chinese approach is more
cost-efficient and adaptive but is undermined by low transparency, economic dependence,
and risks of asymmetric interaction.

Key words: foreign aid, strategy, China, USA, donor models, conditionality, CIDCA,
USAID, geopolitics, institutional analysis.
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TFEOMNOJITUYHI IMITIEPATUBU JOHOPCBHKUX MMPAKTHUK:
MOPIBHAHHSI KUTAMCBKOT'O TA AMEPUKAHCBHKOTO IIJIXOAIB
JJO MIZDKHAPOJHOI JOITIOMOTH

. Edpemos

VY cy4acHOMY CBITI, Jie TEOIMOIITHYHA KOHKYPEHIIISl MK TPOBITHUMH JIepyKaBaMH Ha0y-
Ba€ HOBUX (DOpM, MIXKHAPO/IHA JIOTIOMOTa JIe/IaJTi YaCTIIlIe BUCTYIIAE HE JIUIIE IHCTPYMEHTOM
PO3BUTKY, a ¥ 3ac000M peaJi3allil 30BHINIHBOTIONITHIHUX cTpaterid. OcoOIMBOT akTyab-
HOCTI I TeMaTHKa HaOyBa€e y KOHTEKCTI TpaHchopmallii IIodaabHOI apXiTeKTypH JIOHOP-
CTBa, IO CYNPOBOUKYEThCs ckopodeHHsM yuacTi CIIA Ta 3poctannsM BuBy Kuraro. V
CTaTTi MPENCTABICHO PO3TOPHYTHI MOPIBHSUIBHUI aHaJi3 JBOX MPOBIIHUX MOJENCH MiXk-
HapOJHOI JONIOMOTH — aMepUKaHChKOT (1110 pearizoByBanacs uepe3 ArentctBo CIIA 3 mixk-
HaponHoro po3BuUTKy — USAID) Ta KkuTalchKkoi (BTIIFOBAHOT yepe3 ATEHITiI0 MiKHAPOTHOTO
po3BUTKY i criBpoOiTHUIITBa Kntato — CIDCA). ABTOp po3Iiisigae 30BHINIHIO JIOTIOMOTY SIK
THCTPYMEHT peai3alii MoJiTHYHOI cTparerii, SKUi MOeAHYE 3asiBIICH] TyMaHITapHI T 3
TOCSATHEHHSM T€O0EKOHOMIUHHX 1 TEOTIONITHIHNX TIepeBar.

MeTooNIoTiYHOK OCHOBOIO JIOCIIIKEHHS BUCTYTIAE TT1JIX1]T «HAWOUIBIT BIIMIHHUX CHC-
tem» (Most Different Systems Design), 1o 103BoJisie IOPIBHIOBATH CTPYKTYPH 30BHIITHBOT
JIOTIOMOTH 332 YMOB 3HAYHUX TOJITHYHHUX, CKOHOMIYHUX Ta YNPaBIIHCHKUAX BIJIMIHHOCTEH
MIX Jep)kaBaMHU-IOHOpaMHU. [HOpMAIliiiHy OCHOBY JOCIHIJDKCHHS CTAHOBJATH OMiIlikdHI
JIOKYMEHTH JJOHOPCHKUX arcHIlii, 3BITH MD>XHAPOJHHUX OpraHizalliii, 0a3u JaHuX Mpo J0IO0-
MOTY, a TAKOXK CydacH1 HayKOBI Mpalli, TPUCBSIYCHI IMOJITHII PO3BUTKY, 30BHIIITHII JOMOMO31
Ta CTPATETIYHOMY JOHOPCTRY.

[TopiBHSHHS OXOTUTIOE YOTHPH OCHOBHI BUMipH. CTpaTeriuHi XapaKTepUCTHKH BKITFOYA-
FOTh aHaJIi3 KIF0YOBUX immeparuBiB (Oe3nekoBuil mist CHIA Ta exoHomiunuid aiis KHP),
MOJIITUYHOT KOHJIUITIOHAIBHOCTI Ta KOHIIENTYaJIBHOTO PO3YMiHHS PO3BHTKY. OrepartiiiHi
XapaKTEPUCTHKKM CTOCYIOTHCS OOCSTIB JOTIOMOTH, reorpadiqHoil CrpsSMOBAHOCTI, CITIBBIJI-
HOIIICHHSI TPAHTIB 1 KPEUTIB, yUaCTi MICIIEBUX aKTOPIB, @ TAKOXK POJII TEXHIYHOT JOTTOMOTH.
[HCTUTYIIHWIA BUMIp OXOILTIOE OpraHi3alliifHy apXiTEeKTypy areHTCTB, CTYITiHb IIEHTPAaIi-
3aIlii, B3a€EMOJII0 3 IHITMMH BiJIOMCTBaMH, PIBEHb MPO30POCTi Ta GopMaizallii mporemyp.
PesynpraTiBHI XapaKTEpUCTHKH IMOB’si3aHI 3 e(EKTUBHICTIO pealizailii mporpam, MIBHII-
KICTIO BUKOHAHHS, BUTpaTaMH, 3aly4eHHsM OeHediliapiB Ta CIPUHHATTAM JOMOMOTH B
KpaiHaX-peluIieHTax.

VY miicyMKy BCTaHOBIICHO, IO OOWIBI MOJIEII, TIONPH PUTOPHYUHI pO301KHOCTI, CITy’KaTh
peaizaiiii HaioOHAILHUX 1HTEPECIB 1 CYNPOBOIKYIOTHCS IPUXOBAHUMHU (DOpMaMH BIUIHBY.
Mopnens CIIA Bi3HA4a€THCS IHCTUTYIIIHHOKO CTAJICTIO, alie IGMOHCTPYE TOTITHYHY MiH-
JIUBICTH 1 BUCOKY BapTicTh. KuTalChKUi MiAXia e(hEeKTUBHIMINEN y BUTpATaxX 1 aJalTHBHINTHIA
JI0 TIOTPeO PELUITIEHTIB, MPOTE CTPAXKIAE BiJl HU3bKOT IIPO30POCTI, EKOHOMIYHOT 3aJICKHOCTI
Ta PU3KKIB aCHMETPHYHOI B3a€MOJII1.

Karwuosi cioBa: MixkHapoHa oriomora, crpareris, Kurait, CILIA, noHOpchKi Mojeri,
koHuIioHaNbHICTh, CIDCA, USAID, reomnomniTika, IHCTUTYIIIHHAN aHATI3.

Introduction. On January 20, 2025, U.S. President Donald Trump announced
the freezing of the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) —
a key institution that for over sixty years had implemented U.S. foreign assistance
policy. This decision, motivated by political and financial considerations, was justi-
fied by the administration as an attempt to reduce spending on projects of question-
able effectiveness and to revise U.S. foreign policy priorities [ White House 2025].
Another argument in favor of dissolving the agency was the inefficiency in resource
allocation among central structures, contractors, and local partners. This political
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move, which sparked widespread debate [Human Rights Watch 2025], intensified
discussions about the effectiveness of international aid mechanisms and cast doubt
on the long-term sustainability of the Western development architecture.

In recipient countries, U.S. assistance often played a significant role: its volumes
constituted a substantial share of national budgets. For example, in postwar South
Sudan it reached 7% of GDP, and in Somalia — up to 9% [Martin, 2025]. Projects
financed by USAID contributed simultaneously to infrastructure recovery, stabili-
zation of the socio-economic environment, and the promotion of American values
and geopolitical interests. In this way, foreign aid functioned not only as a develop-
ment instrument but also as a component of U.S. geostrategic positioning, particularly
in the context of countering the growing influence of the People’s Republic of China.

While the United States demonstrates renewed tendencies toward isolationism,
China is steadily expanding its presence in the field of international assistance, seek-
ing to fill the leadership vacuum left by the U.S. A key component of this trans-
formation is the China International Development Cooperation Agency (CIDCA),
established in 2018 to centralize and streamline China’s aid programs. Its creation
marked a shift from a fragmented model, where functions were dispersed among
numerous ministries and agencies, to a coordinated architecture with a single deci-
sion-making center [Schwarz, Rudyak, 2023]. CIDCA operates in close coordina-
tion with other Chinese state bodies and implements projects that combine infra-
structure, humanitarian, and political elements.

The Chinese aid model is based on principles that diverge from the Western
approach: non-interference in domestic affairs of recipient states, rejection of politi-
cal conditions, and an emphasis on equal partnership within the South—South coop-
eration paradigm [SCIO 2021; Regilme, Hodzi, 2021]. These principles are consist-
ently communicated through China’s external rhetoric, which portrays the country
as a responsible and reliable donor. Although Western literature frequently criticizes
Chinese aid as a tool of economic influence, closer analysis suggests that Western
aid often pursues similar strategic objectives.

Historically, China has studied the experience of Western donors, particularly
USAID, focusing not only on technical implementation but also on creating corre-
sponding informational effects [#5 2014; R & Il 2021; #X & 73 2021]. The decline
of U.S. leadership in the donor sphere following the liquidation of USAID opens
new opportunities for Beijing to expand its influence in strategically important
regions — Asia, Africa, and Latin America — and to propose its own model of post-
conflict reconstruction support.

A somewhat illustrative example is Ukraine, where China has already declared
its willingness to participate in the reconstruction process “according to the wishes
of the parties”. However, estimates of Chinese aid to Ukraine during the war remain
modest: according to various sources, it did not exceed USD 2-3 million [Liu 2025].
This raises questions about China’s potential level of involvement in Ukraine’s recon-
struction efforts and highlights the need for a comparative assessment of the scale,
conditionality, and possible risks associated with the Chinese aid model.

Literature Review

A comparative analysis of the approaches of China and the United States to for-
eign aid is accompanied by a range of analytical and methodological challenges.
The principles of U.S. assistance were formally outlined in USAID’s “White Paper”
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0f2004 [USAID 2004], which has not been updated since, resulting in a gap between
theoretical declarations and the evolution of actual U.S. practices. In contrast, China
published an updated version of its own White Paper [SCIO 2021] in 2021 and typi-
cally follows this practice once per decade, despite a rapid increase in aid volumes
since the early 2010s and a persistent lack of publicly available data. An increas-
ingly competitive international environment, in which new actors — particularly
from the European Union [Carbone 2013; Dany 2015] and the Persian Gulf [Elayah,
Al-Awami 2024; Ulrichsen 2024] — have begun to play a more active role, also
shapes the context in which both aid models operate.

Scholarly interest in the aid strategies of both countries significantly intensified
between the 2010s and 2020s, as evidenced by publications from Dreher [Dreher et
al. 2022; Dreher et al. 2024; Dreher & Parks 2024], Regilme [Regilme & Hartmann
2018; Regilme & Hodzi 2021; Regilme 2023], other authors [Schwarz & Rudyak
2023], and more. Researchers emphasize the mixed motivations behind foreign
assistance, where humanitarian narratives are intertwined with aspirations for geo-
political influence. Both Chinese and American aid models remain opaque or only
partially transparent due to the lack of access to systematic evaluations of project
effectiveness. In the U.S. case, this deficit is exacerbated by technical limitations
of the USAID website, still relevant as of early 2025.

China’s model is backed by a rich empirical base, particularly in areas such
as food security [Xu et al. 2024], education [Martorano et al. 2020], and healthcare
[Micah et al. 2019]. However, concerns remain about the objectivity, contemporary
relevance, and analytical rigor of such evaluations. There are still major gaps con-
cerning the impact of aid on corruption, the environment, and institutional sustain-
ability in recipient countries. Research on U.S. assistance similarly fails to provide
definitive answers about the balance between strategic interests and norm-promoting
goals. Overall, most Western studies focus either on a single donor or adopt a global
lens, overlooking regional or dyadic comparisons. Chinese scholarly assessments
often lean toward eclecticism and consensus-seeking [#5 2014; 2R & If, 2021; Yu,
Due 2021; Yang 2024], complicating efforts to form an objective picture.

In sum, the literature review reveals the fragmented nature of much existing
research and underscores the need for a broader range of parameters to assess foreign
aid models. These include not only short-term effects such as GDP growth or vot-
ing alignment at the UN, but also institutional, social, environmental, and politico-
cultural dimensions. A promising research direction involves in-depth case stud-
ies — such as aid for postwar reconstruction — which provide a valuable lens through
which to assess donor strategies under growing geopolitical uncertainty.

Research Problem and Objectives

Against the backdrop of the transformations described above, there is a grow-
ing need for a systematic analysis of the strategic characteristics of the new Chi-
nese model of foreign aid, particularly in light of its increasing competition with
the American model, which until recently had served as a benchmark for most
donors. The objective of this study is to identify the specific structural and func-
tional features of China’s post-conflict assistance, with a focus on the elements that
distinguish it from the American approach as implemented through USAID. Par-
ticular attention is given to the political logic, institutional design, and implementa-
tion mechanisms of aid in postwar reconstruction contexts.
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The central research question is formulated as follows: What structural and stra-
tegic variables differentiate China’s model of assistance from other major donor
systems, and to what extent is it capable of filling the vacuum left by the United
States’ withdrawal from this domain?

Methodology

Given the high density of donor structures worldwide and the political role of for-
eign aid as an instrument for advancing the foreign policy and economic influence
of major powers, this study compares the Chinese approach — currently undergoing
active institutional development — with the American aid model, previously centered
around the United States Agency for International Development. In the PRC’s aid
architecture, the central institutional actor is the China International Development
Cooperation Agency, which operates in close coordination with various other gov-
ernmental bodies and ministries. Until its official dissolution in early 2025, USAID
played a leading role in the global aid architecture, establishing a widely recognized
standard that had been emulated by many other donor countries. Its elimination by
the incoming U.S. administration created opportunities for other actors — primarily
China — to fill the resulting void.

China’s foreign aid system has undergone a profound transformation: from a frag-
mented and decentralized structure [ Yu, Due 2021] — characterized by overlapping
functions, weak coordination, and corruption risks — to a centralized model institu-
tionalized through the creation of CIDCA in 2018. Given these dynamic changes,
the temporal scope of the study is limited to the 21st century.

Since both agencies pursue similar functional objectives — exchanging aid for
political or economic influence — but operate within fundamentally different political
systems, administrative cultures, and institutional frameworks, this study employs
the Most Different Systems Design (MDSD) approach. This comparative method
allows for the identification of unique structural and functional features that shape
divergent trajectories and outcomes in the provision of post-conflict aid [Mills et al.
2010].

The comparison focuses on four groups of characteristics:

1. Strategic: objectives of aid, general approach, unique strengths of each model.

2. Operational: aid volumes and directions, structure of key recipient partners,
terms of assistance.

3. Institutional: organizational architecture, functional distribution, interaction
with other state institutions.

4. Result-based: international image, evaluation of program effectiveness,
achieved outcomes — particularly in postwar reconstruction.

The goal of the analysis is to distinguish between independent and dependent
variables that determine the nature of development and post-conflict aid provided
by China and the United States.

The study is based on the analysis of secondary sources, including official docu-
ments from aid agencies, analytical reports, academic publications, and case studies
that illustrate both successful and unsuccessful aid interventions. Geographic scope
is not a determining factor; the cases prioritized in the analysis are those in which
post-conflict assistance was provided to countries that experienced armed conflict
and became recipients of Chinese and/or American support programs.

1. Strategic Imperatives of Aid Provision
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The concept of “development” is a central element of self-identification for inter-
national aid agencies both in the United States and the People’s Republic of China.
The very presence of this term in the official names of relevant institutions indi-
cates its conceptual importance and thus serves as a logical starting point for anal-
ysis. The discursive framing of aid — that is, how it is explained and justified —
plays a decisive role in how recipients perceive and support such aid [Regilme &
Hartmann 2018]. Interpretations of development, as well as the logic of applying
aid programs created to foster it, reveal substantial differences between the U.S.
and Chinese approaches. Comparing how the term “development” is interpreted
and functionally employed is therefore appropriate for analyzing their respective
reconstruction and foreign aid policies.

In USAID’s conceptual documents [USAID 2004, 5], development is presented
as the process of building a country’s internal capacity, enabling it to independently
achieve prosperity, ensure national security, and maintain effective governance.
This approach rests on the assumption that stable institutions are a prerequisite
for “good policy”— that is, policies that foster sustainable development and adhere
to liberal-democratic standards, and are thus rewarded by the donor [Dreher et al.
2024]. The American interpretation of development as institutional self-expansion
directs aid decisions toward recipients characterized by limited or unstable capacity,
and who therefore require external support for institutional reform. The decision to
provide aid is determined by the United States’ ability to generate qualitative change
in a given country, which in turn serves as a criterion for the legitimacy of such sup-
port. At the same time, aid from China is delegitimized by American officials, who
describe it as “predatory” and driven solely by the pursuit of the PRC’s self-interest
[Regilme & Hartmann 2018].

In contrast, the Chinese approach to development is grounded in the notion
of a “development deficit” in developing countries and the need to overcome it
through collective effort. In China’s 2021 White Paper “China’s International Devel-
opment Cooperation in the New Era” [hereafter — the Aid White Paper], develop-
ment is understood not as internal capacity but as a global task meant to promote
the creation of an inclusive and harmonious world order [SCIO 2021, 7]. While
the ideological understanding of development remains a starting point, the Chi-
nese approach to aid emphasizes a collective aspiration to build a “community with
a shared future for mankind” as the end goal of its aid policy. In this framework,
not all countries with fragile institutions are considered eligible recipients — only
those of the Global South, as they are the ones lacking development. Consequently,
China is able to frame the purpose of aid as reducing global development disparities
between the South and the North and achieving the UN Sustainable Development
Goals [SCIO 2021, 7-8]. Meanwhile, American aid is presented by Chinese officials
and scholars as a form of neocolonialism and intrusive interference, and is thus del-
egitimized in global discourse [Regilme & Hartmann 2018].

A notable difference between the U.S. and Chinese approaches also lies
in the motivational underpinnings of their aid policies. For the U.S., the primary
driver of support is the safeguarding of American national — and, by extension,
global — security. Threats stemming from fragile states — such as terrorism, the pro-
liferation of weapons of mass destruction, and transnational crime — are perceived
as direct risks to U.S. security. The trend toward the “securitization of aid” began to
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intensify following the terrorist attacks of 2001 [Fleck & Kilby 2010; Crawford &
Kacarska 2019]. The U.S. actively uses aid as a tool to directly encourage support
from its regional allies and leverages its influence within the IMF and World Bank
to indirectly incentivize cooperation from less-friendly states [Dreher et al. 2024].
Thus, security becomes the imperative driving the application of U.S. aid instru-
ments. As a result, both unstable and strategically significant stable countries (e.g.,
Israel, Egypt) are included in aid programs, regardless of their political regimes
or level of development [Morgenstern & Brown 2022].

In the Chinese case, the donor’s motivation for providing aid is framed as the ful-
fillment of obligations associated with being a “major power”. This includes pro-
moting peace, solidarity, and inclusive development, as well as providing global
public goods such as infrastructure, institutional engagement, and financial support.
The objective of this process is not only to enhance China’s international image but
also to foster long-term partnerships. The status-driven concept of a great power
pushes Beijing to expand its political, economic, and infrastructural presence
in regions that fall within the perimeter of its interests, especially through the Belt
and Road Initiative [SCIO 2021, 8].

Both the U.S. and Chinese approaches contain economic elements, but their rela-
tive importance and consistency within each country’s broader strategic vision differ.
Although U.S. aid has historically been linked to economic reconstruction — most
notably through the Marshall Plan — today, economic benefits from recipient coun-
tries’ growth are generally seen as secondary effects. These may, over time, help
open new markets for American exports. For China, by contrast, economic consid-
erations are a core component of its aid strategy. Investments, infrastructure projects,
and credit arrangements directly contribute to greater connectivity between countries
and regions [Regilme 2023]. Aid also facilitates China’s access to the recipient coun-
try’s raw materials and energy resources [Regilme & Hartmann 2018].

In this way, the ideological framing of development, the security imperative,
and the pursuit of great power status together shape the variation in aid strategies,
geographic focus, and policy instruments. Key outcome variables influenced by these
strategic characteristics include the nature and direction of aid programs, the mecha-
nisms used to legitimize them, the forms and channels of delivery, and the expected
foreign policy outcomes.

2. Operational Characteristics of Aid Provision

A comparative analysis of the operational characteristics of international aid pro-
vided by the United States and the People’s Republic of China reveals substantial
differences in the scale, structure, and accounting methods of these aid flows.

Until it ceased operations in 2025, the U.S. agency USAID remained the world’s
largest distributor of resources in terms of volume aimed at supporting interna-
tional development. Of the $80 billion allocated to foreign aid in 2023 (representing
0.29% of U.S. GDP and 1.25% of the federal budget), approximately $44 billion was
channeled through USAID. Other major fund operators included the Department
of State ($21 billion), the Department of Defense ($8 billion), and the Department
of the Treasury ($2 billion). Around 80% of the total aid was classified as economic
assistance, with the remainder considered military aid. A significant share — $24.4
billion, or 30% of the total — was directed to Ukraine during this period [ForeignAs-
sistance.gov 2025].
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In contrast, estimating the volume of China’s international aid is complicated
by limited access to official data and by the particularities of its accounting prac-
tices. According to China’s Aid White Paper, from 2013 to 2018, the PRC provided
roughly 270 billion yuan (approximately $42 billion) in aid [SCIO 2021], which is
6.8 times less than that of the United States. In relative terms, China spent about
0.061% of its GDP on aid, compared to 0.255% for the U.S., highlighting the much
greater intensity of American aid expenditures.

The geographical distribution of aid from both countries (Table 1) shows cer-
tain similarities. Both the U.S. and China focus their aid efforts primarily on coun-
tries in Asia and Africa, though China places particular emphasis on Africa. Latin
America and Europe (prior to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine) are considerably lower
priorities in both cases. In line with its strategic logic, the United States has concen-
trated substantial aid resources in countries such as Israel, Afghanistan, Egypt, Jor-
dan, Iraq, Ethiopia, and to a lesser extent, Colombia [ForeignAssistance.gov 2025].
Since 2020, Afghanistan has lost its status as a key recipient, while from 2022
onward, a significant portion of aid has been redirected to support Ukraine. Due to
the limited availability of official data, estimates of China’s aid flows rely largely
on indirect sources. These suggest that China has prioritized aid to countries such
as Cuba, Cote d’Ivoire, Ethiopia, Zimbabwe, and Sri Lanka [Dreher et al. 2022].

A distinctive feature of U.S. aid is its significant contribution to the financ-
ing of international organizations, which received over 20% of the total allocated
resources. China, in contrast, participates to a lesser extent in multilateral mecha-
nisms and relies more heavily on bilateral aid formats.

The volume of aid, which is exogenously determined, is linked to such inter-
nal parameters as the geographical focus of aid, the types of recipients, the forms
of assistance (grants, loans, other financial instruments), and the share of expen-
ditures directed toward multilateral cooperation frameworks. Aid volumes acquire
qualitative meaning when accounting for structural factors such as the ratio
of aid to GDP, the organizational model of resource distribution, data accessibility,
and the methods used to classify aid flows.

It is important to note that estimating the scale of Chinese aid involves addi-
tional challenges due to accounting specificities and a limited level of transparency,

Table 1
The total volume of foreign aid provided by the United States and China
during 2013-2018, according to the donors’ own estimates

Region USA PRC

billions USD* % billions USD* %
Asia and Oceania 118.88 41.7 17.01 40.5
Africa 78.23 274 18.77 44.7
Latin America 16.2 5.7 3.07 7.3
Europe and Russia 10.29 3.6 1.39 33
International Organizations 61.47 21.6 1.76 4.2
Total 285.07 100.0 42.0 100.0

Source: calculated by the author based on the White Paper on Development and the website
https://foreignassistance.gov/

*in current nominal USD
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and therefore requires further verification. First, China employs its own aid clas-
sification methodology, which complicates cross-border data comparison. Sec-
ond, there is a lack of public information about specific projects, funding amounts,
and aid effectiveness [Regilme 2023]. Some of these limitations can be partially
overcome by relying on research initiatives, in particular the AidData project car-
ried out by William & Mary’s Global Research Institute, which systematizes open
data on Chinese aid and categorizes China’s financial flows into three groups: those
resembling official development assistance (ODA), those resembling other official
flows (OOF), and unspecified flows (Vague).

According to AidData’s calculations (Table 2), from 2014 to 2021, China pro-
vided $57.7 billion in aid to developing countries, averaging $7.2 billion per year.
This figure is broadly consistent with the data from China’s Aid White Paper, once
adjustments are made for constant price units and potential clarification of the share
of funds categorized by AidData as unspecified. Additionally, China actively pro-
vides supplementary financial resources classified as OOF, which on average amount
to six times the volume of its grant-based aid.

Thus, the analysis and operationalization of the scale of distributed aid (Tables 1
and 2) confirm that, until 2025, the United States remained the global leader in terms
of the volume of official development assistance provided in the form of grants.
At the same time, China’s contribution is substantial and shows a steady upward
trend, despite differences in accounting approaches and levels of data transparency.
A distinguishing feature of Chinese aid is the accompanying flow of additional
resources in the form of Other Official Flows (OOF), which, on average, outpaces
grant-based assistance at a ratio of approximately 1:6.

A comparative analysis of the aid employed by the U.S. and China in the terms
of form reveals differences shaped by their respective strategic orientations, which
influence the practical delivery of aid. The United States favors grants over conces-
sional loans, citing the aim to avoid creating debt burdens for developing countries
[USAID 2004], whereas China reports an almost equal ratio of grants to conces-
sional loans in its aid structure [SCIO 2021], a reflection of its focus on infrastruc-
ture financing. Both donors apply a project-based model of aid delivery. However,
the U.S. tends to involve local contractors from recipient countries, while China

Table 2
Total volume of foreign aid provided by the United States and China
in 2014-2021 according to estimates by the “About AidData” project

USA PRC

billions USD * | % | billions USD* %
Flows Resembling Official Development
Assistance (ODA) 265.1 83.1 57.7 8.5
Funds Resembling Other Official Flows
(OOF) 53.9 16.9 577 84.8
Unspecified Flows (Vague) — — 45.3 6.7
Total 319.0 100.0 680.0 100.0

Source: calculated by the author based on [Parks et al. 2023, 11]
*in constant 2021 USD
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primarily offers “turnkey” projects, implemented by Chinese firms, with local actors
typically limited to roles in oversight, design, or project management.

There are also material differences in the composition of aid. The United States
primarily supplies food, weapons, and electrical equipment, whereas China focuses
on mechanical, transport, and medical equipment. For both donors, human capi-
tal development remains a key area. The U.S. largely targets educators, technical
specialists, military personnel, and public sector workers with its training pro-
grams. China, by contrast, focuses on training personnel in agriculture, healthcare,
energy, education, and public administration. Both countries also show a tendency
to include expenditures on their own personnel in aid statistics: the U.S. accounts
for advisory programs staffed by American-hired personnel, while China includes
overseas volunteers — mainly Chinese language teachers abroad — as part of its aid
volume [Morgenstern & Brown 2022; SCIO 2021].

Certain differences in the forms of aid (Table 3) stem from the distinct priorities
emphasized by each donor. Infrastructure project support dominates the Chinese aid
model, whereas the United States prefers to create conditions conducive to private
sector investment in infrastructure, viewing this as a mechanism to enhance effi-
ciency. When necessary, the U.S. may support large-scale projects through credit
mechanisms, although this is not a common practice. In contrast, due to the high
share of concessional loans in its aid structure, China periodically announces debt
relief or cancellation initiatives for the poorest countries. The United States, for
its part, resorts to direct budget support only in exceptional cases — such as during
wartime or in exchange for the implementation of reforms or alignment with U.S.
foreign policy objectives.

Table 3
Comparison of priority forms of aid: China vs. the United States
Forms United States China
Grants Primary form of aid delivery Common form, especially for

social projects

Widespread; offered in three
forms:

Commercial Loans Rarely used — interest-free loans

— concessional interest loans
— commercial interest loans
Key component, especially through | Widespread, with a focus on

Technical Assistance

USAID training and consulting
. . Provided via dise trol cente .
Medical Team Aid rovided via Cisease Conrol centers Extremely common practice
or the Department of Defense
Occasionally practiced, mainl .
Infrastructure yp . Y Core component of aid
. through the Millennium Challenge
Construction . programs
Corporation
Emergency Assistance Widespread; focuses on food Re'gularlly practiced, including
support and refugee assistance epidemic response
Cultural Influence and | Exchange programs and education | Scholarships, volunteer teachers;
Soft Power grants Confucius Institutes
Debt Relief or Selective, for humanitarian or Periodic, primarily for least
Forgiveness political reasons developed countries

Compiled by the author based on: [Morgenstern & Brown 2022; SCIO 2021]
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A comparison of U.S. and Chinese approaches to aid in the terms of conditional-
ity reveals clear differences in their normative orientations and practical foreign pol-
icy priorities. In the U.S. case, strategic visions of development play a central role,
including expectations that recipients adhere to democratic governance, the rule
of law, and human rights [Morgenstern & Brown 2022, 4], along with the impera-
tive to invest in human capital and ensure U.S. national security. Accordingly, key
features of the American approach include the alignment of aid projects with these
goals and the presence of political conditionality accompanying the allocation
of resources [Crawford & Kacarska 2019]. It is important to note that the argument
of U.S. national security is often interpreted broadly, encompassing not only mili-
tary threats but also the economic well-being of American citizens [Morgenstern &
Brown 2022]. As aresult, U.S. aid conditionality tends to be selective and inconsist-
ent [Crawford & Kacarska, 2019].

China’s approach to aid conditionality is officially described by the donor as prag-
matic and non-ideological. However, in practice, aid is accompanied by expectations
for “enhanced policy coordination” with China [SCIO 2021, 17], which implicitly
includes mutual political trust and alignment of interests — a tendency confirmed
by empirical research [Dreher et al. 2024]. This often manifests in the recipient’s
non-recognition of Taiwan as a sovereign state and coordinated voting with China
at the UN General Assembly [Crawford & Kacarska 2019]. Despite China’s offi-
cial commitment to non-interference, win-win cooperation, and mutual respect
[Carmody et al. 2022], these practices effectively create mechanisms of implicit
conditionality.

The intensity of aid flows, the structure of aid (the ratio of grants to loans, the use
of selected suppliers), and the duration or consistency of assistance are directly
influenced by the recipient country’s willingness to engage politically with China.
Particular importance is attached to the terms of concessional loans: unlike interna-
tional financial institutions such as the IMF or World Bank, which require structural
reforms and improved governance transparency, Chinese loan agreements often
include provisions favoring Chinese entities in the case of cross-defaults, confi-
dentiality clauses, exclusion from the Paris Club, and the mandatory involvement
of Chinese contractors and equipment [Gelpern et al. 2023].

Thus, in both donors’ practices, the political behavior of recipients determines
the volume, forms, and duration of the aid they receive. The operational dimen-
sions of U.S. and Chinese aid reflect fundamentally different strategic approaches:
the U.S. aims to foster recipient self-sufficiency aligned with its liberal standards,
implying a degree of mentorship, while China pursues mercantile cooperation that
seeks a balance between recipient needs and the advancement of its own national
interests.

3. Institutional Parameters of Aid Provision

A comparison of the institutional mechanisms for allocating international aid
by the United States and the People’s Republic of China reveals not only structural
and functional differences in the distribution of resources but also contrasts in how
donor political orientations are embedded into the operational practice of supporting
recipient countries.

In the American aid model, the central institution is the U.S. Agency for Inter-
national Development (USAID), which implements the majority of bilateral aid
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programs and focuses on long-term development goals [USAID 2004]. As of 2024,
USAID maintained its leadership among U.S. aid-administrating bodies, with
access to both dedicated budget lines and specialized funds such as the Economic
Support Fund, AEECA, and the Democracy Fund. Most USAID projects are imple-
mented through an extensive network of contractors, including NGOs, private
firms, and international institutions. Up to two-thirds of USAID’s staff are stationed
abroad. When security-related issues become the focus of aid projects, management
responsibilities shift to the U.S. Department of State, which coordinates USAID’s
activities, and in some cases, the Department of Defense takes over. In total, around
thirty U.S. federal agencies are involved in aid distribution, and a specialized coor-
dination office — the Office of U.S. Foreign Assistance Resources — was established
within the State Department to ensure coherence among them.

The Chinese model, in contrast, was characterized until 2018 by a high degree
of decentralization and weak coordination among the institutions involved [Esteban
& Olivié 2022]. Only after the creation of the China International Development
Cooperation Agency did signs of partial centralization begin to emerge. Report-
ing directly to the State Council of the PRC, CIDCA is responsible for strate-
gic planning, monitoring, and evaluation. However, it does not manage finances
or implement projects directly [Schwarz & Rudyak 2023]. Project initiation typi-
cally involves Chinese enterprises or diplomatic missions, while technical design
is handled by relevant ministries, and implementation is overseen through China’s
network of embassies.

The key economic coordinator of China’s aid remains the Ministry of Commerce
(MOFCOM), which, through its relevant departments, selects implementing compa-
nies, manages the transfer of equipment, conducts educational programs, and coop-
erates with international donors. Economic counselor offices at Chinese embassies,
operating under MOFCOM’s oversight, also play a vital role. The growing influence
of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MFA) in project verification processes [Schwarz
& Rudyak 2023] reflects China’s effort to synchronize development programs with
its broader foreign policy objectives.

Both models demonstrate the involvement of sector-specific ministries in spe-
cialized aid projects: in the United States, for example, the Department of Health
and Human Services and the Department of Agriculture; in China, institutions such
as the Ministry of Agriculture and the National Health Commission are engaged.
However, in the Chinese case, so-called “policy banks” play a particularly important
role — most notably, the Export-Import Bank of China (Eximbank) and the China
Development Bank (CDB), which provide concessional or commodity loans,
often supported by the People’s Bank of China or major state-owned commercial
banks. The company Sinosure acts as an investment insurance guarantor for foreign
projects.

The analysis shows that donor countries differ in the degree of institutional
centralization within their aid allocation systems: high in the U.S. versus partial
and multi-tiered in China. This distinction affects the autonomy of implementing
agencies, the clarity of the functional division among institutions, the formaliza-
tion of procedures, and the extent of external oversight in the resource allocation
process. Aid effectiveness parameters are closely linked to the transparency of insti-
tutional governance, the alignment between foreign policy goals and development
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programs, the decision-making speed within institutions, and the level of coordi-
nation among actors. The choice between a centralized and decentralized model
is critical, as it determines not only the technical quality of aid allocation but also
the capacity to integrate aid into the strategic objectives of the donor state’s foreign
policy.

In practical terms, the distribution of responsibilities among the three key actors
in the U.S. model (USAID, the State Department, and the Department of Defense)
tends toward greater specialization and a clearer hierarchy of accountability.
In contrast, China’s system — comprising CIDCA, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
and the Ministry of Commerce — is characterized by multi-level coordination among
centers of influence. This enables pragmatic flexibility but also complicates over-
sight and accountability. In both cases, the respective foreign ministry plays a criti-
cal role in verifying whether aid aligns with national policy and strategic interests.

4. Outcome Characteristics of Aid Provision

A comparison of U.S. and Chinese aid practices in terms of outcomes reveals that
the American aid model tends to emphasize transparency, large-scale institutionali-
zation of oversight, and standardization of procedures, whereas the Chinese model
prioritizes swift implementation, cost-efficiency, and flexible adaptation to recipi-
ent needs. Studies show that donor motivations significantly affect aid effectiveness
[Dreher et al. 2024]. The strategic orientations of donors shape the organizational
features of aid design and management. For the U.S., these are built around transpar-
ency, inclusiveness, and cost-effectiveness. For China, they emphasize pragmatism,
low implementation costs, and responsiveness to recipient demands. Consequently,
variations emerge across cases in terms of sectoral coverage, project implemen-
tation speed, unit infrastructure costs, engagement of local actors, and alignment
of aid with recipient country needs.

The U.S. aid model is marked by several outcome advantages, including the global
reach of its programs, their standardized nature, and well-established delivery mecha-
nisms. By the end of 2024, the United States remained the world’s largest donor by
aid volume, with project management carried out through a network of contractors —
particularly NGOs, private implementers, and international organizations [ & 73
2021]. Efforts to strengthen internal performance evaluation were evident through
the creation of the Bureau for Policy, Planning and Learning (PPL) and the Office
of Learning, Evaluation, and Research (LER), as well as the launch of Development
Innovation Ventures (DIV) — initiatives that have even been acknowledged by Chinese
scholars studying USAID [#X & 75 2021]. The agency actively applied independent
project monitoring, often outsourcing these functions to third parties in hard-to-access
regions, and implemented high accountability standards in line with the Government
Performance and Results Act Modernization Act (2010) and the Foreign Aid Trans-
parency and Accountability Act (2016).

In practice, USAID employed non-traditional project tracking methods such
as randomized controlled trials and real-time monitoring via geospatial and satellite
data. Spending effectiveness was measured through “impact per dollar” indicators,
supported by collaboration with expert communities such as the Costing Commu-
nity of Practice at the University of California, Berkeley [USAID, 2025].

The Chinese aid model, by contrast, is characterized by a strong focus on
the development of transport infrastructure—a sector that traditionally remains
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outside the core priorities of Western donors [5R & Ifl 2021]. Some studies indicate
that Chinese infrastructure aid achieves better development outcomes than aid pro-
vided by international donors [Chai & Tang 2023]. This “production-oriented” form
of assistance helps recipient countries enhance trade intensity with China and inte-
grate local industries into global value chains. Since aid allows recipients to better
exploit their comparative advantages in trade, they tend to shift toward the pro-
duction of goods that match China’s import needs, resulting in increased commod-
ity complementarity [Chai & Tang 2023]. However, these comparative advantages
often lie in the extractive sector, reinforcing a narrow specialization and deepening
trade dependence on China [Regilme 2023].

One notable feature of the Chinese approach is the initiation of projects based
on proposals often lobbied by Chinese entrepreneurs. According to observers, this
helps better tailor aid to local needs and minimizes the paternalistic tendencies typi-
cal of Western aid programs. Another advantage of Chinese aid lies in its relatively
lower costs, which stem from state subsidies for goods and services, low transac-
tion costs, and flexible terms and volumes of delivery. Empirical data show that
the average cost of constructing one kilometer of road by Chinese contractors is
approximately USD 0.4 million, compared to USD 0.8 million for similar projects
by Japan’s JICA and USD 1.3 million for those funded by the Asian Development
Bank (ADB) [Sato et al. 2011].

The institutional vulnerabilities inherent in the organizational design of each aid
model serve as a starting point for identifying their respective outcome shortcomings.

In the case of the United States, contract management remains politicized and is
often adjusted in line with U.S. strategic interests [Regilme 2023; #X & 73 2021].
Despite the formal inclusiveness of the contract system, its actual effectiveness is
limited by administrative capacity, the short-term nature of contracts, and the domi-
nance of large NGOs, which restricts access to resources for smaller local organiza-
tions. An excessive reliance on civil society and the promotion of specific values
may lead to interference in the domestic political processes of recipient countries.
In some cases — such as Myanmar — this has resulted in destabilization rather than
the anticipated strengthening of institutions [5R & Il 2021]. The situation is further
complicated by the political inconsistency of the U.S. foreign aid system, which has
demonstrated an inability to formulate a coherent and reliable strategy under admin-
istrations espousing overtly isolationist approaches [Regilme 2023].

One of the side effects of USAID assistance is “capacity substitution” [Sato et al.
2011], where a significant share of resources is spent not on aid delivery itself, but
on supporting USAID missions or contractors who administer the allocated funds.
Another manifestation of capacity substitution is the recruitment of government-
sector specialists in the recipient country by the agency or its contractors — offer-
ing higher salaries — which creates a skills’ drain from the recipient’s public sec-
tor. Moreover, some assessments suggest that U.S. aid has no measurable effect
on the recipient’s foreign trade indicators, and therefore fails to ensure long-term
economic resilience [Shao et al. 2025].

The Chinese aid model, by contrast, exhibits a different set of vulnerabilities. One
is economic conditionality in the selection of contractors: aid flows are often tied to
the procurement of goods and services from Chinese companies [Brautigam 2009;
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Regilme & Hartmann, 2018], which can limit the local economic impact in terms
of employment or technology transfer. Weak communication with local beneficiar-
ies, reliance on intergovernmental channels, and limited involvement of civil soci-
ety contribute to political favoritism, leading CIDCA to select projects with weak
social impact and limited sustainability — contrasting with the practices of USAID
and other Western or multilateral donors (see Table 4).

As a result, the Chinese approach may lead to the allocation of aid resources
to politically significant but economically unviable regions, which in turn reduces
overall project effectiveness.

Table 4

USAID and CIDCA in the Aid Transparency Index by Publish What You Fund
Indicator Maximum Score | USAID | CIDCA

Organizational Planning and Commitments 15 14 2
Finance and Budgets 25 15 0
Project Attributes 20 14 0
Joining-Up Development Data 20 17 0
Performance 20 6 0

Source: Publish What You Fund website

In addition, high corruption risks in the implementation of aid projects in countries
with weak institutions are further exacerbated by insufficient oversight from Chinese
donors. According to observations by Isaksson & Kotsadam [Isaksson & Kotsadam,
2021], this can lead to changes in local social norms, legitimizing corrupt practices.
Chinese donors themselves show a lack of sensitivity to corruption threats that may
arise during the implementation of aid-funded projects [Dreher & Parks, 2024].

A symptomatic feature of the Chinese aid system is its informational opacity
[Regilme 2023]. China’s CIDCA consistently ranks last in the 4id Transparency
Index compiled by the initiative Publish What You Fund [Publish What You Fund
2025]. According to the Index’s methodology — which covers aspects of planning,
finance, project-level attributes, development data integration, and performance
assessment —CIDCA’s activities are evaluated as almost completely non-transpar-
ent. This restrictive information policy is driven by the desire to minimize risks
of external pressure or reputational damage from other states, as well as to avoid
domestic resentment, particularly in a context where a significant portion of Chi-
na’s population still lives near the poverty line or in socially vulnerable conditions
[Regilme & Hodzi 2021]. This hinders the possibility of independent evaluations
of China’s aid effectiveness. As a result, China’s narrative on foreign aid is insuf-
ficiently communicated to the international community [Yu & Due, 2021], leading
to misunderstandings and deepening mistrust toward its aid practices.

A comparative analysis of the results published by Publish What You Fund shows
that while the evaluation of CIDCA is constrained by limited data access, the rank-
ing also reveals problematic areas within USAID’s operations — for example, low
program performance in certain regions and difficulties in ensuring stable aid bud-
geting. This indicates that neither model is free from internal limitations; however,
the nature of their vulnerabilities differs substantially based on the foundational
principles guiding their aid systems.
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Conclusions. Development assistance provided by the United States and the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China serves as a tool for advancing their respective national inter-
ests. In this context, the dominant imperative and the nature of political condition-
ality emerge as the key independent variables shaping each donor’s approach. For
the United States, these variables are the security imperative and the promotion
of effective democratic institutions. For China, they are the economic imperative
and a focus on policy coordination.

In the U.S. case, building quality political institutions in recipient countries is
viewed as a mechanism to ensure long-term stability, continuity, and alignment
of political relations through value convergence. This institutional template includes
democratic governance, a liberal economic model, and adherence to human rights.
Ensuring the voluntary adoption of this template by recipient elites without offering
non-repayable financial support is virtually impossible, which is why U.S. assis-
tance is predominantly grant-based. Given the limited volume of available grant
resources, aid is primarily directed toward countries of strategic importance to U.S.
foreign policy. In cases of institutional backsliding, recipients may face sanctions
in the form of suspended U.S. assistance programs — though such sanctions are often
applied selectively.

In the Chinese case, policy coordination and the economic imperative aim to
foster the economic convergence of developing countries with advanced economies
levels. This strategy reflects China’s political interest in positioning itself as a leader
of the Global South, vying for influence and legitimacy as a responsible major
power, while simultaneously strengthening its international standing.

However, China’s aid delivery in the form of debt obligations — especially tied
commercial and concessional loans — runs counter to the declared goals of develop-
ment assistance. By offering loans rather than grants, China undermines its image
as a “major power” willing to provide global public goods or financial support to
the needy. On the contrary, this practice reinforces perceptions of China as a utilitar-
ian actor driven by self-interest. The intent to gain economic benefit while imposing
debt burdens on recipients’ conflicts with China’s stated goal of promoting eco-
nomic convergence.

Grant-based aid from the U.S. not only facilitates the creation of necessary insti-
tutions in recipient countries but also allows for a rapid response to pressing needs,
particularly by addressing resource or service deficits. To identify such deficits
effectively, assess needs, and monitor project outcomes, the designated U.S. aid
agency operates with local operational autonomy. Its main focus is on working with
local civil society organizations rather than government structures, enabling it to
better address U.S. strategic security interests and achieve more efficient use of lim-
ited financial resources.

Engagement with local grassroots groups and the provision of financial flexibility
contribute to the inclusivity and effectiveness of the American aid model. The agen-
cy’s decision-making autonomy is protected by transparency and accountability
requirements but does not involve direct donor interference in project selection.
Despite these strengths, the model carries certain vulnerabilities: capacity substitu-
tion and a lack of coordination between strategic (e.g., security-related) objectives
and actual project outcomes (such as support for DEI initiatives). This disconnect
contributed to the eventual shutdown of the agency.
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China’s use of tied loans as an aid mechanism requires close cooperation with
recipient governments, as they are the ones who approve Chinese companies’ mar-
ket access and authorize incoming financial flows. This intergovernmental approach
allows China to remain flexible in responding to partner countries’ needs and pri-
orities, thereby strengthening its position in negotiations. At the same time, this
dependence on state institutions for resource allocation limits the operational inde-
pendence of China’s aid agency.

Despite this vulnerability, the Chinese model enables lower project delivery costs,
minimal transaction expenses, and avoidance of capacity substitution — an issue more
typical of the U.S. model. Consistent with its economic imperative and the declared
goal of fostering economic convergence in the Global South, Chinese aid programs are
primarily focused on infrastructure development. This focus often better aligns with
the actual needs of recipient countries, where infrastructure shortages —rather than
deficiencies in diversity, equity, and inclusion — pose critical barriers to development.

The Chinese model is characterized by a pragmatic approach with dominant
mercantile motivations: mutual benefit based on shared membership in the Global
South, rather than one-sided support or value-based alignment. As a result, China’s
aid is directed toward achieving specific economic outcomes and is therefore inher-
ently instrumental in nature.
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