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Why do we care about 
aid?



Elite Capture Defined

Elites capture refers to situations where elites shape 
development processes according to their own priorities and/or 
appropriate development resources for private gain (World 
Bank, 2008).

Background



➢ Elite capture is a recurring challenge in aid provision (World Bank, 2008)

➢ The past years reflect growing scholarly and policy attention to the elite capture issue (Alvi & 
Senbeta, 2012; Bahmani-Oskooee & Oyolola, 2009; Kaya et al., 2013; Mosley & Suleiman, 
2007)

The evidence is mixed: 

• Prior studies report that elite capture is harmful to aid effectiveness (Arndt et al., 2015; 
Gomanee et al., 2005a; Kosack, 2003)

• “Elite capture is often seen as a threat to aid effectiveness… but is it always harmful?” 
(Mansuri & Rao, 2004)

Background



Gaps in Literature

• Numerous empirical studies on aid effectiveness (Alvi & Senbeta, 

2012; Bahmani-Oskooee & Oyolola, 2009; Kaya et al., 2013; Mosley & 

Suleiman, 2007; Arndt et al., 2015; Masud & Yontcheva, 2005; Taylor 

et al., 2013; Boone, 1996; Arvin & Barillas, 2002; Chong et al., 2009)

• Elite capture is being studied, but no comprehensive review of how it 

is measured and evaluated. 

Some studies have utilised different measures and indicators to describe, 

detect and interpret elite capture 

>No study has synthesised or summarised the literature on elite 

capture



But where does the aid really go?

Elite Capture! 



Who are the elites?

‘Elites’ (sometimes ‘intermediaries’) is an umbrella term for all 
actors who are involved in aid allocation and targeting, who 
have disproportionate influence 

• NGO implementers

• local government officials/ local leaders 

• other influential (political, economic, social groups) of the 
community 



Our aim: This review seeks to synthesise the weight of evidence across 

contexts, distinguishing between instances of self-serving and benevolent forms 

of capture, identifying its predictors, and explaining the conditions and 

mechanisms of elite capture across the lower-to-middle-income settings.

AIM



Why do we focus on elite capture of aid?

Because the risk of elite capture differs by type of funding flow and how funding 

flows, and aid provides a clear lens to examine these differences → The funding flow 

and how it flows strongly affect capture risks

•For instance, vulnerability to capture is when elites exploit more flexible flows (e.g., 

Chinese aid) than strict-monitoring funds (e.g., World Bank) for electoral or political 

advantage (Anaxagorou et al., 2020)

While similar differences may exist between local government spending and NGO 

expenditures, our focus is explicitly on aid and the type of aid funding flow



Types of Elite Capture

1. Self-serving capture compromises aid effectiveness

Elites use discretion and convert to private gain

Patronage, nepotism, procurement manipulation, information control, and political 

targeting to

-> redirect funds away from the poorest and people in need

Mechanisms: targeting bias, overriding decisions, and inequitable distribution 

To where? Towards themselves, allies/associates, kins or strongholds

Literature: Aid diversion to offshore bank accounts (Andersen et al., 2022), farmers 
who hold a position in organisation get more benefits (Gelo et al., 2020), failure of pro-
poor targeting (Kusum Mukherjee, 2017), and officers getting more vouchers (Pan & 
Christiaensen, 2012)



Is it always bad? The case of Benevolent Capture

2. Elites influence could improve outcomes

Information advantage for pro-poor targeting, low-transaction costs, better project 

management, network mobilisation (co-finance, logistics), tailored to local norms.

Mechanism: Transparency, clear rules, incentives aligned to public benefit, social 

cohesion / Towards to the people in need

Literature: Assistance and need matching (Takasaki, 2011), transparent aid process 

(Turley, 2013), elites allocating to the poor (Basurto et al., 2020)



Global Aid Effectiveness Agenda

•Donors are committing to supporting locally-led development because people on 

the ground hold better information about needs, costs, and delivery constraints.

•When elites act as stewards, this can make aid more effective (benevolent 

capture)

•But this can also increase the opportunity for self-serving elite capture



Methods
y Criteria



Methods
Eligibility Criteria

Inclusion criteria

• SPIDER Framework was employed (Sample, Phenomenon of Interest, Design, 
Evaluation, and Research Type) (Cooked et al., 2012)

• Sample: Any stakeholders (donors, recipients, elites)

• Phenomenon of Interest: Elite capture and Foreign Aid

• Design: Experimental and quasi-experimental 

• Evaluation: elite capture outcomes

• Research Type: Quantitative

Using the framework, we conduct a systematic review of experimental and quasi-
experimental studies (D & RT) that measure the extent of elite capture of foreign aid 
to lower-to-middle income countries (PI & E) from the perspectives of donors and 
other stakeholders (S)



Methods
Eligibility Criteria

Exclusion criteria

• Studies directed to high-income countries (according to the World Bank 
classification)

• Aid directed within the country (from government/NGO/organisations)

• Studies on aid fungibility

• Qualitative studies (FGDs and interviews)

• Publication not in English



Methods
Search Strategy
Databases

• EconLit

• Web of Science

• Google Scholar (ongoing)

• World Bank, OECD, USAID, and the European Commission

• Forward and Backward handsearch (ongoing)

• FIND ANY: “elite capture”

• Proximity of elite capture terms (N5): corrupt*, misappropriate*, diver*, misus*, 
misallocate*, “rent- seeking”, 

• Proximity of aid terms (N5): aid, assistance



Methods
Data Extraction

Dual data extraction

• Records were split into two sets and double-extracted by BG + RS or BG + DM 
(BG covered 100%; RS and DM each covered 50%).

• Concordance was checked; differences were resolved by discussion (with third-
reviewer arbitration if needed).

• We summarise the findings : Bibliometric analysis and key findings

• This review is registered in PROSPERO
• hd

•

• Link 



Findings
y Criteria



Bibliometric Findings

Citation

• Screening: 2842 studies imported (2456 Web of Science; 386 Econlit)

• 2426 studies screened (416 duplicates removed) 

• Full Text: 155 studies assessed (2271 studies irrelevant)

• 114 studies were further  excluded (SPIDER exclusion criteria)

• Final inclusion: n = 39 studies



Figure 1. Year of Implementation by study



Figure 2. Number of studies published by year
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Figure 3. Study scope distribution by region



Figure 4. Number of studies by sectors
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Figure 5. Number of studies by methods
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Figure 6. Number of studies by elite capture outcomes 

Findings: Elite Capture Outcomes
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1. Funding Type Flows 

• how aid is channelled or delivered

Nepal earthquake (Pathak and Schündeln, 2022)
•All-Party Mechanisms (APMs), set up to coordinate relief, practiced in-group favouritism.

•Compared official earthquake damage scores (basis for aid) with independent engineering assessments 

and USGS data, testing whether caste status and in-group membership explained inflated evaluations

•Upper-caste households significantly received more emergency aid ~9% more aid

Aid and offshore deposits (Andersen et al., 2022)
•Tracked aid inflows against changes in offshore bank deposits; found economic and political elites 

diverted aid into offshore bank accounts (tax havens), around 7-15% or US$7.5 per US$100.



2. Decision-making

• Refers to the discretionary power of elites in allocating aid

• Elites (political, economic, social) decide who gets aid, how much, and under what conditions

Political connection in disaster assistance in Vietnam (Trinh et al., 2022)
• Political connections are linked to favouritism in resource allocation

• An increase in the probability of receiving support by 30.7 percent for a one-unit increase in the number 

of political connections per household that a commune has

Village committees(Basurto et al., 2020)

• Chief’s kin are 11 percentage points more likely to receive the food subsidy. 

• However, this nepotism appears to have minimal aggregate welfare consequences



3. Satisfaction Survey/Participation

• Focuses on community voice, representation, and perception of fairness; examines 
whether the poor and marginalised are included

Rural drinking water projects, India (Prokopy, 2009)
•Outcomes: Level of improvement (water improvement index) and binary indicator of 

household satisfaction (meeting attendance, HH capital-cost contribution)

•Found no evidence of elite capture / poor and wealthy households benefited equally; 

wealthy HH attended more but for the welfare of the community

•Suggests “benevolent capture” → elites’ participation may support village-wide benefits



4. Explicitly distributional (Gini Index)

• Quantitative evidence of who received aid and how benefits are shared

• Uses indices, distributional analysis, and inequality measures to detect capture

• Focus: whether resources reach intended recipients or/are concentrated among elites

Focus user groups (Torpey-Saboe et al., 2015)

• Aid-funded forestry programs intended to benefit the poor

• GINI index used to analyse who benefited

• Elites benefited more especially where there is high ethnic diversity



Figure 8. Number of studies by elite capture evidence

Findings: Elite Capture Evidence
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1. Self-serving Elite Capture 

Electoral Motives in Sub-Saharan Africa (Anaxagorou et al., 2020)
•Geocoded data on foreign aid projects was used and linked to electoral constituencies, testing whether 

aid is disproportionately directed toward districts aligned with incumbent presidents

•Findings show that aid is systematically skewed to politically strategic regions, specifically in competitive 

regions 

REDD Program (Andersson, 2018)
•Household surveys + benefit distribution analysis in tropical forest communities, examining whether 

wealthier households capture a disproportionate share of forest income

•Wealthier individuals receive a larger share of forest product benefits, while the poor are excluded and 

undercompensated



2. Benevolent Elite Capture 

Rural Drinking Water Projects, India (Prokopy, 2009)
•Elite capture outcomes measured using household-level participation, meeting attendance and distribution 

of water project benefits

•Wealthy households participated more in the meetings but improved water access benefited both the 

wealthy and the poor

Community-driven development projects (CDD), Philippines (Labonne & Chase, 

2009)
•Project proposal data + HH surveys to test if CDD projects are influenced by barangay leaders

•Although elites exercised disproportionate influence, their actions sometimes aligned with 

broader community interests by securing larger resource flows, suggesting elite involvement 

could improve outcomes rather than reduce them.



3. Null effect (Little to no evidence) Elite Capture

Disaster Reconstruction Funds, Fiji (Takasaki et al., 2011)
•Testing whether reconstruction funds correlated with elite status/political ties using HH and community-

level data

•Reconstructions funds closely matched damage assessments rather than elite influence → wealthier or 
politically connected households did not systematically receive more.
•Aid allocated on basis of need, no evidence of aid distortion

Village Organisations, Senegal and Burkina Faso (Bernard et al., 2008)
•Measured the proportion of leaders and the members who are said to have benefited at least 

once from the organisation
•No obvious systematic difference in the proportions of beneficiaries across social categories; distribution 

of benefits (credit, training, inputs) was not significantly skewed toward the wealthy HHs



Majority of the studies found elite capture (but is it 
important?

Figure 9.  Size Effect of Elite Capture by 
Proportion of Studies



Conclusion

• Predominantly self-serving: Across diverse contexts, most studies demonstrate that 

elites distort aid allocation summarised in four elite capture outcomes, reduce equity 

and undermine the effectiveness of aid.

• A smaller set of studies identifies neutral or benevolent outcomes, where elite 

involvement either does not significantly alter distribution and generates positive effect 

for the recipients’ welfare. 

• Notably, our review characterised the shape of the literature on elite capture and this 
evidence we can use to further conduct research on understanding the 
conditionalities of elite capture and the specific context(s) of where and how it occurs.
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Thank you!

“The fundamental cure 
for poverty is not money 
but knowledge.”

Sir Arthur Lewis

Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic 
Sciences (1979)

Maraming salamat po!

Mga Katanungan?
Questions?



Appendix: Large (elite capture) effect studies

Andersen et al., (2022) ~7.5-15% of aid is diverted to offshore accounts 
(US$~7.5M per US$100M)

Gelo et al., (2020) If a household belongs to the Farmer 
Organization's management team, its per capita 
consumption increases by ETB1758 ($79.91) 
more per year

Anaxagorou et al., (2020) Regions with the highest victory margin receive, 
on average, receive 40–48% more Chinese aid 
compared to regions with the lowest victory 
margin

Liverpool-Tasie (2014) Being a relative of one’s farm group president 
increased the number of bags one received by 
about 1.3 bags of fertiliser

Trinh et al., (2022) More disaster relief aid for HH with political ties 
to the community by 30.7 percentage points



Figure 6. Number of studies by international funding 
donors
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PRISMA 
Flowchart
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