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Overview

@ Question: Can foreign aid persuade public opinion in the recipient
country over bilateral disputes?

@ This study: RCT on Timor-Leste students over Timorese-Indonesian
territorial dispute

@ Key result: Aid information increases favorable attitudes and
moderates territorial dispute stances
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Motivation

@ Aid is though of as a persuasive instrument of soft power
@ Aid can sometimes sway public opinion in favor of the donor

Can Aid be used to influence opinions over intractable bilateral disputes?
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Impact of Aid on Attitudes and Behavior

Positive:

@ Aid/aid information improves donor perception (Blair et al 2022;
Dietrich, Mahmud, and Winters 2018)
@ Increases ideological alignment (Blair et al 2022)

Null/Negative:

@ Null effect of aid on policy alignment/attitudes towards the donor in
some cases (Bohnke and Ziircher 2013; Dietrich and Winters 2015;
Dietrich et al 2018)

@ Chinese aid may drive negative perceptions of China (Blair et al 2022)

@ Donor can be mis-attributed (Béhnke and Ziircher 2013)

However, we do not know whether “soft power” wielded through aid
can affect preferences over zero-sum bilateral disputes such as those
over territory.
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The Problem of Territorial Disputes

@ Territorial disputes a major source of conflict (Huth 1996; Hensel 2001;
Goertz and Diehl 1992; John A. Vasquez 2009)
@ Potential to become especially intractable (Walter 2003; Hassner 2006)

@ Difficult to negotiate
e perception of indivisibility (Hassner 2003; Goddard 2006; Fang et
al. 2022)
e zero-sum nature of conflict (Vasquez 1993; Senese and Vasquez 2008;
Huth 1996)
e symbolic importance (Vasquez 1993; Goddard 2006; Manekin, Grossman,
and Mitts 2019)

Can aid be used as a persuasive tool to mollify domestic audiences
on such disputes?
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Aid and Bilateral Disputes

Aid and bilateral disputes often occur concurrently.

@ Japan: Korea, China, Russia (historical)

e China: Philippines, Vietnam (contemporary)

@ France: Madagascar, Comoros, Suriname, Mauritius (contemporary)
@ Spain: Morocco (contemporary)

At least in some cases, aid is offered explicitly to solve territorial disputes
(Japan-Russia).

Does this aid really sway opinion on bilateral disputes?

S B<<2 Nov 2025>>



Hypotheses

Does informing citizens in recipient countries moderate stances toward
bilateral disputes?

H1: Positive Sentiment Hypothesis:

Receiving information regarding the foreign aid and diplomatic assistance
provided by a donor will increase positive sentiments towards that state
among respondents from the receiving state

H2: Dispute Moderation Hypothesis:

Receiving information regarding the foreign aid and diplomatic assistance
provided by a donor will moderate stances regarding disputes between the
donor and the recipient states among respondents from the receiving state

H3: Resolution Prognosis Hypothesis:

Receiving information regarding the foreign aid and diplomatic assistance
provided by a donor will increase perceptions that the dispute is likely to be
resolved among respondents from the receiving state
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Case Description - Timor-Leste and Indonesia

4

Figure 1: Timor-Leste and Indonesia; The location of Timor-Leste is shown in
relation to Indonesia, with Timor-Leste shaded in the darker tone.
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Timor-Leste/Indonesia Dispute and Aid

Dispute:

@ Timor-Leste gains independence from Indonesia in 2002

@ Colonial-era border demarcation errors persist

@ Ongoing territorial disputes in TL exclave of Oecusse (aprx. 1571
acres)

Indonesian Aid to Timor-Leste:

@ Limited direct financial aid
@ Substantial training, scholarships, and technical support
@ Diplomatic support for ASEAN accession

S 9%<2 Nov 2025>>



Case Description - Timor-Leste and Indonesia

Oecussi Ambeno
(Timor—Leste)

East'Nusa Tenggara
(Indonesia)

Figure 2: Disputed Territories Between Timor-Leste and Indonesia; The location
of the Timorese exclave of Oecussi-Ambeno is shown on the island of Timor. The
disputed territories are scattered about the border between Timorese
Oecussi-Ambeno and Indonesian East Nusa Tenggara.
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Research Design

@ Method: Randomized controlled trial

@ Sample: 217 students studying international relations at National
University of Timor-Leste (UNTL)

@ Conducted March 18th, 2025

@ All received basic dispute information

@ Students randomly assigned to control or treatment

@ Treatment group received Indonesian aid information (lecture format)
o Indonesian technical aid and training/scholarships for Timor-Leste
o Indonesia’s diplomatic support for Timor-Leste’'s ASEAN bid

@ Students surveyed after treatment
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Study Flow

Sample (N=217)

/\\

Treatment Group (N=111)

Control Group (N=106)

f

!

Territorial Dispute Lecture

Territorial Dispute Lecture

f

Indonesian Aid Lecture

f

Outcome Survey
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Results

Table 1: Main Results

Dependent variable:

H1: H2: H2: H2: H2: H2: H3:
Indo. Fav. % Land  Should Exchange  Should Fight  Escalate ICJ  Give Up Land  Resolution Likely
@ O] (©)] 4) (5) (6) @
Aid Info 0.34** —5.10% 0.93*** —0.12 —0.80"** 0.76™** —0.17*
(0.14) (3.10) (0.12) (0.14) (0.12) (0.12) (0.09)
Constant 3.40%* 81.00"** 1.60%** 3.90%** 4.20%* 1.40%* 3.90%**
(0.10) (2.20) (0.09) (0.10) (0.09) (0.09) (0.07)
Observations 206 215 217 217 216 217 217
R? 0.03 0.01 0.21 0.004 0.17 0.16 0.02
Adjusted R? 0.02 0.01 0.21 —0.001 0.17 0.15 0.01
Note:

*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01
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Results

k% Hl:**

@ Model 1: treatment results in increased favorability

k% H2**

@ Model 2: decreases amount of claimed land (10% significance)

@ Models 3, 5, 6: moderates dispute claims/decreases support for
escalation

@ Model 4: no impact on willingness to fight

k% H3**

@ Model 7: treatment decreases perceived likelihood of resolution (10%
significance)
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Discussion

Findings:

@ Aid information increases favorability towards donor
@ Aid information moderates stances on territorial dispute
@ Unexpected decrease in perceived likelihood of resolution

Practical implications:

@ Aid could potentially be used as a persuasive tool to manage bilateral
conflicts
@ Aid could reduce audience costs for compromise
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Limitations and Future Research

Limitations:

@ Weak treatment
@ Convenience sample
@ Single case

Future research:

@ Experiment on more representative samples
@ Stronger treatments
@ Better understand scope conditions
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Appendix: Summary Statistics

Table 2: Summary Statistics

Mean SD Min Max N Percent

Sex Female 134 61.75
Male 83 38.25

Muni. of Origin  Aileu 8 3.69
Ainaro 9 4.15

Baucau 41 18.89

Bobonaro 32 14.75

Cova Lima 8 3.69

Dili 40 18.43

Ermera 17 7.83

Lautém 13 5.99

Liquica 7 3.23

Manatuto 16 7.37

Manufahi 8 3.69

Oecusse 8 3.69

Viqueque 10 4.61

Year of Birth  2003.14 2.96 1989.00 2007.00 207 100.00

Semester 5.10 1.73 3.00 7.00 217 100.00

GPA 2.87 0.33 2.00 3.70 208 100.00
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Appendix: Balance Table

0 1

Mean  Std. Dev. Mean  Std. Dev. Diff. in Means  Std. Error
Year of Birth 2002.8 3.1 2003.4 2.8 0.6 0.4
Semester 5.4 1.7 4.9 1.7 —0.5% 0.2
GPA 2.9 0.3 2.8 0.3 —0.1* 0.0
Female 0.6 0.5 0.6 0.5 0.0 0.1
Dili 0.2 0.4 0.2 0.4 0.0 0.1
Oecusse 0.0 0.2 0.0 0.2 0.0 0.0
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