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Abstract
The OECD Development Assistance Committee (DAC) relies on peer reviews to 
promote accountability in development cooperation. For peer review to function as 
an accountability mechanism, it must first satisfy a core requirement: peer review 
evaluations must accurately reflect donor practices. We examine whether DAC peer 
reviews interpret donor behavior on tied aid in ways that are consistent with observ-
able aid-tying practices and shared DAC standards. Using a newly collected corpus 
of 143 DAC peer reviews from 1994 to 2020, we find a strong, systematic relation-
ship between the reviewed donor’s aid-tying practices and the resulting content of 
the review documents. This linkage is driven primarily by explicit recommenda-
tions to untie aid and discussions of the standard, rather than by positive recogni-
tion of aid tying. Contrary to concerns that peer reviewers may intentionally soften 
evaluations and criticism to protect their own interests, we find no evidence that 
reviewers who themselves exhibit higher levels of aid tying produce evaluations 
that deviate from actual practice. Our findings demonstrate that DAC peer reviews 
generate credible peer evaluations that strengthen accountability dynamics in de-
velopment cooperation. These insights contribute to literatures on peer reviews in 
global governance, the politics of international organizations, and foreign aid.
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1  Introduction

International organizations (IOs) collect, standardize, interpret, and disseminate 
information, often as a tool to promote accountability. One example is the peer review 
process in the OECD’s Development Assistance Committee (DAC), where foreign 
aid donors periodically assess each other regarding their performance against IO 
standards for effective aid-giving. A key practice against which donors are assessed 
through peer review is aid tying, which requires recipients to procure goods and ser-
vices from donor-country providers. This practice is widely seen as undermining aid 
effectiveness because it restricts recipient governments’ ability to decide how to best 
employ aid funds to serve local priorities and often increases project costs (Annen & 
Kosempel, 2009; Ganga, 2025).

The OECD DAC has identified aid tying as a problem for development coopera-
tion at least since 1965. Then, the OECD DAC acknowledged the “desirability of a 
common effort by donor countries to reduce progressively the scope of aid tying with 
a view ultimately to removing procurement restrictions to the maximum extent pos-
sible” (OECD, 1965). Although donors have made considerable progress in untying 
their aid since the 1960s, recent data and NGO reporting suggest that this practice 
is again on the rise (e.g., Eurodad, 2021). Figure 1 shows that aid tying among tra-
ditional donors steadily declined from the late 1980s until the mid-2000s. Newer 
donors who joined the DAC in 20101 have historically tied larger shares of their aid. 
Moreover, in recent years, even major traditional donors report increases in aid tying. 
For example, in 2022, only about half of Italy’s aid was reported as untied, while top 
donors like the United States and Japan have increased tied aid to about one-third of 
their overall aid, respectively.

These developments raise questions about the DAC’s ability to hold donors 
accountable. Some scholars attribute renewed aid tying to bureaucratic politics or 
a broader shift toward national donor interests (Bau & Dietrich, 2025, 2026; Car-
celli, 2024; Dietrich, 2021). Others argue that it reflects weaknesses in the DAC’s 
accountability mechanisms (Rabinowitz, 2024). Like many standard-setting inter-
national organizations, the DAC lacks strong formal enforcement tools to compel 
compliance with its standards. Instead, it relies primarily on bureaucratic instru-
ments—most prominently peer review—to monitor donor behavior and promote 
accountability.

As accountability tool, a peer review assesses donor performance relative to shared 
standards and identifies areas where practices diverge from agreed norms and stan-
dards. By interpreting donor behavior and issuing recommendations, peer reviews 
generate signals around which political actors, including domestic aid actors, civil 
society, or other donors, can mobilize to exert policy pressure. In this sense, peer 
review operates as a bureaucratic tool through which the DAC translates observable 
donor practices into structured qualitative evaluations and recommendations. Inter-
national organizations often exercise authority through such bureaucratic processes 
of interpretation and classification (Barnett & Finnemore, 2004), and similar dynam-

1 These are the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Iceland, Korea, Lithuania, Poland, the Slovak Repub-
lic, and Slovenia.
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ics appear in other DAC reporting systems where bureaucratic classification rules 
shape how donor behavior is represented (Bau et al., 2026b).

For peer review to support accountability, however, peer examiners must accu-
rately interpret donor practice. To that end, the peer review team relies on DAC guide-
lines that structure and standardize how reviewers are expected to evaluate donor 
behavior. Yet, peer review is inherently relational: how donor governments evaluate 
the behavior of others may be shaped by their own aid practices. For example, donors 
that engage in aid tying themselves may have incentives to evaluate peers more leni-
ently. Such bias would undermine the accountability function of peer review, which 
depends on credible and politically independent evaluations. Accurate evaluation is 
therefore a prior condition for accountability to function. As consensus around the 
norm against aid tying weakens, disagreements over how the norm should be applied 
may further influence how reviewers interpret donor behavior.

Despite these concerns, evidence on the content of DAC peer reviews is limited. 
We address this gap by examining whether DAC peer review reports accurately inter-
pret donor aid tying practice. We focus on DAC norms around tied aid because it rep-
resents one of the most politically sensitive and economically consequential issues in 
development cooperation. Donor governments have long faced strong domestic pres-
sures to use foreign aid as a tool to promote national export interests (Ganga, 2025). 
Given these domestic pressures, tied aid constitutes a most-likely case for uncovering 

Fig. 1  Average aid tying practice over time. Notes: The figures shows the percentage of bilateral aid 
commitments that are not marked as “untied” according to the OECD DAC ODA tying status data 
set (DAC7b). The solid black line represents the DAC donor average; the dotted line represents the 
average of the DAC top-five bilateral donors (France, Germany, Japan, United Kingdom, and United 
States); and the dashed line the average of new donors who joined the DAC since 2010. While these 
data are technically available since 1979, this donor-reported information is understood to be trustwor-
thy starting in the 1990s
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political influence in DAC peer reviews. If peer reviewers were inclined to shield 
fellow donors from criticism, this is an area where such bias should be most visible.2 
Specifically, we test whether the qualitative evaluations contained in peer reviews 
correspond to observable donor aid tying practices reported in OECD aid data. If peer 
review functions as intended, reviews should systematically reflect donor behavior. 
If instead evaluations are influenced by the practices of reviewing states, the relation-
ship between donor behavior and peer review content should weaken.

A better understanding of how vulnerable DAC peer reviews may be to political 
influence from member states is important because it sheds light on the DAC’s ability 
to address accountability deficits in development cooperation. When donor govern-
ments violate the shared aid untying standard, peer reviews should document this 
malpractice and make recommendations to reduce it (e.g., Carraro et al., 2019). If 
peer review content becomes politicized, however, the process risks losing its value 
as a bureaucratic mechanism for producing credible assessments of how donors do on 
aid tying. Such distortions would weaken peer-to-peer accountability and challenge 
the DAC’s authority as a global standard setter.

We analyze the universe of 143 DAC peer reviews from 1994 to 2020 with a 
newly collected corpus of review documents, assessing the extent to which reviews 
discuss aid tying and whether or not they contain an explicit recommendation against 
it. We measure aid-tying practice with OECD data on Official Development Assis-
tance (ODA) from DAC donors. We find support for the notion that the peer review 
process is indeed implemented following the guidelines set by the DAC review team: 
there is a positive and statistically significant relationship between a donor’s actual 
aid-tying practice and whether its review contains more mentions of tied aid or a rec-
ommendation against aid tying. Distinguishing between praising, neutral, and nega-
tive mentions of the tied aid topic in peer reviews, we further show that this positive 
relationship is indeed stronger when we remove praising mentions from our analyses.

Our results contribute to several debates in the IO literature. First, we contribute 
to debates on the functioning and effectiveness of peer review (Carraro et al., 2019; 
Conzelmann, 2014; Groenendijk, 2009; Jongen, 2021; Terman & Voeten, 2018). Our 
analysis shows that the content of DAC peer reviews, with respect to the practice 
of aid tying, systematically reflects observable donor behavior, and is thus not dis-
torted by political bias. In doing so, we complement previous work on the assignment 
mechanism of peer reviewers, which finds no evidence that examiners are assigned 
to review teams for political reasons across cases (Iannantuoni et al., 2025). Our find-
ings therefore provide new evidence that peer review can generate credible informa-
tion about state behavior.

More broadly, our findings contribute to our understanding of how IOs hold their 
member states accountable. Accurate information and interpretation of member state 
behavior are understood as preconditions for accountability. If DAC peer reviews 
were biased because of political interference, they would provide less accurate 

2 In turn, if we were to find little evidence of political influence in this domain we believe that other issues 
treated in the DAC peer review, including policy coherence for sustainable development, anti-corruption 
standards, or concessionality requirements, would be even less likely to be affected by bias insofar as they 
often involve more technical and less politically salient issues.
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assessments and be less useful for monitoring and encouraging best practices in aid 
giving. Although peer review is a relational governance mechanism that potentially 
allows for peer influence, our results suggest that it can still function as a credi-
ble information mechanism. Unlike processes that create accountability through 
quantifiable indicators or grades (e.g., Honig & Weaver, 2019; Kelley & Simmons, 
2021), DAC peer reviews rely on qualitative evaluations that highlight malpractice 
and issue recommendations for improvement. While this approach may be less con-
frontational than governance by numbers, it ensures that IO standards like aid unty-
ing remain in the spotlight and lead to debates about how development cooperation 
should evolve (e.g., Hale, 2017). Our measurement strategy captures the extent to 
which peer reviews respond to observed member state practice and could be applied 
to study accountability dynamics in other consensus-based regimes (e.g., the Paris 
Agreement).

2  Accountability in aid-giving through the DAC peer review

IOs are important actors in their own right that collect, categorize, interpret, and dis-
seminate information (Barnett & Finnemore, 2004). They derive their power from 
their ability to define meanings and shape expectations—they “govern by informa-
tion” (Von Bogdandy & Goldmann, 2008; Biermann & Siebenhüner, 2009; Jorgens 
et al., 2016; Busch & Liese, 2016). Through their role as information-brokers, IOs 
can facilitate cooperation among states by relaying (more) credible information about 
state preferences, state behavior, and the state of the world (Abbott & Snidal, 1998; 
Keohane, 1984; Koremenos et al., 2001). This informational authority also enables 
IOs to promote accountability among member states. In the words of Grant and Keo-
hane (2005, 29), accountability “implies that some actors have the right to hold other 
actors to a set of standards, to judge whether they have fulfilled their responsibili-
ties in light of those standards, and to impose sanctions if they determine that those 
responsibilities have not been met."

By providing information about and evaluation of what states do, IOs have an 
important role to play in helping stakeholders hold states accountable against their 
promises. IOs provide information to diverse audiences, including peers, domestic 
and foreign publics (Mikulaschek, 2023; Voeten, 2001). Information provided by 
IOs—including raw data, qualitative reports, and numerical rankings—can induce 
behavioral change in member states by facilitating market pressure, external dis-
course, and internal norms (Hale, 2008). For example, the literature on ‘governance 
by numbers’ emphasizes the powerful role of market pressure in promoting state com-
pliance, given that numerical rankings make it easy for audiences to compare across 
states (Honig & Weaver, 2019; Kelley & Simmons, 2021; Morse, 2019; Simmons, 
2000). Beyond numerical indicators and rankings, IOs also promote accountability 
through qualitative evaluation mechanisms such as peer review, where members 
of the peer review team interpret state behavior and assess compliance with shared 
standards.

For these accountability benefits to materialize, target audiences must be able to 
trust the information that is provided. While the rational-legal nature of IOs makes 
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them generally trustworthy sources of information, the extent to which they can fulfill 
this role is contextually contingent. First, IOs are believed to provide more credible 
information where their secretariats enjoy greater autonomy and where their moni-
toring role is more comprehensive (Breen & Doak, 2021; Mitchell & Hensel, 2007; 
Sadeh & Porath, 2020). For example, Oksamytna (2018) shows how an autonomous 
UN peacekeeping staff devised a public information program even without a relevant 
mandate. The type of information that IOs collect also matters: The trend toward 
combining complex information into simple rankings not only gives extraordinary 
powers to IOs that produce them, but it also pushes ranked states to adopt policies of 
a questionable scientific basis via market pressure (Broome et al., 2018).

Second, IOs often depend on the willingness of member states to provide accurate 
information. However, certain types of states, specifically populist governments, do 
not share information or, if they do so, the information is biased or delayed. This 
behavior reflects the anti-elite sentiment of populists, who counteract the proper 
functioning of IOs by withholding information (Carnegie et al., 2024) or reducing 
the reporting on bureaucratic accountability tools set by the IO (Bau et al., 2026b). 
In addition, autocracies may be less likely to share information in a timely manner 
as they may fear opposition groups or elite factions exploiting such information to 
threaten their survival in office (Hollyer et al., 2014).

Third, scholars have also noted that geopolitical context matters (Reinsberg & 
Heinzel, 2026). The information transmission function of IOs generally works as 
intended when all states have pro-cooperation incentives. However, in a fractured 
world marked by geopolitical rivalry, information is more likely to be ‘weapon-
ized’—being used, manipulated, or withheld strategically to disadvantage geopoliti-
cal rivals (Farrell & Newman, 2019).

While the existing literature provides important insights into when and why infor-
mation provision through IOs works as it should, our study draws attention to the 
design of the information-gathering process itself. When information collection 
relies primarily on intergovernmental mechanisms, states may have greater opportu-
nities to exert influence over how information is produced and interpreted, potentially 
reducing its credibility. In contrast, secretariat-driven processes, especially those that 
grant secretariats independent powers to collect information, are more likely to yield 
high-quality information. Peer review occupies an intermediary position on this con-
tinuum. In peer review processes, states evaluate each other’s performance against 
agreed norms and standards, while a secretariat facilitates the process and structures 
the resulting reports. These evaluations often combine hard information—encoded 
in verifiable data—with soft information derived from qualitative assessments that 
contextualize and compare state practices across cases (Conzelmann, 2014).

One prominent example of such peer review processes is the peer review mecha-
nism of the OECD’s Development Assistance Committee. The DAC is a consensus-
based, standard-setting organization created to ensure that international development 
donors give aid in a recipient-friendly way, including the untying of aid, among other 
standards. At the same time, the DAC also seeks to enforce accountability by encour-
aging its members to comply with standards of aid giving so that they can struc-
ture donor-recipient interactions. However, like many other consensus-based IOs, 
the DAC has limited means available to hold its members accountable. It relies on 
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a peer review system that asks members to evaluate each other’s aid-giving prac-
tices against its development standards. While some have suggested that peer-to-peer 
accountability through peer review has worked to keep aid more recipient-friendly 
(Ashoff, 2013), others have argued on the basis of anecdotal evidence that recent 
increases in aid tying across DAC members may result, in part, from the DAC’s 
failure to hold its members accountable through its peer review system (Rabinowitz, 
2024). Knowing how vulnerable the DAC peer review system may be to political 
influence is important for further research that examines the nature of information 
generated through the process as well as, more broadly speaking, the dynamics of 
peer-to-peer accountability in international development.

DAC peer reviews are conducted by a core team of OECD officials together with 
representatives of two member states designated as peer examiners.3 The Director 
and Deputy Director of the Development Co-operation Directorate (DCD) officially 
lead the DAC peer reviews, while the Head of the Reviews, Results, Evaluation, and 
Development Innovation Division (RREDI) guides and oversees the peer review pro-
cess as a whole. Within RREDI, the Peer Review Team Leader manages the schedule 
of reviews and provides quality assurance for individual reviews. A lead analyst is 
assigned to each peer review with responsibility for managing the review, including 
the assessment of data collected through the country’s aid statistics.

While member states broadly agree on how reviews are to be conducted, the 
OECD’s Development Cooperation Directorate safeguards the development of a 
comprehensive peer review framework and its impartial, technocratic implementation 
against the DAC’s standards and practices. Specifically, as regards the DAC standard 
on aid tying, peer evaluations assess members against the standard enshrined in the 
2001 Recommendation on Untying Official Development Assistance.4

During the review process, peer examiner states and DAC representatives moni-
tor the reviewed state’s recent record on aid tying and report on it in the review 
document. For example, Finland’s 2012 review discusses aid untying in a dedicated 
section titled, “Dealing with an Increasing Share of Tied Aid,” and includes explicit 
references suggesting that Finland “has made progress against all but one of the 
Paris Declaration indicators: the exception being untied aid” (OECD DAC 2012). 
The 2017 South Korea review includes a roadmap for moving toward greater unty-
ing and a recommendation asking for better reporting of aid-tying status (OECD 
DAC 2017).5 While OECD reporting systems already document donor aid practices, 
peer reviews perform an important interpretive function by evaluating those practices 
relative to shared DAC standards.

These examples suggest that the peer review content should be an accurate 
reflection of the donor’s underlying practice, suggesting that the peer review fol-
lows the technocratic ideal, free of particularistic member state interests. Indeed, 

3 Examiners are represented by high-level officials with at least ten years of work in their aid agency 
across management, operational, or policy positions, who can share experience from their history with 
the reviewed donor (OECD DAC 2020, p. 5).

4 In parallel, these same standards have featured prominently on the agenda of successive international 
agreements on effective development cooperation including in Paris (2005), Accra (2008), Busan (2011), 
and Nairobi (2016), among others.

5 The Appendix includes further illustrations of mentions and recommendations.
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related research confirms that the assignment of peer reviewers—determining who 
reviews, whom, when, and where—largely follows the DAC’s bureaucratic protocol 
and is insulated from political pressures that may lead to favoritism in the selection 
of reviewers (Iannantuoni et al., 2025).

From a theoretical perspective, we can derive competing expectations as to 
whether and when the DAC peer review can fulfill its accountability function. In 
their role as examiners, DAC review teams are expected to interpret donor behavior 
and assess whether it aligns with shared international standards on the basis of data 
from OECD reporting systems. In an optimistic view, we may expect peer review to 
work as intended, given that the organization has detailed peer review guidance, sup-
ported by a capable secretariat that strives to apply the rules consistently across all 
donors. Examiner states are required to follow guidance on how to conduct the evalu-
ation, including donor self-assessments, data collection, the selection of analytical 
assessment criteria, the analysis of information and data, as well as communication 
and reporting requirements. Underlying a process-oriented technocratic approach to 
peer review is the belief that, by codifying the evaluation process, the organization 
can compare states on their compliance with standards and offer useful feedback 
for improvement. Our in-depth research into the DAC reveals that the peer review 
regime has been carefully codified, drafted, and revised in the form of an institutional 
protocol that maximizes the quality and impartiality of its procedures and outcomes.

Hypothesis 1: The more a donor engages in the practice of aid tying, the more it 
is likely that the norm against aid tying will be assessed and discussed in its peer 
reviews.

In a more critical account, peer review is often portrayed as an example of relational 
governance where states evaluate other states. While the DAC may strive to conduct 
process-oriented peer reviews, these evaluations do not take place in a vacuum but 
inside a consensus-based political organization where donors do not always see eye 
to eye. As with other peer reviews, states have incentives to evade criticism of their 
behavior that could harm their reputation and induce audience costs (Hai, 2025; Kees-
ing, 1998; Tingley & Tomz, 2022). Likewise, a large literature in political economy 
has established how states influence policymaking in IOs when their core interests 
are at stake (Bau & Dietrich, 2025; Dreher et al., 2009; Kilby, 2011; Stone, 2011). 
States exert influence over IOs primarily through financial leverage, often referred to 
as “power of the purse” (McLean & Park, 2025; Reinsberg & Heinzel, 2026; Zhang 
& Chen, 2025). More specifically for IFIs, powerful nations utilize their agenda-set-
ting authority and informal clout to prioritize favorable loan conditions for key stra-
tegic allies (Anyiam-Osigwe & Vreeland, 2026; Dreher et al., 2009; Lim & Vreeland, 
2013). Beyond funding, states strategically place their nationals in high-level posi-
tions to subtly steer policy recommendations toward domestic interests (Gui, 2024; 
Novosad & Werker, 2019; Reinsberg & Heinzel, 2026; Zaccaria & Reinsberg, 2025).

Our qualitative research on the DAC peer review process suggests that there are 
opportunities for examiner states to influence the language used in the evaluation 
and the adoption of explicit recommendations. In fact, the protocol includes meet-
ings where the review team and the donor under review can discuss and contest the 
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language and recommendations in a review draft. This draft is then finalized in a joint 
editing session before being released to the public. Because the DAC is a consensus-
based organization, this kind of transparency and communication are essential. At the 
same time, closed-door discussions may allow states to promote their interests and 
shape the content of the resulting review documents.

Related research from other peer review mechanisms suggests that donors often 
interfere with due process, especially where their salient interests are concerned. For 
example, in his assessment of the Trade Policy Review Mechanism (TPRM) at the 
World Trade Organization, Keesing (1998, 30) attests that “[secretariat] staff often 
finds itself under considerable pressure from the country under review to give it 
favorable marks, and less pressure from any other quarter to give out tougher ones.” 
In the context of the United Nations Universal Periodic Review, Terman and Voeten 
(2018) find that examiner countries tend to be less critical of their allies’ records than 
they are of non-allied peers. We are cautious about drawing direct analogies from 
these peer reviews because their institutional processes differ from the DAC’s. How-
ever, these differences are not categorical, but represent a continuum of authority, 
specifically regarding their insulation from donor pressure (Jongen, 2018). Despite 
the relative insulation of DAC peer review from donor pressure, we may still expect 
attempts of undue influence at the margins, especially where reviewers have a poor 
track record on untying aid and may therefore want to avoid being too critical of their 
peers.

Some might argue that politics is unlikely to affect peer review because the DAC is 
a relatively homogeneous organization where membership correlates with decisions 
to undertake economic reforms and geopolitical alignment (Davis, 2023). While we 
agree that a shared understanding of the need to solve transnational problems like 
poverty and ineffective aid can facilitate governance in the DAC, its members none-
theless disagree over technical approaches—and the extent to which they untie aid 
limits their ability to have domestic stakeholders benefit from it. These disagreements 
are openly discussed and contested in DAC working groups, and eventually become 
manifest in cross-donor differences in aid-tying.

Acknowledging the existence of heterogeneous preferences in aid-giving practices 
among DAC members, we see how donors may have incentives to shape how they 
are reviewed and how they review others. A member serving as a peer examiner 
whose government has a poor track record of complying with DAC standards may 
prefer to limit the extent to which reviews highlight non-compliance with those same 
standards. This implies that examiner states can use peer evaluation to advance their 
political interests. A similar argument—described as “glasshouse effect”—has been 
made in the context of the WTO TPRM, which “[a]t times… inhibits participants 
from throwing stones” (Keesing, 1998, 11). In our empirical analyses, we interpret 
statistically significant associations between the aid-tying practice of peer examiners 
and the content of peer reviews as evidence that the peer review process might be 
driven by donor concerns over how they are represented.

There are other mechanisms beside the “glasshouse effect” for why some review-
ers would prefer to sweep problematic aid-tying practices of their peers under the car-
pet. For example, reviewers with a poor record in untying aid may prefer to be silent 
about similar practice by peer donors to prevent the mobilization of domestic inter-
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ests. This motivation yields observationally equivalent predictions as the glasshouse 
effect, which focuses on the international reputation among policymaking elites. In 
contrast, we would expect limited variation in our results if either the norm against 
aid tying is weakening or if the technical aspects of its implementation are viewed 
as ambiguous. Under these conditions, the past record of the peer reviewer on aid 
tying would cease to be a relevant factor. In light of our discussion, we formulate our 
second hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2: Tied aid discussion and explicit recommendations against aid 
tying in peer reviews are less likely to occur when peer examiner states also have 
a poor record on untying aid.

In the remainder, we bolster some key assumptions underlying our theoretical argu-
ment. In particular, we outline how our argument is specific to the peer review con-
text, and why peer review is a useful mechanism for various stakeholders to fulfill 
their accountability demands.

In contrast to “governance by numbers,” peer reviews avoid explicit rankings and 
are first discussed and authorized by examiner and reviewed countries. In addition, 
the DAC and its members understand peer review as a critical learning and policy 
coordination tool insofar as the reviews provide extensive hands-on opportunities 
for members to learn from each other. As the DAC has grown from less than ten 
original donors in 1960 to 32 members in 2023, the heterogeneity among members 
has markedly increased, arguably making the learning dimension of the peer review 
system ever more important. New and emerging donors, in particular, are thought 
to benefit from knowledge and experiences of their peers when it comes to building 
up their own domestic aid systems (Bau et al., 2025). To maximize learning through 
peer review, peer-to-peer evaluations should accurately reflect and discuss the state 
of affairs of the donor under review.

Contrary to the view that DAC peer reviews are merely “cheap talk,” our exten-
sive qualitative research suggests that they are resource-intensive instruments that 
foster donor accountability through significant international and domestic signaling. 
The process requires a heavy investment of time and capital from the OECD Secre-
tariat, the reviewers, and the reviewed donors. For the donor under review, the bur-
den of collecting comprehensive data across complex bureaucracies—ranging from 
small, resource-constrained agencies to the (erstwhile) sprawling, multi-agency sys-
tems of the United States—is substantial. This year-long commitment involves deep 
diplomatic engagement, headquarter assessments, and field visits6 to aid programs 
in developing countries, ensuring that examiners fully grasp the specific operating 
environment of their peers.

Beyond the administrative costs, these reviews serve a vital domestic function by 
generating data for a variety of stakeholders. Official launch events and press releases 
disseminate findings to legislatures, civil society, and the media, providing a unique 
framework for national actors to benchmark their performance against international 

6 For a more in-depth discussion on the implications of these field visits for knowledge about what works 
in international development see Dietrich et al. (2025).
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standards. For example, legislative committees use these reports to inform aid policy 
and budget decisions, while NGOs leverage the data to pressure bureaucracies or 
highlight issues like aid-tying (e.g., Eurodad, 2024). Ultimately, the peer review pro-
cess functions as a high-stakes reputational mechanism: positive evaluations bolster 
agency credibility and national pride, while critical reports create public and political 
pressure for reform.

In the landscape of IOs, the OECD DAC peer reviews are often referred to as the 
“gold standard” of soft law governance. Several institutional features help explain 
this reputation.7 First, the OECD Secretariat possesses high technical but low politi-
cal autonomy. It manages the peer review process and drafts the review report while 
the findings must eventually be negotiated into a politically acceptable consensus. 
Second, members show a high willingness to provide accurate data, largely because 
the DAC’s credibility is built on its role as the world’s “official record-keeper” for 
development finance. In this context, disputes over reporting do not arise from failing 
to disclose aid activities but rather over the interpretation of what counts as Official 
Development Assistance, including in-donor refugee costs or certain security-related 
expenditures. Third, the DAC is a relatively homogeneous club, reducing the risk 
of conflict over geopolitical issues (Davis, 2023). While the DAC was historically a 
“like-minded” club of Western donors, it has successfully integrated Eastern Euro-
pean states that have been socialized into DAC practices. The peer review mechanism 
has had to adapt to varying levels of institutional capacity and different historical 
motivations for aid. Finally, DAC peer reviews combine technocratic evaluation 
with staged politicization: following closed-door peer review meetings where offi-
cials respond to detailed scrutiny, published reports often mobilize broader audiences 
down the line, including domestic and international advocacy groups that use OECD 
assessments to pressure governments. For instance, if the DAC recommends that a 
donor government should make more effort in untying its aid, domestic advocacy 
groups may use the peer review as a tool to pressure the donor government after the 
peer review report gets released. These institutional features make the DAC a use-
ful setting in which to evaluate whether peer review generates credible assessments 
rather than politically distorted ones.

3  Data and methods

We are interested in whether the evaluations in DAC donor peer reviews on tied aid 
track donor aid behavior rather than parochial interests of reviewing countries. We 
study these questions with linear models, regressing the degree to which a peer review 

7 We derive a similar conclusion from applying a prominent accountability framework: Grant and Keohane 
(2005) highlight four critical drivers of accountability: clearly understood rules and norms, recognition 
of authority and the right of the reviewer to judge, mechanisms to gather behavioral data, and penalties 
for deviant behavior. The DAC peer review fulfills most of these conditions: the 2001 Recommendation 
on Aid Tying established a strong norm, underpinned by robust reporting and data collection that allows 
evaluators to judge donor practices and requires reviewed states to justify their practices in front of an 
intergovernmental panel. Although there are no hard sanctions for non-compliance, reputational costs can 
be high when peers criticize a state or NGOs mobilize against aid tying.
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discusses the issue of aid tying and recommends increased compliance with the organi-
zation’s recommendation to untie bilateral commitments onto (i) the reviewed donor’s 
aid-tying track record and (ii) the aid-tying track record of the two peer examiners.

The key outcomes in our analyses are mentions of aid tying and the presence of 
an explicit recommendation against it in 143 reviews from 1994 to 2020. The con-
sistency of aid-tying data across donors beginning in the early 1990s motivates our 
focus on this period (see Appendix for further descriptions on the universe of DAC 
peer reviews).

3.1  Recommendations on aid tying

We operationalize our primary outcome—the degree to which a peer review document 
addresses aid tying— using four distinct measures. These measures are informed by 
the internal structure of DAC documents and the political process through which they 
are produced.

Each peer review consists of two primary components. The first is the Secretariat’s 
Report, a comprehensive assessment (approximately 5,000–30,000 words) co-pro-
duced by DAC officials and examiner country delegates. It provides technical depth, 
including data on the reviewed donor’s aid scope and recipient country profiles. The 
second is the summary section, which is a concise opening (550–3,500 words) that 
highlights key findings and lists explicit recommendations for the donor.

The distinction between these sections is analytically significant due to the “peer 
review meeting” that concludes the process. Before official publication, the reviewed 
donor meets with DAC officials and peer examiners to discuss the draft. During this 
stage, the donor may challenge specific findings or negotiate edits.

We contend that the summary section carries higher political stakes than the Sec-
retariat’s Report insofar as its brevity and explicit recommendations ensure greater 
visibility and readership. Consequently, donors are likely to push back more vigor-
ously against a formal recommendation in the summary than against similar critiques 
buried within the technical report. Peer examiners with poor compliance records 
may prefer that sensitive issues be relegated to the ‘thick’ of the Secretariat’s Report 
rather than highlighted in the summary. If political negotiation influences the final 
text, these dynamics are most likely to manifest in the summary’s language and 
recommendations.

To account for these structural and political nuances, we employ four specific 
outcome measures that respectively capture the prevalence of aid-tying mentions in 
(1) the full peer review document, (2) the Secretariat’s Report, and (3) the summary 
section; and finally (4) whether or not the front-end summary includes explicit rec-
ommendations against aid tying.8

To compute the prevalence of discussion on aid tying, we utilize a dictionary of 
keywords9 and extract all sentences centered around keywords from the peer review 

8 Research assistants manually identified whether each recommendation pertains to aid tying.
9 ̀ Tie,'' ``ties,'' ``untie,'' ``unties,'' ``*tied,'' and ``*tying.'' Qualitative checks make us confident that our 
approach does not leave much room for false negatives, and research assistants qualitatively assessed 
each tied aid mention to remove any false positives. See the Appendix for a thorough discussion.



1 3

Peer review and accountability in the OECD

documents. A qualitative reading of the sentences shows that the practice of aid tying 
is typically discussed to assess the reviewed donor's progress toward the untying 
goals set by the DAC's 2001 Recommendation. We additionally code for whether 
each mention contains praise for good or improved performance.

Of the 143 peer reviews in our sample, only two have no meaningful10 tied aid 
mention: the 1997 review of the Netherlands, and the 2001 review of Belgium. The 
rest have between one and 69 tied aid mentions, and about 17 on average. In the 
appendix, we examine the distribution of aid tying recommendations over time: while 
the DAC made its first aid tying recommendation (to the UK) in 1997, all reviews 
included such recommendations already by 2000; the 2001 Recommendation on Tied 
Aid further consolidated this trend (Figure A2).

To examine where recommendations are placed in the review documents, we mea-
sure the prevalence of tied aid keywords over total word counts at review-document 
level. Figure 2 depicts the prevalence of tied aid mentions and how those mentions 
are distributed between the Secretariat’s Report and the summary section. On the 
horizontal axis, we list each of the 143 documents, ordered chronologically first and 
alphabetically second. We do not observe an obvious time trend; rather, there is con-
siderable variation in the positioning of tied aid mentions across reviews.

3.2  Aid tying practice

The main explanatory variable is the reviewed donor’s actual track record on aid 
tying in the years leading up to the review. If DAC peer reviews are to serve as effec-
tive accountability tools, they must explicitly measure a donor’s adherence to DAC 
standards. We measure aid-tying practice with data made available by the OECD in 
Table DAC7b: Aid (ODA) Tying Status: we first construct a donor-year measure as 
the proportion of total bilateral commitments11 explicitly marked as “untied,” and 
then subtract it from one, to obtain the donor-year proportion of tied aid.12 We take 
this donor-year measure of aid-tying practice and construct its two-year average, for 
the year of a review and the year before it.13

We expect the reviewed donor’s track record to matter in explaining the varia-
tion in the content of review documents. However, we also consider whether peer 
examiners influence review outcomes. We use a measure of peer examiner aid-tying 
practice that mirrors that of reviewed donor aid-tying practice. We take the average of 

10 A mention that is not simply part of a glossary of definitions, but is genuinely part of the review-specific 
language.
11 According to Table DAC7b documentation, this total does not include administrative costs and technical 
cooperation expenditure because these types of aid are exempt from the 2001 Recommendation.
12 We follow advice from OECD CRS officials and calculate this measure starting from the amount of 
aid commitments explicitly labeled as “untied.” Everything that is not reported as untied is therefore 
considered tied: Tied Aid = 1 − Untied Aid. Note that it would also be possible to focus on amounts marked 
as “tied” or as “partially tied,” but these data are less complete. Figure 1 depicts the distribution of this 
variable.
13 In the Appendix, we present robustness checks operationalizing the reviewed-donor practice as the per-
centage of tied aid in the year before the peer review and as a three-year average. We use a two-year 
average for our main specifications because it best resonates with our understanding of the timeline of the 
review process and how data are brought into the peer evaluation.
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that measure (Tied Aid t−1:t) across the two examiners, if data are available for both; 
if data are missing for either of the two examiners, we use the aid-tying practice of 
the other alone.

To further probe the plausibility of our mechanism, we test a secondary empiri-
cal implication of our theoretical framework. If indeed the DAC peer review sys-
tem fairly assesses donors’ compliance with its standards and best practices, the 
relationship between donor practice and review content should be different when 
it comes to content that praises compliance. As discussed, most mentions of aid 
tying in peer reviews occur in the context of either reporting the reviewed donor’s 
compliance with the 2001 Recommendation or explicitly discussing a worsening in 
donor compliance. Sometimes, however, mentions occur in the context of praising 
the reviewed donors for improved compliance—i.e., praise for a reduction in aid 
tying.14

In the case of review content praising improved compliance, we expect the oppo-
site relationship with donor practice: the more a donor ties its aid, the less likely it 
will be to receive praise for its compliance with the 2001 Recommendation. Con-
versely, if we were to remove these praising mentions from our sample, the positive 
relationship between aid tying practice and tied aid mentions should remain strong 
or become stronger.

14 Research assistants manually identified whether each tied aid mention praised the reviewed donor for 
improved performance.

Fig. 2  Prevalence of tied aid mentions in full peer review documents. Notes: Review-level percentage 
of tied aid keywords over total word count–-showing considerable variation across reviews. Most tied 
aid mentions appear in the Secretariat's Report (in black) rather than in the shorter front-end summaries 
(in gray)
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4  Results

Is the reviewed donor’s aid-tying practice systematically associated with the preva-
lence of tied aid mentions in its subsequent peer review, as well as the presence of a 
specific recommendation against aid tying? Across four linear regression models pre-
sented in the top panel of Table 1, we find that the percentage of a donor’s actual tied 
aid commitments in the years immediately before a review is a positive and signifi-
cant predictor of the prevalence of tied aid mentions in that review. This effect exists 
when assessing the prevalence of tied aid mentions in the peer review document as 
a whole (Model 1), in its Secretariat’s Report section (Model 2), and in its front-end 
summary section (Model 3), as well as when assessing the presence of a tied aid rec-
ommendation (Model 4). The effect size is particularly large for the recommendation 
outcome. For this outcome, an increase in the percentage of tied aid by a standard 
deviation is associated with an increase in the likelihood of a recommendation on tied 
aid by 13.4 percentage points—equivalent to over one-fourth of a standard deviation 
(p < 0.05).15 To put this result into context: a one-standard deviation increase in tied 
aid mentions in the OECD DAC’s Development Cooperation Reports (DCRs) is only 
associated with an increase of 6.2% in the likelihood of a tied aid mention in the peer 
review document, and this relationship is not statistically significant.

Note that these results remain significant whether or not we include a control for 
the extent to which the DCRs discuss the topic of tied aid.16 DCRs are the organiza-
tion’s annual flagship reports in which, for over 50 years, the DAC has aggregated 
information on trends and best practices in international development cooperation 
efforts. The fact that our findings are robust to the inclusion of this control indicates 
that we are not conflating general time trends related to the discussion of aid tying 
in the DAC donor community broadly with the donor-specific assessments that take 
place in the peer reviews.

15 1 SD for tied aid is 22.4%, which leads to a predicted change in probability of 13.4% which—given 1 
SD of the outcome is 47.6%—translates into 28.2% of its standard deviation.
16 We replicate our results without the DCR variable in the appendix (Table A5).

Table 1  Effect of reviewed donor practice on tied aid evaluation
Tied aid mentions
Full document Report Summary Recommendation
(1) (2) (3) (4)

Tied Aid t−1:t 0.127***
(0.031)

0.117***
(0.028)

0.181*
(0.079)

0.562**
(0.206)

Mentions in DCR t−1 13.030
(10.100)

9.308
(9.214)

22.766
(26.032)

90.683
(64.106)

Constant 0.055***
(0.015)

0.054***
(0.014)

0.086*
(0.038)

0.146
(0.095)

Observations 116 116 116 105
R2 0.145 0.143 0.052 0.086
Adjusted R2 0.130 0.128 0.035 0.068
† p < 0.1; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001
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In the appendix, we probe the robustness of our main result for alternative mea-
sures of tied aid practice. Our main analysis uses a two-year average (t − 1: t) of 
tied aid because it best reflects the timeline of the review process: the review team 
works on assessing the reviewed donor’s record for a few months leading up to the 
review meeting, likely having access to data from those years. We demonstrate that 
the results are similar when using a three-year average (t − 2: t) (Table A1), or the 
year before the peer review meeting (t − 1) (Table A2).

For another alternative measure of the tied aid share, we use the flows explicitly 
reported as “tied aid” in DAC Table 7b. While all coefficients are positive, only those 
for the full document and the body of the report are statistically significant (Table 
A3). We obtain a similar result when combining the shares of “tied aid” and “partially 
untied aid” (Table A4).

To further test our mechanism, we examine whether the link between actual aid-
tying and written mentions disappears when the peer review is specifically praising 
a donor. In Table 2, we see that when a donor is commended for following the 2001 
Recommendation Against Aid-Tying, the previous positive relationship vanishes. 
Specifically, the coefficient for aid-tying becomes negative in Models 5–7. While this 
result is not statistically significant—likely due to the small number of “praising” 
mentions—it contrasts sharply with the strong positive relationship found in all other 
mentions. Neutral or non-praising mentions continue to reflect a donor’s actual tying 
practices (Models 8–10). In substantive terms, a one-standard deviation increase in 
tied aid is related to an increase in the share of non-praising mentions in the summary 
section of the peer-review document of 4.4 percentage points—or 33.8 percent of its 
standard deviation (p < 0.001). These findings are robust even when controlling for 
tied aid mentions in annual DAC reports.

Finally, we consider the possible effect of peer examiners. As discussed, DAC 
members who serve as examiners might have their own aid-giving practices in mind 
while assessing those of the donor under review. If an examiner country’s own aid-
tying track record is poor, it might be more lenient when assessing other donors’ 
aid-tying practices. Conversely, when donors with excellent compliance with the 
2001 Recommendation serve as examiners, they might be stricter enforcers of that 
standard. In short, this dynamic would generate the opposite relationship between 

Table 2  Effect of reviewed-donor practice on tied aid evaluation: mention sentiment
Praising mentions Other mentions
Full document Report Summary Full document Report Summary
(5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)

Tied Aid t−1:t −0.005
(0.014)

−0.003
(0.012)

−0.013
(0.039)

0.132***
(0.023)

0.121***
(0.022)

0.195***
(0.053)

Mentions in DCR t−1 3.742
(4.484)

1.794
(3.897)

10.600
(12.722)

9.287
(7.656)

7.514
(7.278)

12.167
(17.525)

Constant 0.029***
(0.007)

0.029***
(0.006)

0.040*
(0.019)

0.026*
(0.011)

0.025*
(0.011)

0.045 + 
(0.026)

Observations 116 116 116 116 116 116
R2 0.007 0.002 0.007 0.232 0.217 0.111
Adjusted R2  − 0.010  − 0.015  − 0.011 0.219 0.203 0.095
† p < 0.1; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001
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examiner aid-tying practice and tied aid mentions than what we see with the reviewed 
donor’s practice: as examiner aid-tying practice increases, the prevalence of tied aid 
discussion and the likelihood of receiving a recommendation against aid tying should 
decrease.

At the same time, the DAC peer review process is codified and organized driven 
by the Secretariat. Representatives of the examiner countries participate in review 
missions to the reviewed donor’s capital and their main aid agencies. The reviewers 
then send their observations to a designated DAC team that drafts the Secretariat’s 
Report. This team also draws on its own analysis of the reviewed donor’s aid pro-
gram. The two examiner countries participate in the peer review meeting, where the 
review documents are discussed and finalized. Given this process, we expect peer 
examiners to have a more limited ability to shape the content of the Secretariat’s 
Report in a systematic way. Instead, it is more likely that they might have more influ-
ence in the front-end summary section of the review or in the inclusion of a specific 
recommendation against aid tying.

Table 3 presents a third set of linear regressions. This time, in addition to the 
aid-tying practice of the donor under review, we assess the effect of the aid-tying 
practice of the reviewee’s examiners. In our main specification, examiner aid-tying 
practice is measured as the average of the two-year tied aid share across both review-
ers, matching the corresponding measure for the reviewee. If data for either of the 
two examiners are missing, we use the practice of the other. Again, these models 
show a positive and significant effect of the reviewed donor’s aid-tying track record 
on tied aid mentions in the review. However, the coefficients for the effect of exam-
iner practice and its interaction with reviewed donor practice are not statistically sig-
nificant, providing little support for the notion that examiner countries purposefully 
influence DAC peer reviews based on their own compliance with the organization’s 
standards. These results are qualitatively similar when we consider alternative lag 
structures, including three-year averages (Table A6) and a one-year lag (Table A7). 
While acknowledging these null results, it is perhaps still interesting to note that the 
coefficients for examiner aid-tying practice are positive for the peer review document 

Table 3  Effect of reviewed donor practice on tied aid evaluation: peer examiners
Tied aid mentions
Full document Report Summary Recommendation
(11) (12) (13) (14)

Tied Aid t−1:t 0.142*
(0.056)

0.124*
(0.051)

0.269 +
(0.143)

0.838*
(0.382)

Avg. Examiner Practice −0.008
(0.061)

0.000
(0.055)

−0.044
(0.155)

0.064
(0.457)

Mentions in DCR t−1 13.057
(10.235)

9.410
(9.355)

22.532
(26.110)

86.277
(64.685)

Constant 0.055**
(0.018)

0.053**
(0.016)

0.087 +
(0.045)

0.123
(0.115)

Observations 115 115 115 104
R2 0.150 0.146 0.066 0.099
Adjusted R2 0.119 0.115 0.032 0.062
† p < 0.1; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001
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as a whole and its report section, while negative for its summary section and for the 
presence of a recommendation against aid tying. The latter two are indeed the places 
where, as discussed, it is more sensible to expect that examiners might be able to 
impact review documents.

In the appendix, we probe alternative ways of aggregating the peer reviewers’ 
measures of aid-tying. Specifically, we generate dichotomous indicators for whether 
(1) at least one examiner is above the DAC average (Table A8), and (2) at least one 
examiner is above the 75th percentile of the DAC average—capturing the presence 
of the worst offender on tied aid (Table A9). The results warrant no change in our 
conclusions that peer reviewers’ own aid tying practice has no consistent relationship 
with mentioning of aid tying in the peer review report.

Taken together, the results of these three sets of analyses point to a robust rela-
tionship between the reviewed donor’s track record on tied aid and the content 
of its evaluation by the DAC: donors that go against the IO’s standards by tying 
greater proportions of their aid receive reviews with a more prevalent discussion 
of tied aid and are more likely to get an explicit recommendation against aid tying. 
While the expectation behind this relationship is intuitive, evidence of a strong 
link between donor practice and its evaluation in peer review is a first sign that the 
organization’s assessment process is working as intended, thus providing peer-to-
peer accountability in foreign aid. The lack of evidence for a link between the prac-
tice of peer examiner states and review content further indicates that the DAC’s 
peer review system assesses its members according to the same criteria, and does 
not leave room for its members’ particularistic interests to influence its outcomes. 
This standardized assessment also extends to newer DAC members, such as South 
Korea and Central and Eastern European donors. Robustness checks confirm that 
these nations are not granted extra slack; rather, they exhibit the exact same robust 
relationship between tied aid practices and evaluative peer review mentions as 
established donors (Table A10).

5  Conclusion

We examine to what extent peer review among donor governments is able to fulfill 
its role in ensuring accountability against collective norms of good donorship. Using 
the policy norm of aid tying—a practice that can undermine aid effectiveness by 
forcing recipients to procure goods and services from the donor country—we study 
whether the aid-tying practice of a given donor affects the likelihood of a peer review 
to include a recommendation against such practice. We exploit a newly collected 
corpus of review documents covering all 143 peer reviews of the 32 OECD DAC 
donors from 1994 to 2020, combined with data on aid-tying practice from the Credi-
tor Reporting System.

The findings suggest that DAC peer reviews interpret donor practices in ways that 
are broadly consistent with observable behavior and shared standards. We find a posi-
tive and statistically significant relationship between a donor’s actual aid-tying prac-
tice and whether its review contains more mentions of tied aid or a recommendation 
against aid tying. Distinguishing between praising, neutral, and negative mentions of 
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the tied aid topic in peer reviews, we further show that this positive relationship is 
indeed stronger when we remove praising mentions from our analyses. There is no 
evidence to support the notion that other aspects, like donor age or a peer examiner’s 
track record, would translate into biased review content outcomes.

Before discussing the wider implications of our findings, we note the limitations. 
We only studied one peer review mechanism—the OECD DAC peer review—leav-
ing the question of generalizability unaddressed. We chose the DAC peer review 
mechanism because of its prominence in shaping norms of good donorship, as well 
as the level of transparency that allowed us to encode data from the entire universe 
of peer reviews. Moreover, with the return of great power politics and national inter-
est in development cooperation (Blair et al., 2022; Anyiam-Osigwe et al., 2026a 
and b; Bau & Dietrich, 2026; Bau et al., 2026a; Carcelli, 2023; Gulrajani, 2023), 
the issue of aid tying will gain further prominence in the near future, thus increas-
ing the importance of studying aid tying. Another limitation is that our analyses are 
correlational. While the focus of our paper has been to examine whether aid practice 
affects discourse, the opposite mechanism whereby aid discourse affects aid prac-
tice is equally plausible and worthy of investigation. We encourage future research 
to examine this issue, as it holds promise to inform our understanding of whether, 
when, and how international norms shape state behavior. Our findings provide 
grounds for cautious optimism, suggesting that DAC peer reviews can fulfill their 
intended accountability function. Credible and unbiased evaluations of member 
performance are a key precondition for peer-to-peer accountability in international 
organizations. In the context of development cooperation, DAC peer reviews moni-
tor donor compliance with agreed standards for effective aid giving, including the 
2001 Recommendation on Untying Official Development Assistance. Our finding 
that the content of DAC peer reviews reflects the aid-tying practices of the reviewed 
donor provides new evidence that this mechanism produces credible assessments of 
donor performance and supports fair evaluation of compliance with shared aid com-
mitments. We thereby complement previous work showing that crucial peer review 
decisions, including the choice of peer examiner countries and the aid recipients that 
are examined in-depth through field visits, largely follow DAC guidelines without 
much room for donor particularistic interest to influence the process (Iannantuoni 
et al., 2025).

Our results invite theorizing on the scope conditions for when and why peer 
reviews are effective in promoting accountability and enhancing compliance among 
member states. From a theoretical perspective, the DAC peer review mechanism—
due to its active involvement of the DAC secretariat and its requirement of consensus 
on the final peer review report—is relatively more insulated against attempts by indi-
vidual donors to advance their particularistic interests than other peer review mecha-
nisms with more limited institutional safeguards (Jongen, 2018). While our empirical 
analysis focused on aid tying as a policy norm that touches on salient interests of 
member states, the technocratic nature of development policy and DAC decision-
making may lead us to expect that member states might be more willing to interfere 
in the content of peer reviews in non-DAC venues where public scrutiny is higher 
and decisions tend to be more politicized given their heterogeneous membership, 
like the UN Human Rights Council (Steinert & Lang, 2025). Yet, we may expect our 
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results for the DAC peer review to better generalize to other peer review mechanisms 
within the OECD universe.17 The fundamental architecture of these peer-review 
mechanisms—a process led by reviewer states with strong support from the Secre-
tariat as well as an emphasis on policy learning rather than legal sanctions—suggests 
that our findings would likely remain consistent. To complement the findings of our 
paper, we welcome further research into the varieties of peer review systems that 
work to reduce accountability deficits in global governance in different ways and 
across different issue areas.

From a policy perspective, our results suggest a need to uphold the collective 
commitments toward the DAC peer review mechanism and specifically its continued 
assessment of aid tying practices. With the renewed focus on national interests in aid 
allocation, there is a risk that tied aid once again becomes a salient issue capable of 
incentivizing donor interference in DAC peer evaluation. Aid tying remains a con-
tentious topic, particularly among newer DAC members that have tied a dispropor-
tionate share of their assistance since joining. Moreover, a recent resurgence of aid 
tying among some established donors suggests that the longstanding consensus may 
be weakening. In this context, the DAC peer review serves as a vital institutional 
mechanism. By generating information on aid-tying practices, it ensures continued 
visibility and debate—either reinforcing the existing norm or creating opportunities 
to revise it (Hale, 2017). Additionally, revelations of malpractice can sound the alarm 
and mobilize domestic actors, such as development NGOs that oppose aid tying 
(Chaudoin, 2014).
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