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Abstract
Why do rising powers maintain a more limited earmarked funding portfolio com-
pared to established (Western) powers? How do emerging powers, within their lim-
ited financial contributions, determine the allocation of resources across various 
UN entities? This paper proposes a theoretical framework to explain how these 
funding decisions reflect both its motivations and constraints faced by rising pow-
ers. We argue that rising powers confront a fundamental dilemma when engaging 
with established international institutions. While earmarked funding allows them to 
pursue foreign policy goals—such as enhancing influence and advancing geopoliti-
cal interests—it also entails opportunity costs. Funds allocated to one institution 
cannot be redirected to others, and the risks are significant: substantial financial 
contributions may ultimately prove ineffective or be discounted due to entrenched 
power structures within these organizations. Using an original dataset covering 69 
UN entities from 2013 to 2022, we find that China employs a limited and selective 
approach to earmarked funding. China is more likely to direct funds toward entities 
with a higher number of Chinese nationals or where the executive heads have a 
high level of policy alignment, and less likely to fund entities that primarily benefit 
high-income countries. Our findings provide new insights into how rising powers, 
such as China, navigate multilateral institutions and seek influence, contributing 
to ongoing debates on great power competition, China’s rise and Chinese foreign 
policy. This study expands the emerging literature on how rising powers try to re-
shape established (Western-dominated) organizations, complementing research on 
earmarked funding, which has predominantly focused on Western donor behaviors.
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1  Introduction

Earmarking, or designating funds for specific purposes, has become a widely adopted 
method for member states to contribute to international organizations (IOs). In 2023, 
for example, the UN system received a total of 27.2 billion in earmarked funding, 
which constituted 58.6% of its total revenue (UN CEB, 2024). Earmarked funding 
enables donor countries to direct their financial contributions toward specific projects 
or initiatives, giving them significant influence over the priorities and actions of IOs 
(Graham, 2015; Reinsberg et al., 2015; Eichenauer & Reinsberg, 2017; Bayram & 
Graham, 2017). By allowing states to target funding at particular issues, earmarking 
not only supports specific areas of interest but also allows donors to shape the agendas 
of these organizations, effectively turning multilateral agencies into implementers of 
bilateral goals (Schneider & Tobin, 2016; Goetz & Patz, 2017; Graham, 2017a, b).

Theoretically, earmarked funding challenges traditional principal-agent theory, 
which explains the delegation of authority from member states (the principal) to IO 
staff (the agent) to act on their behalf (Nielson & Tierney, 2003; Bradley & Kelley, 
2008). Earmarking, on the contrary, preserves certain characteristics of bilateral fund-
ing (often termed multi-bi aid) by enabling donors to bypass IO governing bodies 
and contract directly with high-level IO staff. As a result, the authority to determine 
funding priorities is shifted from the governing body to individual donors (Graham, 
2015, 2017a, 2023; Weinlich et al., 2020). Empirically, earmarking increases donor 
countries’ influence by allowing them to direct funds toward initiatives aligned with 
their objectives (Dietrich, 2013). The stringency of earmarked contributions can vary, 
which in turn affects the level of control donors have over an IO’s project allocations, 
priorities, and organizational agendas (Graham & Serdaru, 2020; Schmid et al., 2021)

Existing research highlights that states are often motivated to rely on earmarked 
funding because it provides significant discretionary control over how funds are used 
(Reinsberg, 2017). This is especially true for developed countries, which frequently 
use earmarked funds to align international efforts with their national interests (Ege 
& Bauer, 2017; Graham & Serdaru, 2020), and strategize their funding to optimize 
benefits while minimizing IOs’ control (Heinzel et al., 2023). By using earmark-
ing mechanisms, donors can reward “good performers” within IOs while simultane-
ously responding to domestic pressures for greater accountability over multilateral 
contributions (Reinsberg et al., 2024). For instance, the United States, as the largest 
contributor of earmarked funds, strategically channels its contributions to support 
foreign policy priorities such as global health, security, and development (Browne, 
2017; Eckhard & Dijkstra, 2017; Eichenauer & Reinsberg, 2017).

This strategy allows donors to dictate how their contributions are used, empha-
sizing their desire to exert influence while limiting costs (Sridhar & Woods, 2013). 
However, redirecting funds to meet the priorities of donor countries can undermine 
an organization’s ability to fulfill its broader mandates, potentially jeopardizing the 
autonomy of international bureaucrats, as well as the IO’s legitimacy and perfor-
mance (Graham, 2014, 2017a; Ege & Bauer, 2017; Heinzel et al., 2023). In this con-
text, the motivations of the donor countries—those empowered in the earmarking 
process—play a critical role in shaping the outcomes (Michaelowa, 2017).
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Despite the growing importance of earmarked funding, emerging powers’ prac-
tices remain underexplored. While much of the existing literature has focused on 
traditional (Western) powers, this paper aims to fill the gap by addressing two inter-
related questions: Why do rising powers maintain a more limited earmarked funding 
portfolio compared to traditional powers? And, within this limited funding engage-
ment, how do emerging powers decide to allocate more or less funds across different 
UN entities?

To explain these questions, we focus on the case of the People’s Republic of China 
(hereafter referred to as China), a rising power that values the current international 
order as being UN-centric and has become increasingly active within the UN’s three 
pillars (Foot, 2009; Larson, 2015; Chen & Zhang, 2020). Since the 2010s, China has 
sought to assert its influence within the UN, in areas such as peacekeeping, develop-
ment cooperation and humanitarian assistance. However, despite being the second-
largest contributor to the UN’s regular and peacekeeping budgets, China remains far 
behind the United States and other OECD countries in earmarked funding. In 2023, 
China’s assessed contributions amounted to $2.16 billion, trailing only the United 
States. However, its earmarked contributions were relatively modest, totaling only 
$109.8 million, compared to the US’s $9.1 billion (UN CEB, 2024). This disparity 
raises critical questions: Why does China allocate so much less to earmarked fund-
ing compared to the US, particularly given the discretionary control that earmarked 
funding provides? And, how does China decide where to direct its limited earmarked 
resources within the UN system, especially considering the broader context of US-
China competition and shifting power dynamics in multilateral institutions?

We argue that rising powers face a fundamental dilemma when engaging with 
established international institutions, particularly through earmarked funding. On 
the one hand, earmarked contributions offer the potential to enhance its influence 
in reforming global governance and advancing its geopolitical interests by reinforc-
ing South-South cooperation. On the other hand, such funding decisions come with 
opportunity costs and risks. As developing countries, rising powers like China must 
balance the allocation of resources across various UN entities, knowing that funding 
one area may come at the expense of another, potentially more aligned with their 
long-term objectives. Moreover, there is the risk that these funds could reinforce 
their outsider status rather than advancing their goals within the UN system (Duque, 
2018). This tension gives rise to a strategy of “engaging enough, but not too much,” 
where rising powers seek to minimize both risks and costs while still asserting their 
presence and influence.

To explore this dynamic, we examine China’s earmarked funding practices over 
the past decade, focusing on its limited feature and selective allocation of funds 
within the UN system. Using original data from 2013 to 2022, we systematically ana-
lyze China’s funding decisions across 69 UN entities, unfolding the factors that drive 
these practices. We start our analysis in 2013, the first full year of president Xi Jin-
ping’s leadership,1 which marked a more ambitious approach in China’s international 
engagement (Zhao, 2013; Zeng & Breslin, 2016; Feng & He, 2017). Specifically, 

1  Although President Xi officially came into power in November 2012, we consider 2013 as the first year 
of his leadership, as key funding decisions are typically made in the early months of each year.
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we have four theoretical expectations: (1) China is likely to take a relatively limited 
earmarked funding approach compared to the United States and other OECD coun-
tries, due to the unique constraints faced by rising powers; (2) institutions with higher 
representation of Chinese nationals will receive more earmarked funding, as their 
presence may reduce uncertainty and risk; (3) institutions whose leadership aligns 
with China’s policy goals will receive more earmarked funding, as these institutions 
may advance its geopolitical interests; (4) China will allocate less earmarked fund-
ing to entities that primarily benefit high-income or upper-middle-income countries, 
reflecting China’s prioritization of its South-South cooperation agenda.

The findings of this study reveal the motivations and constraints shaping China’s 
earmarked funding decisions. China’s approach strikes a strategic balance between 
advancing influence and managing risk, characterized by restrained selectivity. Key 
patterns include a preference for entities with a relatively higher presence of Chinese 
nationals or leaders aligned with its policy objectives. Conversely, China avoids con-
tributing too much to institutions primarily benefiting high-income countries. This 
demonstrates China’s focus on prioritizing institutions that align with its foreign 
policy agenda while maintaining a selective and limited approach to its contributions.

This paper contributes to the growing literature on how rising powers engage with 
the international organizations and exercise influence. It provides a nuanced analysis 
of China’s earmarked funding strategy within multilateral institutions, shedding light 
on its motivations and constraints. This study contributes to key IR debates, includ-
ing geopolitical competition for influence, Chinese foreign policy, and the revisionist 
tendencies of rising powers (Feng, 2009; Foot, 2020; Kruck & Zangl, 2020; Ste-
phen, 2021; Weiss & Wallace, 2021). While traditional Western donors often adopt a 
broad-based funding approach, China’s behavior demonstrates a more calculated and 
selective method, driven by its unique motivations and constraints as a rising power. 
As China continues to assert its role in multilateral institutions, understanding its 
approach to earmarked funding is crucial for scholars and policymakers, particularly 
those interested in the evolving dynamics of power shifts in the international order.

The following sections proceed as follows. We first discuss the motivations and 
constraints China faces in providing earmarked funding to the UN system. Then, 
based on these factors, we derive deductive expectations that explain China’s limited 
and selective funding approach. Descriptive statistics on China’s earmarked funding 
portfolio are presented to support the proposition of its limited nature. Within this 
limited funding, we argue that China follows a strategic logic, which we articulate 
through our key theoretical expectations based on these motivations and constraints. 
We then turn to statistical methods and data analysis, followed by robustness checks. 
Finally, we conclude by discussing the implications of our insights for both academic 
research and policy, and suggest potential avenues for future research.
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2  Unfolding China’s earmarked contributions: motivations and 
constraints

While the United States and OECD countries continue to dominate earmarked contri-
butions to UN entities, China has increasingly emerged as a visible player within the 
UN system. By allocating earmarked contributions, China has enhanced its influence 
in select sectors, providing South-South cooperation alternatives that challenge the 
traditional North-South donor-recipient dynamic (Zhang & Jing, 2024). By position-
ing itself as a key contributor to global development, China aims to assert its diplo-
matic and developmental goals (Baumann et al., 2022; Haug, 2024). These funding 
initiatives enable China to secure influence over international organizations and 
shape global development agendas, establishing itself not only as a donor but also as 
a policy influencer within multilateral institutions (Baumann et al., 2024).

China’s earmarked contributions are designed to reflect its priorities, reinforc-
ing its role in multilateral frameworks like the United Nations (UN) and advanc-
ing its broader geopolitical and developmental goals (Fung & Lam, 2022; Haug & 
Waisbich, 2024). However, this approach is not without its complexities. China’s 
earmarked funding practices reflect a dual strategy: while earmarking funds allows 
China to assert its influence and further its diplomatic objectives, it also requires 
navigating the constraints that arise from its growing global influence.

2.1  Motivations

2.1.1  Exerting influence: reforming global governance

Since the 18th National Congress of the Communist Party of China in 2012, China 
has pursued a more assertive foreign policy, encapsulated by President Xi Jinping’s 
concept of “major country diplomacy with Chinese characteristics.” This policy aims 
to expand China’s international influence and increase its capacity to shape global 
affairs (Xi, 2017). As part of this broader strategy, earmarked funding has become an 
essential tool for China to align its contributions with its geopolitical and develop-
mental priorities, thus enhancing its role within multilateral frameworks like the UN.

China’s call for reform within the United Nations is central to its efforts to exert 
influence. Over the years, China has consistently advocated for reforms that elevate 
the voice and representation of developing countries, as well as ensure that global 
governance systems reflect the shifting dynamics of international power. From 2013 
to 2024, China has stressed the need for a global governance framework that better 
reflects the interests of emerging markets and developing countries in United Nations 
General Assembly (UNGA) sessions. At the 68th UNGA in 2013, China called for 
reforms aimed at strengthening the UN’s capacity to address global challenges, par-
ticularly by enhancing the representation of developing countries (Ministry of For-
eign Affairs, 2013). This call for reform continues to this day; in its Position Paper 
for 79th UNGA in 2024, China advocated for further reforms in the UN system to 
address global challenges, enhance the representation of developing countries, and 
promote sustainable development goals in line with the global governance needs of 
the 21st century (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2024 ).
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Additionally, understanding the underlying motivations behind China’s earmarked 
funding practices requires considering the diverse range of Chinese actors involved. 
The term ‘China’ is often used as a catch-all for various entities, but in reality, deci-
sions on earmarked funding are made by different sectors of the Chinese bureaucracy, 
without a single central coordination body. For example, the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs, the Ministry of Education (in connection with UNESCO), the Ministry of 
Agriculture (which collaborates with FAO, WFP, and IFAD), and the Ministry of 
Health (in partnership with the WHO) all play roles in allocating funding. While 
these ministries make independent decisions, there is a shared consensus that such 
contributions serve to “demonstrate China’s active support for international organi-
zations, reflect its commitment to assuming global responsibilities, and gradually 
enhance its international influence” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2022; Ministry of 
Finance, 2023 p.69).

2.1.2  Geopolitical interests: reinforcing south-south cooperation

Beyond exerting influence, China’s earmarked funding also suggests the pursuit of 
its geopolitical interests, particularly in reinforcing its commitment to South-South 
cooperation. This policy has long been a cornerstone of China’s foreign relations, 
aimed at fostering stronger ties with developing countries through mutual coopera-
tion and solidarity.

China’s first significant use of earmarked funding for multilateral purposes came 
in 2003, when it contributed over $1 million to a UN trust fund during the High-
Level Meeting on South-South Cooperation. At that meeting, Assistant Minister 
Shen Guofang emphasized China’s commitment to strengthening South-South coop-
eration, allocating $1.6 million to the UN Technical Cooperation among Developing 
Countries (TCDC) Trust Fund for the 2003–2005 period (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
2003). This early contribution marked China’s entry into multilateral development 
funding and highlighted its intent to promote its development model while strength-
ening ties with the Global South.

China’s involvement in earmarked funding deepened in 2008 when Premier Wen 
Jiabao pledged $30 million to the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) at the 
United Nations High-Level Meeting on the Millennium Development Goals (Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs, 2008). This contribution, earmarked to improve agricultural 
production capacities in developing countries, was in line with China’s long-standing 
focus on global food security—a domain where China has significant expertise. The 
FAO contribution serves as an example of how China leverages earmarked funding 
to address pressing challenges in developing countries, particularly by focusing on 
areas where it has a competitive advantage, such as agricultural development (Haug, 
2021, 2022; Haug et al., 2024).

The most significant example of China’s earmarked funding within the UN sys-
tem is the China-United Nations Peace and Development Trust Fund, established in 
2016 with an initial commitment of $200 million over ten years. This fund, which 
was extended in 2020 and 2024, represents a core element of China’s foreign policy, 
particularly its long-term emphasis on peacebuilding and sustainable development in 
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the Global South (Permanent Mission of the People’s Republic of China to the UN, 
2024).

Through earmarked funding, China positions itself as an advocate for the Global 
South, creating concrete South-to-South alternatives to the traditional North-South 
donor-recipient model (Baumann et al., 2024; Zhang & Jing, 2024). This also con-
tributes to broader attempts to influence development discourse and reformulate stan-
dards and paradigms for cooperation (Haug & Waisbich, 2024).

2.2  Constraints: navigating the costs and risks

China’s earmarked funding practices align with its foreign policy goals of exerting 
influence and advancing geopolitical interests, but they are shaped by significant 
constraints. These constraints, encompassing opportunity costs and risks, reflect the 
challenges China faces in balancing its global ambitions with practical limitations.

2.2.1  Opportunity costs: competing priorities and alternative institutions

One of the key constraints facing China is the opportunity cost of contributing to 
established international institutions. Every dollar directed towards these institutions 
is a dollar not invested in alternative initiatives that China has created, such as the 
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) or the New Development Bank (NDB) 
(Hamanaka, 2016; Clark, 2021). These alternative institutions reflect China’s vision 
for a global governance system that may better aligns with its strategic priorities, 
particularly in addressing the infrastructure needs of developing countries and chal-
lenging the dominance of Western-led financial institutions (Chen & Liu, 2018; Kaya 
& Woo, 2021; Stephen, 2021).

By contributing to existing institutions, China may be diverting resources that 
could otherwise be used to bolster the influence of the AIIB or NDB, institutions 
where China has more direct control (Lipscy, 2015, 2017). This trade-off reflects 
a strategic dilemma: while contributions to traditional institutions enhance China’s 
influence in multilateral governance, they also limit the potential to contribute to new 
institutions that reflect China’s own vision of global governance.

Furthermore, China faces the challenge of balancing its earmarked funding with 
domestic priorities, particularly its ongoing efforts to alleviate poverty and develop 
underprivileged regions. As Wang Yi noted in a 2022 speech, China is “a major trad-
ing partner of over 130 countries and regions and a key engine driving global eco-
nomic growth” (Wang, 2022). Despite its global economic stature, China ranks 63rd 
in per capita income, with GDP per capita at 24% of developed countries. China 
faces significant developmental imbalances, particularly the urban-rural divide, as 
most low-income populations reside in rural central and western regions (Wang, 
2023). This dual identity—being both a burgeoning global leader and a developing 
country—presents significant opportunity costs when it comes to earmarking funds 
for international development. As Wu Peng, Director-General of the Department of 
African Affairs in the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, explained: “every penny 
may come at the expense of addressing these pressing internal issues,” so “we must 
be very responsible for taxpayer money” (Wu, 2021).
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2.2.2  Risks: overreach and containment

In addition to the opportunity costs, China faces significant risks as it deepens its 
engagement with multilateral institutions. One key risk is the potential for over-
reach—by contributing large sums to existing institutions, China may inadvertently 
solidify its outsider status, further entrenching the dominance of established powers.

As Duque observes, rising powers like China may invest significant financial 
resources into established international institutions, yet these contributions may not 
yield proportional influence or returns. These institutions, historically dominated by 
Western powers, often exhibit what Duque terms “stickiness”—a resistance to change 
and an inherent bias against newcomers (Duque, 2018). Within such institutions, the 
financial contributions of rising powers are frequently overlooked or marginalized 
due to the entrenched power structure in the established international institutions 
(Mukherjee, 2022). As a result, despite China’s substantial financial input, its influ-
ence may not expand as expected. This occurs because economic weight alone does 
not automatically translate into bargaining power or influence over multilateral insti-
tutions (Vabulas & Snidal, 2020). Furthermore, existing South-South coalitions have 
yet to consistently enhance bargaining power on the global stage (Kahler, 2013; Ste-
phen & Stephen, 2020), as incumbent powers continue to resist the growing influ-
ence of rising powers and maintain their dominant positions (Kruck & Zangl, 2020; 
Thompson, 2020).

Evidence suggests that China’s attempts to expand the UN-Belt and Road Initiative 
were largely stymied due to strong opposition, particularly from Western countries 
(Jones & Zeng, 2019; Zhang, 2020; Haug, 2024). Chairman of China International 
Development Cooperation Agency (CIDCA), Luo Zhaohui, notes that “in the face of 
a turbulent and changing world, the better China develops, the greater international 
responsibility it has to bear, with higher expectations from developing countries, as 
well as increasing containment from the US and the West” (Luo, 2021) — highlight-
ing China’s recognition of such containment dynamics.

These risks—combined with the opportunity costs of contributing to traditional 
institutions—mean that China’s global ambitions are constantly at odds with the real-
ities of international resistance and domestic constraints. Balancing these pressures 
will be critical as China continues to make earmarked contributions and assert its role 
as a global power.

3  Theoretical expectations

After examining the dynamics of China’s earmarked contributions, we theorize that 
rising powers, such as China, seek to balance their desire to exert influence with the 
need to manage the associated risks and costs of contributing to international institu-
tions. The central concern for these powers is to engage sufficiently to enhance their 
global standing, while avoiding overcommitment that could expose them to dispro-
portionate risks or costs. In this context, China’s earmarked funding practices are 
not solely driven by the desire to increase influence or pursue geopolitical interests. 
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Rather, they are shaped by a strategic calculus that optimizes influence while mini-
mizing the potential downsides of international engagement.

Thus, while China’s earmarked funding may resemble that of traditional Western 
donors in its use as a tool to secure influence, it differs in the scale and scope of its 
contributions. Unlike established donors, China’s earmarked funding is constrained 
by unique motivations and strategic considerations, such as fostering South-South 
cooperation and managing internal development needs. This selective engagement 
aligns with the broader expectation that rising powers will target specific institutions 
and initiatives that align with their geopolitical objectives, avoiding excessive com-
mitments. For China, this selective strategy ensures that it engages in ways that limit 
overexposure to external pressures while still advancing its strategic goals.

Based on these considerations, we propose the following theoretical expectations:

H1: China is likely to adopt a more limited earmarked funding approach com-
pared to traditional Western donors, such as the United States and OECD 
countries.

We expect that, unlike traditional donor countries, China will not make broad or 
equally large contributions to UN entities. Instead, China will limit the scale of its 
earmarked funding, strategically targeting specific entities based on factors such as 
geopolitical alignment and potential for influence.

H2: China is more likely to earmark funds for UN entities that have a higher 
number of Chinese professionals.

H3: China is more likely to earmark funds for UN entities led by executives 
whose home countries’ policy orientations closely align with those of China.

Secondly, we expect China to strategically increase its earmarked funding to interna-
tional organizations under two specific staffing conditions: a substantial presence of 
Chinese professionals and alignment between the executive head’s preferences and 
China’s policies.

Despite Article 100 of the UN Charter, which mandates that UN civil servants 
remain impartial and refrain from seeking or accepting instructions from any 
government,2 adherence to this ideal is inconsistent in practice. For instance, a recent 
report from the Biden administration to Congress outlined active US strategies to 
influence key UN elections, ensuring that US or like-minded candidates secure lead-
ership positions, as well as providing substantial support to over 100 US nationals 
seeking roles across the UN system (White House, 2024).

Empirical research further challenges the ideal of impartiality. Studies indicate that 
both executive-level and other staff can significantly influence policy (Johns, 2007; 
Dijkstra, 2014; Eckhard & Ege, 2016), with countries eager to boost their representa-
tion to align IO policies with their national interests (Urpelainen, 2012; Novosad & 

2  See Article 100 of the United Nations Charter, ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​w​w​w​​.​u​n​.​o​r​​g​/​e​n​​/​a​b​o​u​​t​-​u​s​/​​u​n​-​c​h​a​​r​t​e​r​​/​f​u​l​l​-​t​e​x​t​#​:​~​:​t​e​
x​t​=​A​r​t​i​c​l​e​%​2​0​1​0​0​,​a​u​t​h​o​r​i​t​y​%​2​0​e​x​t​e​r​n​a​l​%​2​0​t​o​%​2​0​t​h​e​%​2​0​O​r​g​a​n​i​z​a​t​i​o​n.
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Werker, 2019; Reinsberg, 2023). The strategic placement or election of nationals in 
key positions is especially significant, as these individuals often act as dual agents, 
bridging their home governments and the UN (Patz and Goetz, 2019). Furthermore, 
powerful states exert disproportionate influence within IOs, often reflected in their 
overrepresentation in staffing (Fung & Lam, 2021; Parizek & Stephen, 2021a, b).

Research has also shown that executive heads can sway funding decisions in 
favor of their home countries and influence the administrative culture to reflect their 
national interests (Thorvaldsdottir, 2016; Heinzel, 2021). Since executive heads have 
great potential to foster an organizational culture and policy orientation (Lam & Fung, 
2024), we predict that China is more likely to increase its earmarked support for those 
entities where leadership demonstrates a favorable disposition towards China.

The strategic placement of Chinese professionals within UN entities is a key factor 
in bolstering advocacy for projects and policies aligned with China’s developmen-
tal and foreign policy goals. This ensures that China’s contributions are effectively 
leveraged. Additionally, China’s rationale for allocating more earmarked funding to 
entities led by Chinese nationals is straightforward: these leaders are not just admin-
istrators, but influential decision-makers who shape the organization’s agenda, stra-
tegic decisions, and overall direction (Barnett and Finnermore, 2004; Bauer & Ege, 
2016). Furthermore, China is likely to support entities headed by nationals from like-
minded countries. These candidates, typically nominated by their home countries, 
bring significant experience from national ministries and government roles (Heinzel, 
2021). Upon completing their terms at the UN, they often return to their home coun-
tries, where their career trajectories continue, maintaining policy alignments that 
resonate with their national interests. As a result, when these countries share a favor-
able relationship with China, their appointed leaders are more likely to ensure that the 
operations of international organizations align with Chinese strategic interests (Fung 
& Lam, 2021; Lam & Fung, 2024).

H4: If a UN entity’s voluntary funding is predominantly allocated towards high-
income and upper-middle-income countries, China will reduce its earmarked 
funding in that entity.

Thirdly, we expect that China may earmark funds for international organizations that 
focus primarily on the needs of developing countries. Often self-described as the 
‘flag carrier’ of the Global South, China’s commitment to this role is articulated in 
its White Paper on International Development Cooperation, which underscores the 
importance of South-South Cooperation and the Global Development Initiative (The 
State Council Information Office of China, 2021). China sets itself apart from West-
ern donors by emphasizing a model of international development cooperation that 
fosters sharing of experiences among Southern countries (Haug & Waisbich, 2024; 
Zhang & Jing, 2024). This approach eschews the traditional North-South aid hierar-
chy for a “parallel” structure, promoting a more equitable and reciprocal relationship. 
We expect that by avoiding contribute to those who predominantly benefited high-
income countries, China demonstrates how it uses financial support to reinforce its 
vision for a more equitable international system.
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4  Research design

4.1  Overview of the dataset

To investigate the scale and determinants of funding to international organizations 
by China, we have compiled a comprehensive dataset encompassing financial and 
personnel information across 69 UN entities from 2013 to 2022. Our primary data 
source is the United Nations Chief Executives Board (UN CEB), which serves as the 
highest-level coordination forum within the UN system. The UN CEB functions as 
the principal mechanism for inter-agency coordination, producing the biennial “Bud-
getary and financial situation of the organizations of the United Nations system” 
report (Budgetary reports hereafter) submitted to the United Nations General Assem-
bly. This report is the sole comprehensive source of financial data for the UN system, 
meticulously compiled annually by the UN CEB secretariat, which validates figures 
against the organizations’ audited financial statements.

For financial statistics, we utilized machine-readable raw-data files available on 
UN-CEB website, which contains disaggregated data on donor, recipient entity, year, 
type of funding, and a more precise measurement of funding amount comparing with 
Budgetary reports.3 This level of detail allows us to track how much each govern-
ment donor contributes to specific organizations annually, categorized by financing 
instrument. Additionally, to analyze the operational characteristics of UN entities 
more deeply, we recorded expenses disaggregated by the geographic location of the 
beneficiaries.4 To ensure data consistency, we randomly selected 100 data points and 
cross-verified them with the corresponding figures listed in the annual budgetary 
reports, confirming their accuracy.

As for the other essential component of international organizations, namely, staff 
members, UN CEB also releases Personnel Statistics on a yearly basis. Data is also 
collected by UN CEB secretariat, covering staff members with contracts or appoint-
ments for a period of one year or more at the last day of the respective previous year. 
Again, Personnel Statistics is the only systematic compilation of human resources 
information on UN entities, including data on 38 UN entities in 2022. This series 
of report discloses number of staff members each country has in one specific orga-
nization, divided by gender, category, and organizational location. Given the lack 
machine-readable files available, we manually code staff data of UN entities since 
2010.

Although our original dataset includes a broad range of information, we argue that 
entity-level variables are crucial, even if our primary focus is on China’s strategic 
allocation of earmarked funding to international organizations. This dataset allows us 
to examine a set of entity-level variables, such as expenses on high-income countries 
and concentration of total revenue, which are only discernible through a granular 

3  Files for financial data are available at UN-CEB website. See: https://unsceb.org/data-download.
4  For instance, South Korea contributed $3.84 million to International Telecommunication Union (ITU) in 
2018, in which assessed contribution accounted for $3.24 million, and earmarked contribution accounted 
for $0.602 million. Meanwhile, ITU also expend $0.659 million in South Korea.
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dataset. Concerns about the limited temporal scope of our analysis have been raised; 
for instance, a decade may not be long enough to establish a significant pattern.

We offer three reasons to discount such concerns in this case. First, since 2013, 
marked by a shift toward a more proactive international stance, China has been con-
verting its economic growth into increased global influence, making the last decade 
particularly pertinent for observing its engagement in global governance (Zhang, 
2016). Second, contributions to international organizations are overseen by various 
ministries and departments of the Chinese central government, which, in compli-
ance with audit regulations, are mandated to evaluate the efficiency of expenditures 
annually.5 This requirement helps prevent path dependency and bureaucratic iner-
tia, ensuring a dynamic allocation of resources. Third, the data from 2013 to 2022 
are notably more reliable and coherent due to a major reform in the UN system’s 
accounting rules and the categorization of financial instruments in 2011, followed by 
the modernization of the UN-CEB financial database in 2012. Analyzing data post-
2013 avoids the difficulties associated with comparisons to pre-2011 figures.

4.2  Overview of the variables

4.2.1  Dependent variable

For the dependent variable, we use the proportion of Chinese earmarked funding in 
the total earmarked revenue received by an entity, denoted as CN_EarmPct, to 
measure the level of Chinese earmarked contributions. The rationale for using a per-
centage rather than the absolute amount is that the same monetary value can have dif-
ferent implications across entities with vastly different levels of earmarked revenue. 
In 2021, for instance, UNICEF received earmarked contributions totaling $6.71 bil-
lion, approximately 90 times more than the amount UNAIDS received. Therefore, 
the percentage of Chinese earmarked funding offers a benchmark free of temporal 
changes and varying context across entities.

4.2.2  Independent variables

We have three independent variables designed to measure hypotheses 2–4 outlined 
in the previous section. The first variable is related to staff representation, designed 
to test hypothesis 2. The second estimator measuring the political preferences of the 
executive head serves to test hypothesis 3. The third variable addresses China’ con-
cern over how the entity spends its money, using the entity’s expenditure to test how 
China adjusts its earmarked funding strategy based on the geographic focus of the 
entity’s operations, which serves as a test for hypothesis 4.

5  Each year, every ministry needs to publicly report their budget and expenditure and make a self-evalua-
tion of the expenditure performance, responding to accountability demands from domestic. Four types of 
expenditures in IO are in records: (1) UN regular budget including the specialized agencies (guoji zuzhi 
huifei), (2) earmarked funding (guoji zuzhi juanzeng), (3) United Nations peacekeeping regular budget 
(weihe tankuan), and (4) equity (gujin yu jijin). More details can be found: “Central Budget and Final 
Accounts Public Platform– Final Accounts of Ministries and Departments,” Ministry of Finance of the 
People’s Republic of China, ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​/​/​w​w​w​​.​m​o​f​.​g​​o​v​.​c​​n​/​z​y​y​​j​s​g​k​p​​t​/​z​y​b​m​​y​j​s​/​​b​m​j​s​/, accessed 20 May 2024.
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Specifically, the first independent variable is the proportion of Chinese “Profes-
sionals” in an entity. We collect the number of professionals with Chinese nationality 
in each entity and divide this by the entity’s total number of professionals. Focusing 
on professionals in the UN system, who have more influence on decision-making and 
policy implementation than other staff categories such as General Services and Field 
Services, provides an optimal strategy for evaluating the representation of Chinese 
nationals across all levels of professional posts. For instance, in 2018, 9.52% of pro-
fessionals in the International Maritime Organization (IMO) were Chinese citizens, 
marking the all-time peak of this indicator. While this proportion might seem sig-
nificant, it is still not comparable to the U.S., whose nationals accounted for 45% of 
professionals in UN Women in 2018.

Secondly, we initially considered using “Chinese Leadership in UN entities” as 
one of our independent variables, marking the leadership status of an entity in a given 
year with a dummy variable. This variable would be set to 1 if a Chinese official 
leads an entity in a particular year, and 0 otherwise. However, given that only six 
UN entities were led by Chinese officials during the period from 2013 to 2022 (refer 
to Table 1), this approach would significantly reduce our sample size and affect the 
results. Therefore, we combined the Chinese executive head variable with a like-
minded country citizenship variable.

To measure the diplomatic inclination of the executive head, we use the executive 
head’s citizenship to proxy his/her political alignment with China. For each entity 
in a given year, we identified the executive head’s nationality, position, and term of 
office using official reports. We then utilized the United Nations General Assembly 
voting database (Bailey et al.  2017) to determine the ideal point of the executive 
head’s home country. If the executive head had dual citizenship, we calculated the 
average of the ideal points of both home countries. Similarly, for years with leader-
ship transitions, we averaged the ideal points of the home countries of both outgo-
ing and incoming leaders. Finally, we calculated the ideal point difference between 
China and the home country of the entity head. The greater the value, the less aligned 
the organization’s head’s diplomatic stance is with China. When a Chinese national 
serves as the executive head, we coded this as 0, indicating full alignment with China.

For the third independent variable, we examine whether the spending distribution 
influences China’s earmarked allocation decisions. As mentioned in the previous sec-
tion, we not only recorded how countries contribute to UN entities but also focused 
on the geographic areas in which these organizations spend this money. After coding 
every country according to the World Bank’s income classification, we summarized 

Table 1  Chinese leadership in UN agencies, 2013–2022
Organization Name Year
Food and Agricultural organization (FAO) Qu Dongyu 2019–2023
International Telecommunication Union (ITU) Zhao Houlin 2015–2023
UN Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO) Li Yong 2013–2021
World Health Organization (WHO) Margaret Chan 2007–2017
International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) Liu Fang 2015–2021
UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN-DESA) Wu Hongbo 2012–2017
UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN-DESA) Liu Zhenmin 2017–2022
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the expenses on each income country group by an entity in one year and divided 
this by the entity’s total expenses. Hence, we obtained the proportion of expenses in 
four categories, indicating the entity’s geographic focus of operation. We used the 
percentage of expenses spent on high-income countries, as well as the percentage 
spent on both high and upper-middle-income countries, to measure whether the entity 
solely focuses on the Global North.

4.2.3  Control variables

For the control variables, we add a set of time-variant entity-level covariates. First 
two control variable pertains to possible resource competition between donors, exam-
ining how China responds when western powers increase or decrease their proportion 
of earmarked funding, and when an entity is “captured” by a small group of donors. 
Similar to the predicted variable, we calculate the share of from the United States and 
OECD countries, respectively. Additionally, we use ConRevit to measure the con-
centration of the budget. Inspired by the Herfindahl-Hirschman Index (Hirschman, 
1945; Herfindahl, 1950) and the effective number of political parties (Laakso, Taage-
pera, 1979), we summed the squares of the contribution shares of each donor where 
Contributionj,i,t denote the amount of funding entity i received from country j 
in t year.

	
ConRevit =

∑
n
j=1

(
Contributionj,i,t

Total Revenuei,t

)2

For instance, if there is only one donor, the concentration value equals 1. If there 
are two donors each contributing exactly the same amount, the concentration value 
equals 0.5. Following this logic, the lower the concentration value, the more diverse 
an entity’s budget structure is.

We also add several covariates to control potential entity-level and year-level con-
founders. On entity-level, we control for its total number of staff members as well as 
its total budget in each year to exclude the possibility that China might prefer larger 
international organizations over smaller ones. We collect the China’s GDP released 
by National Bureau of Statistics. We also turn to the amount of “Expenditures to 
International Organizations,” a budgetary sub-item in annual final accounting book 
of Chinese central government, to estimate the China’s general financial capacity of 
engaging in global governance (refer to Table 2).

4.3  Descriptive statistics

4.4  Model

One part of our research aims to empirically investigate the determinants of Chinese 
earmarked funding to UN entities. Utilizing panel data that encompasses all contribu-
tion records from 2013 to 2022, we conduct an entity-year level analysis to explore 
the nexus between contributions, staff percentage, head stance, and composition of 
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revenue and expenses. On average, 2.4% of all professionals in UN entities are Chi-
nese nationals, while China contributed 1.2% of total earmarked revenues. Over the 
past decade, 193 countries have made contributions to a total of 69 agencies. How-
ever, confined by limited availability on human resources data, our regression models 
consider records from 34 major UN agencies.

We use a two-way fixed effect model to estimate main explanatory variables’ effect 
on percentage of China’s earmarked funding. This model is adept at handling the 
complexities inherent in our panel dataset, which spans multiple years and encom-
passes a variety of UN agencies. Specifically, the model is formulated as:

	

EarmPcti,t = β 1ProfPcti,t + β 2HeadStancei,t + β 3

{
ExpHi,t

ExpUMHi,t

+β 4EarmPctUSAi,t−1 + β 5ConRevi,t + Ei + Tt + Xi,t + ui,t

in which EarmPcti,t denotes Chinese earmarked funding in UN entity i in year t, 
ProfPcti,t represents the percentage of Chinese Professional members in UN entity 
i in year t. HeadStancei,t denotes the ideal points difference between China and 
home country of executive head of entity i in year t. ExpHi,t depicts the percent-
age of expense of entity i spent in high income countries in year t, ExpUMHi,t 
represents the share of expense of entity i spent in high and upper middle-income 
countries in year t, EarmPctUSAi,t−1, denotes the share of earmarked contribu-
tion from the United States in the previous year,6 and finally, ConRevi,t is the level 
of concentration of entity i′ s budget structure in year t. China GDP and expenditure 
to IOs are only added in models without year fixed-effect, since the two are con-
founders invariable across entities.

6  We use the contribution share of US (and OECD countries) in previous year to avoid “seesaw effect”: 
an increase in the percentage of one part automatically leads to a decrease in the percentage of the other.

Table 2  Summary statistics
Obs Mean SD Min Median Max

EarmPct 470 0.012 0.030 −0.008 0.001 0.261
ProfPct 326 0.024 0.021 0.000 0.018 0.095
DistCN 658 1.199 0.991 0.000 1.168 3.528
DistUSA 658 2.019 1.052 0.000 1.943 3.786
ExpH 700 0.100 0.259 −0.001 0.000 1.183
ExpUMH 700 0.161 0.286 −0.001 0.000 1.215
EarmPctUSA 420 0.098 0.111 −0.058 0.057 0.419
EarmPctOECD 420 0.522 0.243 0.000 0.547 1.805
ConRev 489 0.308 0.371 0.000 0.112 4.181
log_revenue 488 8.369 0.899 4.687 8.359 10.159
AllStaff 326 3061 6255 12.000 728 35,982
log_cn_gdp 700 5.932 0.101 5.773 5.942 6.081
log_expio 700 2.187 0.196 1.751 2.252 2.387
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5  Findings

5.1  The limited feature of China’s earmarked contributions

One straightforward observation from the dataset is growing but limited amount of 
China’s earmarked funding to UN entity (H1). Table 3 details the substantial growth 
in China’s total financial contributions to the UN from 2013 to 2022, highlighting an 
average annual growth rate of approximately 13.1%. This increase is largely due to 
China’s economic advancements (Foot, 2020; Zhang & Jing, 2024). Overall, China’s 
total contributions surged from $699.89 million in 2013 to $2118.51 million in 2022. 
While assessed contributions saw the most considerable increase—rising about 3.11 
times from $627.64 million in 2013 to $1953.65 million in 2022—earmarked con-
tributions grew the least, from $53.55 million in 2013 to $119.00 million in 2022, a 
growth of roughly 2.22 times. Voluntary core contributions also grew from $1.87 mil-
lion in 2013 to $4.47 million in 2022, marking 2.39 times increase.

Figures 1, 2 and 3 compare China’s funding composition with that of the United 
States and OECD countries over the same period. Figure 1 illustrates that China’s 
funding has been predominantly in the form of assessed contributions, with minimal 
voluntary core and earmarked contributions. This trend indicates a reliance on man-
datory contributions rather than voluntary funds. In contrast, Fig. 2 for the United 
States and Fig. 3 for OECD countries show a more balanced distribution of fund-
ing types, with significant portions allocated to earmarked contributions alongside 
substantial assessed and voluntary core contributions. Altogether, China’s fund-
ing profile, characterized by a predominance of assessed contributions and a lesser 
emphasis on earmarked contributions, sets it apart not only from traditional Western 
contributors.

Figure 4 illustrates the comparison of earmarked funding contributions to the UN 
by China, the United States, and OECD countries on average from 2013 to 2022, 
using two different y-axes to reflect the hundredfold difference in number of con-
tributions. China’s data is plotted against the left y-axis, and the data for the United 
States and the OECD average is plotted against the right y-axis, highlighting the 
substantial differences in the magnitude of funding.

From the graph, China’s earmarked contributions, shown by the solid line, start 
from a lower base, peak in 2016, and then stabilize to modest amounts by 2022. The 

Year Assessed 
Amount

Core 
Amount

Earmarked 
Amount

Total 
Amount

2013 627.64 1.87 53.55 699.89
2014 798.74 21.19 96.98 908.71
2015 845.75 20.09 56.44 922.28
2016 1048.96 31.14 266.81 1346.96
2017 1214.07 35.07 174.36 1422.61
2018 1189.52 39.38 107.09 1339.61
2019 1527.85 42.16 135.20 1705.21
2020 1795.58 3.87 153.19 1987.56
2021 1807.31 4.13 138.01 1987.90
2022 1953.65 4.47 119.00 2118.51

Table 3  China’s financial 
contributions to the United 
Nations, 2013–2022 (amounts 
in millions)
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scale on the left y-axis shows these amounts ranging from approximately $53 million 
in 2013 to a peak of around $267 million, before returning to about $119 million by 
2022.

In stark contrast, the earmarked contributions from the United States and the OECD 
average, indicated by the dotted and dash-dot lines respectively, are plotted against 
the right y-axis, emphasizing their significantly larger scale. The United States starts 
at approximately $3.75 billion in 2013 and rises steadily to nearly $15 billion by 
2022. The OECD average begins at around $12.25 billion, experiences some fluctua-
tions, and reaches just below $13 billion by 2022.

Figures 5 and 6 offers a comprehensive look at China’s earmarked contributions to 
specific UN entities. This figure is divided into two parts: Fig. 5 details the changes 
in funding amounts from 2013 to 2022 for the top 20 UN entities receiving China’s 

Fig. 2  Composition of funding by USA

 

Fig. 1  Composition of funding by China
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earmarked funds. Figure 6 examines the shifts in China’s share of the total earmarked 
revenue for each entity over the same period. In 2013, the hollow circles depict the 
initial levels of China’s earmarked funding for most entities, but due to the harmo-
nization of UN reporting standards in 2018, earlier data for some entities, such as 
those within the UN Secretariat (e.g., UNDESA), are unavailable.7 The solid circles 

7  For more information on this data standards harmonization process, please refer to the report made 
by UN CEB: ​h​t​t​p​s​:​​​/​​/​u​n​s​d​​g​.​u​​n​.​o​​r​​g​/​s​i​t​​​e​s​/​d​e​​f​a​​u​l​t​​/​f​i​​l​​e​s​/​​2​​0​2​​2​-​​0​​4​/​U​N​_​​D​a​t​a​​S​t​a​n​​d​a​r​d​s​_​D​​i​g​i​t​a​l​_​M​a​r​​c​h​2​0​2​2​.​p​d​
f, accessed 20 May 2024.

Fig. 4  Comparison of earmarked funding amount

 

Fig. 3  Composition of funding by OECD countries
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represent the funding levels and China’s proportion of total earmarked revenue in 
2022, with hollow squares indicating the peak funding year within the study period.

Figure 5 highlights notable changes in China’s earmarked contributions. Entities 
such as the UNDP, WHO, and WFP have seen significant funding increases, aligning 
with China’s strategic focus on development, health, and food security. In contrast, 
entities like ICAO and ITU show relatively lower funding levels, indicating a tar-
geted and strategic allocation based on China’s priorities.

Fig. 6  Proportion of China’s earmarked funding in the total earmarked revenue

 

Fig. 5  China’s earmarked funding
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Figure  6 complements the first by showing the percentage of China’s funding 
relative to the total earmarked revenue for each entity. While Fig. 5 identifies which 
entities are primary recipients of China’s earmarked funds, Fig. 6 reveals instances 
where, despite China’s substantial contributions, its proportion of total funding 
remains modest due to significant investments from other nations. Notably, entities 
such as WHO and FAO have experienced significant increases in the share of funding 
from China, emphasizing China’s strategic priorities in health and agriculture. This 
proportional rise illustrates China’s intent to exert targeted influence within these 
critical sectors.

Together, these figures underscore two main attributes of China’s earmarked fund-
ing strategy: a conservative level of voluntary contributions and a highly selective 
allocation approach. The cautious level of funding highlights China’s prudent stance 
towards earmarked contributions, while its strategic allocations demonstrate an 
intent to maximize influence through focused investments. This nuanced and selec-
tive earmarked funding approach provides a foundation for further exploration into 
the drivers behind China’s allocation decisions and their broader implications for its 
engagement with the UN system, as elaborated in the next section.

5.2  The selective character of China’s earmarked contributions

Regression results in exploration of the determinants of earmarked funding from 
China to UN entities are provided in following tables. Table 4 reported regression 
results consist of 6 models. Column (1) and (4) are results of OLS regressions with 
all four controls, and column (2) and (5) control for entity fixed effect only. Column 
(3) and (6), which are of greater significance, are estimates with both year and entity 
fixed-effected added. In the two models with different measurement of expense focus 
on Global North, our dependent variable, earmarked proportions, are correlated with 
percentage of Chinese professionals, executive head’s political estrangement with 
China, and share of expense in Global North.

The statistical evidence strongly supports our hypothesis that Chinese earmarked 
funding would flow to entities that have a higher share of Chinese professionals. (H2) 
Specifically, for every 1% increase in percentage of Chinese professionals, China 
would occupy 0.34% more of total earmarked revenue of an entity. This seems to 
be a favorable setting for a rising power expanding its involvement in international 
organizations, as the growth of Chinese international civil servants only entails a 
disproportionately low amount of financial resource.

Hypothesis 3 is also supported by the empirics. Head stance, essentially their 
home countries’ diplomatic stance, is the second determinant of China’s calculation 
in delivering earmarked flows. China would reduce its earmarked funding to entities 
with an executive head holding a more alienating diplomatic stance, depicted by the 
negative correlation between ideal points distance with China and Chinese earmarked 
contribution. The reason why coefficient is relatively marginal is the imparity range 
of the two variables. The ideal point difference has a range from 0 to 3.528, while 
the highest share of Chinese professionals only stood at 0.26. The stance of execu-
tive head shifting away by one unit (1.01 standard deviations) would cause share of 
earmarked revenue from China to fall by 0.6%, equivalent to 0.2 standard deviation.
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The evidence supports our arguments that China perceives entities with a higher 
presence of its own professionals and leadership whose policies align with its own 
as more strategically valuable. In these settings, the alignment of interests and val-
ues facilitates smoother implementation and greater assurance that the projects and 
initiatives undertaken will directly support China’s foreign policy objectives (Hall 
& Woods, 2018). As a result, earmarked funding in such contexts is seen not just 
as financial support but as an investment in an environment where China’s strategic 
interests are well understood and promoted. (Knill & Bauer, 2016) By increasing 
funding to these entities, China rewards and incentivizes the continuation of aligned 
actions, reinforcing a cycle of mutual benefit and strategic reinforcement. Moreover, 
when China directs its funding to entities that feature a high presence of its profes-
sionals and leadership positions that resonate with its policies, it signals a deep trust 
in these individuals and the organizational direction (Knill et al., 2019). This trust 
is foundational for establishing and deepening diplomatic and strategic ties within 
the UN system. It suggests that China considers its contributions to these entities 

Table 4  Regression results– China’s earmarked funding
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
EarmPct EarmPct EarmPct EarmPct EarmPct EarmPct
(OLS) (Year FE) (2 way FE) (OLS) (Year FE) (2 way FE)

ProfPct 0.570*** 0.349** 0.340*** 0.569*** 0.344** 0.331***
(0.070) (0.142) (0.117) (0.069) (0.141) (0.117)

HeadDist −0.000 −0.005** −0.006** 0.000 −0.005** −0.006**
(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002)

ExpH −0.005 −0.019*** −0.018***
(0.005) (0.006) (0.005)

ExpUMH −0.009* −0.018*** −0.017***
(0.005) (0.005) (0.004)

EarmPctUSA 0.015* −0.005 −0.006 0.015* −0.004 −0.005
(0.009) (0.008) (0.007) (0.009) (0.008) (0.007)

ConRev 0.000 0.005 0.013 0.000 0.005 0.013
(0.007) (0.008) (0.017) (0.007) (0.008) (0.017)

log_Revenue 0.001 −0.007 −0.005 0.002 −0.008 −0.006
(0.003) (0.013) (0.014) (0.003) (0.014) (0.015)

AllStaff −0.000 0.000 0.000 −0.000 −0.000 −0.000
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

log_CN_GDP 0.003 0.032 0.003 0.035
(0.026) (0.027) (0.026) (0.028)

log_ExpIO 0.006 −0.000 0.007 0.000
(0.011) (0.008) (0.011) (0.008)

Constant −0.043 −0.117 0.050 −0.046 −0.127 0.061
(0.155) (0.194) (0.124) (0.155) (0.196) (0.125)

Entity FE No Yes Yes No Yes Yes
Year FE No No Yes No No Yes
Adjusted R-squared 0.235 0.098 0.385 0.242 0.100 0.386
Obs 256 256 254 256 256 254
Robust standard errors clustered on entity in parentheses
* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01
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as investments in trusted partners who are more likely to advocate for and advance 
issues of importance to China.

Another noteworthy pattern emerges in how Chinese earmarked funding is influ-
enced by the geographic distribution of expenses, albeit with limited magnitude. This 
trend supports our hypothesis that China prefers funding UN entities primarily oper-
ating in developing countries, rather than those focusing on the developed world 
(H4). Statistically, for every 1% increase in an entity’s expenditures in high-income 
countries, China reduces its earmarked financial contribution by 1.8% of the total 
earmarked revenue of that entity (0.6 standard deviation). In absolute terms, this 
coefficient translates to a reduction of approximately $98,000 in China’s earmarked 
contributions for every percentage point increase in spending by an entity on high-
income countries. Given the already limited scale of China’s earmarked funding, 
such a change is more symbolic than substantial, suggesting a nuanced expression of 
discontent with the entity’s financial allocations.

This pattern underscores China’s sensitivity to its role as a representative of the 
Global South and its commitment to promoting a fairer and more just international 
system. As a developing nation, China is hesitant to allocate funds to entities that 
predominantly support wealthier countries, as this does not align with its national 
interests or its advocacy for South-South cooperation. The modest decrease in fund-
ing can be seen as a strategic decision, reflecting China’s preference for directing 
resources where they can more effectively support the development of fellow devel-
oping countries and reinforce its standing as a champion of equitable global devel-
opment. This cautious approach to earmarked funding not only highlights China’s 
strategic priorities but also its diplomatic strategy in signaling dissatisfaction with 
how international resources are distributed among wealthier countries.

Additionally, we emphasize that “competing with the United States” does not 
appear to be a significant factor influencing China’s earmarked funding decisions. As 
shown in regression Table 4, neither the U.S. share of total earmarked funding nor 
the concentration of budgets were found to have a statistically significant impact on 
China’s funding allocations. This suggests that China is adopting a cautious approach 
to its relationship with developed countries. On one hand, China seems to pursue a 
distinct strategy, differentiating itself from Western donors and basing its actions on 
its own priorities and standing. On the other hand, given the significant disparity 
between China’s and the U.S.’s earmarked funding levels, and considering that China 
is a relative latecomer to earmarked practices, it remains in the early phases of lever-
aging voluntary and earmarked funding as a key instrument of economic statecraft. 
Unlike long-established Western donors, who have had decades of involvement with 
the UN system, China’s substantial increase in contributions to UN entities has only 
emerged in the past decade. At this stage, it appears reluctant to enter into a competi-
tive, potentially reckless, financial race to fund international organizations.
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6  Robustness check

To comprehensively evaluate the robustness of our hypothesis, we adopted alterna-
tive measurements for the independent variables in two-way fixed effect models and 
conducted several follow-up tests of our results. These robustness checks largely 
leave the main results unaffected. The results are displayed in Tables 5 and 6 (by 
changing the independent estimators).

First, as shown in Models 7–14, the share of Chinese citizens among all staff mem-
bers does not have explanatory power. This pattern reflects that China is more con-
cerned with key groups in international organizations—professionals—rather than 
indiscriminately increasing the proportion of staff members. This aligns with our 
broader argument that China is making selective earmarked contributions motivated 
by its own political calculations.

Second, we switched the measurement for the stance of executive heads, substitut-
ing the distance of their ideal points to China with the distance to the U.S. (Models 
11–14, 19–22). If an entity head’s home country has a diplomatic stance more distant 
from the U.S. by one unit (0.95 standard deviation), China will increase its propor-
tion in the entity’s earmarked revenue by 0.805%—a magnitude 25% larger than that 
caused by one-unit difference with China. Considering that the U.S. has the largest 
difference in ideal points with China among the five permanent members of the UN 
Security Council, this result supports our hypothesis that China tends to fund entities 
with an executive head whose home country aligns diplomatically with China.

Admittedly, examining the stance of senior members, including the head, deputies, 
and other senior-level staff, would provide a more accurate measure of overall leader-
ship tendencies than focusing solely on executive heads. However, we are currently 
unable to assess this measurement due to the lack of systematic disclosure of data on 
executive-grade staff disaggregated by country.

To examine whether competition on resourcing UN entities exists, we replaced the 
proportion of total revenue in an entity from the U.S. with the proportion from OECD 
countries in total (Models 8, 10, 12, 14, 16, 18, 20, 22). Similar to the previous mea-
surement, the OECD proportion does not show significant relevance to China’s ear-
marked contributions, indicating no evidence that China is intentionally responding 
to the funding proportions of Western donors. While China’s proportion of earmarked 
funding did increase immediately after the U.S. exit from UNESCO and WHO in 
2019, such events are contingencies and do not represent systematic characteristics 
in Chinese funding behavior.

Overall, using different measurements for explanatory variables does not change 
our main results; we still find stable support for hypothesis 2, hypothesis 3, and 
hypothesis 4 in empirical results, while, somewhat surprisingly, we found little evi-
dence to suggest that China’s earmarked funding is shaped by great power competi-
tion logic.
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7  Conclusion

In recent years, an increasing number of empirical studies have uncovered evidence 
of how Western donor countries, particularly the United States, exert influence over 
IOs and funding decisions within the UN system. While there is ongoing debate in IR 
scholarship about whether China has shaped a UN system with more Chinese char-
acteristics (Foot, 2024; Baumann et al., 2024), few studies have focused on China’s 
earmarked funding practices within the UN.

This study fills this gap by examining why rising powers, such as China, main-
tain a more limited earmarked funding portfolio compared to established (Western) 
powers, and how China allocates its limited financial resources across different UN 
entities. By unveiling the motivations and constraints behind China’s funding deci-
sions, we argue that China’s approach strikes a strategic balance between advancing 
its global influence and managing risks, characterized by a restrained and selective 
funding strategy. China prioritizes institutions that align with its foreign policy goals 
while avoiding overcommitment that could expose it to disproportionate risks or 
costs.

Through the analysis of the first systematic dataset on China’s earmarked funding, 
covering 69 UN entities over the period 2013–2022, we find that China is more likely 
to allocate funds to entities that have a higher number of Chinese nationals or where 
the executive heads align closely with China’s policy goals. Conversely, China is less 
likely to fund entities whose primary beneficiaries are high-income countries.

This funding strategy also reflects China’s unique position as a rising power in 
multilateral cooperation in a broader context. Despite its growing economic strength, 
China recognizes that funding alone does not automatically translate into capabilities 
to influence the IO. China’s voluntary contributions remain constrained by multiple 
domestic and international factors, including the dual identity of developing coun-
tries, opportunity costs, the “discounted returns” effect due to the entrenched power 
structures, and strategic containment by the US. This indicates that, although China is 
becoming increasingly confident on the global stage, it continues to adopt a cautious 
and selective approach in multilateral institutions, prioritizing strategic engagement 
over expansive funding.

Future research could further explore the following questions: As a relative new-
comer to the realm of voluntary contributions, China has initially employed a more 
cautious strategy, reflected in its selective and limited funding portfolio. Given the 
decades of experience of other major donors, China is still in the early stages of 
exploring how to leverage earmarked funding effectively. Looking ahead, will China 
dramatically escalate its earmarked contributions? If so, how will other Western 
donor countries respond to China’s growing influence? How do domestic politics 
shape China’s funding decisions? how can we assess the effectiveness of China’s 
earmarked funding? These are critical questions for future research.

As demonstrated in this paper, China has adopted a selective and limited approach 
to earmarked funding in the UN system. Do other rising powers share similar strate-
gies? Future studies could expand our original dataset and explore whether other 
rising powers, such as the BRICS, exhibit similarities in their earmarked funding 
allocations and whether the driving forces behind these patterns are consistent. In 
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terms of policy implications, the increasing reliance on earmarked funding may erode 
the legitimacy of the UN as a key multilateral platform. Therefore, the UN system 
must undertake more pragmatic and bold reforms to better respond to the pressures 
created by earmarking.

AppendixTables 7 and 8

CEB Code Full Name
CTBTO Preparatory Commission for the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty 

Organization
FAO Food and Agriculture Organization
IAEA United Nations International Atomic Energy Agency
ICAO International Civil Aviation Organization
ICC International Criminal Court
ICJ International Court of Justice
IFAD International Fund for Agricultural Development
ILO International Labour Organization
IMO International Maritime Organization
IOM International Organization for Migration
ISA International Society of Automation
ITC International Trade Center
ITLOS International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea
ITU International Telecommunication Union
OPCW Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons
PAHO Pan American Health Organization
UNWOMEN United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women
UNHABITAT United Nations Human Settlements Programme
UNAIDS The Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS
UNCCD United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification
UNCDF United Nations Capital Development Fund
UN-UNCTAD United Nations Conference on Trade and Development
UNDP United Nations Development Programme
UNV United Nations Volunteers programme
UNEP United Nations Environment Programme
UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
UNFCCC United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
UNFPA United Nations Fund for Population Activities
UNHCR United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
UNICEF United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund
UN-UNIDIR United Nations Institute for Disarmament Research

Table 7  List of the 69 UN Entities included in the dataset
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CEB Code Full Name
UNIDO United Nations Industrial Development Organization
UNITAR United Nations Institute for Training and Research
UN United Nations Secretariat, including those UN Secretariat offices not spe-

cifically mentioned below
UN-DCO Development Coordination Office
UN-DESA Department of Economic and Social Affairs
UN-DGACM Department of General Assembly and Conference Management
UN-DGC Department of Global Communications (formerly DPI)
UN-DMSPC Department of Management Strategy, Policy and Compliance, including 

UNOG, UNOV and UNON
UN-DOS Department of Operational Support
UN-DPO Department of Peace Operations (formerly DPKO)
UN-DPPA Department of Political and Peacebuilding Affairs (formerly DPA)
UN-DSS Department of Safety and Security
UN-ECA Economic Commission for Africa
UN-ECE Economic Commission for Europe
UN-ECLAC Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean
UN-ESCAP Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific
UN-ESCWA Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia
UN-OCHA Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
UN-OCT Office of Counter-Terrorism
UN-OHCHR Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights
UN-Tech Bank Technology Bank for the Least Developed Countries
UN-UNDRR United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction
UN-UNRISD United Nations Research Institute for Social Development
UNODC United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime
UNICRI United Nations Interregional Crime and Justice Research Institute
UNOPS United Nations Office for Project Services
UNRWA United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near 

East
UNSSC United Nations System Staff College
UNU United Nations University
UNWTO World Tourism Organization
UPU Universal Postal Union
WFP World Food Programme
WHO World Health Organization
UNITAID Global health initiative that is working with partners to end the world’s 

tuberculosis, HIV/AIDS, malaria and hepatitis C epidemics.
IARC International Agency for Research on Cancer
WIPO World Intellectual Property Organization
WMO World Meteorological Organization
WTO World Trade Organization

Table 7  (continued) 
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No. Entity Total Assessed Voluntary 
Core

Earmarked Other

1 FAO 2.548%
Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

7.520%
Amount: 
Increased
Propor-
tion: 
Increased

N/A 0.492%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

Only 
contrib-
uted in 
2021

2 IAEA 5.582%
Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Increased

7.082%
Amount: 
Increased
Propor-
tion: 
Increased

N/A 3.335%
Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Increased

None

3 ICAO 3.945%
Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Increased

8.031%
Amount: 
Increased
Propor-
tion: 
Increased

N/A 1.576%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

None

4 IFAD 3.961%
Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Increased

N/A 5.767%
Amount: 
Increased
Proportion: 
Increased

0.742%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

None

5 ILO 4.326%
Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Increased

7.862%
Amount: 
Increased
Propor-
tion: 
Increased

None 0.185%
Amount: Stable
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

None

6 IMO 4.010%
Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Increased

6.117%
Amount: 
Increased
Propor-
tion: 
Increased

N/A
(IMO only 
has core 
revenue in 
2022)

3.073%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

None

7 IOM 0.179%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

6.646%
Amount: 
Increased
Propor-
tion: 
Increased

None 0.015%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

None

8 ITC 0.635%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

None 0.593%
Amount: 
Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

1.341%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

None

9 ITU 3.182%
Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Increased

4.247%
Amount: 
Increased
Propor-
tion: 
Increased

Only 
2017 has 
Earmarked 
contribution,
accounted for 
73.798% of 
total.

3.741%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

None

Table 8  Average proportion and trend of China’s contribution to UN entities, by revenue type (2013–2022)
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No. Entity Total Assessed Voluntary 
Core

Earmarked Other

10 PAHO None None None None None
11 UNWOMEN 0.352%

Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

N/A 0.866%
Amount: 
Increased
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

0.103%
Amount: Decreased
Proportion: 
Decreased

None

12 UNAIDS 0.305%
Amount: Stable
Proportion: Stable

N/A 0.099%
Amount: 
Stable
Proportion: 
Stable

1.281%
Amount: Stable
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

None

13 UNDP 0.390%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

N/A 0.566%
Amount: 
Stable
Proportion: 
Stable

0.391%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

None 
(Only 
contrib-
uted in 
2021and 
2022)

14 UNEP 1.015%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

2.009%
Amount: 
Increased
Propor-
tion: 
Increased

1.817%
Amount: 
Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

0.529%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

None

15 UNESCO 5.439%
Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Increased

10.601%
Amount: 
Increased
Propor-
tion: 
Increased

None 1.828%
Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Increased

None

16 UNFPA 0.172%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

N/A 0.354%
Amount: 
Stable
Proportion: 
Increased

0.090%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

None

17 UNHCR 0.07%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

N/A 0.064%
Amount: 
Decreased
Proportion: 
Decreased

0.072%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

None

18 UNICEF 0.088%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

N/A 0.150%
Amount: 
Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

0.074%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

None

19 UNIDO 5.232%
Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Increased

12.557%
Amount: 
Increased
Propor-
tion: 
Increased

Only contrib-
uted in 2013 
(4.421%)

2.639%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

None

Table 8  (continued) 
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No. Entity Total Assessed Voluntary 
Core

Earmarked Other

20 UNITAR 0.433%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

N/A 17.913%
Amount: 
Stable
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

0.306%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

None

21 UN 
secretariat

6.490%
Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Increased

9.140%
Amount: 
Increased
Propor-
tion: 
Increased

None 1.507%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

None

22 UNODC 0.3%
Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Increased

None 7%
Amount: 
Stable
Proportion: 
Stable

0.5%
Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Increased

None

23 UNOPS None None None None None
24 UNRWA 0.096%

Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Increased

N/A 0.035%
Amount: 
Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

0.203%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

None

25 UNU 0.629%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

None 2.398%
Amount: 
Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

0.031%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

Only 
contrib-
uted in 
2022

26 UNWTO 2.227%
Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Increased

2.784%
Amount: 
Increased
Propor-
tion: 
Increased

None 1.926%
Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Increased

None

27 UPU 1.527%
Amount: Stable
Proportion: Stable

3.072%
Amount: 
Stable
Propor-
tion: 
Stable

N/A None None

28 WFP 0.332%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

N/A 0.306%
Amount: 
Decreased
Proportion: 
Decreased

0.346%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

None

29 WHO 1.485%
Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Increased

7.761%
Amount: 
Increased
Propor-
tion: 
Increased

None 0.429%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

None

Table 8  (continued) 
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No. Entity Total Assessed Voluntary 
Core

Earmarked Other

30 WIPO 0.179%
Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Increased

2.140%
Amount: 
Increased
Propor-
tion: 
Increased

None 4.662%
Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Increased

None

31 WMO 6.091%
Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Increased

6.957%
Amount: 
Increased
Propor-
tion: 
Increased

0.922%
Amount: 
Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

3.758%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating

None

32 WTO 9.500%
Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Increased

10.578%
Amount: 
Increased
Propor-
tion: 
Increased

2.183%
Amount: 
Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating
(WTO started 
to receive 
core contribu-
tion in 2018)

5.070%
Amount: Fluctuating
Proportion: 
Fluctuating
(WTO ceased to 
receive core contri-
bution in 2017)

None

33 UN-DPO 10.153%
Amount: Increased
Proportion: 
Increased

10.750%
Amount: 
Increased
Propor-
tion: 
Increased

N/A None None

(Percentage in every cell indicate ten-year average percentage of Chinese contribution in this category.)

Table 8  (continued) 
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