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Background 
The United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) serves as a global forum where nations all 
around the world express their views and vote on issues of global importance. The issues 
brought forward on the UN stage range from human rights violations to economic development 
initiatives. Every country and its citizens are affected by the outcome of UNGA votes. As the 
world becomes more and more globalized, even non-member countries can be indirectly 
impacted by a UNGA resolution.  
 
When the United Nations was first developed, it was meant to promote world peace and open 
the world to global conversation as opposed to armed conflict. Opinions on whether the UNGA 
has achieved its goals vary from country to country. Aside from the individual impacts, UNGA 
votes have a regional and global impact in terms of international relations. By analyzing the 
voting data collected from the outcomes of UNGA resolutions, international relationships can be 
analyzed and quantified.  
 
Although countries hold varied opinions on global issues within themselves, they ultimately have 
to present a unified voice through their UNGA vote. Ideally, this voice is consistent with the 
current views of the country, and intend to advance or protect the country’s interests. Interests 
for one country might align with those of another for a variety of reasons: they could share the 
same cultural values, strong economic ties, or even the same allies or foes. Analysis of UNGA 
voting data helps to identify and understand how a country votes based on a particular topic. 
 
The Problem  
The intent of the UNGA Voting Analysis project is to identify topics of importance or of 
frequent appearance on the UNGA stage. Secondly, the analysis identifies particular 
voting blocs based on these topics. Voting blocs are derived by similar voting patterns 
on particular topics and a country's liberal or conservative tendencies. Using inputs 
indicating these voting patterns, countries can be grouped by similarity. Once grouped 
by similarity, a third party can begin to assess how exactly the groups are similar (i.e. 
liberal, vote similar on topics of peace, etc.). Such an analysis would help answer the 
following questions: 
 

●​ Are regions viable voting blocs with significantly similar voting tendencies? What 
kind of “region” is more indicative of a voting bloc (e.g. Americas, North/South 
America, Latin America, etc.)? 

●​ Are there factors other than regions more indicative of the outcome of a vote?  
●​ Is there a combination of factors that could yield an optimal method, formula, or 

algorithm for assessing the outcome of a vote based on the topic?  
 
By gaining insight into the factors most related to the outcome of a vote-based on topic, 
the United Nations body and its members can assess the dynamics between various 
countries. Ultimately, the goal of the UN is to break down barriers to allow open 
discussion, foster tolerance, and promote peace. Analysis of UNGA voting data would 
help identify voting blocs and their probable causes (i.e. geography, socioeconomic 
status, language, etc.). Identifying the “blocs” would help illuminate potential barriers the 
UNGA could seek to understand, resolve, and dissolve (if possible).  



 
The Data 
United Nations General Assembly Data is available from 1946 to 2014 and comes in the 
form of four datasets: 

1.​ Raw Voting Data: contains the raw voting data for each country on each 
resolution  

2.​ Vote Description: contains a short and long text description for each resolution 
and categorizes each using six issue codes. 

3.​ Ideal Point Data: contains ideal point data for each country. Ideal points are used 
as a measure for estimating liberal/conservative inclination  

4.​ Codebook Dyadic Data: contains data on the absolute distance between ideal 
points of each country as well as affinity data (although affinity data will not be 
used) 

 
In addition to the data provided in the combined package by Erik Voeten, other global 
datasets can be used to include additional measures relevant to the study. Data can be 
acquired from credible databanks from the United Nation, the World Economic Forum, 
or the World Bank. The only additional data included is each country’s regional label as 
designated by the UN.  
 
Outline of Methodology and Approach 

1.​ Data Scrubbing: Data included a single vote for each of the 192 member 
countries for multiple issues, across multiple sessions, throughout multiple years. 
In total there were 700k rows to potentially evaluate. Data scrubbing resulted in a 
simplified dataset with no missing values and additional info extracted into 
separate columns. 

2.​ Text Mining: Text mining resulted in additional columns for classification of vote 
types. Although the dataset provided these classifications for some votes (e.g. 
Palestine, nuclear weapons, economy, etc.), many votes did not fall into one of 
these categories. In total, 14 columns were used to assign voting types.  

3.​ Data Simplification: The data was simplified by eliminating countries without 
enough representative votes across all UN sessions. The data was then 
aggregated into a single representative point for each country to simplify the 
interpretation of the clustering.  

4.​ Clustering: K-means clustering was used to assign each of the 151 countries to 
a specific cluster. A sample of 5 clustering results was used to determine the final 
cluster for each data point.  

5.​ Cluster Characterization: After each country was assigned to a cluster, the 
clusters were characterized based on the inputs used for clustering (ideal points 
and voting weights on each category).  

 
Results 
The following table shows the list of each country in each of the 6 clusters of the 
k-means clustering: 

https://erikvoeten.shinyapps.io/IdealPointsUN/


 
Table 1: The table above shows the countries within each cluster as assigned by the 
k-means algorithm.  
 
The data is further visualized by country in the map below: 
 
 

 
Figure 1: The map above visually displays the cluster each country belongs to; some 
geographic similarity is apparent, though not completely consistent.  
 



Visually, we can see there is some geographic similarity within some of the clusters, but 
others are less well defined by geography. In order to better assess why the k-means 
algorithm placed these countries within the same cluster, the cluster averages were 
compared to the population average. 
 

 
Table 2: The table above shows the population average and standard deviation for 
each input variable of the k-means clustering.  
 
From the population averages of the vote categories (me, nu, di, etc.) one key insight is 
apparent: in general, votes presented to the United Nations General Assembly tend to 
pass. The values for each of the categories could range from -1 if the country votes 
against the measure, and +1 if the country votes in favor of the measure. Because all 
the population averages are positive, on average the general assembly tends to vote in 
favor of all the votes presented. The main differentiation between the clusters will be 
how likely they are to vote in favor of a particular vote.  
 
Cluster Characterization  
The clusters can be more easily characterized by assigning them a relative value to 
assess how likely they are to vote in favor of a vote. Relative values between 1 to 4 
were assigned to each voting category for each cluster by comparing the cluster’s 
average value to the population average. The table below shows the intervals used to 
assign the relative values to each of the voting category average values for each of the 
clusters:  
 



 
Table 3: The table shows the scale used to assign the relative values to each of the 
voting categories used as inputs to the k-means clustering.  
 
Below are the results for each cluster based on the relative scale show in Table 3. 
 

 
Table 4: The table above shows the likelihood of each cluster voting in favor of 
particular voting category based on the relative scale shown in Table 3. Note the 
following scale for Ideal Points: 1 = very conservative, 2 = conservative, 3 = liberal, 4 = 
very liberal.  
 
Using the relative values above, insights were gained from each cluster’s voting pattern 
on particular topics, as well as their liberal/conservative leanings from the ideal points. 
Some clusters have particular topics they very likely vote in favor of (clusters 3, 5, and 
6), while others are barely likely to vote in favor of any topic at all (clusters 1 and 2). We 
also have clusters tending to vote in favor of just about any vote and on any topic 
(cluster 2). A summary of the results  is shown in the table below: 
 



 
Table 5: The table above shows the summary of each cluster based on their voting 
patterns and liberal/conservative ideologies.  
 
Conclusion 
Using k-means clustering, six clusters of countries were identified based on their 
average approval likelihood for each category type and their ideal points. Each of the six 
identified clusters can be considered as a voting bloc. Although some geographic 
similarities can be observed, the clusters are characterized by their voting patterns and 
ideals. By identifying the voting blocs of the United Nation’s voting countries, a third 
party can begin to assess which countries are strongly aligned and why. Since the 
k-means clustering was run multiple times, the sampling results can be used to 
determine which countries are most likely to deviate from their voting bloc (i.e. countries 
on the “edge” of their cluster).  
 
Overall, the analysis of the United Nations voting data can help us determine which 
factor make countries similar and quantify that similarity. In the future additional 
variables can be included to gain more insights. For example, do GDP, population size, 
or average household income affect the clustering of these countries? By understanding 
the similarity and differences between the voting blocs and individual countries, the 
United Nations can better assess why there might be conflict between particular 
countries and why. The UN can also assess which issues are most important to all 
countries to ensure topics of the highest priority are those which countries are most 
passionate about. By using data the United Nations can better assess how to use 
international relations as a tool for improving economic development, protecting human 
rights, and advancing world peace. 
 
 


