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Abstract
The Universal Periodic Review (UPR) is a human rights mechanism under which all UN members are
subject to human rights reviews by other states. Given that North Korea is among the worst human rights
violators globally, human rights practitioners and academic research have paid much attention to North
Korea as a State under Review (SUR). What is much less known and researched is that North Korea
actively engages as a ‘reviewer’, regularly making human rights recommendations to other UN members.
Using UPR data from 2008 to 2020, this study explores the political dynamics of North Korean human
rights recommendations by identifying to whom North Korea makes recommendations and why. We
theorize that North Korea utilizes the UPR as a political arena wherein it pats on the back of politically
close states and tries to shame politically antagonistic states. Empirical analysis shows that political
closeness with North Korea is the main driver influencing its back-patting and shaming efforts in the UPR.
Specifically, politically distant states from North Korea, measured by the UN General Assembly voting
affinity and presence of unilateral economic sanctions, receive more condemnations and fewer back-
patting recommendations. We also demonstrate that North Korea has become much more active over time
in their shaming efforts. These findings suggest that even an isolated country like North Korea can learn
how to operate in an international institution and can utilize it strategically.

Keywords: Back-patting; human rights; naming and shaming; North Korea; Universal Periodic Review

1. Introduction

‘End deep-rooted racism, racial discrimination, and xenophobia’.
‘Cease cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment in public places of detention’.
‘Ratify the Convention on the Rights of the Child’.
‘Put an end to the violations of the rights to peaceful assembly and freedom of expression, torture,
and other ill-treatment’.

These statements are examples of mundane recommendations made at the Universal Periodic Review
(UPR) of the UN Human Rights Council (HRC), where every member regularly receives human rights
reviews. What is not mundane, and perhaps even surprising, is that these statements are human rights
recommendations issued by North Korea, among the worst human rights violators worldwide, to
Australia in 2021, the US in 2006, Germany in 2013, and Canada in 2013, respectively.
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As its name indicates, the UN HRC’s UPR has a notable feature that distinguishes it from any other
human rights mechanism – ‘universal’ coverage. UPR is the only human rights mechanism with a 100%
participation rate, including the worst human rights violators, such as North Korea. All member
countries receive a review of their human rights practices every 4.5 years and can participate in
reviewing other members’ human rights conditions.

As North Korea actively participates in the UPR, it functions as one of the few windows through
which one can observe North Korea’s human rights diplomacy. As the country is among the worst
human rights violators worldwide, it has received significant attention as a State under Review (SUR).
This means North Korea has been typically treated as a passive actor in human rights diplomacy and
analysed only in the light of ‘the criticized’, rather than an active actor who can review, criticize, and
praise other states’ human rights practices.

Surprisingly, North Korea also participates as a member of the working group in each UPR session,
actively reviews state reports on the human rights situation, and, in some cases, makes recommendations.
North Korea has participated in almost 40 sessions since 2008 and has made approximately 120
recommendations to various countries on diverse issues. This clearly shows a lesser-known, and perhaps
lesser-expected, phenomenon of North Korean participation at the UPR. This study seeks to explain
the puzzle of North Korean human rights diplomacy at the UPR by answering the following question:
To whom and why does North Korea make human rights recommendations at the UPR?

We theorize that North Korea utilizes the UPR as a political arena wherein it pats on the back
(hereafter, back-patting) of politically close states and tries to shame politically antagonistic states. The
UPR allows North Korea to perform diplomacy on a level field because its human rights records do not
prohibit its participation in the UPR. Within the UPR, North Korea can try to shame its antagonists
and praise its political friends. Just as powerful states utilize international organizations for their
strategic objectives, we argue that North Korea similarly utilizes the UPR and proposes that North
Korea would issue more shaming recommendations to politically distant states and states that impose
economic sanctions on North Korea.

Using the UPR dataset covering 2008 to 2021 (Terman and Voeten, 2018), we empirically show that
political closeness with North Korea is the main driver influencing its back-patting and shaming efforts
in the UPR system: political proximity, measured by voting affinity at the UN General Assembly
(UNGA) and ongoing economic sanctions, influence North Korea’s decision to denounce others.
Specifically, it is more likely to shame (praise) countries that have voted dissimilarly with (like) it.
Further, North Korea is more likely to shame countries that have imposed economic sanctions on it.

The remainder of this article is organized as follows: Section 2 reviews the literature on the political
dynamics of UPR. Section 3 introduces pertinent information about the UPR. Section 4 develops our
theoretical argument. Section 5 outlines the research design. Section 6 presents and discusses the
empirical findings. Finally, section 7 discusses the academic and policy implications, and suggests
future research directions.

2. Literature review

Why are states named and shamed, particularly in the context of international human rights regimes?
Studies largely focus on the naming and shaming efforts of non-governmental organizations (NGOs),
such as Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch. Even when studies explore state-to-state
naming and shaming mechanisms, the scope is often limited to the politics of veto and shaming within
the UN Security Council (UNSC). This may be partly because of the innate non-transparency or non-
observability of state-to-state condemnation.

In the literature on the determinants of criticisms of states in human rights mechanisms, including
the UNCHR and UPR of the HRC, several strands of arguments from the mainstream highlight the
importance of objective human rights conditions. Lebovic and Voeten (2006), Bae (2018), and Cox
(2020) argue that the objective human rights conditions of SURs along with the political ties, which
have been particularly subdued after the end of the Cold War, are significant factors. Ron et al. (2005),
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Meernik et al. (2012), and Hendrix and Wong (2014) concur that objective human rights conditions
matter in NGOs’ human rights assessments. These studies highlight the original intent and function of
such human rights mechanisms and imply that they are generally effective.

Another strand of research attributes the variation in human rights criticism to the political features
of states. McMahon (2010), McMahon and Ascherio (2012), and Koliev (2020) stress that state
recommendations are largely driven by differences in political systems across the globe, with freer
democratic states condemning the Global South for their poor human rights performance. A similar,
albeit slightly different, school of thought stresses the nuanced political terrain of the human rights
regime. Terman and Voeten (2018) and Terman and Byun (2022) use large-N data to show that states
issue recommendations in a highly politicized and strategic matter considering the strategic
partnerships vis-à-vis each other. Burger et al. (2021) join this discussion by focusing on how
geopolitical affinity, measured by the physical distance between states, influences recommendations at
the UPR. Carraro (2017) focuses on the perceptions of the principal actors involved in the UPR
process – state delegates – and shows that bilateral relations between reviewing and reviewed states
largely determine the content of recommendations.

Studies of North Korea at the UPR have focused on how the country behaves as an SUR (Lim, 2015;
Chow, 2017; Kim, 2019; Lim, 2019; Han, 2020; Hwang, 2021; Oh, 2021; Suh, 2013; Soh and Kim, 2014).
Kim (2019) focuses on the third-cycle national report of North Korea and demonstrates that while the
country is resistant to political and civil rights, it is more receptive to recommendations related to
economic and social rights. Oh (2021) also focuses on North Korea’s participation as a recipient of
recommendations during the third cycle, focusing on how it prepared national reports and accepted
recommendations. Similarly, Lim (2015) and Suh (2021) centre their arguments on how North Korea
accepted some recommendations while rejecting others. Although Lim (2015) demonstrates that North
Korea chooses to move strategically when responding to human rights condemnations during the UPR,
he still considers North Korea as a passive agent subject to recommendations. Similarly, Hwang (2021)
highlights that diplomatic relationships, measured by votes on UNSC resolutions on North Korean
sanctions, diplomatic normalization, embassy establishment, and leader visits, affect the acceptance
rate of human rights recommendations made against North Korea. Chow (2017) analyses North
Korea’s participation in the first and second UPR cycles, Chow (2017) analyses North Korea’s
participation in the first and second UPR cycles and reports that North Korea accepts vague and less
rigorous recommendations while rejecting calls for specific policy changes. Although the
recommendations issued by North Korea are slightly touched upon, the author’s analysis remains
qualitative and case-specific.

To the best of our knowledge, no study has investigated how North Korea participates in the UPR as
a proactive reviewer to advance its diplomatic causes. In addition, we see that no study has explored
how economic statecraft influences the ways in which a state behaves in international human rights
institutions. Instead, existing studies largely focus on the effects of economic statecraft on the human
rights practices within a country. Some studies have investigated whether sanctions imposed to punish
human rights-abusive governments improve or harm human rights conditions in target states. These
studies predominantly focus on the channels through which such interactions occur (Peksen, 2009;
Peksen and Drury, 2010; Peksen, 2011; Early and Jadoon, 2019; Early and Peksen, 2020; McLean and
Whang, 2020, 2021; Kang et al., 2022). But how economic statecraft plays a role in international human
rights institutions has not been investigated thus far.

Building upon the literature, this article aims to provide a theoretical argument and empirical
analysis to examine the effects of political proximity and imposition of economic sanctions on North
Korea’s issuance of derogatory and laudatory recommendations in all UPR cycles. We expand Terman
and Voeten’s (2018) findings on UPR’s politicization by testing whether such politicized patterns apply
to recommendation issuance and the world’s worst human rights-violating country. Furthermore, we
test the overlooked effects of economic sanctions on North Korean participation patterns in the UPR.
This may reveal significant ramifications for the relationship between sanction imposition and state
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behaviour in the international human rights institutions rather than human rights practices in the SUR
per se.

3. Why UPR matters: basic modalities of the UPR

The UN HRC’s core mechanism, UPR, began its first cycle in 2008 in accordance with the UN General
Assembly Resolution 60/251 (2006), which mandated the council ‘to undertake a universal periodic
review, based on objective and reliable information, of the fulfilment by each State of its human rights
obligations and commitments in a manner which ensures universality of coverage and equal treatment
with respect to all States’ (UNGA, 2006). Under the UPR, the human rights situation of all UN member
states is reviewed every 4.5 years, with each 4.5-year period called a UPR cycle (OHCHR, n.d.a; United
States Department of State, 2021; UPR Info, n.d.). Commencing its first session in April 2008, the UPR
has completed the first (2008–2011), second (2012–2016), and third (2017–2022) cycles so far, and the
fourth cycle (2022–2027) began in November 2022. The UPR is a symbol of the major institutional
revolution from the Commission on Human Rights (CHR, 1946–2006) to the UN HRC (2007–present),
which was provoked by heightened criticism of the selectivity, politicization, and double standards of the
Council (Landolt and Woo, 2017).

3.1 Not all recommendations count

In the UPR, the recommendations made during inter-state dialogues deal with diverse human rights
agendas with varying levels of severity. The contents of the recommendations are based on the UN
Declaration of Human Rights and can largely be distinguished into two groups of rights: civil and
political rights based on the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR); and
economic, social, and cultural (ESCR) rights based on the International Covenant on Economic, Social,
and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). Recommendations related to political and civil rights may touch upon
issues such as freedom of speech, detention, torture, and judicial rights. Meanwhile, recommendations
related to economic, social, and cultural rights address issues such as education, health policies,
sustainable development, employment, and poverty.

UPR statements also vary significantly in terms of severity from recommendations that merely note
attention to or encourage the SUR’s human rights practices to those which urge a specific action for
sensitive matters, such as abolishing the death penalty. Recognizing that state recommendations share a
certain format, UPR Info, a Geneva-based NGO, has systematically categorized state recommendations
into five ranks. Led by Edward McMahon and Marta Ascherio, a team from UPR Info developed
Action Category, ranking recommendations on a scale of 1 (minimal action) to 5 (specific action;
Mao and Sheng, 2017; UPR Info, n.d.). Below is the Action Category compiled by the UPR Info team,
which is used to determine which recommendations are considered human rights shaming and
back-patting in our operationalization.

• Rank 1: Recommendation directed at non-SUR states, calling upon the SUR to request technical
assistance, or sharing information (example verbs: call on, seek, and share).

• Rank 2: Recommendation emphasizing continuity (example verbs: continue, maintain,
perpetuate, persevere, persist, pursue, remain, and sustain).

• Rank 3: Recommendation to consider change (example verbs: analyse, assess, consider, envisage
envision, examine, explore, reflect upon, revise, review, and study).

• Rank 4: Recommendation of an action that contains a general element (example verbs: accelerate,
address, encourage, engage with, ensure, guarantee, intensify, promote, speed up, strengthen, take
action, and take measures or steps towards).

• Rank 5: Recommendation of a specific action (example verbs: conduct, develop, eliminate,
establish, investigate, undertake as well as legal verbs: abolish, accede, adopt, amend. Implement,
enforce, and ratify).
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Different ranks of action levels signify that not all recommendations contain negative tones.
Statements corresponding to rank 1 or 2 action levels are rather crediting and encouraging
recommendations. Conversely, recommendations including and above rank 3 involve criticism, calling
for a change or, at least, considering a change to different degrees. Hence, when analysing UPR
recommendations, the level of action should be considered to determine whether certain
recommendations are supportive and encouraging (which we call back-patting) or censuring and
offensive (which we call shaming).

Table 1 shows examples of UPR recommendations and how they are categorized according to the
action level and issues. For example, Australia received three recommendations of action levels 4, 5, and
4 from North Korea during the third UPR cycle, commenting on sensitive and specific issues with
forthright expressions. These recommendations are considered shaming recommendations. However,
recommendations made for China encourage the current human rights practices and are thus
considered as action level 2. In this study, we re-categorize the issued recommendations into a binary
form, considering the different nuances in the different action levels.

4. Theoretical argument and hypotheses

4.1 Political affinity dictates: skin nearer than the shirt

State-to-state remarks inevitably hinge on pre-existing inter-state relations. This is because states are
entities necessarily and unexceptionally in pursuit of national interests, which compels them to strive
‘not to alienate other states on which those interests depend’ (Terman and Voeten, 2018). To secure
and further national interests, states must maintain good terms with the providers or potential

Table 1. Example of UPR Recommendations from DPRK

To
(Target)

Cycle
(Session no.) Content

Action level
(Severity) Issue(s)

Australia 3 (37) End deep-rooted racism, racial discrimination, and
xenophobia based on ethnic, racial, cultural, or
religious backgrounds in the public sphere

4 Racial discrimination

Australia 3 (37) Cease cruel, inhuman, or degrading treatment in
public places of detention, including sexual
violence, routine strip searches, and inadequate
mental health care facilities

5 Detention

China 2 (17) Continue to provide comprehensive protection to
citizen’s economic, social, and cultural rights

2 ESC rights-general

China 2 (17) Continue to push forward the reform on re-
education through labour according to China’s
national conditions and timetable

2 Detention

Germany 2 (16) Adopt all necessary measures to prevent the
reappearance of Nazism to eradicate the root
cause of all racially motivated criminal acts

4 Racial discrimination

Germany 2 (16) End the violations of the rights to peaceful
assembly and freedom of expression, torture,
and other ill-treatment

4 Freedom of
expression, Torture

Russia 1 (4) Continue with its current positive efforts for
furthering human rights protection

2 General

Russia 2 (16) Work on strengthening international cooperation in
the field of human rights

4 Technical assistance
and cooperation

US 1 (9) Ratify the Convention on the Rights of the Child 5 Children rights

Vietnam 3 (32) Encourage effective multiplication of
multidimensional poverty alleviation models and
share experience in this field

4 Poverty
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providers of such goods or access to the indirect benefits of the goods. Such goods can be any material
and non-material benefit, such as ideological support, political support, military alliances, economic
assistance (e.g., foreign aid), technological transfer, and recognition in international society.
Considering strategic relationships, therefore, states avoid ‘provoking a negative judgement’ from
their partners (Terman and Voeten, 2018). Such consideration transpires regardless of regime type,
level of democracy, or economic status of states, as every state is in a state of self-help and pursuit of
interest maximization to some extent. Thus, North Korea is no exception.

The influence of political affinities in international relations, a long-standing phenomenon, has been
studied from diverse perspectives and is measured in various ways. For one, scholars dedicated to
democratic peace suggest how democracies are peaceful and cooperative vis-à-vis one another. From
democratic peace advocates’ perspective, states are hesitant to engage in aggressive foreign policies
because of their strongly intertwined political, economic, and institutional ties. Conversely, some
studies suggest that like-minded states in the anti-democratic camp also cooperate. Repucci and
Slipowitz (2022) in their Freedom House 2022 report, demonstrate that autocratic states share the
common goal of preventing the spread of democracy. To this end, they supply material and ideational
resources to strengthen domestic politics and shield members from external interference during
political turmoil (Repucci and Slipowitz, 2022). Thus, birds of a feather indeed do flock together in
international politics.

The implications of homophily are not limited to direct state relations but also apply to state
behaviour in International Organizations (IOs). Pevehouse (2003) demonstrated that regional IOs are
utilized by new democratic states to consolidate democracies, contributing to the vast literature on
democratic peace. The same might apply to non-democratic states. Studies suggest that reciprocal
cooperation between non-democratic states is at play in the EU, NATO the UNSC, and the UNGA
(Carter and Stone, 2015; Brookings, 2018a, 2018b; Repucci and Slipowitz, 2022; The Diplomat, 2022).
For instance, in the recent UN General Assembly Resolution voting on the suspension of Russian
membership in the HRC, Russia’s friends voted against the Russian suspension or stayed mute despite
the evident human rights violations committed by the Russian government against Ukraine (Wilson
Center, 2022). China, Cuba, North Korea, Nicaragua, and Venezuela are among the 24 countries that
voted against the resolution, and Central Asian states, such as Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan,
Mexico, Thailand, Vietnam, India, and Sudan, are among those that cast abstentions. Choi et al. (2023)
empirically tested this voting result and found that sharing liberal democratic principles had the most
consistent effect on the likelihood of voting for the suspension of Russian membership.

How does this insight pertain to our argument about North Korean recommendations in the UPR?
As the cases indicate, political proximity mediates state interaction of any form, even in international
organizations and the human rights realm. We expect that in the UPR, recommendations issued by
notorious states like North Korea are also dictated by predating political affinity, which Terman and
Voeten (2018) identify as being at work in the UPR at a general level as politicization. Politicization
occurs when international organizations are driven by relations between countries rather than by their
original purpose and the issues at stake.

We expect politicization to also occur when issuing recommendations, as in the case of Terman
and Voeten’s (2018) model, which tests recommendation acceptance. We posit that political friends
unite with each other and side with their strategic partners while political opponents go against each
other. When issuing recommendations, North Korea considers its political relationship with the
SUR and issues recommendations for dual purposes – rewarding friends and shaming enemies.
Together, we suggest a hypothesis on political affinity that North Korea will issue more (fewer)
back-patting and fewer (more) shaming recommendations to its political friends (politically distant
states).

H1. Political Affinity Hypothesis: Ceteris paribus, North Korea issues more shaming
recommendations and less back-patting recommendations to politically distant states than to
politically closer states.
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4.2 Economic sanctions as public punishment

While UN voting similarity manifests general policy-wise affinity, another proxy of inter-state relation
fluctuations is economic sanctions. Taking the form of arms embargos, import/export bans, financial
restrictions, and travel bans, economic sanctions have become a popular tool of coercive diplomacy
(Drezner, 2022).

Economic coercion is particularly a relevant tool in the international human rights field, as there is
virtually nowhere where human rights are severely abused or democratic rights are suspended ‘without
causing a group of states to react with economic sanctions’ (Marinov, 2005). While the efficacy of
economic coercion as a diplomatic tool is still a contentious topic, little controversy exists regarding the
common target of sanctions (Afesorgbor and Mahadevan, 2016). At the same time, while studies on the
the determinants and the results of economic sanctions are still inconclusive, that sanctions neverthelss
are still one of the frequently used policy option is a shared knowledge underlying numerous studies
(Allen, 2008; Barry and Kleinberg, 2015; Biglaiser and Lektzian, 2020; Chan and Drury, 2000; Cox and
Drury, 2006; Early and Jadoon, 2016; Early and Peterson, 2022; Escribà-Folch, 2012; Frye, 2019;
Grossman et al., 2018; Kang et al., 2022; McLean and Whang, 2021; Miller, 2014; Morgan et al., 2014;
Park and Whang, 2018; Peksen, 2019; Peterson, 2021; Seitz and Zazzaro, 2020; Sejersen, 2021; Verdier
and Woo, 2011; Whang, 2010, 2011; Whang and Paik, 2023; Woo and Verdier, 2020).

By definition, sanctions aim to change or prevent the policy of a foreign state by severing economic
relations with it. Thus, sanctions are most often imposed on states with conflicting interests and goals –
the foes. Thus, as Drezner (2000) demonstrates sanctioners are eager (reluctant) to coerce their
adversaries (allies). This explains why authoritarian regimes are frequent targets of economic sanctions
and threats in the real world (Morgan et al., 2014; Hellmeier, 2021; GSDB, 2022).

Sanctions invite resistance, in various forms, from targets. Rally effect, which is cited as a major side-
effect of economic punishment, may be one domestic rationale behind this. While the assumption of
rally effect is speculative, it is well established that non-allied targets resist even when they know that on
average the sender is likely to continue sanctioning them despite resistance (Whang, 2010). In addition,
authoritarian governments manage to use the legitimation strategy in the face of sanctions to
strengthen their rule (Hellmeir, 2021). In some instances, retaliatory sanctions are imposed from the
former target to the former sanctioner (Peksen and Jeong, 2022; Whang and Paik, 2023). In this sense,
economic sanctions are not merely symbolic but bring about substantial consequences including
unintended and reactionary behaviours.

This lends two implications. First, North Korea is likely to react harshly to economic sanctions and
sanctioners. Second, faced with such international punishment, North Korea might strategically
mobilize its resources to make the political environment more favourable to rally. Given that North
Korea lacks pre-existing economic relations to impose retaliatory sanctions, we contend that the UPR
can serve as a useful platform to show resistance, both domestically and internationally, to sanctions
against it.

H2. Sanction Hypothesis: Ceteris paribus, North Korea issues more shaming recommendations
and less back-patting recommendations to states that have imposed economic sanctions on North
Korea compared to states that do not.

5. Research design

5.1 Data and estimation

To empirically test the hypotheses, we obtained North Korean UPR recommendation data from three
sources: Terman and Voeten (2018), the UPR Info database, and UN HRC working group reports.
Terman and Voeten (2018) provide the first systematized dataset on UPR, compiling 56,000
recommendations from the first two UPR cycles. The third-cycle data were merged to it from UPR
Info’s database to create a pooled dataset. For the ease of collecting yearly data, the data covered up to
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the 37th session of the third cycle, which was held in January 2021. This was because of the limitations
of the UPR Info database, whose latest dataset only covered up to the 37th session. Although we tried
obtaining data for sessions after the 37th session, national reports or troika reports – necessary to find
which state issued which recommendations during the review sessions – have not yet been compiled.
Some missing values in the UPR Info data, such as the level of action in a few recent recommendations
of countries, were coded by referring to the UPR Info database action category codebook. Furthermore,
although Terman and Voeten (2018) included Palestine, a non-member observer state, our data
excluded Palestine to consider only UN member states.

Using the merged UPR dataset covering sessions 1 (April 2008) to 37 (January 2021), we reformed it
into a country (North Korea)–country (SUR) dyad with a one-side fixed as North Korea. Additionally,
we reorganized the data into a country-year format such that each country and North Korea’s
responses in all three previous sessions are listed in the column. Thus, although the dataset covers the
timespan from 2008 to 2021, it is not time-series data. Hence, the controls for the time effect were later
simplified by including cycle dummies. An example of this dataset is presented in Table 2.

The dataset comprised 537 SUR cycle dyads. Ideally, it should have 579 dyads if it fully covers the
three cycles for 193 UN member countries. The fewer dyads are due to the cut timespan and to the
exclusion of North Korea and Palestine as SUR.1 Table 3 demonstrates whether the dependent variable,
the instances wherein North Korea issues recommendations, shows meaningful variation. We find that
North Korea issued recommendations in 111 cases, approximately 20% of the total possible country-
cycle matches, while choosing to remain silent in the rest of the cases.

Compared with countries with similar human rights reputation in the international scene, North
Korea issued more frequently than Syria who issued recommendations in 101 country-cycle dyads
(19%), Central African Republic 29 dyads (5%), Mali 47 dyads (9%), and Eritrea 20 dyads (4%).2

However, this number is small compared to other major rights-abusive states such as Belarus who

Table 2. Example of a dataset

To (Target) Cycle (Session no.) Recommendation Total no. of recommendations Back-patting Shaming

Australia 1 (10) 0 0 0 0

Australia 2 (23) 1 2 0 2

Australia 3 (37) 1 3 0 3

China 1 (4) 0 0 0 0

China 2 (17) 1 2 2 0

China 3 (31) 1 4 4 0

Iraq 1 (7) 0 0 0 0

Iraq 2 (20) 0 0 0 0

Iraq 3 (34) 1 2 1 1

Table 3. Variation in North Korea’s recommendations

Recommendation Frequency Percent (%)

No (0) 426 79.3

Yes (1) 111 20.7

Total 565 100

1As mentioned above, Palestine was omitted as it is an observer state. North Korea was, indubitably, dropped from the
North Korea-SUR dyad because it cannot be a reviewer for its own session.

2We referred to the countries who are under the UNHRC’s Special Procedures Country-Specific Mandates from 2000s as
countries with similar human rights reputation with North Korea – or the human rights violator states.
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issued recommendations in 210 country-cycle dyads (39%), or Iran who issued one or more
recommendations in 250 dyads (47%), or major democratic countries like Switzerland who raised
recommendation in 335 dyads (62%) and South Korea who issued recommendations in 291 dyads
(54%). Although North Korea’s percentage of making recommendations is lower than sizeable
authoritarian regimes like Iran or Belarus or established players of human rights like Switzerland or
South Korea, it is much higher than the relatively small states with notorious human rights standing
like Central African Republic, Mali, or Eritrea. From this, we can see that North Korea is far from being
an inactive member state in the UPR peer review – though it may not be the most talkative one.

5.2 Dependent variables

Our empirical model includes three measures of the dependent variable, the recommendations issued
by North Korea in the UPR. Noting that the recommendations are not always condemnations, we
separated the positive- or neutral-toned recommendations from the negative-toned ones, recoding
them into back-patting and shaming measures, respectively. As mentioned earlier, the yardstick for
recording is UPR Info’s five action levels. Recommendations with action levels 1 and 2 were coded as
back-patting, and the remaining from ranks 3 to 5 were coded as shaming. Although no existing
literature codes UPR recommendations into binary forms of back-patting and shaming, it is commonly
accepted that the action levels reasonably reflect the severity of the recommendations. Studies have
used UPR Info action levels to measure the intensity of state recommendations in ordinal forms
(Terman and Voeten, 2018; Cox, 2020; Burger et al., 2021; Terman and Byun, 2022).

Previous studies neglect both theoretically and methodologically the context of recommendations
made during the UPR peer review sessions by considering recommendations as some form of critical
remarks on SuR’s human rights conditions. Looking into the real text of the recommendations
however, one can recognize that recommendations with low action levels (1–2) are more favourable
endorsements to the SuR rather than actual recommendations on its human rights practices. For
example, the weakest recommendations issued by North Korea include its recommendation to Belarus
to ‘continue its positive efforts aimed at raising the status of women in the society, protecting maternity
and supporting the family (level 1, cycle 1)’, and Qatar to ‘expand and share good practice in
implementing the “Reach Out to Asia” programme’ (level 1, cycle 3). Level 2 recommendations include,
‘Share its experiences in provision of free education to all children (Bhutan, level 2, cycle 2)’ and
Continue to maintain annual economic growth of average of 8% (Myanmer, level2, cycle 2). By a simple
reading of the recommendations, we can observe that low-level recommendations are not in fact
criticisms but are words of approval or even praises in some cases. Thus, we argue that looking into the
recommendations with the ordinal 5-scale cannot capture the different tones and quality embedded in
each recommendation. We therefore suggest using severity in binary forms can distinctly show North
Korea’s dual usage of UPR to send messages to friends and foes. Thus, rather than using the original 5-
point scale, we re-code the scale into a binary form.

Specifically, we first create and use two binary variables: shaming_bi and backpatting_bi. They are
equal to 1 if North Korea issues shaming or back-patting recommendations, respectively, and 0 if they
are not in the cycle corresponding to the SUR. This measure simply shows whether North Korea voiced
criticism or back-patting during the peer review session. The other two variables are count variables:
shaming and back-patting. By counting the number of shaming and back-patting instances in a given
cycle, we try to capture the quantitative difference between North Korea’s discriminatory
recommendations towards its foes and friends. In summary, four variables are used as dependent
variables, each constituting a separate model. As Models 1 and 2 utilize the binary variables, it is
estimated using binary logistic regression. Models 3 and 4 with count variables are estimated using a
negative binomial model. Table 4 summarizes the dependent variables, and Table 5 displays their
descriptive statistics.
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5.3 Independent variables

We aim to test the effects of political affinity and sanctions on North Korean recommendation patterns
in the UPR. Thus, our empirical model includes two independent variables. First, to gauge the effects of
political affinity (Hypothesis 1) on North Korean recommendations for other UN members, we use
UNGA voting similarity (Bailey et al., 2017). Scholars agree that UNGA voting patterns provide a good
set of evidence for observing issues and alignments of states in international politics, as voting inside
the UNGA is comparable and shows observable actions taken by many countries at set points in time.
Thus, it has become a standard measure of policy alignment in dyadic inter-state relations (Kim and
Russett, 1996; Bailey et al., 2017).3 We use the ideal point distance from the UNGA Voting Data
organized by Bailey et al. (2017), who constructed a state-of-the-art ideal dynamic ordinal spatial
model to estimate state ideal points from 1946 to present. Ideal point distance allows us to capture the
distance between each state’s position vis-a-vis a US-led liberal order; thus, it will be the state position
distance between North Korea and SUR in our case. A larger value of this score represents a greater
distance in foreign policy preferences between the SUR and North Korea, meaning that they possess
high levels of policy disparity at an international level. Conversely, a smaller value represents political
affinity and greater convergence of policy choices at the international level. Voting Distance has a mean
of 1.28 and a standard deviation of 0.95. The greatest Voting Distance is found between North Korea
and the United States (2.84), Israel (2.61), United Kingdom (2.13), and Syria (1.91) in 2021.4

Subsequently, to test the effects of economic sanctions (Hypothesis 2), we coded a binary Ongoing
Sanctions variable using the Global Sanctions Database (Felbermayr et al., 2020; GSDB, 2022). Ongoing
Sanctions measure is coded as one for an SUR that imposes individual unilateral and/or EU sanctions
on North Korea. From 2008 to 2021, six countries levied unilateral sanctions on North Korea in
addition to the already established UN sanctions regime. These countries are Australia, Burkina Faso,

Table 4. Summary of dependent variables

Variables Description (Coding) Estimation

Shaming_bi (binary) Did DPRK make a shaming recommendation to the SUR in the
session? (no: 0, yes: 1)

Logistic Regression

Backpatting_bi (binary) Did DPRK make a back-patting recommendation to the SUR
in the session? (no: 0, yes: 1)

Logistic Regression

Shaming (count) Number of shaming recommendations Negative Binomial

Back-patting (count) Number of back-patting recommendations Negative Binomial

Table 5. Descriptive statistics of dependent variables

Variable Obs Mean SD Min Max

Shaming_bi (binary) 537 0.14 0.35 0 1

Backpatting_bi (binary) 537 0.13 0.33 0 1

Shaming (count) 537 0.27 0.80 0 9

Back-patting (count) 537 0.21 0.61 0 4

3Notably, although we considered using the traditional S score by Signorino and Ritter (1999) for a robustness check, the
short time coverage of S-Score does not fit with our sample data, resulting in a substantial number of missing values.

4We find Syria’s voting distance puzzling, thus dig deeper into the data and found that Syria is an interesting outlier that
voted dissimilarly with the rest of the UN members (and North Korea) on several issues. Given that we follow the standard
practice of measuring the proximity of foreign policy preferences between two countries, there is no easy fix to this, but we
wanted to be fully transparent about this. We also believe this country-specific characteristic is partially offset by our regional
dummies.
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Canada, Japan, South Korea, and the US. Apart from these independent unilateral sanctions, the EU
has imposed sanctions on North Korea since 2006, with all 28 EU countries participating in the EU
sanctions regime against North Korea. We coded one if any of the unilateral or EU sanctions is active in
the corresponding year in which the SUR participates in the UPR review session, where North Korea
participates as a commenter. For example, Burkina Faso started sanctions against North Korea in 2017,
which are still ongoing as of 2022. Burkina Faso participated in the UPR review session as an SUR in
2008 (cycle 1), 2013 (cycle 2), and 2018 (cycle 3). Therefore, in the dataset, the Ongoing Sanctions
column for Burkina Faso would be coded 0 for cycles 1 and 2 and 1 for cycle 3. The United Kingdom,
which officially exited the EU in 2020, immediately put the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea
(Sanctions) (EU Exit) Regulations 2019 into force on December 31, 2020, intending to ensure that
certain sanction measures relating to North Korea under the EU continue to operate effectively after
Brexit (Government of UK, n.d.)

The reason for only including unilateral and EU sanctions and excluding the UNSC sanctions in the
measure is simple: As the UPR covers all UN member states, each member state is a member of the UN
that imposed sanctions. Since 2006 and the famous UNSC Resolution 1718, the UN has imposed strict
sanctions against North Korea, which have not been lifted since then. This implies that all UN member
states were considered to have imposed identical sanctions at identical points of time on North Korea,
with no variation in treatment. In short, all UN member states during the 2008–2021 period would be
equally coded as 1. Thus, UN sanctions were removed from Ongoing Sanctions coding because
including them would make all country-cycle dyads have one in the sanction column.

This is also theoretically justifiable. Because UNSC sanctions are institutional sanctions imposed
under the name of the UN, they do not readily signal a single country’s preferences or animosity, but
rather signal the international community’s overall concern against the target. Thus, when a country is
sanctioned by the UNSC, the targeted country is less likely to perceive it as punishment by a single or a
group of enemies, but rather perceive it as a form of international punishment. However, unilateral
sanction clearly exhibits who the sender is. In other words, unilateral sanctions show which state is
antagonistic against North Korea, signalling evident gesture of opposition and even hostility. In this
sense, unilateral sanctions are clearer signs of animosity and thus are more likely to invite hostile
responses from North Korea. This is in line with our second hypothesis, which claims that imposition
of sanctions prompts more shaming from the part of the target –state to the imposing state out of
retributory intension. Further, not only does unilateral and institutional sanctions in addition to the
UNSC sanctions present who are punishing North Korea explicitly, but also signal criticism and
hostility in greater severity. This is because targeting North Korea with extra unilateral sanctions, in
addition to the existing UN sanctions, sends an evident signal of animosity and clear condemnation. In
this sense, it is reasonable to consider only the unilateral sanctions imposed on North Korea to test its
retributory politics of human rights shamings against its sanction imposers.

As we have introduced in our second hypothesis, our two main explanatory variables – UNGA
voting distance and sanctions – are closely related concepts. Greater voting distance in the UNGA
resemble a distant relationship in terms of foreign policy, and such distantness correlates with a
country’s likelihood to impose economic punishment against North Korea. Since having perfect
multicollinearity between two variables leads to an estimation bias, we tested the correlation between
the two. The correlation coefficient between Voting Distance and Ongoing Sanctions is −0.1773 and it is
statistically significant at 99% level. This suggests that the countries that are further away from North
Korea are indeed more likely to impose sanctions on North Korea, yet the mild nature of correlation
does not cause serious methodological issues, thus we include both in our analysis.

5.4 Control variables

Our empirical models include several regressors that control for the various political and economic
characteristics of countries, which may affect the likelihood and severity of recommendations received
from North Korea. First, we include the Imputed Polity index (fh_ipolity2) to control for the
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democratic status of the SURs. Imputed Polity is a measure of the imputed average of Polity and
Freedom House scores (scaled 0–10); the missing values have been ‘imputed by regressing the fhpol
index on the Freedom House scores’ (The QOG Data Finder, n.d.; Hadenius and Teorell, 2007;
Wahman et al., 2013; Teorell andWahman, 2018). We use the Imputed Polity index because it provides
wider coverage than other often-used measures of democracy, such as Varieties of Democracy (VDEM)
or Polity IV (Coppedge et al., 2022).

Second, we control for human rights conditions using the Human Rights variable retrieved from the
Latent Human Rights Protection Score from Fariss et al. (2020). This score estimates the level of
government repression based on physical repressions, such as ‘one-sided-killing’ (Fariss et al., 2020).
If North Korea participates in UPR review sessions in an objective manner and solely to improve
human rights in SURs, it should shame countries with poor human rights conditions and back-patt
those with good human rights records. Thus, we control for the SUR’s human rights conditions.
A larger number represents a country with better human rights, whereas a smaller number indicates
rights-abusive conditions.

Normalization is added as a variable to control for diplomatic relationship with North Korea.
Normalization is coded as 1 if the SUR has normalized relations with North Korea in the corresponding
year the SUR is going through the review process and 0 otherwise. Normalized diplomatic relations
with North Korea indicate the political relevance between North Korea and the SUR, which may
provoke more sensitive reactions from North Korea. Geographical distance is also controlled for in our
model, reflecting the existing literature that explains geographic proximity as a crucial factor behind
state behaviour in the UPR (Burger et al., 2021). According to Burger et al. (2021), absolute distance
and border sharing are key factors in geopolitics between states. However, UPR review sessions are held
in Geneva, Switzerland, with all related parties gathered in one venue, and UPR does not entail the
movement of physical goods or services. Thus, rather than controlling for metric geographic distance,
considering regional membership can sufficiently control the distance aspects of state relations. To this
end, we create regional dummy variables based on the UN region grouping.

Additionally, we control for economic factors, such as GDP per capita, trade volume, and foreign
aid, which are expected to influence North Korea’s recommendation behaviours. We control for the
level of wealth of the SUR by GDP per capita for a similar reason as controlling for the level of
democracy. Wealthier countries tend to be democratic, liberal states in the Northern hemisphere or the
West and have a strong correlation with our main explanatory variables. Thus, to test the authentic
effect of political distance (DUNGA Voting Distance) and economic punishment (Ongoing Sanctions),
we control for the wealth of the SUR. Additionally, we assume that economic dependency greatly
influences dyadic relationships; the more economically dependent a state is on its counterpart, the
more the state needs to consider the possibility of inadvertently ruining its relationship with that
counterpart. North Korea is among the most economically isolated states in the world. Hence, its few
existing economic partners in trade or donors of foreign aid are likely to be valuable suppliers of
resources. This may influence North Korea’s boldness in making human rights recommendations,
which could signal diplomatic aggression. Therefore, we also control for SUR and North Korea’s
import and export volumes, as well as the amount of foreign aid to North Korea from the SUR. Data for
GDP Per Capita, and annual Import and Export volumes are retrieved from the World Bank, and
Foreign Aid data are from the IMF; we take the logarithms of all these variables. Tables 6 and 7 show the
descriptive statistics of all the individual and control variables.

6. Empirical results

6.1 Descriptive analysis

First, we commence with a simple descriptive analysis. Table 7 presents the top 10 countries that
received the highest recommendations throughout the three UPR cycles. These are a mixed group of
states and do not necessarily solely include enemy or friend states. North Korea’s representative enemy
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states, such as the US, South Korea, and Japan, top this list, as do its friend states, such as Cuba,
Vietnam, and Belarus. For instance, Cuba received the second-most recommendations during the
previous three cycles. On the surface, seemingly, North Korea may issue recommendations equally and
impartially to all states. However, if we explore issue areas covered by recommendations, a different
story emerges. Some states, such as the U.S., South Korea, and Germany receive recommendations on
demanding political and civil rights, such as detention and freedom of expression, whereas others,
including Venezuela, Vietnam, and Syria receive recommendations related to economic and social
rights, such as corruption, racial discrimination, education, and minority rights. This suggests the need
to consider the severity of recommendations for a concrete understanding of North Korea’s politicized
patterns in the UPR process.

Tables 8 and 9 illustrate the top 10 countries that received the most shaming and back-patting
recommendations, respectively. The shamed list includes North Korea’s enemy states, such as the US,
South Korea, Japan, Canada, Germany, and Australia. Surprisingly, it also has Cuba and Vietnam.
Thus, North Korea is more inclined to shame states in a bad relationship with it; however, it also issues
shaming recommendations to friends. Table 9 displays a flipped version of Table 8. The top 10 back-
patted states include authoritarian states with poor human rights reputations, such as Cuba, Venezuela,
China, Myanmar, and Syria. These countries are politically and socially allied with North Korea. Except
for Oman, which was subjected to a recommendation requesting to ‘continue including young people
in the democratic process through the commission established for this purpose’ in the second cycle, no
country was back-patted for its political and civil rights progress. ‘Continue to provide comprehensive
protection to citizen’s economic, social, and cultural rights’ (China, Cycle 2), ‘Share with other

Table 6. Description of explanatory variables

Variables Description Source

UN voting distance Dyadic voting similarity in the UN General Assembly Bailey et al. (2017)

Ongoing sanctions Unilateral and EU sanctions ongoing in the
corresponding year

GSDB (V3.0)

Democracy Imputed polity score QoG Dataset, Polity IV Project

Normalization If normalized relations with DPRK in that year = 1,
otherwise = 0

Korea Ministry of Foreign Affairs
(MOFA)

Human rights Latent Human Rights Protection Scores Fariss et al. (2020)

GDP per capita (log) GDP per capita in current US$ as of 2021 World Bank

Export, Import (log) Trade volume of all products (in US$) World Bank

Foreign aid (log) All types of aid provided to DPRK in the year (in US$) OECD

Region (categorical) 1: Africa, 2: Asia-Pacific, 3: Eastern Europe, 4: Latin &
Caribbean, and 5: Western Europe & Others

UN Regional Grouping

Table 7. Summary statistics of explanatory variables

Variables Obs. Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

Voting distance 537 1.28 0.95 0.00 4.66

Ongoing sanctions 537 0.17 0.37 0 1

Democracy 522 6.66 3.07 0 10

Normalization 537 0.83 0.37 0.00 1

Human rights 495 0.86 1.64 −2.42 5.33

Aid (logged) 537 1.31 4.00 0 15.98

Import (logged) 537 2.78 3.58 0 15.10

Export (logged) 537 4.03 3.67 0 14.89
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countries its experiences in poverty reduction and agricultural development (Vietnam, Cycle 1)’, and
‘Continue efforts for the protection of vulnerable groups affected by economic sanctions and unilateral
coercive measures’ (Iran, Cycle 3) are some back-patting recommendations by North Korea. Overall,
the frequency of North Korean recommendations in the UPR provides some suggestive evidence
consistent with our hypotheses, with a clear distinction between the groups targeted for positive and
negative recommendations.

6.2. Systemic analysis

Table 10 presents the results of the statistical models. Our models robustly support our hypotheses,
showing that political affinity negatively – and ongoing sanctions positively – affect the chance of
shaming. Except for Model 2, political affinity affects North Korea’s issuance of recommendations, and
this is statistically significant.

Models 1 and 2 use the binary dependent variables to gauge the effects of political distance and
sanctions on the chances of the SUR being back-patted or shamed. In Model 1, Voting Distance is
positively associated with the SUR’s likelihood of being shamed and the relationship is statistically
significant at p< 0.05 level. Thus, politically distant countries are more likely to see North Korea’s
shaming recommendations. Likewise, Ongoing Sanctions is positively associated with higher chances of
being shamed (statistically significant at p< 0.01). Thus, the SUR with ongoing sanctions against

Table 8. Who receives the most recommendations? Top 10 countries

Rank Country Total count Issues

1 US 17 Detention, torture, and human rights violations by state agents

2 Cuba 13 Corruption and detention

3 South Korea 11 Freedom of expression, women’s rights, and detention

4 Japan 9 Racial discrimination, minority rights, and child rights

5 Venezuela 9 Right to education and right to food

6 Vietnam 8 Disability rights, child rights, and poverty

7 Syria 8 Right to education and health

8 Belarus 7 Women’s and economic, social and cultural (ESL) rights

9 Laos 7 Minority rights, right to health, and education

10 Germany 6 Racial discrimination, freedom of opinion, and torture

Average for all states 0.44 Average for states that received any recommendation 2.44

Table 9. Who receives the most shaming? Top 10 countries

Rank Country Total count Issues

1 US 17 Detention, torture, and human rights violations by state agents

2 South Korea 11 Freedom of expression, women’s rights, and detention

3 Japan 9 Racial discrimination, minority rights, and child rights

4 Vietnam 6 Disability rights, child rights, and poverty

5 Germany 6 Racial discrimination, freedom of opinion, and torture

6 Australia 5 Racial discrimination, torture, elections, and detention

7 Canada 5 Discrimination and minority rights

8 Ethiopia 5 Civil society and women’s rights
9 Cuba 4 Corruption and detention

10 Nicaragua 4 Poverty, right to food, education, and right to health
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North Korea has a higher likelihood of being targeted for human rights condemnations. The SUR’s
economic relations with North Korea, including its GDP per capita, trade volume, or foreign aid, do not
significantly affect mitigating or facilitating condemnations fromNorth Korea. The human rights index
does not significantly influence North Korea’s tendency to pick on certain SURs either. Thus, North
Korea’s decision to shame other countries depends on its political relationships and not on the
objective human rights conditions of the SUR. The closer the SUR’s foreign policy preferences are to
those of North Korea, the more the SUR does not sanction North Korea, the less likely it will disparage
the SUR’s human rights conditions.

Among control variables, Democracy shows statistically significant and negative associations with
the dependent variables in all models at the 99% confidence level. Thus, a lower level of democracy is
associated with a greater chance of not only being back-patted but also being shamed by North Korea.
The more authoritarian the SUR, the more likely it is to receive both condemnation and endorsements.

Model 2 tests the effects of the independent variables on the likelihood of receiving North Korea’s
positive comments–back-patting. Voting Distance shows a negative coefficient but is not statistically
significant. It needs to be noted that when running this model, Ongoing Sanctions is omitted because it
overlaps with countries in Western Europe and the other group. Consistent with the first model,
socioeconomic factors do not significantly influence North Korea’s decision to back-pat others.

Models 3 and 4 test whether the numbers of shaming and back-patting recommendations are
affected by the main independent variables. As in Models 1 and 2, the coefficients of Voting Distance
and Ongoing Sanctions are positive and statistically significant, supporting Hypotheses 1 and 2,
respectively. Thus, political affinity within the UNGA clearly drives the number of politically biased
human rights recommendations. SURs with a closer (distant) voting distance from North Korea are
likely to receive a larger number of back-patting (shaming) recommendations.

Turning to control variables, contrary to expectations, economic dependency measures (e.g., foreign
aid or trade volume) do not influence the number of negative recommendations. Human rights index
also does not influence North Korea’s recommendation behaviours, supporting politicized conduct in
the UPR. No effect is observed for economic capacity. Meanwhile, regional groups also play a role in
influencing the number of positively and negatively toned recommendations; Asia-Pacific, Eastern
Europe, and Western Europe receive significantly fewer shaming recommendations in almost all three
models compared to the excluded group, Africa. Statistically significant coefficients indicate that
Eastern Europe and Western Europe & Other group are more likely to be subjected to fewer shaming
recommendations when holding all other predictors including UNGA voting distance, sanctions, level
of democracy and economic development constant. We assume this is because these regions have better
human rights performance in general compared to the reference group of Africa.

How does this translate into substantive effects? Figures 1 and 2, and Table 11 demonstrate the
substantive effect of political affinity on the probability of North Korea shaming and back-patting

Table 10. Who receives the most back-patting? Top 10 countries

Rank Country Total count Issues

1 Cuba 9 ESC rights, socialism, and non-politicization of human rights

2 Venezuela 8 Right to education and right to food

3 Belarus 6 Women’s and ESC rights

4 Laos 6 Minority rights, right to health, and education

5 China 6 ESC and minority rights

6 Oman 5 ESC, labour, CP, and women’s rights
7 Myanmar 5 Right of development and minority rights

8 Syria 5 Right to education and health

9 Sudan 4 ESC and child rights

10 Iran 4 Child, women’s, and disability rights
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Figure 1. Substantive effects of voting distance on probabilities of shaming and back-patting.

Figure 2. Substantive effects of voting distance on numbers of shaming and back-patting.
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SURs. Voting Distance ranges from 0.003 (Costa Rica, 2019) to 4.66 (Israel, 2013), with 1.28 as a
median value. Table 11 reports the predicted probabilities of shaming_bi and backpatting_bi when the
UNGA voting distance increases by 1.0 each, with all other values fixed at the median. When Voting
Distance increases from 0 to 1, 1 to 2, and 2 to 3, the probabilities of being shamed rise from 0.04 to
0.06, 0.06 to 0.10, and 0.10 to 0.17, respectively; with each increase, the probability almost doubles.
When Voting Distance increases to its maximum (approximately 5), the probability of being shamed is
approximately 40%. Column 3 shows that an increase in the number of shaming recommendations
exhibits a trend similar to that of the binary dependent variable (shaming_bi).When the UNGA voting
distance score increases by 1.0, the number of shaming recommendations doubles in every phase
(e.g., from 0 to 1, 1 to 2, and so on), except for the transition from 4 to 5, which lacks statistical
significance. The rise from zero to four is accompanied by an increase in the number of shaming

Table 11. Effects of voting distance and sanctions on North Korean recommendations

Variables

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Shaming (0/1) Back-patting (0/1) Shaming (count) Back-patting (count)

Voting Distance 0.58** −0.35 0.60*** −0.43*
(0.26) (0.29) (0.23) (0.23)

Ongoing Sanctions 2.18*** 1.71*** −13.61
(0.70) (0.61) (839.29)

Democracy −0.34*** −0.34*** −0.23*** −0.29***
(0.08) (0.08) (0.07) (0.06)

Normalization (0/1) −0.76* 0.03 −0.95** 0.13

(0.41) (0.52) (0.42) (0.45)

Human Rights −0.09 −0.35** −0.19 −0.25*
(0.16) (0.18) (0.14) (0.14)

Import (logged) −0.01 −0.03 0.02 −0.01
(0.06) (0.06) (0.05) (0.04)

Export (logged) −0.01 0.06 −0.03 0.05

(0.05) (0.06) (0.05) (0.04)

Aid (logged) 0.09 −0.00 0.15** 0.00

(0.06) (0.09) (0.06) (0.06)

GDPPC (logged) 0.01 0.07 0.12 0.04

(0.17) (0.17) (0.16) (0.13)

Asia-Pacific −0.37 1.01** −0.24 0.95***

(0.43) (0.42) (0.39) (0.34)

Eastern Europe −2.09** 1.43** −2.28*** 1.09**

(0.83) (0.67) (0.76) (0.53)

Latin America & Caribbean 0.36 1.44** −0.33 1.34***

(0.57) (0.59) (0.50) (0.45)

Western Europe & Others −2.09** −2.89*** −13.12
(1.00) (0.99) (854.57)

Cycle 2 1.33*** 0.89** 1.26*** 0.60**

(0.42) (0.39) (0.37) (0.29)

Cycle 3 2.60*** 0.73 2.27*** 0.27

(0.50) (0.45) (0.44) (0.34)

Constant −1.24 −1.78 −2.17 −1.41
(1.47) (1.49) (1.41) (1.19)

N 488 376 488 488

Standard errors in parentheses. ***p< 0.01, **p< 0.05, *p< 0.1.
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recommendations from 0.05 to 0.53. Thus, the SUR with the most dissimilar voting pattern in UNGA
from that of North Korea has 10 times more shaming recommendations from North Korea. When the
distance widens further to 5, the number increases to 1.7, though the result is not statistically
significant.

The substantive effect of Voting Distance on the probability of being back-patted also shows a
coherent pattern although it is not statistically significant. When Voting Distance increases from 0 to 2,
the predicted probability of receiving back-patting recommendations decreases from 0.13 to 0.07;
increasing it to 5 further reduces the probability to 0.03.

Figure 3 shows the substantive effects of sanctions on the probabilities of shaming and back-patting.
While an average country with no sanctions on North Korea has a 5% probability of receiving at least
one shaming recommendation from it, the probability increases to 33% if the country has sanctioned
North Korea. The marginal graph on the right shows that an average country with no sanctions on
North Korea has 10% probability of receiving back-patting. Meanwhile, no country has received back-
patting after imposing sanctions. Thus, sanctioning countries are more likely to receive shaming
recommendations from North Korea. We can assume that an SUR with unilateral sanctions on North
Korea provokes a stronger feeling of animosity, consistent with our theoretical justification for
excluding UNSC sanctions.

A clear temporal trend is noticeable, with North Korea issuing more recommendations as the cycle
advances. As shown in the regression table of Fig. 1, compared to the baseline (cycle 1), North Korea
shows a greater tendency to issue any recommendation rather than staying silent in cycle 2 and with
greater frequency. In cycle 3, the time variable particularly affects North Korea’s shaming behaviour,
significantly increasing the likelihood and number of shaming recommendations. Figure 4 illustrates
the marginal effects of the cycles on the probabilities of North Korean shaming and back-patting.
A clear linear relationship is observed for shaming, with North Korea actively shaming others as the

Figure 3. Ongoing sanctions and predicted probabilities (North Korea).
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cycles pass. The average country in cycle 3 has an approximately 10 times higher probability (0.28) of
receiving at least one shaming recommendation compared with cycle 1(0.03). Regarding back-patting,
although cycle 3 experiences a subtle decrease compared to cycle 2, it demonstrates a general increase.
This may signify two aspects: first, the UPR as a mechanism may become more institutionalized; and
second, North Korea may have gained momentum in using the UPR as its sphere of influence.

Although our models take into consideration of temporal variation throughout the UPR cycles, we
also factor in historical contexts of North Korean human rights by testing the effect of a watershed
event in North Korean human rights: the Commission of Inquiry (COI) on Human Rights of
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea. The COI established by the HRC in 2013, directed ‘to
investigate, systematic, wide and grave violations of human rights’ in North Korea and to the report to
the Council in 2014 (King, 2024). The COI Report, which was consequently released in March 2014
shocked the international community (OHCHR, n.d.b). The Report revealed that ‘systematic,
widespread, and gross human rights violations’ by the institutions and officials of the DPRK, that ‘the
gravity, scale and nature of these violations reveal a state that does not have any parallel in the
contemporary world’, and that ‘in many instances, the violations of human rights found by the
Commission constitute crimes against humanity’ (NKDB, n.d.; Human Rights Watch, 2023). Deeply
disturbed by the Report, the UN and the international community urged the situation of North Korea
to be referred to the UNSC or International Criminal Court (ICC) for action.

With international community’s tense response, North Korea was clearly concerned with the impact
of the COI report, which can be a critical factor influencing the upward trend in North Korea’s
participation in the UPR (Yoon, 2024; King, 2024). King (2024) reports that a noteworthy shift of
North Korea’s human rights approach is shown in its’ participation in the UPR in the cycles following
the COI Report release. For instance, in the final session of the first cycle that was held in 2010, North
Korean officials dismissed most recommendations as inaccurate or hostile, accepting no

Figure 4. Predicted probabilities by cycle (North Korea).
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recommendations at all, and surprisingly it did not submit the Final Outcome Report that was
supposed to be debated in the following plenary session (King, 2024). Immediately after the publication
of the COI Report, however, North Korea submitted its 4-year-late Final Report for the first cycle, and
during the second UPR, the North Koreans were witnessed to be ‘much more engaged’, ‘raising
recommendations made four years earlier’ (King, 2024). Also, experts report that North Koreans also
became more aggressive in publicly responding on various occasions, for instance, North Korean
foreign minister attended the UN high-level meetings, first time in 15 years, in September 2014 (King,
2019). In the same month, North Korea released the Report of the North Korean Association for
Human Rights Studies written in English, which was the detailed official response to the COI Report
(King, 2019).

Given that there is a reason to suspect that the COI Report pressed North Korea to respond to
human rights issue and in order to explore the evolution of North Korea’s participation at the UPR, we
estimate the same models including a dummy Post-COI variable to examine whether upward trend can
be attributed not to political affinity and economic sanctions, but to a release of the COI Report. Post-
COI takes the value of 1 if the session was held after March 2014 and 0 if not. The results are reported in
Table 12. The results show a consistent support for our hypothesis that voting distance in the UNGA
which represents political distantness with North Korea, and imposition of economic sanctions
evidently drives the condemning recommendations by North Korea even after considering the COI
Report effect (models 1 and 3). However, once we take into account the Post-COI variable, although the
coefficients of Voting Distance also carry an expected direction, it loses statistical significance
statistically significant at a conventional level. An interesting finding is that North Korea tends to
shame and back-patt more after the COI Report regardless of other explanatory variables (models 1–3).
However, COI Report did not significantly increase the number of back-patting recommendations. In
model 4, none of the proposed explanatory variables had significant effect, but rather Asia-Pacific and
Latin America and Caribbean regional variable seems to have absorbed the effect. Our empirics also
show that after the COI Report publication, North Korea shames and back-patts more to autocratic
countries. Overall, in sum, our hypotheses still hold robustly even after considering the historical
context of 2014 COI Report. Yet, at the same time, our findings justify the importance of historical
context in North Korean human rights issue, by showing that the landmark report of the 2014 COI did
bring about substantial changes to North Koreas human rights diplomacy (Table 13).

Table 12. Substantive effects of explanatory variables on recommendation

Explanatory Variables Predicted Probability/Predicted Number of Events

Voting Distance Pr (Shaming_bi) Pr (Backpatting_bi) Shaming Back-patting

0 0.04** 0.13*** 0.05** 0.002

1 0.06*** 0.10*** 0.09*** 0.001

2 0.10*** 0.07** 0.16*** 0.0007

3 0.17*** 0.05 0.29** 0.0004

4 0.27** 0.04 0.53 0.0003

5 0.40* 0.03 0.97 0.0002

Ongoing Sanctions

No 0.05*** 0.10*** 0.08*** 0.01

Yes 0.33** not estimable 0.45** 4.96E-09

Cycle

1 0.03*** 0.06** 0.04** 0.00

2 0.09*** 0.14*** 0.14*** 0.00

3 0.26*** 0.12** 0.40*** 0.00

***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1.
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In sum, our findings strongly support hypotheses 1 and 2 concerning political affinity and the
imposition of economic sanctions, respectively. These relational ties appear to be important
considerations for state delegations, as they decide whether to support the recommendations received
in the UPR. Such relationship seems to persist even after considering the impact of the great turning
point of 2014 COI Report.

7. Conclusion

We empirically analysed North Korean human rights recommendations in the UPR during the
2008–2021 period. We identified the underlying factors pertaining to why North Korea, a notorious
rights-abusive regime, shames some countries and back-pats others. Considering that the UPR is a
human rights mechanism whereby all UN members are subject to human rights reviews by other states
on a level ground, this article focused on North Korea’s behaviour in the international human rights

Table 13. North Korea’s UPR participation after the 2014 COI report

Variables

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Shaming (0/1) Back-patting (0/1) Shaming (count) Back-patting (count)

Voting Distance 0.61** −0.10 0.66*** −0.29
(0.26) (0.31) (0.25) (0.24)

Ongoing Sanctions 2.38*** 1.85*** −14.00
(0.70) (0.62) (961.70)

Post-COI (0/1) 1.68*** 0.75** 1.53*** 0.30

(0.37) (0.37) (0.37) (0.28)

Democracy −0.33*** −0.34*** −0.25*** −0.29***
(0.08) (0.08) (0.07) (0.06)

Normalization (0/1) −0.63 0.11 −0.67 0.16

(0.40) (0.52) (0.43) (0.45)

Human Rights −0.16 −0.38** −0.17 −0.25*
(0.15) (0.17) (0.14) (0.13)

Import (logged) −0.00 −0.02 0.03 −0.00
(0.06) (0.06) (0.05) (0.04)

Export (logged) −0.01 0.06 −0.02 0.05

(0.05) (0.06) (0.05) (0.04)

Aid (logged) 0.07 −0.01 0.16** 0.01

(0.05) (0.09) (0.07) (0.06)

GDPPC (logged) 0.11 0.10 0.19 0.04

(0.16) (0.17) (0.16) (0.13)

Asia-Pacific −0.36 1.05** −0.14 0.97***

(0.43) (0.42) (0.40) (0.34)

Eastern Europe −2.32*** 1.28* −2.45*** 1.00*

(0.85) (0.66) (0.78) (0.54)

Latin America & Caribbean 0.38 1.47** −0.26 1.36***

(0.57) (0.59) (0.51) (0.45)

Western Europe & Others −2.33** −3.40*** −13.55
(0.98) (1.07) (1,037.57)

Constant −1.83 −2.13 −2.56* −1.43
(1.47) (1.52) (1.50) (1.22)

Observations 488 376 488 488

Standard errors in parentheses/***p< 0.01, **p< 0.05, *p< 0.1.
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mechanism as a reviewer, not the reviewed. We constructed two major models using the UPR dataset
considering two severities of recommendations: shaming and back-patting. Thereafter, we tested the
effects of political affinity within the UNGA (Voting Distance) and imposition of sanctions (Ongoing
Sanctions) on North Korea’s issuance of shaming and back-patting recommendations. We find that
political proximity and the presence of unilateral sanctions were the main drivers behind North Korean
naming and shaming.

Our findings have several important implications. First, we reveal that North Korea also plays a role
in human rights diplomacy through the UPR. Within the UPR, countries with the worst human rights
records, such as North Korea, attempt to shame their enemies and shower praise on their allies. Given
that the UPR is a peer review mechanism without separate normative content, one could argue not only
that North Korea is undermining human rights norms through how it uses the UPR, but the UPR itself
undermines the human rights regime.

On the other hand, North Korea’s utilization of the UPR challenges the conventional view on small
states in international organizations. Contrary to the notion that international organizations are
dominated by powerful states and used as tool for them, we show that small countries like North Korea
can strategically utilize the UPR. Furthermore, the strategic usage of international institutions by
undemocratic, abusive states, such as North Korea, may signal the dominance of such practices by
other authoritarian states, requiring further research.

We also highlight how North Korea’s participation at the UPR has evolved over time. Specifically,
we show that North Korea became much more active in issuing shaming recommendations after the
2014 COI report on human rights in North Korea or in the UPR cycles 2 and 3 compared to the cycle 1.
More active utilization of the UPR and the switch from a more defence-oriented strategy to a more
aggressive shaming strategy by North Korea is similar to the change of human rights policies of China;
in that China is now more proactively promoting its version of human rights at global human rights
venues (Chen and Hsu, 2021).

Our empirical analysis demonstrates that North Korea’s participation has changed over time in
terms of how many shaming and back-patting recommendations are made. However, we do not
extensively explore the content of the recommendations or specific categories of issues raised by North
Korea. We see this as a fruitful venue for future research.
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