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Research Abstract:  

 What explains variation in outcomes of public sector reform programs in clientelist 

political systems? My dissertation project, based largely on research in Georgia and Ukraine 

supported by the American Councils Title VIII Combined Research and Language Training 

Program, argues that programmatic party formation facilitates public sector reform in clientelist 

systems. In these systems, incumbents face a “politician’s dilemma”
1
, or a trade-off between the 

short-term benefits of a nepotistic and corrupt public sector, and the long-term benefits of 

reform. In response, incumbents often employ a hedging strategy of advertising reform without 

actually doing anything to accomplish it. Erstwhile reformers therefore face the dual challenges 

of attracting like-minded elites, and of convincing subordinates and voters that they are true 

reformers. I argue that party ideology and programs help reformers overcome these challenges 

and facilitate reform through both endogenous and exogenous effects. First, during the initial 

stages of the reform process, a consistent ideology or program is endogenous—it is developed 

and employed by a reformer to attract elite defections, committed activists, and voters, and 

eventually to recruit reformers into public sector positions. Second, following a power transition, 

party ideology exerts exogenous effects—it facilitates the adoption of reforms, including 

lustration or elimination of public sector positions, or high-profile arrests and prosecutions, that 

would be too costly for an incumbent that only wished to mimic a reformer.  

 This argument is developed through a comparison of anti-corruption reforms in Georgia 

and Ukraine following their respective color revolutions, concluding that Georgia’s reforms were 

more successful because of a high degree of elite unity resulting from the relatively coherent 

ideology developed by Mikheil Saakashvili’s National Movement party. In Ukraine, in contrast, 

would-be reformers Viktor Yushchenko and Yulia Tymoshenko failed to develop parties with a 

clear and consistent ideology, preventing the development of a unified reform coalition, and 
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impeding the implementation of policies that would signal their credibility as reformers. This 

argument is based on the analysis of dozens of qualitative reports from local and international 

NGOs, thousands of local journalistic reports, and almost twenty semi-structured interviews with 

political elites, activists, and subject matter experts, all obtained during my research in the 

American Councils Title VIII program. I was also able to develop working relationships with 

major public opinion polling organizations in both countries, who offered me access to several 

survey datasets of public and elite opinion that will support later stages of my research. 

 

Research Goals:  

In order to test a series of hypotheses developed from theories of collective action in 

clientelist political systems, my research employs a variety of methodologies that require 

several different types of evidence. My goals for the American Councils Combined 

Research and Language Training Program focused on acquiring primary data in the form 

of semi-structured interviews, and qualitative evidence from local secondary data 

sources, including local reports and news accounts. In addition, my goal was to establish 

a network of local political elites, activists, journalists, and scholars in order to gain 

access to existing local quantitative data that will support later stages of my research. 

My primary research goal for both countries was to conduct semi-structured 

interviews to gain first-hand evidence of the perceptions and motivations of political 

elites and public sector employees during the process of reform. To this end, my strategy 

was to develop relationships with local experts and journalists through a series of 

informational interviews, and use a snowball process to gain personal references to 

politicians and bureaucrats that participated in the reform process in each country. 

My secondary research goal was to assess the reform process in each country through 

the collection of primary documents on the structure of the public sector,  through the 

analysis of secondary sources including local government and NGO reports and 

journalistic accounts. My goal, therefore was to collect data on public sector personnel, 

organization, wages, and turnover, and to triangulate reports from a variety of sources. 

Similarly, multiple secondary analyses and news reports would allow for a more 

complete assessment of public sector reform, and a more complete interpretation of the 
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political processes that resulted in relatively successful reform in Georgia, and the lack of 

reform in Ukraine. 

A concurrent goal for my participation in the Combined Research and Language 

Training Program was to develop research proficiency in the Russian language. While 

Russian is a secondary language in both of my host countries, organizations that do not 

make their work products available in English often provide translations in Russian. 

Similarly, Russian language would provide another means of communication with 

individuals that do not speak English. My goals, therefore, were to be able to comfortably 

read daily newspaper reports and relatively technical subject matter reports from local 

organizations in Russian, and to develop conversational proficiency in Russian both for 

daily living, and to communicate with potential research contacts.  

 

Research Activities:  

My weekly schedule was structured around my Russian language training. In both Georgia and 

Ukraine, I attended individual tutoring sessions for two hours per day in the morning, three times 

per week. My language training also included several hours of homework, often including 

translation of my own Russian-language research material, in the evenings. Around my language 

study activities, I conducted my major research activities, including arranging and conducting 

informational and on-the-record interviews; identification, collection, and translation of news 

reports; collection of secondary data from local NGOs; and miscellaneous research, including 

following up on leads from unexpected sources. 

The bulk of my research activity focused on arranging and conducting semi-structured 

interviews. I employed a snowballing strategy to develop contacts, beginning with informal 

informational interviews with local journalists, activists, and academics. In addition to providing 

a wealth of contacts, these informational interviews were an invaluable source of context and 

background on the national politics and public sector reform efforts in both countries. For 

potential research participants, once I obtained contact information or a personal introduction, I 

conducted background research on the individual using publicly available information, including 

personal websites, NGO sources, and news reports. Although I employed a standard set of 

interview questions for methodological purposes, based on this background research, I tailored 

my question set to fit the context of the individual’s background and experience. Actual 
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interviews took approximately an hour, and as I did not record the interviews due to the 

potentially sensitive subject matter, I recorded notes on the interview as soon as practicable 

afterword. I conducted seventeen total on-the-record interviews in Georgia, including interviews 

with major figures in Georgia’s public sector reforms like Kakha Bendukidze (former Minister 

of Economic Development and Minister of Reforms Coordination) and Ekaterine Tkeshelashvili 

(former Minister of Foreign Affairs, Minister of Justice, and Prosecutor General). I also 

conducted several other informational interviews off the record.  

My interview efforts in Ukraine were less successful, due to the Euromaidan protests that 

were ongoing during my stay in Kyiv. I conducted two on-the-record interviews with individuals 

with experience working on reform issues in parliament of Ukraine. These difficulties were 

mostly due to networking, as many journalists, activists, and scholars were personally involved 

in the protest movement, and due to time constraints and occasionally reasons of personal safety, 

were unable to meet with me. I did, however, develop several contacts that will be valuable for 

follow up research trips to Ukraine. 

During the time when I was not networking, preparing, or conducting interviews, I focused 

my research efforts on the identification and collection of news reports and secondary literature 

from local NGOs and activists groups. During my informational interviews, I requested 

suggestions on reputable local media sources. Based on these recommendations, I focused my 

collection efforts on the Civil Georgia news agency in Georgia, with archives dating back to 

2001, and Ukrainskaya Pravda, Ukrainian Week, Zerkalo Nedeli, The Day, and the Kyiv Post in 

Ukraine, many of which make archives dating to the early 1990s available, and several of which 

offer English language translations. I am currently conducting my own translations of Russian 

language material from these sources. I generally have not conducted keyword searches for any 

of these sources, relying instead on manual inspection of individual headlines for relevant 

information.  

I also identified and collected a wealth of secondary literature produced by activists groups 

and NGOs in both countries. Transparency International branches in both countries were 

invaluable sources of information, having produced high quality reports on a wide variety of 

public sector corruption issues in both countries. I also collected reports and data from the 

International Society for Fair Elections and Democracy (ISFED), the Georgian Young Lawyers 

Association (GYLA), and the Caucasus Research and Resource Centers Georgia office (CRRC) 

in Georgia, among several other organizations. Ukraine has a similarly rich and active NGO 

sector, and I was able to collect a variety of reports on public sector corruption and reform from 
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the Razumkov Center, the Kyiv International Institute of Sociology (KIIS), civil groups Otpor 

and Chesno, and the Democratic Alliance activist group and political party, among others.  

Finally, my research activity included exploring sources that I did not anticipate prior to my 

arrival. This was especially important in Ukraine, where incomplete reforms in part contributed 

to the development of a new protest movement that produced a regime change during my time in 

the country. I therefore obtained tips directing me to an online forum for employees of the 

Interior Ministry, which is an important potential source of attitudes and perceptions of public 

sector employees under former president Yanukovich. I also spent time observing the 

Euromaidan protests, including hearing speeches from formerly opposition figures that are now 

directly involved in the ongoing reform efforts in Ukraine. This observation and discussions with 

protest volunteers provided important context to peoples’ perceptions of the credibility of 

politicians in Ukraine, including current incumbents facing the challenge of reform. Although 

obviously unplanned, the current reform efforts following the regime change in Ukraine will 

provide an additional case study for my research.  

 

Important Research Findings:  

 My tentative findings suggest that programmatic political party development facilitates 

reform by allowing the coordination of reform elites and by allowing reformers to demonstrate 

their credibility once they take power.  

From 2004 to 2010, Georgia was one of the most successful countries in the world in 

reducing corruption in the public sector
2
. Many analyses of this civil service reform has focused 

on the mechanics of the anti-corruption reform program, including wage and resource increases, 

the use of technology to reduce discretion, purges of corrupt bureaucrats, streamlining of 

administrative procedures, and the elimination of redundant structures, among other policies. 

Certainly these sorts of reforms are important in reducing both the opportunities for civil servants 

to solicit or receive bribes, and in altering their economic incentives to do so. I hypothesize, 

however, that the use of public sector positions for private gain in a clientelist political system 

depends not only on the economic incentives of individual employees, but on political 

calculations and expectations about how their co-workers are likely to behave. These 

calculations also depend on the reform credibility of political elites, given their incentive to 

advertise reform without actually undertaking it. As such, I focus here on the political 

environment that structured civil service reform in Georgia, which made these dramatic reforms 
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possible in the first place, and in the second, shaped the political incentives and expectations of 

individual bureaucrats. In tracing the development of Georgia’s public sector reform beginning 

from the emergence of a cohort of young reformers within the incumbent Citizen’s Union (CUG) 

ruling party, I argue that the relative success of public sector reform in Georgia was due to a high 

level of coherence among political elites and activists aligned with the reform movement. 

Furthermore, Saakashvili’s initial reform initiatives, especially mass dismissals of civil servants 

in the traffic police and several other bureaucracies provided a costly public signal that 

Saakashvili and the National Movement were willing to forgo the political benefits of allowing 

corruption in the public sector. This coherence and credibility in turn was caused by the 

development of a relatively consistent and coherent ideology that emphasized anti-corruption, 

economic development, and state- and nation-building. 

Former Georgian president Eduard Shevardnadze in many ways was an archetypal patronal 

president. His strategy for maintaining power consisted primarily of adjudicating between 

competing economic clans by distributing state positions and resources that his clients used for 

their personal economic gain. As such, Shevardnadze maintained a hedging strategy with regard 

to anti-corruption reform. While continuing to protect the loose collection of economic interests 

under the umbrella of the CUG party, Shevardnadze’s administration undertook several nominal 

anti-corruption initiatives, including the adoption of a civil service code that asserted civil 

service employees existed to serve the public.
3
 These initiatives also included the recruitment of 

a cohort of “young reformers” within the CUG, the most notable of which were Zurab Zhvania, a 

former CUG general secretary and chairman of parliament, and Mikheil Saakashvili, who would 

eventually be appointed minister of justice before splitting with the CUG in 2001.  

On of Saakashvili’s initiatives, a draft law on return of illegal property to the state, provided 

the value-rational basis for the collection of a core of young reformers to split from the CUG and 

form a new party, the National Movement, headed by Saakashvili. The National Movement was 

consistently more ideological than competitors, including Shevardnadze’s CUG, and the more 

moderate Zhvania’s United Democrats party. This consistency of the National Movement 

facilitated the recruitment of political elites, student activists, rural voters, and, following the 

Rose Revolution, reformist managers into the state bureaucracy.  

Following the power transition of the Rose Revolution, the relatively clear and consistent 

ideology facilitated the implementation of policies that clearly signaled to public sector 

employees that private positions were not to be used for private gain under Saakashvili’s 

administration. In the first year, over 300 civil servants, ranging from ministers to judges and 

street level police officers were dismissed and charged with corruption
4
. Several dozen thousand 
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others were dismissed outright. The personnel of the state chancellery was reduced from 600 to 

120, with the Ministry of Internal Affairs reduced by more than half, from 53 691 to 22 229, 

including all 16 000 members of the traffic police.
5
 Personnel of all law enforcement agencies 

was reduced from 63 000 in 2003 to 27 000 in 2011.
6
 The Ministry of the Environment reduced 

its staff by 44 percent, and customs officers reduced by 23% by summer of 2005. The World 

Bank estimates that around 80% of customs officers were ultimately fired.
7
 Common estimates 

that between 2004 and 2005, the government achieved an overall 35 percent reduction of 

employees in the ministries, with even greater reductions in sub-ministry agencies.
8
 Certainly, 

lustration programs are not unique in the post-communist experience. However, the dismissal of 

these public sector positions was costly because the positions were actually cut, not just refilled 

with Saakashvili loyalists. Mass dismissals are a particularly credible signal because of the 

political cost of downsizing the public sector and foregoing the instrumental value of corruption 

in a clientelist system. 

Despite a common starting point and relatively similar structural and institutional conditions, 

in contrast to Georgia’s rapid public sector reform, Ukraine has consistently ranked among the 

most corrupt countries in the world, according to several major indices. In much the same 

process as in Georgia, the clientelist incumbent’s poor public perception led to the emergence of 

charismatic challengers from within the ruling coalition. In contrast to Georgia, however, the 

ostensible reformers in Ukraine, specifically Victor Yushchenko and Yulia Tymoshenko, failed 

to established a consistent ideology with which to coordinate political activists and elites. In 

contrast to the recruitment of a similarly charismatic administrative staff, Yushchenko and 

Tymoshenko continued to engage primarily in short-term, instrumentally rational elite politics. 

As a result, initial policy decisions were not bound by ideology, and as a result, once in power, 

the Orange coalition provided no credible signal to public sector employees that they indeed 

intended to pursue reforms. With the resulting low degree of elite unity, and a staff that operated 

primarily according to short-term instrumental rationality, the charismatic authority of 

Yushchenko and Tymoshenko that peaked during the Orange Revolution quickly routinized to 

traditional patron-client politics in which public sector positions remained a part of the spoils to 

be divided between them and their elite supporters.  

Prior to the disputed 2004 presidential elections that led to the Orange Revolution, Ukrainian 

politics mirrored the political situation in Georgia in many respects. Informal politics was 

characterized by a patronal president, Leonid Kuchma, who presided over a network of patron-

client relationships associated with an often rotating set of “oligarchs”—Ukraine’s richest 

businessmen that control regionally based financial-industrial conglomerates
9
. This informal 

influence was reinforced by the formal administrative powers of a strong presidency.
10

 Also like 
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Georgia, Kuchma, and his preferred successor, Viktor Yanukovich were faced with low 

favorability ratings, stemming specifically from the “Kuchmagate” scandal, in which socialist 

leader Oleksandr Moroz released audio recordings that implicated Kuchma in the murder of 

journalist Heorhiy Gongadze, and from perceptions of corruption of the regime more generally. 

Like Shevardnadze, the main political resources available to Kuchma and Yanukovich ahead of 

the 2004 presidential election were coercion, bribery, and administrative manipulation
11

. 

Furthermore, the opposition in Ukraine similarly consisted of an alliance of informal 

personal networks centered on two prominent personalities previously associated with the 

regime— Viktor Yushchenko and Yulia Tymoshenko. Yushchenko was the former head of the 

central bank and Prime Minister under Kuchma, and was credited with Ukraine’s 

macroeconomic stabilization in the 1990s, and with solving Ukraine’s debt crisis by eliminating 

subsidy and tax advantages to oligarchs in order to raise revenue
12

. Tymoshenko was a former 

oligarch, a business partner of oligarch and former Dnipropetrovsk governor Pavlo Lazarenko, 

who was ousted as Prime Minister on corruption allegations in 1997. Following the falling out of 

Lazarenko and Kuchma, Tymoshchenko founded the Fatherland Party (Batkivshchnya) in 

opposition to Kuchma and the oligarchs.
13

  

Unlike in Georgia, however, neither of the charismatic reformers that split from the ruling 

party established a clear and consistent ideology with which to expand their appeal. The disputed 

presidential elections of 2004 and the ensuing Orange Revolution did little to clarify which of 

these three major informal networks was strongest, and therefore whether any of them would be 

able to control public sector appointments over the medium to long term. The Orange Revolution 

resulted in a negotiated agreement that created a constitution that divided formal power between 

the President and the Prime Minister.
14

 Furthermore, the relatively strong electoral performance 

of Yanukovich in both rounds of the election indicated the continuing ability of the Regions 

Party to influence politics, even after the Orange Revolution. Finally, with parliamentary 

elections approaching less than 18 months following the 2004 presidential elections, elites faced 

considerable uncertainty about the ability of the Orange coalition to retain power, and to 

coordinate their behavior accordingly. As a result, instead of one clearly dominant reform party 

taking power as in Georgia, Ukraine was confronted with a temporary constellation of two 

ostensible reform parties in power, and the status-quo party in opposition.  

Furthermore, neither Yushchenko nor Tymoshenko made ideology the basis for appointment 

of an administrative staff that would advance the mission of their respective parties. The post-

Orange Revolution government was staffed primarily by old political elites in a short-term 

strategic arrangement, rather than by new officials recruited on the basis of charismatic appeals. 



 

2013 -2014 TITLE VIII  

COMBINED RESEARCH AND LANGUAGE TRAINING PROGRAM 
FINAL REPORT 

Program for Research and Training on Eastern Europe and the Independent States of the Former Soviet Union (Title VIII) 

Funded by the U.S. Department of State and administered by American Councils for International Education: ACTR/ACCELS 

As a result, ideology also could not serve as a constraint on reform policy. Without a binding 

ideology, neither Yushchenko nor Tymoshenko introduced or enforced a reform policy that was 

potentially costly to them individually. As result, public sector employees had little incentive to 

deviate from the habitual use of public sector positions for personal economic enrichment.  

To conclude, public sector reform in Georgia has been relatively successful because of a high 

degree of elite unity within the reform coalition, and credible signals that Saakashvili was a true 

reformer, and not another leader that intended to advertise reform while continuing to take 

advantage of public sector jobs for political and economic gain. These factors, in turn, resulted 

from a process of emergence and routinization of charismatic authority, beginning with 

Saakashvili’s use of ideology to peel off elites from Shevardnadze’s party, to recruit activists and 

an administrative staff, and to enact policies that demonstrated his credibility. Finally, in 

preparation for potential electoral changes of power, Saakashvili’s charismatically recruited 

administrative staff worked to routinize the gains resulting from his personal leadership, leading 

to the increasing rationalization of the state bureaucracy. In Ukraine, in contrast, erstwhile 

reformers in Ukraine failed to establish a clear and consistent ideology with which to coordinate 

elite defections and expand their network of activists. As a result, the split within the reform 

coalition and the durability of the previous party of power prevented any elite coordination 

around a reform program. Furthermore, lacking a consistent ideology, reformers continued to 

engage in short-term, instrumentally rational politics, failing to enact any policies that were 

particularly risky politically. As a result, facing considerable political conflict between elites, and 

no reason to believe that Tymoshenko or Yushchenko were willing to engage in serious public 

sector reform, their charismatic authority quickly routinized in the traditional direction as public 

sector employees continued to rely on familiar patron-client networks as the basis for political 

and economic exchanges. 
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Euromaidan Protest Barricades 
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New Years Eve on Maidan 

Policy Implications and Recommendations:  

Most treatments of public sector corruption and reform focus on evaluating specific personnel 

policies with regard to recruitment, staffing, wages, and oversight. While these prescriptions are 

important, they often depend on the assumption of the “political will” to implement reforms. 

“Political will,” however, must be explained in its own right. By focusing on the political 

environment that structures the incentives of both reformers and opponents of reform, this 

research provides insight into the conditions that favor the emergence of a coherent reform 

coalition, and suggests how they might overcome credibility issues in systems that incentivize 

incumbents to promise reform without actually delivering. Specifically, my findings suggest that 

development of programmatic political parties provides an advantage to reformers, both as a 

focal point for like-minded elites, and as a demonstration of their reform intentions. The 

implications of my research, therefore, are twofold. First, it may matter less which particular 
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reform policies are implemented than putting reformers in a political position to succeed in the 

first place. Second, reform efforts in pervasively corrupt political systems should also emphasize 

ideological and programmatic political party development by potential reformers. 

 

Co-Curricular Activity:  

I participated in several co-curricular activities during my participation in the Combined 

Research and Language Training Program. In Georgia, I presented tentative findings of my 

research at the Tbilisi “Works in Progress” seminar, organized by American Councils, CRRC 

Georgia, and the American Research Institute of the South Caucasus. I also attended several 

presentations by other scholars in the same series. In addition, I moderated a panel at the 

American Councils FLEX Program anniversary conference in Tbilisi on admissions to European 

and American graduate programs. Finally, I formally or informally with several dozen current or 

former government government officials and representatives of local and international NGOs 

(detailed in the research activity section), and scholars from Tbilisi State University, the Georgia 

Institute for Public Affairs, and Ilia State University. I also met informally and off-the-record 

with a U.S. Embassy officer. In Ukraine, I conducted two seminars on admissions to US 

graduate programs for American Councils’ FLEX program in Ukraine. While my meetings in 

Ukraine were less extensive, I interviewed two former government officials, and met informally 

or conducted discussions by email with representatives of the NGOs listed in the “Research 

Activities” section. I also attended a teleconference on the Euromaidan protests at the Business 

School of the Kyiv-Mohyla Academy, where I met government officials, scholars, and student 

protest activists.  

 

Conclusions:  

The completion of my doctoral dissertation would not be possible without support from the Title 

VIII Combined Research and Language Training Program. The financial support, language 

training, and professional networking opportunities provided by the program were instrumental 

in accomplishing my research goals. During my stay in Georgia and Ukraine I was able to 

conduct interviews with individuals that were directly involved with the process of public sector 

reform in their countries. Through informational interviews and informal networking, I was also 

able to gain access to a wealth of secondary analyses from local organizations and reporting by 

local news sources. This empirical research has allowed me to refine my theoretical expectations 
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to develop a framework that emphasizes the role of ideology and political party programs in 

creating an environment that favors anti-corruption reform in the public sector of developing 

countries. I believe this theoretical and empirical account is both conceptually interesting and 

relevant to practitioners and policy makers. The support of this program, therefore will facilitate 

the development of a dissertation that I hope will be a significant contribution to the comparative 

politics literature, and able to inform ongoing debates and practices on the issue of anti-

corruption reform.  

 

Plans for Future Research Agenda/ Presentations and Publications:  

 

American Councils Title VIII Combined Research and Language Training Program will directly 

support three chapters of my dissertation, at minimum. I have already completed a draft article of 

my research findings for presentation at the Washington DC Area Postcommunist Politics 

Workshop. The article contains elements of a theoretical chapter, and individual case study 

chapters for Georgia and Ukraine. I am continuing to revise the article based on feedback, with 

the intention of presentation at several academic conferences over the next year, including the 

Danyliw Seminar on Ukraine, the Council for European Studies annual conference, and the 

Association for Slavic, East European, and Eurasian Studies conference, in addition to several 

national or regional political science association conferences. Eventually I intend to publish the 

case studies as separate articles in peer-reviewed area studies or political science journals, or my 

dissertation a book manuscript. Furthermore, the research contacts and quantitative data I 

obtained in both countries will be instrumental to my further research, as I test the expectations 

of the theory developed front his comparison against a wider set of cases using statistical 

analysis.  
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