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ABSTRACT
The paper explains how states and international organisations
interact in policy making by focusing on five countries of the
post-Soviet space. Based on in-depth interviews conducted in
Armenia, Belarus, Georgia, Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan, we
explore different patterns of state-IO interactions and explain the
determinants of these patterns’ formation. We demonstrate that
these patterns arise from a combination of two country-level
factors: political openness of the system and national regulation
of international actors’ involvement into the policy process.
However, the patterns of state-IOs relations prove strongly
mitigated by the intervening variable of the national reform
ecosystem’s configuration and resource endowment.
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Introduction

It is recognised that the policy process does not occur in isolation, engaging actors as
diverse as decision-makers and journalists, governmental officials and independent scho-
lars, etc. (Freeman and Parris Stevens 1987; Weible, Sabatier, and McQueen 2009). Yet, and
symptomatically, while recognising the involvement of a multitude of actors eager to
influence policy outcomes, classical theories of policy process pay almost no attention
to the impact international organizations (IOs), both governmental and non-governmen-
tal, have upon national policy making.1

Critical development studies (CDS) and the global governance perspective (GGP) – two
major (but not exhaustive) strands of research into IO policy engagement – partly com-
pensate for this inattention. Authors within the CDS tradition focus on the “weak”
states (where the IOs’ influence proves more visible), and critically analyze the actions
of a particular IO on the ground: its “recipes,” leverage with the national government,
the strategies it employs to promote its policy prescriptions, and finally, the policy out-
comes it produces (Molla 2014; Shahjahan 2016; Stubbs et al. 2017). The GGP looks at
the role played by IOs in the national policy making from a different angle. It examines
how policy solutions advocated by the established global/regional regimes or by the
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IOs influential in a particular field are then transferred and localised at a national level with
the aid of international organizations (Ancker and Rechel 2015; Walt, Lush, and Ogden
2004). The locus classicus is the role the International Monetary Fund has been playing
in promoting neoliberal economic and social policies across the globe (a subject also
covered in CDS) (Kaiser 1996; but also, Kentikelenis, Stubbs, and King 2016). Another
instance is the European Union using a versatile toolkit of external governance instru-
ments (Lavenex and Schimmelfennig 2010) to spread its policy regimes beyond its
borders in areas as diverse as migration and food safety (Delcour 2017).

While borrowing from each of these perspectives, in this paper we break away from the
compartmentalising tradition of studying particular policy domains and the actors’ con-
stellations and patterns of interaction therein, typical of both policy studies literature
and the CDS and GGP traditions. Instead, we attempt to bring the whole of a political
system back in to show how characteristics of a given system and their interplay at the
policy making level define the roles and functions IOs perform in the policy process;
how the system accommodates them; and how the IOs work with whatever space the
system leaves them with. To do that, we take a comparative approach to IOs’ involvement
in the national policy process, with the national policy making scene as a unit of analysis.2

We explore the observed patterns of IO engagement as a feature of the national policy
process, focusing on post-Soviet Eurasia.

The countries of the post-Soviet space present scholars with a vast variety of system-
level characteristics, institutional settings, and policy outcomes (Frye 2012; Mandel 2012).
The five countries that we study – Armenia, Belarus, Georgia, Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan
– also differ in the degree of IOs’ involvement into their domestic policy processes, which
allows for a meaningful comparison of the differences in the patterns of interaction
between the states in question and diverse IOs present in the region, and the ways IOs
adapt to the different environments they are embedded in.

The paper proceeds as follows. We start by theorising the determinants of IO involve-
ment in the national policy process. The two basic factors we expect to influence such
involvement are the political system’s formal permissiveness towards the IOs and its plur-
alism. Their observed patterns of involvement should be mediated by the third factor of
interest – the national reform ecosystem that we define broadly as the type and number
of local actors available for an IO to work with, as well as the resources they are endowed
with.3 We then describe our research design and the process of data collection and analy-
sis, and classify the cases we work with according to their permissiveness and pluralism.
This provides us with three clusters of cases. The analysis of the patterns of IO policy invol-
vement within each of these three clusters follows. It is informed by the extensive
fieldwork in the five countries under study. Finally, we conclude by summarising the pat-
terns of involvement observed and relating similarities and differences in these patterns
within the clusters to the three factors established in the theoretical section.

Determinants of IOs’ involvement in policy process

The role of IOs depends on where in the policy process they choose to, or are allowed to,
enter, and onwhich grounds; which function they perform therein; and towhat extent they
are formally allowed to participate in the national policy process. Conceptually, all these
questions lie in the theoretical focus of policy studies – a discipline studying the process
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of producing new policies for the society. At the same time, policy studies mostly focus on
internal actors, while the influence of external actors falls into the scope of international
studies which often seem to lack interest in the national policy process per se, and rather
focus on the IOs’ strategies, the international regimes they create and uphold, and the
national-level consequences of such regimes. This paper treats IOs as just another actor
on the internal policy arena. To describe their place therein and indicate the conditions
for the IOs’ involvement we shall borrow from a number of theories focusing on
different stages of the policy process (Weible and Sabatier 2018).

The three main avenues for an IO to participate in the national policy making are the
initial formulation or reform of a policy, its implementation, and its appraisal and evalu-
ation (Brewer 1974; Lasswell 1956). The stage at which IOs enter the policy process,
and even specific venues they are allowed to use, are most straightforwardly determined
by the national regulation of IOs’ activity,4 which can both make IOs an integral element
of the policy process (Carothers 1999, 157–252), or raise their operational costs and push
them out or into low-level covert activity. A harshly restrictive regulation of IOs’ involve-
ment, if implemented effectively, can exclude IOs from the policy process altogether: E.g.
Turkmenistan’s policy of “positive neutrality” under Saparmurat Niyazov resulted in
sealing off all foreign influences including those of IOs (Anceschi 2008).5

At which stage an IO manages to enter also depends on the political system’s pluralism
that determines the number and configuration of “gatekeepers” in the political system
(Easton 1965, 87–99). We expect the less pluralist political systems to prove less workable
for the IOs’ involvement in the earlier stages (policy formulation and enactment),6 thus
potentially pushing IOs into the later stages of the policy process where, by working
with the bureaucracies and civil society groups, they could influence the policy
implementation and assessment.7

The formal national regulation of foreign involvement, and political pluralism together
determine the stage where an IO enters the policy process, whether it does so openly, and
at which cost. We expect IOs to participate most actively in the earlier stages of the policy
process in the more permissive and more pluralist political contexts, and to be present
covertly and at higher cost, in the later stages of the policy process if the context is
more restrictive towards international agents and less pluralist. We summarise these
expectations in Table 1 below.

These institutional features together represent the national-level political opportunity
structure for IOs. Yet, at no stage in the policy process can IOs act directly. Local actors
must assist with their involvement. This lack of self-sufficiency (of all policy actors only
characteristic of IOs) makes availability and placement of potential local partners and
their willingness to cooperate the paramount factor of IOs’ involvement. As countries

Table 1. Formal permissiveness and pluralism as determinants of IO involvement.
Political system’s openness and pluralism

Less pluralist More pluralist

Regulation of
international actors’
involvement

Permissive Overt participation in later
stages of policy process

Open participation in all stages of policy
process (including policy formulation and
adoption)

Restrictive Covert and costly participation
in later stages of policy
process

Covert participation in all stages of policy
process
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differ in the type and number of local actors available for an IO to work with, so would the
patterns of IOs’ involvement vary across nations.

Such local partners all act as policy entrepreneurs in the broadest meaning of the term
(Kingdon 1984) seeking a policy change, and only engaging IOs as their potential allies. An
IO could thus enter the policy process through the front door, invited by the government
to help reform certain policy area (Fang and Stone 2012). But it could also be brought in
against the will of the government – e.g. by the opposition. An IO’s involvement could
even happen without the central government knowing – for instance, if it assists
lower-level authorities in policy implementation, possibly seeking to reshape the policy.
IOs could also team up with NGOs seeking policy change.

When these alliances are struck, they often seek complementarities in resources that
their participants command (Brugha and Varvasovszky 2000). The three particular types
of resources provided by IOs are material resources (e.g. NGO grants or financial assist-
ance to the government); expertise (especially with IOs specializing in specific policy
areas, see Herold et al. 2021; Littoz-Monnet 2017); and legitimacy – partly based on the
expertise (Korneev 2018), and partly on reputation and prestige certain IOs enjoy
(Barnett and Finnemore 2004, 156–174; Broome 2008). Some IOs might also provide
local actors with access to the national decision-makers in some countries.

An IO’s usefulness for the local actors should be determined by the resources at its
command, but also depends on these resources’ internal supply: Where material
resources, expertise, legitimacy, and political connectedness necessary for reform or
active policy making are not scarce and are properly provided by the local actors, the
IOs’ role would not exceed general coordination and assistance in reforms pertaining
to these IOs’ jurisdiction (but see Korneev 2017). Lack of some of these crucial resources
invites the IOs’ more intensive involvement.

The somewhat simplified generalised picture therefore entails three dimensions: (1)
the IOs’ formal access to policy process and (2) the political system’s degree of plural-
ism, which together determine where in the policy process the IOs can enter, how
easily, and on what grounds; but also (3) the structural dimension of the nation’s
endowment with resources necessary to conduct reforms – mainly, the material
resources and expertise, but also political connectedness for those internal actors aspir-
ing to get engaged with reforms, and legitimacy. The resource endowment is crucial in
determining the actual set of local actors willing to partner up with IOs, and the
grounds for such partnership.

While the effects and interplay of the first two dimensions are straightforward, the third
is more subtle. The various combinations of these factors would provide for outcomes as
diverse as a resource-rich pluralistic system where IOs are formally allowed, but cannot
practically participate in the policy process because their input is not valued by the
local actors; and the resource-poor and politically restrictive systems where IOs cannot
enter – either because their involvement is repressed, or because there are no points
of entry into the policy process, or because there are no internal actors to ally with.8 In
between these two extremes lies a whole continuum of possibilities whereby the IOs’ pos-
ition is either enhanced by the political pluralism, or a higher demand for IOs’ involvement
due to lack of internal resources to conduct reforms, or a combination of the two. Observ-
ing the interplay between these factors and the patterns of IOs’ involvement in national
reform and policy process is the empirical goal of this paper.
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Research design

The five countries chosen for this study are Armenia, Belarus, Georgia, Kazakhstan, and
Uzbekistan. The list of potential cases initially included all the countries of the former
Soviet Union excluding Turkmenistan, Russia, and the Baltic states. It was then reduced
to these five with a view on variation in intensity of the reform process, diversity of pol-
itical conditions, and practical access to the field.

The fieldwork, conducted in May-September 2019, was organised in a series of five
country trips each lasting about one week. Extensive desk research preceded each field
trip. We prearranged the interviews with those experts and policy makers we had an
easier access to. They also facilitated entering the field, and most of the interviews
were arranged while already in the field. In every country we achieved a relatively
broad coverage in terms of occupations of the informants (which included government
officials, acting and retired politicians, policy experts, local NGO and IO employees, jour-
nalists, and scholars), as well as their political allegiances (supporting the government or
the opposition, or not aligning with either). Occupations of the informants are summar-
ised in Table S1 in the Supplementary Material.

The interviews were semi-structured and started with the common introductory part
(focusing on the most recent reforms in the interviewee’s country of origin or area of exper-
tise), followed with questions on examples of reform success and failure, and then a block of
detailed questions about the reforms the informant was involved in.9 Occasionally, we asked
about the reasons the reforms in question succeeded or failed, and the hurdles the reformers
faced to launch and conduct their reforms.10 Interviews also included a segment where the
informants were asked to reconstruct the events of a reform in question and the behaviour
of all parties involved, including IOs.11 We tentatively approached the IO engagement as a
potential driver of reform and a factor in policy making and implementation, while IOs were
perceived as agents which could both be actively engaged in the reform and policy making
process, and could contribute to the broader reform agenda in the country.

Many interviews were arranged while already in the field, involving an element of chain
referral, so some would have to be conducted simultaneously. To have this flexibility a
group of two or three interviewers participated in each field trip except Belarus.
Sharing the individual interviewers’ observations after each day of interviews to recon-
struct the field provided for an additional element of grounded theory (Glaser and
Strauss 1967, 226). Every field trip was followed up by a summary note. Overall, we con-
ducted 99 interviews, around 20 in each country. All the interviews were then transcribed
and coded using ATLAS.ti software.

The five countries covered provide for eight distinguishable cases since three of them
(Armenia in 2018, Georgia in 2012 and Uzbekistan in 2016) saw the change of government
akin to a regime change.12 To classify these eight cases by their political openness and
pluralism we use the World Bank’s Voice and Accountability score which measures “per-
ceptions of the extent to which a country’s citizens are able to participate in selecting
their government, as well as freedom of expression, freedom of association, and a free
media” (Kaufmann, Kraay, and Mastruzzi 2011, 223). For all countries the VA score is aver-
aged for the 2010s. For the split cases (such as Armenia before and after 2018, or Uzbeki-
stan before and after 2016) we included the dividing year only into the later period’s
average. The score for Georgia under Saakashvili is averaged for 2003–2012. Extending
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the timeframe into the 2000s and even the 1990s for the countries where regimes did not
change during these decades does not change the average VA score substantially.

The regulation of IOs’ presence in the national policy process is harder to capture: It
includes such features as existence of formal restrictions on foreign organizations operat-
ing in the country, restrictions on their incorporation under the national legislation, infor-
mal hurdles to their work, as well as the ease of entering and staying in the country for
foreign nationals. Measuring these parameters and putting them into a single metric
amount to creating a rigorous index of the countries’ exposure to international organiz-
ations (both governmental and INGOs) – a task far too ambitious for our study, especially
since we only need that to preliminarily locate the cases relative to each other. Instead we
chose to perform a “back-of-the-envelope” ranking of our cases on the degree of their
restrictiveness (formal or informal) to potential IOs’ policy involvement by having all par-
ticipants of the project who participated in the fieldwork rank the cases independently
(whereby the most restrictive case gets one point, and the least restrictive gets eight),
and then averaging the rankings.13 We have also performed a cluster analysis to group
cases into categories. Figure 1 presents the results of this exercise.

The two dimensions prove correlated (r = 0.8). Unsurprisingly, international permissive-
ness and pluralism seem to go hand in hand, and no country in our sample combines

Figure 1. Cases clustered according to permissiveness towards IO involvement and political pluralism.
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pluralism with restrictiveness. At the same time, the cases of Armenia before 2018, Uzbe-
kistan after 2016, and Kazakhstan constitute a separate cluster and can be classified as
belonging to the non-plural permissive category – autocracies which are relatively
open to international involvement in their policy process.

In the next section we, first, substantiate this preliminary classification by turning to the
interviews. We observe the effect of a jurisdiction’s permissiveness and pluralism on the pat-
terns of IOs’ involvement in the national policy process. We also check if the internal supply
of the resources available in the political systems under investigation alters the outcomes for
IOs, to unpack the actual patterns of IO policy involvement in different circumstances.

Testing the hypotheses

Now that we have placed the cases into categories, our empirical strategy is to test the
hypotheses that: first, the commonalities between cases in terms of their pluralism and permis-
siveness would result in similar patterns of IO engagement, conditioning the strategies fol-
lowed by IOs in terms of the openness and costs of their actual policy involvement, as well
as the stage at which they enter the policy process; and second, that the variation in the pat-
terns of IOs’ involvement within categorieswould stem from the varying resource endowment
and the availability of internal actors willing to partner up with IOs within any given country.

Internationally restrictive non-pluralist regimes

The cases of Uzbekistan and Belarus rank the lowest in the VA score, and also appear most
restrictive to international involvement in our own ranking. Our expectation is that in
restrictive non-pluralist regimes the IOs’ observed participation would either be reduced
to activities sanctioned by the government, and would therefore depend on the govern-
ment’s actual desire to engage IOs into certain reforms, or be covert and costly, focusing
on the later stages of the policy process.

Our interviews confirm pre-2016 Uzbekistan’s attribution as restrictive towards IOs. The
interviewees refer to president Karimov’s policies as “rational isolationism.” Indeed, Uzbe-
kistan under Karimov has followed the policies of mustaqillik (“self-reliance” or “self-
sufficiency”) and avoided or limited all sorts of international engagement in its internal
affairs (Fazendeiro 2017). The meagre IO policy involvement under president Karimov
also readily contrasts with his successor Mirziyoyev’s significantly more open policies
after 2016. The latter are even characterised as a “thaw” which brought “openness to
the world to a country which was previously rather closed.”14 Another interviewee esti-
mates that after 2016 “interactions with the international financial institutions grew not
simply several times more intense, but several dozen times – measured not even in the
money [attracted], but simply in the fact the government started engaging them at all.”15

The interviewees’ assessment of Belarus proves somewhat more nuanced. On the one
hand, the possibilities of international involvement in the Belarusian policy process are
limited, and furthermore “the state is not always friendly to donors, and [national] regu-
lation pertaining to international grants, technical assistance and so on, is extremely and
excessively demanding.”16 On the other hand, what makes the picture less clear-cut is the
government’s dependence on foreign assistance. This does not show too much when
such assistance comes from Russia but may result in significant elements of conditionality
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when assistance is provided by the West and when the government has to begrudgingly
allow some international presence in its policy process.17

Indeed, the nature of these two cases’ restrictiveness is different. The international
pressures present in the Eastern European countries and the Southern Caucasus often
simply did not reach out to Uzbekistan. Belarus, to the contrary, by virtue of its geographic
location between Russia and the rest of Europe sought to pursue the more independent
international policy, and at times used its inbetweenness to its benefit by leveraging both
Russia and the West (Nice 2012), which resulted in more openness and even certain per-
missiveness towards IOs. The differences observed in the IO involvement in these two
cases could be attributed to these occasional openings in the Belarusian policy process
due to lack of financial resources.18

Another important distinction between Uzbekistan and Belarus lies with the availability
and strength of local actors, both state and non-state, who can assist international invol-
vement by providing localised expertise and information and doing the legwork involved
in the policy process, on behalf of IOs – we suggest calling this network of actors involved
in policy making the reform ecosystem. In Uzbekistan this ecosystem of internal actors has
remained underdeveloped throughout the Karimov years (Ubaydullaeva 2021). The near
absence of non-state actors, as well as the unpreparedness of the state actors for reforms
and cooperation with international actors, appear as one recurring theme in our Uzbekis-
tani interviews. One interviewee mentions when talking of the Karimov years that IOs
“could give you technical assistance, but whether you can take benefit of it depends
on… how competent you are,”19 implying that the local actors lacked in skill and compe-
tence to take benefit of such cooperation. And indeed, it is to fill in this void that the Mir-
ziyoyev government would launch a programme to reengage with the Uzbekistani
expatriates working abroad – a development we return to in the next subsection.

Belarus, on the other hand, developed a viable ecosystem of local policy actors despite
the formal restrictiveness of its legislation (Astapova et al. 2022). As one interviewee
explains, the NGOs working in Belarus “are almost all formally registered in Poland and
Lithuania” and sustain themselves through financing they get from the embassies
working in Belarus – especially since “almost all embassies are willing to provide such
financing.”20 Combined with stronger international leverage through conditionality,
and with existence of an actual reform agenda (effectively absent in Uzbekistan under
Karimov), this resulted in a more efficient and visible IO involvement in Belarus, even
though such involvement still very strongly depends on the government’s goodwill.21

This combination of favourable factors occasionally results in patterns of interaction
between IOs and the local actors which normally only arise under the more pluralist
and permissive political circumstances (e.g. in Armenia and Georgia). In particular, the
Belarusian NGOs get to influence the policy process that they are effectively cut off
from by the government, whenever an IO allowed into the process contacts them for
their expertise (which happens “quite often”22). The NGOs channel their initiatives
through the IOs involved (such as the IMF or the World Bank) by getting these initiatives
included into the IOs’ recommendations. In the end, they sometimes resurface in the gov-
ernment’s policies.23 In Uzbekistan, we did not come across situations like that, partly
because of the poorer development of the local nongovernmental actors.

Curiously, even in Uzbekistan under Karimov the IOs’ engagement was not limited to
responding to the requests by the government, as the IOs pursued outreach activities
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aimed at providing the lower-level officials with policy solutions that they could use if a
reform were launched. An interviewee notices how the official plans for road and infra-
structural development prepared by the city authorities of Tashkent, the capital city of
Uzbekistan, in 2019 “were exactly the same” with the documentation provided by the
Asian Development Bank (ADB) around 2014, under Karimov:24 Not only the IO pen-
etration on different levels of government is not that low, even in restrictive regimes
like Uzbekistan, but the officials also respond to IOs’ demands and accommodate them.

Internationally permissive non-pluralist regimes

After Karimov’s death in 2016 Uzbekistan undergoes a mild liberalisation and, following a
radical change in its foreign policy orientations under Mirziyoyev, joins the group of
countries which we classify as internationally permissive non-pluralist regimes. The two
other cases within this cluster are Armenia before the 2018 Velvet revolution, and Kazakh-
stan – both authoritarian states which nevertheless pursued consistently more permissive
policies towards IOs. With this group we expect to observe the IOs’ more overt partici-
pation in the later stages of the policy process, and their generally more active involve-
ment. Overall, our interviews confirm this expectation.

In Uzbekistan after 2016 the main driver of such involvement proves the government’s
strong orientation on international rankings.25 The new president issued a decree listing
the indices of interest (such as the Corruption Perception Index or Doing Business
ranking), as well as the bodies and agencies charged with scoring better at these rankings.
As one interviewee observes, this gave the IOs compiling those indices (such as the World
Bank, for instance) a stronger indirect influence26 on Uzbekistani home policies that would
now have to be specifically tailored to look better in the indices’ methodologies.27

This new fixation on the indices was motivated by the wish to “change the inter-
national perception of Uzbekistan which formed under Karimov” (an interviewee charac-
terises it candidly as “somewhat negative”) rather than the need for financial assistance.28

The resource that Mirziyoyev, the architect of this new openness craved is therefore pri-
marily legitimacy. However, to improve its standing in international rankings, Uzbekistan
would also need expertise – a resource that, too, proves in short supply after Karimov’s
rule. To make up for this shortage the Mirziyoyev government “started engaging the
[foreign] institutions [in the reform process directly]: the Asian [Development] Bank pre-
pares privatisation; the European [Reconstruction and Development] Bank drafts the
program on oil, gas, and chemical industry… ; BCG, the World Bank, Asian Bank,
Islamic Bank are all given some sectoral tasks.”29 Meantime, the new government also
seeks to make up for the internal shortage of expertise by putting foreign experts in
charge of specific reforms, as well as repatriating Uzbekistani policy experts based
abroad and hiring them as high ranking officials at the ministries and as experts of the
Buyuk Kelajak expert council – a newly established quasi-NGO drafting the all-embracing
programme of political and economic reforms for Uzbekistan till 2035.30

None of these measures seem to contribute to developing Uzbekistan’s own internal
reform ecosystem though. The non-state actors, while not specifically barred from entering
thepolicyfield, are simply non-existent since it remains “ratherdifficult to register anNGO.”31

As a result, the IOs, now engaged much more intensely, cooperate almost exclusively with
the state officials (who now “perceive such cooperation significantly more positively”32).
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Here lies the main difference with the otherwise very similar case of Kazakhstan, where
such pattern of IO involvement has existed at least since the then president Nazarbayev
proclaimed the goal of making Kazakhstan one of the world’s 30 most developed econ-
omies, in 2012. Following this pattern, the government engages with reputable IOs (such
as the World Bank, OECD, or UNICEF) that endow the government-sponsored reforms with
legitimacy and supply their expertise. Unlike Uzbekistan, however, Kazakhstan sports a
significantly more developed and diverse reform ecosystem:33 Apart from the state
officials, who command sufficient expertise of their own and still play the central role
in the reform process, there are also NGOs, civic activists and independent experts that
IOs and the government can interact with (Knox and Yessimova 2015; but see Nezhina
and Ibrayeva 2013). This influences the way IOs are involved in the policy process quite
visibly.

Five specific patterns arise. The first (also observed in Belarus) is IOs commissioning
“shadow reports” from local NGOs and activists to keep track of the pace and direction
of the reform. This also allows the NGOs to have their voices heard and even amplified
when IOs incorporate their findings into recommendations for the government. Further-
more, IOs encourage the government officials to cooperate with local activists directly,
and to create forums for activists to articulate their positions thus anticipating the criti-
cism the government would otherwise hear from the IOs.

Officials also use the expertise supplied by IOs and local NGOs as a source of inspiration
for the reforms they promote. This is especially the case when officials need to come up
with a reform proposal urgently following an internal shock. The time-strapped officials
often have no solution of their own in store, and just use the materials prepared by IOs
or local NGOs beforehand and supplied at the spot. An important feature of Kazakhstan
in this respect is that the president is incessantly adopting new national development
programmes, with a detailed section covering each major policy area. Ministries have
to submit their contributions almost on a yearly basis, and on some occasions rely
heavily on ideas and expertise supplied by the local branches of IOs and local NGOs,
almost as a matter of symbiosis with them.

A different form of symbiosis arises when a high-ranking official proactively takes an IO
or NGO-promoted initiative under their wing for further development. The penitentiary
reform launched in 2013 is a good illustration: Campaign to reduce prison population
was initiated in 2011 by a group of Kazakhstani lawyers affiliated with the Penal
Reform International (PRI). In 2012 the newly appointed Deputy Prosecutor General
Zhakyp Asanov approached one of these lawyers and suggested they work together.
As part of this work, Kazakhstan held a series of high-profile international Prison
forums in 2013–2017 and conducted a complex reform of the penal procedure, reducing
the prison population from 50,000 to about 35,000. Effectively, Asanov put together the
expertise developed by locally based but internationally affiliated experts, the inter-
national dimension provided by the IOs such as the OSCE and the EU, and his own pol-
itical and managerial skills. In turn, improving Kazakhstan’s standing in international
rankings contributed to Asanov’s promotion to Prosecutor General, and then to
Supreme Court chairman.

The lower-level officials also engage with IOs to overcome internal resistance to their
proposals. This both “gives [the proposal] more weight and has some practical value.”
Thus, national agencies sometimes ask international experts (e.g. from the OECD) to
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feature specific policies in their recommendations, because otherwise “the government
won’t hear them.”34 An interviewee’s department devised an e-governance mechanism
they thought could be blocked by the other ministries, so they asked an international
agency they worked with to present this model as the “global best practice” instead.35

These complex forms of cooperation stem from high demand for reform combined
with uneven resource endowment and low political throughput capacity. Closedness
and centralisation make Kazakhstani policy process seem like a toll road with only one
tollbooth opening occasionally. To get through, various actors within the ecosystem
have to pool their resources together. This involves forms of carpooling, seeking bypasses,
as well as a lot of “honking” to be noticed at the tollbooth.

Compare that to the case of pre-2018 Armenia. With a relatively well-developed reform
ecosystem (Stefes and Paturyan 2021), it also featured a complete lack of political will to
engage in reforms. The Armenian “tollbooth” was closed: partly because of the Nagorno-
Karabakh military conflict with Azerbaijan and the country’s strong orientation towards
Russia and away from other international influences (that could incentivize the govern-
ment to launch reforms)36 – as an interviewee puts it, “Karabakh is the main handicap
of reform;”37 but also partly because the government chose to strategically postpone
all reforms until after the constitutional reform would enter into force in spring 2018.38

Absent any reform agenda, all the actors involved or potentially interested in reforms
were stalling. The IOs involvement is still instrumentalized by internal actors: e.g. the civil
society activists would have IOs list certain measures as prerequisites for providing
financial assistance, thus putting pressure on the government indirectly. The authorities,
too, would frame unpopular initiatives as imposed by IOs.39 But the actual function IOs
perform is different, and interviewees consistently characterise them as donors of
financial and other resources used by the internal actors in their own interests, rather
than for reform. The IO representatives, too, fully understand that the government only
engages in reforms “to save face.”40

Under these conditions, all an IO could do was to push the government closer to for-
mulating a policy program (authored by the governmental officials with the use of exper-
tise supplied by local NGOs), with no clear perspectives of enactment. Thus, contrary to
our expectation, the IOs’ influence in pre-2018 Armenia only covered the agenda-
setting stage, and mostly failed to extend into the later stages of the policy process.41

Internationally permissive pluralist regimes

The 2018 revolution moves Armenia into the category of internationally permissive plur-
alist regimes. In this group the IOs’ participation should be most open and active and
embrace all stages of the policy process. The revolution also ended the pre-2018 stalling
abruptly, creating an opening for reforms. At the same time, all reform plans carefully
drafted and stored in anticipation of the 2018 constitutional transition were now put
aside, and even disposed of.

Strikingly, after the revolution the overall structure and logic of the policy process does
not change. Other than the primeminister now replacing the president as the key political
figure, the ecosystem remained the same. Ministers remain initiators of policy change in
their sphere of responsibility. Their deputies and heads of departments, together with
local NGOs, provide policy expertise.42 The place of IOs did not change either: they are
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still expected to simply finance those policy programs which would be written, adopted,
and implemented by local actors.

An illustrative example is the program of development in the sphere of school edu-
cation, launched before the revolution and then restarted after it. Financial assistance
to design the program was provided by the Asian Development Bank that traditionally
contributes to the sphere of social infrastructure in Armenia. Together with the Ministry
of Education, the ADB formulated the call to hire local experts and selected them.
Then, the Ministry coordinated the work of those experts to get a draft policy program,
and then transferred it to the political level – to the Minister, the Prime Minister, and
the Parliament. When the program is approved, the government would negotiate with
the donor organizations once again – this time to get implementation funding.

Given the IOs’ detachment, the local experts remain quite critical of their role in Arme-
nia’s reform process even after the revolution. Their collaboration with the government
produces poor results, and their involvement is perceived as perfunctory and easily mis-
guided by the authorities. As one interviewee puts it, in this relationship “the ball is always
in the government’s court.”43

Our field trip to Armenia took place in June 2019, only one year after the revolution,
which partly explains why we did not observe any significant changes to the IO engage-
ment in Armenia after 2018.44 Another explanation though lies with the lack of changes in
the national political process: following the revolution, the revolutionary forces had
obtained a monopoly of power which was further consolidated after the landslide
victory in the 2018 parliamentary elections. The reform ecosystem did not change
either, resulting in almost no adjustments to the policy process.

The two other cases populating the internationally permissive pluralist cluster are
those of Georgia before and after 2013. In fact, Georgia is the only country in the
sample consistently characterised as an internationally permissive pluralist regime.
Since the Rose Revolution that brought Mikheil Saakashvili to presidentship in 2003,
Georgia has always scored high in the VA index, but especially so after the change of
power in 2012–2013 when the Georgian Dream coalition led by Bidzina Ivanishvili, the
wealthiest man in the country, won the parliamentary elections and outnumbered the
MPs elected on Saakashvili’s then ruling United National Movement (UNM) ticket.

Given Georgia’s position in the upper right corner of the graph (Figure 1), we expect
that both before and after 2013 IOs would openly participate in all stages of the policy
process, including the most lucrative ones of policy formulation and adoption, and that
in general, their involvement with the national policy making process under Saakashvili
and Ivanishvili would be rather similar.

In reality, however, the two cases prove quite different. Indeed, the very dynamic of
policy making under the two governments turns out to differ substantially. One intervie-
wee describes decision making under Saakashvili as “unilateral,” not involving any consul-
tations, and unfolding “in a very close-knit circle… of seven guys charged…with policy
goal formulation, decision taking and, then, enforcement:” very much goal-oriented and
not process-oriented at all.45 This approach would obviously leave little space for any non-
governmental actors, both local and international, to participate in the actual policy
process (see also Kakachia and Lebanidze 2016, 140).

Initially, what distinguished IOs in their ability to get involved with the government
was the type of resources they possessed. Although Saakashvili was from the outset
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not interested in additional legitimacy boost or any outside expertise,46 he still needed
financial support in the first years of his rule. There even was a competition between
the government and the NGOs for international support initially, and Saakashvili had to
convince the donors that “the best part of the civil society is [now] in the government,”
and that therefore “now most of the money should come to the government”47 (see
also Muskhelishvili and Jorjoliani 2012, 695).

This changed after the government “learned how to raise money from taxes,”48 from
“selling state property,”49 or forcing businesses to finance governmental initiatives (e.g.
building the so called “Houses of justice,” part of Saakashvili’s single-window administra-
tive reform).50 When that happened, “they relied on the donors much less”51 compared to
what had been happening immediately after the Rose Revolution.

The government also “stopped listening to the donors […] because of the compe-
tence that their people had.”52 The Rose Revolution brought a lot of new blood into
the system (Nodia 2005), and Saakashvili pinned his hopes on the very young gener-
ation of Georgians, preferably with Western education, whom he often hand-picked
“spontaneously.”53 Often these new recruits had experience of working for the Geor-
gian-based INGOs, like the Open Society Foundation, or intergovernmental inter-
national organizations, like the OSCE or UNDP. These active young professionals,
eager and able to use their skills and international connections to raise money in
order to push forward their policy initiatives, ended up in the government (Broers
2005; Cheterian 2008, 699).54 And while they would often depend on some financial
support from the West to implement these initiatives, the ownership they felt about
their pet projects and their expertise did produce a paradoxical effect of generally low-
ering the actual leverage IOs had with the government.

With the high level of popular support and legitimacy, internal expertise, a clearly
articulated vision for a small libertarian government, and sufficient financial resources,
Saakashvili’s regime had little practical interest in engaging with IOs on their terms.55

Open to the West, having “concrete ambitions” to join the EU and NATO,56 and willing
to “constantly blink on the radars of international organizations and big countries,”57

Georgia under Saakashvili had, of course, to listen to the most important IOs, but at
the same time, as it turns out, the government could still afford keeping the policy
process rather isolated from the direct command of international actors.

Ivanishvili’s Georgian Dream – the political force that came to crush the Saakashvili
regime – is widely recognised as “an ‘anti’ movement, united not by policy positions or
constituencies but by disgust with the government” and with Saakashvili personally (Fair-
banks Jr and Gugushvili 2013, 119). Symptomatically, Ivanishvili’s rule is also the opposite
of the Saakashvili regime in terms of its policy making process. The adjectives our inter-
viewees use to describe it include: “incremental,” “slow,” “cautious,” “ain’t-broke-don’t-fix-
it,” “risk-averse,” “easily rolled back,” “ideology-free,” “oligarchic,” “unofficial.” All of that is
combined with the lack of transparency and enormous uncertainty pertaining to the way
decisions are taken: As one interviewee puts it, Ivanishvili’s governance is “totally opaque
and nobody knows… how it works really.”58 This uncertainty creates

a problem of making decisions: people in the government are afraid to assume responsibility
… , and they wait for Ivanishvili to make decisions, and either… cannot get in touch with
him… , or he cannot make up his mind, but you see that they cannot make decisions.59
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Paradoxically, this opaque, hierarchical, Ivanishvili-centered governance also involves
extensive use of diverse platforms and avenues for societal input into the policy
process. Along with direct contact with the government (the predominant channel of
IO involvement during the Saakashvili years), this gives IOs an additional instrument to
get involved by partnering up with local actors – first and foremost, the flourishing
NGO sector.

The most obvious form of such partnership is the IOs’ financing of the local civil society
organizations’ projects aimed at reforming some particular policies at the national level.
Foreign aid to the NGO sector starts to grow already after 2007–2008.60 But coupled with
the change of power in 2012–2013 and the subsequent mushrooming of diverse working
groups and other consultative venues under the auspices of the government and in the
parliament, it resulted in the local NGOs’ extensive involvement in policy design, with a
twin goal of ensuring “that the proposed laws and policies, on the one hand, comply
with the international best practices… , and also that they… reflect the current realities
of the country… : that the situation on the ground is taken [into account].”61

This aspiration to localise (or “georgianize”) international policy recipes sometimes
produces tensions between local actors and IOs.62 However, generally the IOs and
NGOs work in symbiosis, producing another pattern of IO involvement (also observable
in the internationally restrictive and permissive non-pluralist regimes, but curiously not in
Saakashvili’s Georgia) – when civil society organizations or the opposition or the media,
whenever ignored by the authorities, bring IOs in to put international pressure on the
national government. (For instance, the NGOs involved in judicial reform, while coop-
erating with the Venice Commission directly, would also often demand that the
Speaker of the Parliament requests the Commission’s opinion about new legislation
that they contest.)

A reverse pattern also exists when IOs commission the NGOs, either openly or covertly,
to prepare the “shadow reports” on Georgia’s compliance with its international commit-
ments. Positions and recommendations from the shadow reports then pop up on the
pages of the organization’s own country reports – this is the case with the OECD, and
even more so with the European Union after signing of the Association Agreement
with Georgia.

Sometimes a shadow report is not enough to ensure that the government delivers on
its commitments. This makes IOs turn to more covert instruments at the later stages of the
policy process. E.g. given Georgia’s “conservative” public opinion regarding the LGBTQ +
rights and active local resistance to legislative changes in this domain propelled by the
ever authoritative Georgian Orthodox Church (Shevtsova 2023), along with attempts to
influence policy makers when they adopt laws, IOs try to influence the outcomes at the
implementation stage by engaging the police, investigators, prosecutors, and other
street-level bureaucrats in trainings, seminars and other activities in an attempt to social-
ise them into a more accepting culture.63

Many interviewees believe the overall openness of the policy process under Ivanishvili
and a broader involvement of NGOs and IOs in reforms stems from the lack of indepen-
dently earned popular support. As the Georgian Dream coalition has come to power as
“an ‘anti’ movement,” it is doomed to gain support and legitimacy not from its own
agenda but mostly by contrasting itself with Saakashvili, his closed non-deliberative
decision-making style included.
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At the same time, when conducting an unpopular or technical reform, and engaging
IOs for their expertise and financial assistance, the government often tries to avoid
broader consultations with the local actors, sometimes dealing with international
experts behind closed doors, without publicising their involvement. This was the case
with the 2018 pension reform aimed at infusing “long money” into the financial sector
of the Georgian economy which only involved international experts and a limited
number of local consultants hired by the donor organizations and functioning as a
bridge between the donors and the Ministries of Economy and Finance. Similar strategy
was used during the 2015 civil service reform: Even the NGOs active in this particular
policy area had little idea of how governmental representatives worked with international
consultants at the policy design stage.

Georgia thus has transitioned from a very uniform pattern whereby the IOs’ inter-
actions were centered on the government officials, under Saakashvili, and IOs did not
have much substantive leverage over the policy outcomes, to a whole multitude of pat-
terns of interaction invoked by the IOs under Ivanishvili, directed at different actors across
the political system and involving exchange of a variety of resources.

Conclusion

We observe a wide variety of patterns of IO involvement into reform and policy process in
the five post-Soviet states. These patterns include: IOs commissioning information from
local NGOs in the form of the shadow reports; NGOs using IOs allowed into the policy
process to make the government hear their demands; IOs, NGOs and lower-level state
bureaucracies striking alliances to achieve their specific policy goals at the implemen-
tation stage; governments using the internationally connected NGOs to finance their
reforms; higher-level bureaucrats using IOs to promote their agenda and make the
reforms they conduct more visible for the politicians; and even everybody imitating a
reform process when it is known that the reform would not be conducted due to political
reasons (as in the case of Armenia before 2018).

Our empirical analysis shows that even within the permissive pluralist systems patterns
of IO involvement can differ substantially. The degree of IOs’ involvement is very much
mitigated by the resource endowment in any given country (as the governments
appear more or less dependent on resources supplied externally), and by how developed
the local policy making ecosystem is (thus providing IOs with natural allies to partner up
with).

The case of Georgia under Ivanishvili is probably the most extreme example of an IO-
friendly and pluralist regime which provides IOs with multitude of potential forms of
engagement – due to the sufficiently well-developed ecosystem of local actors involved
in policymaking. Compare that to the case of Uzbekistan under Karimov, with its effec-
tively non-existent ecosystem of policy actors and lack of local resources to sustain
one. The two cases are also contrasted in the intensity of the policy process therein:
Even if the Karimov regime would be getting more resources from IOs, there would be
no policy process to invest these resources into. (The case of pre-2018 Armenia is instruc-
tive in this respect.) And conversely there is an ongoing policy process in different areas
that could make use of additional resources (and actors to take benefit of these) in the
Ivanishvili regime.
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As expected, it is not only the two formal institutional dimensions of pluralism and per-
missiveness that determine the level and patterns of IO involvement in the policy process.
It is also the structural dimension of resource endowment and the actual policy ecosystem
that can take benefit of these resources, and that creates additional demand for external
resources to be supplied. Furthermore, these three dimensions exist in interaction: Lack of
internal resources would often force the government to let IOs into the policy process.
More IO engagement leads (through conditionality and network governance) to the
intensification of the policy process. That, in turn, boosts the policy ecosystem, if there
is any ecosystem to start with, and unless the government puts additional effort in sup-
pressing it. With only moderate resource endowment, all of that results in a more inten-
sive policy process, and in higher and more variegated IO involvement therein.

Notes

1. A review of some of the most influential handbooks on policy process reveals that IOs are
almost never mentioned in the policy studies literature (see John 2012; Moran, Rein, and
Goodin 2008; Weible and Sabatier 2018). Cerny (2001) was among the first to raise this
issue, but even twenty years later Ashley, Kim, and Lambright (2020, 11) still urge the
public administration scholars “to scale up the lens of inquiry beyond the nation-state to
include global governance actors and organisations,” and Legrand and Stone (2021) in
their very recent review of interchanges between the public policy studies and international
political economy still show that “the development of these… fields of study… has been
commensurate but rarely intersecting” (Legrand and Stone 2021, 481). This is not to say
that there is no research into the IOs’ influence on the national reform process (see, e.g.,
Broome, Homolar, and Kranke 2018; Fang and Stone 2012; Herold et al. 2021), but that
almost all of it lies outside the subdiscipline of public policy studies.

2. A good alternative research strategy would be to focus on a specific IO and take the IO’s per-
formance across different national contexts as a starting point for comparative enquiry into
the factors that influence the IO’s presence in the national policy making. The strongest
advantage of such approach is an element of Most Similar Systems (MSS) Design where
the IO chosen for analysis would be expected to pursue similar strategies in, and seek the
same outcomes for, the countries it works in, so that the observed differences in the IO’s pres-
ence could be ascribed to country-level factors. It has been shown, however, that IOs are stra-
tegic about the kind of presence they seek to exercise depending on various country-level
factors (Dietrich 2013; Schlaufer 2019; Winters 2010), which significantly reduces applicability
of the MSS design. At the same time, focusing on the country level instead and theorizing the
patterns of IO engagement observed in each individual country case (rather than strategies
employed by the IOs across the board) helps avoid this problem. Even where specific IOs are
adapting their strategies of presence in different countries for idiosyncratic or strategic
reasons, the overall patterns of engagement by all IOs observed in any given country
would still constitute a systematic phenomenon.

3. We do not imply that all actors involved in the reform ecosystem necessarily focus primarily
(or at all) on reform or have a specific reform agenda. Rather, they either have some valuable
resources that can be used to produce reform, or have access to decision making, and there-
fore can take part in reform making even if their immediate objectives are different (e.g., jour-
nalists covering a particular policy area may not want to promote reform in this area but
might end up contributing to such reform).

4. Similarly, the NGO or political parties’ involvement is regulated by the (more or less restric-
tive) national legislation, as well as the role of the media, the experts, or the courts.

5. For the purposes of this paper, we assume that the regulation of IOs’ activity and engagement
in the policy making process is uniform across policy areas. Our choice of the unit of analysis
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necessitates this simplifying assumption. Importantly, this assumption holds for the purposes
of this research that did not include what might be labeled as political constitutional reforms,
and focused mostly on social and economic policy areas – a point we return to in the
Research Design section below. This assumption needs to be relaxed if the politically more
sensitive policy areas (that might be regulated more strictly) are analyzed.

6. Entering the policy process in its earlier stages (agenda setting, policy promotion, and enact-
ment) is preferrable because it gives a stronger leverage in promoting specific policy propo-
sals. As Schattschneider (1960; quoted in Mair 1997, 947) puts it, “the definition of the
alternatives is the supreme instrument of power.”

7. The number of gatekeepers in the political system has been theorized by Tsebelis (2002) as
reducing the range of potential policy change – and, as a result, as limiting the opportunity
for policy intervention by all actors, including international organizations. (In his theory Tse-
belis talks more specifically of “veto-players”who can halt reform that does not lie within their
policy preferences.) Note that the higher number of gatekeepers should not be seen as only
reducing the range of policy change though: it is often overlooked both in the comparative
politics and in the policy studies literatures that the fewer gatekeepers also mean fewer
opportunities for societal actors to add items to the reform agenda (even where the veto-
players could then block their further promotion and enactment into policies). This is
especially true since Easton’s gatekeepers are not always Tsebelis’s veto-players: they do
not necessarily have the power to block reforms, but only regulate access into the black
box of political system – hence our choice of terms.

8. That such dramatic diversity in conditions can result in essentially the same outcome where
IOs remain off limits in the national policy process is a striking example of equifinality
(Bennett and Elman 2006; Braumoeller 2003).

9. We sought to take advantage of the semi-structured format of the interviews and asked
about reforms in general, without specifically defining what constituted a proper reform,
and thus leaving it to the interviewees to define how big (and what kind of) a policy
change would qualify for a reform in their opinion. This was critical for our cross-national
design since some of the country cases on our sample proved systematically less prone to
full-scale reform than others. As a result, by narrowing the understanding of reform to any-
thing more specific we could possibly direct the interviewees, whereas our goal was to
prompt them to share their impression of the policy process in their respective countries,
without restricting them by the normative considerations of what is and is not a proper
reform. On a linguistic note, we preferred the word “reform” and opted against asking
about “policy change” instead since most interviews were conducted in Russian and the
Russian analogue (изменение политического курса) is clumsy and non-intuitive.

10. Given this focus on reformers’ experiences, the interviews ended up effectively leaving out of
the scope of this research what could be called political constitutional reforms (such as those
under way in the 2010s in Armenia, Georgia, and Kazakhstan) that aim to change “the basic
patterns of power distribution and reproduction” (Golosov 2013, 618) in the political system.

11. Similar to our approach to types and degrees of reform (see note 8 above), during the inter-
views we did not narrow the IOs to governmental or non-governmental. Nor did we limit the
list of policy areas those organizations could engage in.

12. A potential transition also started in Kazakhstan in early 2019, only months before our field
trip. The changes which followed fall out of our timeframe, and we treat Kazakhstan in the
2010s as a single case.

13. The individual rankings are presented in Table S2 of the Supplementary Material.
14. High-profile UN official in Uzbekistan, Tashkent, June 15th, 2019. Here and below, we use

footnotes to provide information about the interviewees that are quoted directly. An
attempt was made to triangulate all such statements in other interviews and secondary
sources. The additional information is intended for the reader to assess if the interviewee
could be biased.

15. Uzbekistani public administration expert, Tashkent, June 13th, 2019.
16. Head of national business association, Minsk, September 11th, 2019.

EAST EUROPEAN POLITICS 315



17. Most recently that has been the case after 2014–2015 when the government had to negotiate
a helpline with the IMF. An interviewee (then a member of the National Bank’s advisory
board) mentions that these negotiations had become the major driver behind the central
bank reform that, following the IMF recommendation, made the Belarusian National Bank
an independent body exercising conservative monetary policies.

18. Opportunities for international financial institutions to enter Uzbekistan under Karimov also
occasionally arose, but mostly materialized in the form of loans for infrastructural projects.
One IO our interviewees single out is the Asian Development Bank (ADB) which backed
several projects under Karimov. Importantly, its financial support came without any strings
of conditionality attached: “the ADB’s policy often is: [we are okay with] whatever [the gov-
ernment] says, all we want is to come through with the project” (Official at IO representation
in Uzbekistan, Tashkent, June 11th, 2019).

19. Uzbekistani official, Tashkent, June 11th, 2019.
20. Belarusian legal expert, Minsk, August 21th, 2019.
21. This changes after the 2020 protests as the government becomes extremely hostile to NGOs

and civil society groups (Astapova et al. 2022).
22. Head of national business association, Minsk, September 11th, 2019.
23. Campaign to promote the Anti-Discrimination Act in Belarus launched in 2018 by the Belar-

usian Helsinki Group is one example. An NGO activist behind it traces its appearance in the
National Plan for Human Rights to its inclusion into the UN and the Council of Europe’s
country reports upon requests from a wide coalition of civic-minded NGOs pushing for
reform.

24. Uzbekistani official, Tashkent, June 11th, 2019.
25. In fact, the policy towards international rankings started changing gradually already in 2011–

2012 as it went from complete rejection of all indices (as our interviewee, an Uzbekistani
administrative law expert puts it, “one was not allowed to even mention those [hostile]
indices because Uzbekistan ranked so low, close to Turkmenistan, North Korea and such –
which was, of course, offensive”) to “analyzing the state regulation through the prism of
the Doing Business index,” (Uzbekistani expert in administrative law, Tashkent, June 10th,
2019) as the president instructed the state bureaucracy in his new decree.

26. Broome, Homolar, and Kranke (2018) theorize this as the IOs’ “indirect power.”
27. Uzbekistani official, Tashkent, June 11th, 2019.
28. Uzbekistani expert in administrative law, Tashkent, June 10th, 2019.
29. Official at IO representation in Uzbekistan, Tashkent, June 11th, 2019. Ubaydullaeva (2021)

talks of “early signs of the emergence of civil society groups.”
30. One interviewee – himself an Uzbekistani professional who previously worked in Russia but

was reengaged after 2016 to participate in the reform process – frames it as the new presi-
dent’s personal initiative that he launched after visiting the US, noticing how many Uzbeks
with relevant professional experience work abroad, “and inviting them to work for the
motherland” (Top-level Uzbekistani official, Tashkent, June 10th, 2019).

31. Official at IO representation in Uzbekistan, Tashkent, June 7th, 2019.
32. Uzbekistani official, Tashkent, June 11th, 2019.
33. The single most important reason for that is the Kazakhstani programme of financing study

abroad for its citizens, but also returning them back to Kazakhstan, called Bolashak (but also
see Kaiser and Beimenbetov 2020).

34. Kazakhstani top-level official, Nur-Sultan, May 19th, 2019.
35. Kazakhstani public administration expert working with IOs, Nur-Sultan, May 14th, 2019.
36. Russian support for Armenia in the conflict worked as a guarantee of its international security.

Dependency on Russia resulted in refusal to sign the Association Agreement with the Euro-
pean Union in 2013 and subsequent accession into the Eurasian Economic Union in 2015.

37. Top-level IO representation official in Armenia, Yerevan, June 25th, 2019.
38. The main feature of the planned constitutional reform was transition towards parliamentary

system and a “demotion” of the then president Sargsian (whose second presidential term
would expire in 2018) to a prime minister.
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39. “The government goes to the parliament and says [that] something is an IMF requirement –
but in fact the IMF does not require that” (High-ranking official in Karapetyan administration,
Yerevan, June 27th, 2019).

40. Top-level IO representation official in Armenia, Yerevan, June 25th, 2019.
41. “They [a UN office] write documents, but when it comes to real things, they do not really look

at them” (Armenian MP, Yerevan, June 27th, 2019).
42. After the revolution, this bond grew stronger as NGO activists were drawn into the govern-

ment as deputy ministers — precisely for their expertise.
43. Armenian NGO activist, Yerevan, June 27th, 2019.
44. In the years following the Velvet Revolution the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict intensified again

and, presumably, started to play a similarly debilitating role in the Armenian reform process.
45. “It worked like that: ‘We think that this has to be done like this – here is a fait accompli’” (High-

ranking official in the Ivanishvili administration, Tbilisi, June 17th, 2019; also see Mitchell
2012).

46. An interviewee who worked with Saakashvili says that “he did not have a high opinion of civil
society – he had an opinion about specific persons in the civil society. But civil society… he
never took it seriously. And civil society people were very offended by that” (Top-level official
in the Saakashvili administration, Tbilisi, June 21st, 2019).

47. Top-level official in the Saakashvili administration, Tbilisi, June 21st, 2019.
48. Top-level official in the Saakashvili administration, Tbilisi, June 21st, 2019.
49. High-profile official in the Saakashvili administration, Tbilisi, June 19th, 2019.
50. Head of a major Georgian NGO, Tbilisi, June 18th, 2019.
51. Independent Georgian consultant working with diverse IOs, Tbilisi, June 20th, 2019.
52. Independent Georgian consultant working with diverse IOs, Tbilisi, June 20th, 2019.
53. An interviewee describes that Saakashvili hired officials after meeting them “on the plane”

(Top-level official in the Saakashvili administration, Tbilisi, June 21st, 2019).
54. Compare this to Mirziyoyev’s Buyuk Kelajak policy in Uzbekistan after 2016 (see above).
55. This is how Saakashvili spoke of IOs’ terms and conditions in the later period of his rule: “Time,

which we have spent on construction of new homes for IDPs, would have been only enough
for the international organizations for their paper work” (“Saakashvili Delivers State of Nation
Address” 2009).

56. Top-level official in the Saakashvili administration, Tbilisi, June 18th, 2019.
57. High-profile official in the Saakashvili administration, Tbilisi, June 19th, 2019.
58. Top-level official in the Saakashvili administration, Tbilisi, June 21st, 2019.
59. Official at the Georgian branch of an international NGO, Tbilisi, June 17th, 2019.
60. Some believe the fault line lies with the 2008 Russo-Georgian War. Others say it was after the

November 2007 Rustaveli Avenue protests and the ensuing police brutality that “the donors
again became more looking at the civil society… to balance the government.” (Top-level
official in the Saakashvili administration, Tbilisi, June 21st, 2019; Official at the Georgian
branch of an international NGO, Tbilisi, June 17th, 2019; Georgian journalist, Tbilisi, June
15th, 2019).

61. Official at the Georgian branch of an international NGO, Tbilisi, June 17th, 2019.
62. E.g., some recommendations provided by the Venice Commission of the Council of Europe

regarding the long-lasting judicial reform and the overall positive assessment of the
reform progress in the EU Association Implementation reports have been met with a lot of
criticism by the NGOs active in this policy field, who point at the international partners’
lack of local knowledge and understanding of the political context, their retrospective
approach (when they evaluate the current realities against the judiciary’s performance
under Saakashvili), as well as the fact “they do not want to alienate the Georgian government
too much, because Georgia still performs better than Ukraine or Moldova – the two other
countries in the group” (Official at the Georgian branch of an international NGO, Tbilisi,
June 17th, 2019).

63. For instance, in 2017 ODIHR’s Prosecutors and Hate Crime Training Programme was
implemented in Georgia (“Georgia | HCRW” 2023). Our interviewee who works for one of
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the most influential human rights Georgian NGOs makes a direct link between these and
other efforts on the part of the OSCE and the Council of Europe (see, e.g., “Fighting Discrimi-
nation, Hate Crime and Hate Speech in Georgia” 2023) and the establishment in 2018 of a
special unit to internally monitor the investigation process into hate crimes in the Ministry
of Interior (Official at a major Georgian NGO, Tbilisi, June 19th, 2019; for more details see
“National Frameworks to Address Hate Crime in Georgia | HCRW” 2023).
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