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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This paper analyses the role of civil society in promoting transition reforms resilience in Central
and Eastern Europe, with a particular focus on Hungary and Romania. The research is developed
through a mixed method approach, using linear regression models for panel data on 11 countries
in Central and Eastern Europe over the period ranging from 1997 to 2014 and in-depth
interviews with key stakeholders in two case studies – Hungary and Romania. Our quantitative
analysis validates the primary hypothesis of the study: a strong civil society is indeed an
important factor in explaining the pace and resilience of transition reforms in the region. The
findings are supported by and reflected in the qualitative analysis.
The regression results suggest a number of civil society components that positively affect
transition resilience in Central and Eastern Europe, in particular CSO sustainability, legal
environment and infrastructure, as well as financial viability and participation - including
through the active engagement of civil society in the electoral process. The situation on the
ground however suggests that the lack of funding and the non-collaborative stance of
governments represent two dangerous obstacles that impede the effective functioning of civil
society in the region. In addition, four control variables of interest, namely media freedom, EU
accession, political opposition and income are shown to be statistically significant in most of the
models used. This result implies the important role of external factors that foster conditions for
transition resilience in CEE countries.
The following policy implications ensue for the three main stakeholders concerned: international
organizations / international financial institutions, national governments, and civil society
organizations:
- The EBRD should help enhance the advocacy capacity of civil society through funding
initiatives which improve the financial viability and capacity of CSOs.
- National governments should collaborate with and create a space for dialogue between the
government and civil society.
- Civil society should take measures to address their own internal weaknesses, sustainability and
accountability.

V

INTRODUCTION

This paper examines the relationship between civil society and transition resilience in Central
and Eastern Europe, with a special focus on two countries, Hungary and Romania. In particular,
the research seeks to identify the political and economic conditions in which civil society can
promote transition reforms and secure their implementation over time. Therefore, the research
also takes into account the influence of other factors, such as the impact of the European Union,
media and political opposition on transition sustainability and the prevention of backtracking.
Research Setting
The main question that guides the research project is the following: what is the role of civil
society in promoting transition resilience? In order to answer the research question, the project
uses a mixed methods approach, combining quantitative analysis with in-depth interviews. The
quantitative analysis uses linear regression models to identify which components of civil society
affect transition in Central and Eastern Europe. The qualitative section is based on 14 in-depth
interviews, carried out in Hungary and Romania, and addresses other crucial aspects of the
research, namely the leverage of civil society on democratic backtracking in the above two
countries.
Main Findings
Our analysis suggests that the strength and vibrancy of civil society in a given country is an
important factor in explaining the pace and resilience of transition reforms. However, certain
factors can hinder civil society’s ability to make a prolonged and effective contribution to
transition: the funding opportunities available to civil society organizations (CSOs), especially
since their accession to the EU, as well as their overall enabling environment, particularly their
relationship with the government. Insights from qualitative research in Hungary and Romania
further highlight the role played by political opposition, suggesting that greater political
opposition creates a space for civil society. In this respect, the qualitative findings are slightly at
odds with the quantitative evidence which only found the role of political opposition important in
countries with ineffective governance. In addition, democratic backtracking is identified as one
of the central concerns of transition in the region that needs to be addressed.
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Background Trends
Promoting transition to market economy in countries committed to and applying the principles of
multi-party democracy and pluralism constitutes the mission of the EBRD, as set out in Article 1
of the Agreement Establishing the Bank. Article 1 defines transition as the move “towards
market-oriented economies and promoting private and entrepreneurial initiative”.
In 2016, the EBRD has introduced a revised way of measuring transition to market economy, the
concept which underpins the design and evaluation of its investments and technical assistance
projects. The revised transition concept argues that a well-functioning market economy should
be more than just competitive. It should also be well-governed, inclusive, green, resilient and
integrated. These qualities are implicit in the EBRD’s founding articles.
The 2016 concept thus refines a notion of transition formulated in 1997, when all of the EBRD’s
countries of operations were emerging from communism and faced a similar set of challenges on
their way to capitalism. The change reflects both a global evolution since then in defining a
successful market economy, and the development of the EBRD’s own work in countries now
applying a variety of brands of capitalism and requiring different sets of reforms. Following
work mitigating the effects of the 2008 financial crisis, the Bank now also understands the risks
of reform reversals. This is critical for ensuring the political sustainability of market reforms.
For instance, the EBRD understands how important governance and inclusion are for market
reforms in its countries of operations. The countries that have managed to create sustainable and
inclusive democratic institutions are also the ones that have made most progress in economic
transition. In this regard, reforms should deliver benefits to the majority of the population in both
the short and the long term, preventing populism both in times of crisis and in normal times.
Transition resilience, as defined by the EBRD, is the progress that is based on “solid institutional
foundations, economic stability and social acceptance”i. Building transition resilience has
become one of the three top priorities of EBRD’s Strategic and Capital Framework 2016-2020,
alongside market integration and addressing global and regional challenges.
Transition resilience can only be achieved and sustained through cooperation between various
stakeholders. While the government is the main actor that adopts and implements policies which
foster economic transition, the resilience of the reforms is very much dependent on the private
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sector and other non-state actors, such as civil society. Indeed, civil society can contribute to
transition resilience by promoting good governance, transparency and integrity standards,
holding the government accountable and fostering economic inclusion.
This research project aims at providing objective and evidence-based knowledge regarding the
relationship between civil society and transition resilience, relying on established theories as well
as primary research. The results will contribute to the existing literature on civil society and
governance, and inform the development of CSO engagement practices of the EBRD, including
through the Civil Society Capacity Enhancement Framework.

I.

LITERATURE REVIEW

1. CIVIL SOCIETY
The fall of the Berlin Wall and the collapse of the Soviet Union have redrawn the borders of
Central and Eastern Europe and restructured the geopolitical landscape in the region. In the
aftermath of the post-communist transformation, transition reforms and democratization
processes became highly relevant subjects of study.
The transition from centrally planned economic systems to market-oriented economies which
occurred in Central and Eastern Europe, as well as Russia and Central Asia, was an arduous
process. CEE countries had to go through the simultaneous implementation of economic,
political and, to some extent, social reforms. The entire communist institutional framework and
the means through which the economy was centrally directed had to be reshaped. This new
settlement, moreover, had to be managed and maintained in the context of resource scarcity and
high socio-political costs. Ultimately, the majority of the countries have made important steps in
their transition process and eventually joined the European Union. Besides the crucial role
played by international organizations and other state and non-state actors, civil society also had
an important role in the process.
For the purpose of this research, civil society is understood as “a sphere of social interaction
between the family, the economy, and the state, comprising voluntary associations, public
interest foundations, social movements and forms of public discourse, debate, or
communication”.ii In other words, civil society can be conceptualized as an arena where social
values and interests interact and associate to seek an influence on society.iii
3

As such, civil society is not merely an artefact of the state or the economy. It is rather something
that creates itself, and consists of self-mobilizing “activist” citizens. As J. Habermas pointed out,
civil society “comprises those nongovernmental and noneconomic connections and voluntary
associations that anchor the communication structures of the public sphere in the society
component of the lifeworld. The core of civil society comprises a network of associations that
institutionalizes problem-solving discourses on questions of general interest inside the
framework of organized public spheres.”iv Therefore, the concept of “civil society” has arguably
shifted from the “third sector” to a broader understanding of an entity that both makes up and
shapes the public sphere through communication and dialogue on issues of interest and concern
for society as a whole. This new perspective acknowledges civil society as a political
phenomenon, as opposed to other, more limited concepts, such as the non-profit or third sector,
which focus mainly on the economic dimension of civil society actors.
The role of CSOs has been broadly discussed in the literature. There are four main functions of
civil society described by different approaches: 1) the school of democracy function, whereby
civil society provides the framework for the day-to-day practice of democracy, enabling citizens
to develop their civic skills, democratic attitudes and social capital: 2) the interest representation
and intermediation function, according to which civil society is an autonomous sphere acting as
an intermediary between citizens and government; 3) the public sphere function, whereby civil
society provides a forum for democratic deliberation and preference articulation; and finally 4)
the watch-dog critical function, according to which political power needs to be checked by a
large number of civil society organisations, meant to protect democracy and immunise against
authoritarianism.
More generally, though, the views in the literature can be grouped into two major standpoints:
one which regards civil society as having a non-political, representative and accommodating
role, and another one which considers civil society to have a politically engaged, participatory
and oppositional role. We argue, however, that both the oppositional and the accommodating
functions of CSOs are necessary in order to significantly impact on governance and transition
resilience. Civil society needs to be able to both criticize and control political power, but also to
engage with it and provide its expertise in the policymaking process. In this sense, civil society is
best placed in between the mass public, faced with the “rational ignorance” problem, and
political actors, who seek political office and are constrained by electoral incentives.
4

Considering the near total absence of CSOs in the communist societies, the participation of
emerging civil society actors in the transition and the accompanying decision-making processes
was particularly important. During the 1990s, thanks to western donors’ support, thousands of
new civil society groups and organisations, think tanks, independent media, and private
universities were set up and became influential in raising the level of public debate and openness
in societies, thus prompting social change.
Civil society also reinforced economic development by encouraging sound governmental
policies and by increasing the flow of knowledge and information within society. As such, CSOs
provided useful inputs on economic policy issues, facilitated the growth of private enterprise,
and helped ensure that the state does not suffocate the economy. CSOs moreover provided a
variety of social services, particularly to disadvantaged and vulnerable people who were
negatively affected by the transition process.
In addition, civil society organisations acted as an important counterbalance against discretionary
power and poor governance, thus making governments more responsive to society’s demands.
The watchdog-related activities of civil society organizations helped keep governments and
public institutions in check, pushing countries towards higher levels of democracy.v
The European Union (EU), in particular, recognizes the importance of CSOs in many different
fields, including economic development, political participation, and promoting good
governance.vi A prominent school of thought argues that CSOs are the necessary link needed by
the European Union to connect its integration process to the local populations, shifting the
paradigm of integration from the classic functionalist school to an inclusive bottom-up process
able to include a higher proportion of local actors.vii
As such, it is highly relevant also in the context of the multilevel governance arrangements that
characterize EU policy-making in an increasing number of fields. Indeed, the civil sector is
witnessing a constantly growing number of nongovernmental organizations creating partnerships
and forming European-level platforms to cooperate and increase their effectiveness, such as the
Social Platform (The Platform of European Social NGOs), the European NGO Confederation for
Relief and Development (CONCORD), the Green 10, European Women’s Lobby, or the Expert
Forum. Such partnerships and platforms have become common practice at EU and international
level, to the extent that we can now speak of “networking as a structural characteristic that
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strengthens NGOs’ capacity of setting up and managing their activities, influence governments
and businesses, brainstorm new ideas, promote good governance, and increase political
awareness and participation.”viii
Within the European Union, the increased appreciation of civil society’s vital role has resulted in
the establishment of good governance standards, set out in the Copenhagen Criteria and the
Treaty of Lisbon, to which candidate member states have to adhere. For instance, these criteria
include the necessity of ensuring a well-functioning democracy, which implies the recognition of
a space for civil society. Another criterion is the capacity of CSOs to participate in the
formulation of EU policies by providing expertise and know-how on particular issues, with the
long-term goal of fostering European integration.ix
The European Commission’s White Paper on Governance points out CSOs’ “important role in
the development of Community policies,” particularly their capacity to gather spontaneous
formations and institutional organizations of citizens capable of policy-shaping.x Given the
increasing number of topics under regulation by the European Union and the complexity of the
EU’s competences, public consultations and hearings of interested stakeholders have become a
sine qua non as a standard of good practice.
2. TRANSITION RESILIENCE
The term transition is used in many different fields, ranging from physics to political science,
and it commonly refers to the process of a system changing from one situation to another. In a
socio-political and economic context, transition is “a shift from authoritarian rule to pluralist and
open systems”.xi
The concept of transition is commonly set within the broader process of democratization, and is
generally understood as a process that comes in phases or waves.xii As such, the very nature of
transition processes makes them unstable and dependent on economic and political cycles, as
they are subject to strong pressures both internally and externally. Paul Huntington defines
democratic transition as “that shift from authoritarian to democratic rule, conditional on
economic development and, although able to create spill-over effects, also subject to reversals
and setbacks”.xiii
In the context of the economic system of CEE countries after the collapse of the Soviet Union,
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transition refers to the shift from centrally planned economies to free-market systems based on
private property and accumulation of capital, rejection of the single-party system, passage to
multiparty democracy and – in some cases – achieving independence from collapsed state
entities, such as the Soviet Union and Yugoslavia.
Ultimately, although the stakes were high and the interests to quickly stabilize the region were
clear, the implementation of the structural economic and political reforms after 1989-1992 was
everything but an obvious outcome. In order to grasp both the progress and the setbacks of the
transition processes, the EBRD came up with a number of transition indicators (for detailed
explanation see the methodology section) and created the Transition Reforms Resilience Index
(TRRI).
The novelty of the Index and its added value reside in the use of the concept of “resilience”,
which other indicators commonly utilised in social sciences rarely use. Resilience stands for the
ability of a system to withstand and overcome challenges, such as changes in political majorities
or external economic shocks. In essence, the concept of resilience could be defined as the general
ability of a system to persist in a world that is subject to on-going change, adaptability of the
human factor, and, crucially, social transformability.xiv
In the case of the post-communist transition and democratization process of Central and Eastern
Europe, transition reforms resilience measures the capacity of CEE countries to face and adapt to
the change of the political and economic environment. A reduction in the Index indicates a
reversal of reforms.
Given the high political costs of transition reforms, their implementation was not linear.
Although in general the process maintained a positive trend and transition brought the majority
of the countries into the broader family of Western democracies, there are cases (explained in
greater detail in the following chapters) that show attempts of halting, if not even reversing these
reforms. Such attempts produce a reduction in the Resilience Index, which in EBRD’s
terminology is called backtracking.
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3. CIVIL SOCIETY AND TRANSITION RESILIENCE: THE ROLE OF GOVERNANCE
The increasingly interconnected world born after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the
integration of countries that were previously cut off into the global trade of goods and services
tested both scholars and practitioners’ understanding of decision-making processes. It is at that
time that the international community began using the concept of “governance” as the act of
governing or decision-making practice that includes both governmental and nongovernmental
organisations and stakeholdersxv. There are several interpretations of the concept, including the
definition of “governance” as the way executive power is managed.
However, most experts and practitioners understand the term “governance” as a more complex
process. According to the World Bank, governance is “the manner in which power is exercised
in the management of a country’s economic and social resources for development,”xvi and
classifies the quality or level of governance according to four aspects: accountability, rule of law,
accessibility of public information, and transparency. Quite intuitively, the higher these levels
are, the better a governance system is.
Good governance and solid institutions are at the basis of all societies and represent an important
precondition for economic growth and societal resilience. Improving governance, strengthening
electoral systems, fighting corruption and reforming the justice sector are key to fostering the
citizens’ trust in their state and public institutions.
In general, governance transcends the practice of governing – understood as the government’s
activities – because it encompasses the variety of interests and forms of collective coordination
that structure and ground modern societies. It bypasses the classic hierarchical relationship
between the government and the governed in favour of a more horizontal, cooperative approach
that describes all the processes and negotiations between the many different state and non-state
actors operating within a given society.
In an era of globalization and competing continental economic blocs, the decentralization of
decision-making is becoming ever more necessary. The current debate on the topic mainly
focuses on the necessity for national and international institutions to involve nongovernmental
stakeholders – including civil society – more in their decision-making processes.
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Civil society fosters good governance by providing the checks and balances in order to hold
public institutions accountable. CSOs are uniquely placed in between the public and the private
sector to play a public oversight role and provide a counterweight to vested interests in
government and business, acting as an important actor against discretionary power and poor
governance. In addition, civil society organisations have an important role in raising awareness
among the general public and increasing public pressure for action – including by mobilizing
citizens in participatory monitoring.
While voting ensures that all citizens have a say in the election of representatives (ex-ante
mandate accountability) and in punishing incumbents for not keeping their electoral promises
(ex-post electoral accountability), in between elections atomised individual citizens are hardly
expected to influence government policies and legislation. Only as part of organised groups do
they stand a good chance of ensuring the responsiveness of political representatives and
effectively keeping them to account. As such, through its watch-dog critical function, civil
society plays a crucial part in activating democratic linkages and policy accountability in CEE
countries, raising normative constraints and increasing the costs of non-compliance for political
representatives and public officials. Thus, CSOs have a direct impact on the quality of
institutions and hence transition resilience in the region.
In this regard, civil society is crucial for the democratic fabric of the society, economic growth
and social innovation, and an important partner as a driver of transition reforms. It must be
pointed out, however, that disentangling the impact of civil society organisations from their
systems of reference is highly difficult. In order to work effectively, CSOs need a certain level of
democratic development in their own countries, which in turn cannot be achieved without
contributions from a diverse and vibrant civil society.xvii
In this context, there are two aspects related to good governance identified in the literature that
are worth noting. Firstly, the representation and balance between public and private interests are
only possible with good institutional frameworks.xviii Secondly, the improved institutional
performance fostered by the transition process and European integration have positively affected
civil society by increasing its leverage and importance. xix
Therefore, while civil society plays a significant role in promoting transition resilience, good
governance is a crucial link facilitating this process. Indeed, while civil society is in fact a key

9

actor fostering good governance, the latter in turn facilitates the emergence of an appropriate
framework necessary for sustaining the continued implementation of transition reforms.

II.

METHODOLOGY

The methodology used is a mixed methods approach. It uses econometric modelling to test the
research hypotheses through a data-intensive analysis of EBRD’s countries of operations,
focusing on Central and Eastern European countries. The findings are further corroborated with a
comparative case study of two selected countries, Hungary and Romania, which relies on
qualitative data.
The research covers countries in Central and Eastern Europe which have gone through the
transition from centrally planned to market economy and are currently members of the European
Union. The group of countries thus covered are the following: Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech
Republic, Hungary, Poland, Romania, the Slovak Republic, Slovenia, and the three Baltic States:
Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. The research analyses a panel data from 1997 to 2014. The time
range is determined by two factors: the availability of empirical data and the fact that civil
society is considered to have emerged and developed since the late 1990s in the region.
1. QUANTITATIVE METHODOLOGY
The empirical part examines the relation between civil society, operationalized through CSO
sustainability and participation, on the one hand, and transition resilience, on the other hand.
Building upon the literature review and in line with our in-depth qualitative analysis, the
empirical part aims to determine which components of civil society have positive effects on
transition resilience. As such, we argue that it is not only the existence and individual
characteristics of civil society organisations that matter for transition resilience, but also their
active participation and links to other organizations and policymakers.
Furthermore, control variables, such as EU accession, income, freedom of media and political
opposition, also suggest there are other factors that contribute to a higher or lower level of
transition resilience in Central and Eastern Europe. The nature of our econometric identification
strategy allows us to focus on the sustainability and participation of civil society that promote
transition resilience, but it is not as well suited for understanding the mechanism of transition
10

itself, especially in country-specific contexts. Therefore, the use of qualitative methods is
warranted, so that the leverage of civil society on governance and transition could be further
explored.
2. DATA AND MEASUREMENT
2.1. DATA ON TRANSITION RESILIENCE

The existing literature on transition
Transition Resilience in Central & Eastern Europe 1997-2015

resilience has been, so far, built on

4

limited data. This paper uses the
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Figure 1: Transition Resilience in Central and Eastern Europe 1997-2015
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countries
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operations.

The database focuses on economic transition, comprising economic and infrastructure reforms.
Assessments of economic transition performance are made based on eight indicators clustered in
three main areas: Enterprises (including large and small scale privatisation and enterprise
restructuring), Markets and Trade (including price liberalisation, trade and forex system, and
competition policy), and Financial Institutions (including banking reform and capital markets
indicators). Assessments of infrastructure reforms include six dimensions: electric power,
railways, roads, telecommunications, water and waste water. The total value, or the aggregated
transition resilience, is calculated by averaging the values of all indictors.
All country-year observations have a value ranging from 1 to 4+, where 1 represents little or no
change from a rigid centrally planned economy and 4+ represents the standards of an
industrialised market economy. We separate our countries in three sub-regions: the Baltic states,
Eastern Europe, and Central Europe as in the below graph. The separation is based on their
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geographical locations as well as their similarities in terms of socio-economic conditions.
Overall, transition was remarkable in the whole CEE region during the period of 1989-2000: all
three sub-regions increased their transition index from the starting point of around 1 to more than
3 in 2000. Throughout the period from 1989-2014, Eastern Europe is the sub-region that has
been trying to catch up with the other two.
2.2. DATA ON CIVIL SOCIETY

Two hypotheses H1a and H1b look at different dimensions of civil society, and thus require
different indicators. As the literature review suggests, it is difficult to quantify civil society. The
research, therefore, will use two different data sets to measure civil society capability and
participation.
The first dataset is extracted from the CSO Sustainability Index report by the USAID for Central
and Eastern Europe and Eurasia,
which stretches back to 1997. The
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Figure 2: CSO Sustainability in Central and Eastern Europe 1997-2015

seven-point scale, with 1 representing the highest and 7 the lowest level of sustainability. In this
paper, we reverse the scale with 1 representing the lowest and 7 the highest level of sustainability
to enable an intuitive interpretation of the results.
The CSO Sustainability Index indicates a significant divergence between the three sub-regions
analysed. During the period of 1999-2002, there was a sharp increase in CSO sustainability in
the Baltic states and Eastern Europe, while the opposite trend was true in Central Europe. Indeed,
there was a rapid decrease in Central Europe from 1999 to 2005. Consequently, since 2003 the
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Baltic states have surpassed Central Europe in CSO sustainability.
The second dataset, the Civil Society Participation Index, is developed by Michael Bernhard and
extracted from Varieties of Democracy database (v-dem). The Index is formed by taking the
point estimates from a Bayesian factor analysis model of the indicators for candidate selection –
national/local, CSO consultation, CSO participatory environment, and CSO women’s
participation. Each indicator was coded based on the responses to a question relating to civil
society (See Appendix A).
CSO Participation in Central & Eastern Europe 1997-2015
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Figure 3: CSO Participation in Central and Eastern Europe 1997-2015

increase in CSO participation in

Eastern Europe during the period, this sub-region remained one with lowest CSO participation
before 2013. The Baltic States, on the other hand, have maintained a comparatively strong level
of CSO participation. The graph also shows constant fluctuation in CSO participation in Central
Europe during the analysed period.
3. CONTROL AND INSTRUMENTAL VARIABLES
3.1. GOOD GOVERNANCE

For the good governance indicators, the research uses the data developed by Worldwide
Governance Indicators (WGI) of the World Bank. The WGI aggregate and individuate
governance indicators for over 200 countries and territories over the period 1996–2015, along six
dimensions of governance: Voice and Accountability, Political Stability and Absence of
Violence, Government Effectiveness, Regulatory Quality, Rule of Law, and Control of
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Corruption. Out of six dimensions, Voice and Accountability captures the perception of the
extent to which a country’s citizens are able to participate in selecting the government and in
between elections, as well as freedom of expression, association and media. The concept
captured in the WGI thus overlaps with civil society sustainability and participation, and other
control variables that are presented in subsequent sections. Therefore, this dimension of
governance is not included in the dataset used for quantitative analysis part of this report. The
variable Good Governance Index is computed by taking the average of the other five good
governance dimensions by the World Bank:
Governance = (Political Stability and Absence of Violence + Government Effectiveness +
Regulatory Quality + Rule of Law + Control of Corruption) / 5
Our Governance Index is then coded into a binary variable in order to be interacted with Civil
Society Indexes. The term “good governance” is empirically defined as the case when the
Governance Indicator is equal to or higher than the mean of the Governance Index. Accordingly,
1 represents an observation with comparatively good governance or with a Governance Index
higher than the mean, and 0 represents an observation with comparatively ineffective governance
or with a Governance Index lower than the mean.
3.2. EU ACCESSION

It is also important to take into account the presence of international organizations in driving and
sustaining economic reforms in Central and Eastern Europe. To reflect these dynamics, the EU
accession variable was added to capture the impact of EU accession. This variable will be coded
in the form of a dummy variable with 1 if the country is an EU member and 0 for the opposite.
FREEDOM OF PRESS
We also specifically look at the role of the media in promoting good governance and therefore
fostering the transition from centrally-planned economies and authoritarian rule to marketoriented systems based on democratic values. Indeed, an independent press that allows the public
to form its own evidence-based opinions is a necessary characteristic of a healthy democracy. In
this regard, evidence on the ground indicates that a number of countries in Central and Eastern
Europe are experiencing the exact contrary, with high levels of media concentration and
government interference in the media industry.
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POLITICAL OPPOSITION
This control variable captures the relative power of the opposition by measuring the number of
seats held by the biggest opposition party. This indicator is extracted from the Database of
Political Institutions (DPI).
3.3. INCOME

To address the possibility that wealthier countries may be more likely to achieve greater
transition resilience, we control for the level of economic development, measured as logged GDP
per capita.
4. QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS
In addition, qualitative research is used to supplement the quantitative analysis and explore the
political and social causes behind the quantitative findings and to answer questions of why and
how certain trends have been observed. We use a comparative case study analysis of two
countries in CEE, Hungary and Romania. The cases have been selected based on our quantitative
findings highlighting the diverging performance of the two countries with similar geopolitical
environments. The primary method of analysis was semi-structured interviews with state and
non-state actors. We have conducted thirteen interviews, four in Hungary and nine in Romania.
The interviewees may be categorized into five groups:
•

Political representatives: Taking into account the fact that transition is largely
government-driven, we interviewed several political figures in Hungary and Romania.
The selection of interviewees was limited due to their availability and approachability.
For instance, in Hungary, due to the sensitivity of the topic, it was challenging to
interview politicians who are currently members of the Hungarian Parliament;

•

Heads of institutionalized NGOs: This is the main interview group of the research. The
selection of interviewees was in line with the research purpose of providing diverse and
detailed views on the role of civil society in Hungary and Romania. We interviewed
representatives from around ten organizations who have been working on a variety of
topics, including good governance, anti-corruption, public policies, social issues and
human rights;

•

Media: The media sector provides a critical view on the research topic, especially as
15

regards Hungary – where the largest opposition newspaper was shut down as part of an
alleged crackdown on media in the country. Journalists, therefore, have an important
perspective on the political pressure faced by media organizations;
•

Academia: Historically academia was one of the most active sectors in civil society. It
was therefore important to recognize academics’ role in promoting transition reforms
resilience and include them in the interview sample;

•

Think tanks: Like academia, think tanks were also the frontrunners of transition in both
countries. It was important to include their assessment on how civil society has evolved
in the region and the ways in which the role of CSOs has changed over the years.

5. LIMITATIONS
It is important nevertheless to acknowledge the limitations of the data and research. Firstly,
focusing the quantitative research on the measurement of transition resilience means that we do
not capture many important aspects of transition in Central and Eastern Europe that do not
directly involve economic and infrastructure aspects – for instance, political reforms and social
inclusion – which are topics of considerable research interest in their own right. Secondly, while
the Overall Transition Indicators database includes detailed information on economic and
infrastructure reforms, it is difficult to explicitly conclude if the transition is still underway or
completed. This data can only allow for comparable studies between regions and countries.
It is also important to note that the qualitative findings cannot be generalized for the region as a
whole and are only applicable to Hungary and Romania. Furthermore, due to the political climate
in Hungary, none of the interviewees was representative of the current government’s stance –
which could have introduced bias in the results. The research team approached pro-government
representatives and NGOs to get their perspective, but they refused to participate in the
interview. Finally, the interview sample is not large enough to be representative of the wider
population and any findings should be viewed through a critical lens. These limitations suggest
there is scope for further research on the topic in general and within these areas in particular.
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III.

QUANTITATIVE ANALYSIS

1. DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS

The descriptive statistics table below indicates that on average, both transition resilience and
CSO participation in CEE countries have remained relatively high during the period of 19972015. However, the CSO Sustainability Index suggests that the region still needs to improve the
enabling environment for the development of civil society (Mean = 2.9 out of 7). In addition, the
Good Governance Index shows that the average score of the region is just above the threshold of
0.
Table 1: Descriptive Statistics

Variable
Transition

Observation

Mean

Std. Dev

Min

Max

173

3.448246

.31866

2.50719

4.055

195

2.922227

0.6410358

1.6

4.785714

0.8211392

0.0566089

0.6623486

0.9266716

.5820055

.3339367

-.3399092

1.222859

Resilience
(total)
CSO
Sustainability
Civil Society 196
Participation
Good

165

governance

2. MODEL
The analysis will separate two sets of independent variables of interest, namely CSO
Sustainability and CSO Participation, into two different models. The separation aims at
differentiating between the two aspects of civil society that we examine through two hypotheses
– capability and participation of CSOs. Each model will be then divided into sub-models with
three different samples: all observations, observations with good governance, and observations
with ineffective governance. This examination will identify the role of governance as the point
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where civil society impacts on the transition process.
(I) TRit = β0CSOSijt + β1FOPit + β2Yit + β3EUit + β3POit + εit
(II) TRit = β0CSPijt + β1FOPit + β2Yit + β3EUit + β3POit + εit
In which:
● TR: Transition Resilience;
● CSOS: CSO Sustainability;
● FOP: Freedom of Press;
● Y: GDP per capita;
● EU: EU accession binary variable;
● PO : Political opposition
● CSP: Civil Society Participation;
● ε: error term
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3. REGRESSION RESULTS
Table 2: Regression results: Dependent variable: Transition Resilience
Regression result
Total

gg = 1

gg = 0

Advocacy

-0.0288
(0.0311)

-0.0156
(0.0466)

-0.0802
(0.0515)

Financial viability

0.0634*
(0.0341)

0.0912*
(0.0549)

0.0775
(0.0708)

Infrastructure

0.0987***
(0.0379)

0.131***
(0.0478)

0.148**
(0.0676)

Legal environment

0.129***
(0.0222)

0.161***
(0.0324)

-0.0339
(0.0718)

Org capability

-0.0159
(0.0346)

-0.0784
(0.0653)

-0.164*
(0.0881)

Public image

0.000941
(0.0362)

-0.0126
(0.0567)

0.0779
(0.0648)

Service provision

0.0158
(0.0374)

0.0187
(0.0464)

-0.0444
(0.0754)

Freedom of press

0.00625***
(0.00192)

0.00998***
(0.00319)

eu

0.130***
(0.0302)

0.0784
(0.0498)

log GDP per capita

0.368***
(0.0602)

0.410***
(0.0964)

Poli competition

0.000705**
(0.000277)

0.000418
(0.000332)

-0.00612
(0.00452)
0.158***
(0.0390)
0.570***
(0.123)
0.000556
(0.000684)

Total

gg = 1

-0.00397
(0.00248)

-0.00420
(0.00322)

-0.0309
(0.0355)

-0.0165
(0.0470)

1.017***
(0.0874)
-0.000271
(0.000354)

0.901***
(0.120)
-0.0000819
(0.000445)

g = 0

-0.00600**
(0.00279)
0.254***
(0.0503)
0.478***
(0.119)
0.00111
(0.000749)

Candidate selection

0.0731**
(0.0333)

0.0879**
(0.0416)

0.00170
(0.0403)

Participation env

-0.0742
(0.0506)

-0.0540
(0.0571)

0.0847
(0.0611)

CSO consultation

0.0347
(0.0373)

0.0281
(0.0483)

-0.0411
(0.0556)

0
(.)

0
(.)

0
(.)

-6.358***
(0.804)

-5.328***
(1.099)

170

114

Women participation

Constant

-1.745***
(0.634)

Observations
R-squared

143

-2.369**
(1.001)

-1.884*
(0.972)

92

51

Standard errors in parentheses
* p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01
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-1.353
(1.025)
56

The regression results suggest a number of civil society components that positively affect
transition resilience in Central and Eastern Europe. Regarding CSO Sustainability, Legal
Environment and Infrastructure have positive impacts on transition resilience. The result is
statistically significant at 1%. Financial Viability also has a statistically significant positive
impact on transition resilience. Regarding CSO Participation, the engagement of CSOs in the
electoral process and the CSO participatory environment are significant factors. These drivers
confirm our theoretical framework presented in the literature review and will be further
supported by primary evidence from our in-depth interviews.
In addition, four control variables of interest, namely freedom of press, EU accession, political
opposition and income, are statistically significant in most of the models. This result implies the
important role of external factors, apart from government and civil society, that provide the
conditions for transition to take place and be sustainable.
Furthermore, there are major differences in the effect of the above-mentioned variables in the
context of good governance. For instance, financial viability, legal environment, candidate
selection, and freedom of press only have positive significant impacts in the context of good
governance. In contrast, the role of EU accession and political opposition is only statistically
significant when the observation falls into the category of ineffective governance. This result
suggests that good governance can differentiate the role of civil society in the process of
transition, as well as provide the enabling environment for the influence of other factors.

IV.

QUALITATIVE RESULTS

The semi-structured interviews conducted with various stakeholders in Hungary and Romania
corroborate and supplement the quantitative findings. Building on the trends identified through
the econometric framework, the qualitative research explains in more detail the causes of
transition backtracking in the two case studies, Hungary and Romania. The qualitative findings
also explore further the role of the European Union, international organizations and civil society
in Hungary and Romania, and crucially, they discuss the extent to which civil society can
actively participate in promoting transition resilience.
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1. COUNTRY SNAPSHOTSxx

Figure 4: Country snapshots – Hungary and Romania

21

2. ARE HUNGARY AND ROMANIA BACKTRACKING?
Transition towards democracy and market economy constitutes a complicated process, and it
comes with its fair share of challenges. The findings of this research suggest that Hungary and
Romania may be experiencing backtracking as part of a broader democratic backsliding trend in
Central and Eastern Europe. Backsliding in the region is characterized by a departure from
democratic rule, which threatens the long-term sustainability of liberal democratic values. The
causes and reasons of backsliding in Hungary and Romania include the transition experiences of
the countries, the legacy of socialism, the economic constraints following the financial crisis, and
the lack of strong political opposition. These factors have resulted in rising populism,
nationalism, and violations of EU rules and norms. In general, democratic backsliding in CEE
has taken place gradually after the EU accession of the respective countries.
Although the granting of EU membership to CEE countries indicated that transition reform
objectives have been achieved, many of the actual reforms are shown to be merely democratic
façade in the literature on democratic transition and consolidation. Such practices include
undermining the proper functioning of public institutions by appointing political cronies at the
head of institutions, subverting horizontal and vertical checks and balances, and taking advantage
of legal loopholes in order to concentrate or monopolize political power. Alternatively, rentseeking elite parties, in conjunction with predatory business networks, have engaged in corrupt
practices such as capitalizing on state assets, preferential public tenders and clientelism.
Given that state capture and corruption pose a major threat to good governance and transition
resilience in the region, the question arises as to why advanced post-communist countries, which
benefitted from favourable initial conditions, are still prone to authoritarian, power-grabbing and
clientelistic practices. The institutionalist literature on post-communist transition has failed to
adequately account for or indicate ways to prevent state capture.
Society-centred approaches, on the other hand, provide a societal explanation for good or bad
governance. They highlight the importance of organized society in challenging the abuse of
power and holding government structures accountable. According to these views, without
anchoring government deeply in societal interests, democracy is at constant risk of degenerating
into authoritarian populism.
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2.1. LEGACY OF COMMUNISM

For years, Hungary was seen as the frontrunner among post-communist countries. However,
almost three decades after the systemic change, Hungary is now considered to be the frontrunner
of backtracking in the region. Its complex and troubled relationship with the EU has been
making media headlines month after month.
Historical institutionalism argues that Hungary’s declining performance today/since EU
accession is linked to its previous successes. Indeed, during the transition Hungary did not suffer
an immediate and dramatic decline in living standards and private consumption like other
countries, including Romania. However, rising unemployment rates and early retirement have
made the total number of pensioners in Hungary rise by 50% between 1985 to 1995, resulting in
an “acceleration of foreign indebtedness and the ever-increasing provision of welfare sidepayments to citizens [which] dramatically constrained the policy space for the newly elected
post-communist government(s) [leaving] no room for incumbents to initiate a comprehensive
structural reform of the general government.”xxi
The primary goal of the government in these circumstances became preserving political and
social stability in the country. In 1994, the government’s gross debt was close to 90% of GDP.
An austerity package was introduced in 1995 with the aim of restoring economic stability at all
costs and avoiding the collapse of the economy. While the austerity package could have been the
turning point that Hungary badly needed to reform its institutions, the change in orientation did
not last long and subsequent governments started running deficit-led welfare expenditures.
As opposed to Hungary, that went though a rapid privatisation and reform process, Romania’s
transition reforms were delayed by the Socialist party which came to power after the fall of the
communist regime and opted for a gradualist line rather than shock therapy. Some economic
reforms were slowly put in place, although there was little economic growth until the 2000s.
The last two decades in Romania’s transition present contradictory results, due to the
complicated relationship with the country’s communist past, particularly the ousting from power
of former officials associated with the communist era. Widespread discontent with falling living
standards, coupled with increasing corruption, have further intensified the chaos of the transition
that characterized the shift from centrally planned systems to market oriented economy.
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2.2. ECONOMIC CONSTRAINTS

Hungarian political and economic decision-making since 1989 has been marred with a “constant
need for compensating potential losers of any economic reform along with short-sighted decision
making.”xxii Official data shows that both the national and per-capita GDP dropped during the
first years of transition, with a direct effect on transition reforms. The pension system, in
particular, was a reform strongly advocated by the IMF and implemented following the Chilean
example.xxiii However, more recently, Hungary has brought the pension system and the energy
industry back under the control of the state in 2011. Moreover, the IMF and the EU have raised
concerns over the composition of the Board of the National Bank, deeming it as lacking adequate
independence as required by European standards.
At the time of the global financial crisis in 2008-2009, Hungary was forced to adopt drastic
consolidation measures under its caretaker government against the background of the violent
protests of 2006 and the 2008 referendum on healthcare fees. Since foreign debt had dried up,
Hungary was forced to look to the IMF for a bailout. The measures which came with the EUIMF bailout did not allow the Socialist-led caretaker government to survive the 2010 elections
and gave way to a landslide victory for the main opposition party, Fidesz.
In the case of Romania, the same type of compensation of “losers” from economic reforms took
place in the form of rising pensions, social payments and a constant increase of the minimum
wage. Although economic growth was sluggish during the first decade of transition, it picked up
after the early 2000s and Romania currently has one of the highest economic growth rates in the
EU (above 5%). The impact of the 2008-2009 financial crisis was felt in the country as a
consequence of contagion of the European capital markets – in particular in the form of a
significant decline in the market value of most listed companies, as well as a fall in industrial
production, construction sector, exports and also in the lending activity. Although Romania has
slowly recovered from the crisis and has since achieved one of the highest growth rates in the
EU, its economy is still largely consumption driven and has a long way towards achieving a
sustainable growth model.
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2.3. WEAKNESS OF POLITICAL OPPOSITION

The above circumstances have been compounded by the weakness of political opposition in both
Hungary and Romania. The opposition, although weak, comes mainly from civil society in both
countries. While Hungary has been successful in repressing the civil society, the case in Romania
paints a brighter picture – although even in Romania concerns of backtracking are growing. The
most obvious fear for CSOs is not being able to secure funding, either from internal or external
sources, which severely limits what civil society can achieve in the region and the extent to
which it can counter potential backtracking.
In Hungary, despite the growing resistance against the government, demonstrated by the support
for academic freedom and NGOs as well as the failed 2016 referendum on migrant quotas, the
opposition proved too weak to secure a strong position against the ruling party. The far-right
Jobbik party’s extreme positions make their success unlikely, while the left is still licking its
wounds from the first decade of the millennium. In this situation, Fidesz is the only political
force able to obtain a majority. Moreover, Fidesz has managed to silence the opposition mediaxxiv
and has attempted a crackdown on NGOs, as well as on one of the last remaining independent
educational institutions in the country, the US-accredited Central European University.xxv The
media situation is particularly worrying, given the “feeling of fear” and the inclination to selfcensorship that characterizes both journalists and media trusts due to concerns of backlash from
the government.
In Romania, the media is also to a large extent under the influence of political figures and
businessmen linked to the incumbent Socialist party, however other parties also exert some
influence over certain smaller media holdings. The role of the media was instrumental in
securing the landslide victory of the Social Democrat Party in December 2016, alongside the
weakness of the main opposition Liberal Party and a low voter turnout.
Contrary to Hungary though, Romania boasts better political participation of civil society, with
many former civil society activists being elected in the Romanian Parliament under the umbrella
of the Save Romania Union (USR) party. USR largely emerged from the ranks of CSOs and
activists who participated in the anti-government protests of 2016, and more recently 2017/2018
– the largest civic demonstrations recorded in the country’s post-communist history. This has
helped create an environment of collaboration between political opposition and civil society.
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Although some CSO representatives argue that the two entities must be independent of each
other, possibly the diffusion of human resources between civil society and the political sphere
has created an environment which fosters dialogue in Romania and hence allows the two to work
in tandem with one another.
3. EU AND INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS
There is a shared consensus that international organizations and the European Union in particular
played a significant role in helping the two countries through their transition. Although their
specific contributions and scope of their influence differ, these institutions have had a significant
impact on both the Hungarian and Romanian transitions. On the one hand, international financial
institutions (IFIs), along with new international investors, helped the two countries’ economies
develop by providing loans, investments, and technical expertise. On the other, the European
Union worked as a guiding force in view of EU membership and accession to the single market.
There was, indeed, a strong belief that the EU represented the future and it was necessary for the
economic and social development of the countries.
Regression estimates suggest that
EU accession played a role in
fostering the resilience of transition
reforms, however it is interesting to
note that this is only the case for
countries

which

fall

into

the

category of ineffective governance.
According
Governance

to

the

Indicators,

Worldwide
Hungary

and Romania are ranked between
the 50th and 75th percentile as shown
in Figure 6xxvi. The figure suggests a

Figure 5: Worldwide Governance Indicator – Hungary and Romania

scope for governance improvements in both countries. As predicted by the econometric model,
the EU has played an instrumental role in the transition reforms in both countries and has had a
profound impact on the resilience of these reforms.
As regards IFIs, the fundamental role played by the IMF, the World Bank and the EBRD in the
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economic transition of CEE countries was based on investment projects, loans and technical
assistance to sustain the costs of structural reforms. In this context, the EU – although important
– was more of an “indirect” actor which provided the rules and conditions for accession as
opposed to the more direct role of the aforementioned international financial institutions.
Regardless, the desire to join the EU was a driving force for political and economic reforms
throughout the accession negotiations and encouraged the citizens of these countries to make
sacrifices, including cuts to disposable income. The goal of EU accession moreover accelerated
the implementation of structural reforms.
Albeit for different reasons, most stakeholders interviewed agreed that EU membership
represented a turning point not only with regard to transition reforms, but also in terms of CSO
development in the two countries. There was consensus that EU accession transformed the way
CSOs, particularly NGOs, received and accessed donor funding. In both Hungary and Romania,
the scope of CSO activities shifted in focus – from promoting good governance to other types of
issues such as providing social services, fostering poverty reduction and economic inclusion,
education and solidarity. However, EU accession also distorted the market for CSO grants as
international donors considered their targets achieved in these countries, and moved on to other
regions which demanded greater attention and resources.
On the other hand, EU integration provided civil society with more opportunities to participate in
the policymaking process. With the reforms of EU governance intended to improve the Union’s
legitimacy and efficiency, consultation with societal actors has been formalised and
institutionalised in the form of the civic dialogue and minimum standards for consultation.
Contact with and support from the European Commission throughout the policy process also
helped professionalize CSOs and strengthen their organization and lobbying skills1. Moreover,
coalitions between civil society actors and EU policymakers had a significant impact on
governance at the national level. By appealing to EU procedures and sanctions, civil society
could demand more transparency and accountability from ruling elites and put constraints on
those aiming to capture the state.
The on-going “war against corruption” in Romania is an example of the impact of EU external
pressure in partnership with civil society in demanding policymakers’ accountability and
1

Andonova, 2005; Börzel and Buzogány, 2010a; Carmin and Fagan, 2010.
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promoting good governance. The EU moreover introduced a Cooperation and Verification
Mechanism for Romania, as a safeguard measure when a new member state has failed to
implement commitments undertaken in the context of the accession negotiations in the field of
freedom, security and justice. The benchmarks set for Romania included 1) ensuring a more
transparent and efficient judicial process, 2) establishing an integrity agency, 3) continuing
investigations into high-level corruption and 4) taking further measures to prevent and fight
against corruption.
Indeed, the anti-corruption fight has been relatively successful (although backsliding is becoming
apparent with the actions of the current Socialist government), especially as regards the strong
anti-corruption body, the National Anticorruption Directorate (DNA) and the resilient system it
has created. In fact, it has also been instrumental in fostering the CSO participatory environment
in Romania, by drawing thousands of people into the streets in 2016-2018 to protest against
corruption – thereby improving civil society participation in the country. Moreover, it has
strengthened the linkages between institutionalized CSOs and civil society activists, thereby
creating coalitions of stakeholders that improve the civil society infrastructure and effectively
create a more sustainable environment for CSOs. The support of the EU and the resilience of
civil society in its fight against corruption in Romania is a prime example of what civil society in
the region can achieve and how instrumental the role of the EU is for countries that struggle with
ineffective governance.
The role of the European Union cannot be understood as a simple “black and white” dichotomy.
While its pace may be slow, stakeholders from both countries acknowledge the role of the EU as
a crucial actor in several aspects. In 1999, Ken Jowitt argued that it was particularly the
“adoption” of Central and Eastern Europe by the European Union that stabilized the area and
managed to bring the former communist bloc within the regional and global economy – in
contrast to countries in the region which did not join the EU.
History nevertheless demonstrates that transition to democracy can be reversed.xxvii If this turns
out to be true in the case of Central and Eastern Europe, it might weaken the EU and its role as a
strong competing force in an increasingly globalized world.
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4. CIVIL SOCIETY LANDSCAPE
The quantitative findings suggest that CSO sustainability has been on a decreasing trend in both
Central and Eastern Europe, and that the region as a whole lacks the enabling environment for
the development of civil society. In terms of CSO participation, there is an obvious fluctuation in
Central Europe and an increasing trend in Eastern Europe. Figure 7 shows the trend in civil
society sustainability and participation specifically for Hungary and Romania. Field research in
Hungary painted a rather bleak picture of civil society’s role in Hungary. In Romania, although
the civil society landscape appeared to be brighter, there were concerns of Romania following
the lead of other countries in the region, particularly since it does not have a stable and
conducive environment to promote CSO sustainability. The analysis of the CSO environment is
divided into 3 components: 1) Types of CSOs, 2) Social partnerships and Leverage, and 3)
Funding.
CSO Participation in Hungary and Romania 1997-2015
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Figure 6: CSO Sustainability and Participation in Hungary and Romania

4.1. TYPES OF CSOS

There are two main types of civil society organizations in the region – institutionalized CSOs
and civil society activists. This differentiation has become more pronounced with the rise of civil
society activism through an increasing street protest culture and mass mobilizations. New
information and communication (ICT) technologies and the Internet moreover enable better
communication, organization, and lower participation thresholds for civil society activists, and
provide new online tools to influence policymaking. As such, more direct, issue-oriented
participation is increasingly replacing traditional forms of engagement with political parties and
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representatives.
The focus is currently shifting from institutionalized CSOs to civil society activism. While this
has attracted international attention, it is important to note that civil society’s capacity to
mobilize may have been increasing, but their ability to propose a clear set of demands and goals
is challenged – including by the diminishing importance of institutionalized CSOs.
Within civil society, the most important type of organizations are the nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs), which comprise the bulk of the CSOs. While other CSO actors were
active in the past, their role has become increasingly side-lined. In Romania, for instance, trade
unions were active in the past and were highly politicized, but their importance has decreased
over time as the country has moved away from its communist past. Similarly, in Hungary, trade
unions tend to be associated with the communist regime and are considered to represent people
close to the Socialist Party. There were tripartite negotiations between trade unions and
employers associations during the 1990s, however trade unions are decreasing in influence as
they are rooted in a more traditional type of employment and job structures. Employers’ or
business associations, although better organized compared to trade unions, also do not seem to
have a strong impact on policymaking and public discourse. In the case of Romania, the
Orthodox Church is also an important type of civil society organization; almost 90% of
Romanians are followers of the Orthodox Church, which gives it significant power as a
nongovernmental actor.
4.2. SOCIAL PARTNERSHIPS AND LEVERAGE

The quantitative findings suggest that the presence of an enabling infrastructure, such as access
to local CSO support services, trainings, as well as CSO networks and coalitions can greatly
support the role of civil society in promoting transition resilience. Moreover, the prevalence and
effectiveness of CSOs’ partnership with local businesses and government is paramount to their
positive role in transition resilience.
In the case of Hungary, the relationship between CSOs and the current government is at best,
tense. There is a clear divide between the two actors, where both are sceptical of each other’s
work. According to interviewed civil society representatives, in 2010 the Fidesz government
began to explicitly antagonise CSOs. This was primarily because CSOs in Hungary were
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perceived as more effective than the actual political opposition in the country. The government
has also been using regulatory changes to alter the CSO environment, thereby making the legal
framework more restrictive and less supportive for civil society. Both of these factors have
negatively affected CSO sustainability in the country and pushed them into the margins, making
their operations increasingly difficult.
In the past, the Hungarian government – aware of the importance of involving CSOs in public
discourse – had set up councils under the Ministry of Equal Opportunity in order to bring all
stakeholders within a single platform. The councils were agents of change in various ways (e.g.
by increasing the participation of disabled persons). They were created with the passing of a law,
and ministers had to join them even though the councils had no decision-making powers.
Nonetheless, council members – which included CSO representatives – had to be briefed about
issues related to their work, thereby creating a space for constructive public dialogue and a
diversity of voices and opinions. However, the councils have since been dissolved and the
participation of CSOs in public consultations restricted.
Given the limitations of the enabling environment for CSOs, particularly the CSO infrastructure
and the lack of an effective and trusting relationship with the government, their leverage has
been significantly compromised in Hungary. As such, the lack of a positive relationship between
the government and civil society negatively affects CSOs’ ability to participate in policy
dialogue.
As regards media companies, political pressure is allegedly exercised through advertising and
other financial means, and the government has restricted both these avenues. A key case in point
is Népszabadság, whereby the management of the publishing company began exerting pressure
to censor certain materials, which drove key journalists away from the paper and eventually the
paper was shut down.
The leverage of civil society in Hungary is limited also because CSOs are not deeply rooted in
society. This is partly linked to the fact that in 1989 Hungary did not go through a revolution like
some of its neighbours. The transition was a negotiated one and not a revolution, so the
Hungarian people tend not to see a benefit of rallying or lobbying the government. This is also
apparent from the data which suggests a decreasing civil society participation in Hungary,
including the involvement of people in civil society organizations – which has historically
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remained rather low.
In Romania, CSOs have been facing contestation, but not of an overt nature and to a lesser
extent. Recently, there has been some crackdown on “Soros-related NGOs” by the current
Socialist government, especially in relation to the fight against corruption. Nevertheless, many
CSOs collaborate with the government and aim to find a common language to communicate with
other non-state actors, especially businesses. CSOs are also working together to form
transnational networks and operate in consortiums to support a common purpose and benefit
from resource sharing. This can be seen as promoting CSO sustainability, by fostering an
enabling infrastructure through developing CSO networks, as well as partnerships with the
private sector.
Overall, civil society has a more collaborative relationship with the government in Romania
compared to Hungary, although this is on a decreasing trend in relation to the current Socialist
ruling coalition. CSOs are upholding public policy reforms through constant monitoring,
especially in the are of justice and rule of law. Newer organizations are also using participatory
platforms to monitor corruption, governance and public spending in order to keep the public
better informed. This explains the increasing trend in CSO Participation in Romania. In addition,
civil society has a more enabling infrastructure, which results in higher sustainability for the
Romanian CSO environment.
4.3. FUNDING

The regression results presented in the previous section suggest that a financially viable civil
society has the capacity to positively affect transition resilience. According to most interviewees,
CSOs in both Hungary and Romania face severe constraints in terms of funding, especially since
their accession to the EU. Before they joined the European bloc, independent private donors,
primarily from the EU, the Swiss and Norwegian governments as well as the United States, were
investing large amounts of money in developing civil society in the region.
However, after EU accession, international donors (particularly American donors) left the region
since it had allegedly been democratized. They moved on from the region pre-emptively, leaving
civil society in its nascent stages and CSOs not well developed. Furthermore, whereas prior to
EU accession funds were allocated for CSO development and support, afterwards funding shifted
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mainly to public service provision. This prompted many CSOs in Romania to abandon their
initial mission. Another characteristic feature of funding post-EU accession is that funds are
currently allocated by the government as opposed to being distributed independently. This has
adversely affected funding for organizations which are seen as critical of the government’s
activities.
Funding therefore appears to be one of the most important constraints on the development and
sustainability of civil society in both Hungary and Romania. The lack of resources has moreover
created an environment of competition in both countries. In Hungary, many NGOs have been
forced out of the sector because they are no longer able to sustain themselves. On the other hand,
in Romania the civil society environment has become more polarized in light of the limited
resources available for the sector as a whole.
CSOs find it difficult to make the shift from grants to domestic sources of funding, which
threatens their sustainability. There are, however, exceptions to this rule. In Romania, some
organisations have developed social enterprise models and are using innovative techniques such
as crowd-funding to fill the funding gap. In Hungary, however, this has not been the case.
Generating domestic sources of funding has proved to be more difficult.
More recently, the Hungarian government is believed to be cracking down on CSOs receiving
foreign funding, requiring them to reveal sensitive information about their organizations and
labelling them as “foreign agents”, thereby further restricting their access to funds. A similar
trend has been started in Romania by the ruling Socialist coalition. Media outlets controlled by
political figures are using similar terminology for nongovernmental organisations receiving
foreign funds. Although this discourse is not widespread, it is affecting CSOs and restricting
their funding opportunities.
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V.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS

Based on the in-depth quantitative and qualitative analysis, the research has identified important
policy implications for three key stakeholders:

1. EBRD, AND OTHER INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS
•

International organisations should invest in enhancing the advocacy capacity of civil
society;

•

International organisations should take measures to improve the financial viability of
CSOs in the region, including by enhancing civil society’s ability to find self-sustainable
sources of finance.

2. GOVERNMENTS
•

National governments should treat civil society organisations as non-state representatives
of citizens and aim to develop a more trusting and collaborative relationship with CSO
stakeholders;

•

Marginalizing CSOs will only increase the polarization that exists in the politics of the
region. National governments should strive to create a space for dialogue between the
government and civil society;

•

National governments should introduce a mechanism to ensure that grant distribution to
CSOs is transparent and not based on any kind of political association. To this effect, the
crackdown on foreign-funded CSOs in the region ought to be rethought and a more
collaborative solution should be sought.

3. CIVIL SOCIETY
•

Civil society, particularly NGOs, should take immediate measures to address their
internal weaknesses. There is a lack of solidarity among CSOs, partially because of an
increasing polarization in the sector and also due to acute competition for funding. Since
all CSOs are faced with the same external threats, it is vital that they create coalitions and
work towards a common goal and optimal resource allocation;

•

There is an apparent lack of capacity to forge lasting coalitions and communicate across
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the various civil society organisations. It is crucial that the different civil society actors,
such as NGOs, business associations, academia and media should all work in tandem to
improve the civil society enabling environment and in turn, their own leverage and
effectiveness.

VI.

CONCLUSION

This research paper aims to contribute to a better understanding of the role of civil society in
fostering transition reforms’ resilience in Central and Eastern Europe. To this end, the research
has developed a quantitative model and supplemented it with qualitative research to enable the
EBRD Civil Society Engagement Unit to strength its internal strategic approach specifically, and
the EBRD’s priorities more generally. The research has also highlighted the key areas of focus
for the EBRD under the Civil Society Capacity Enhancement Framework.
The findings of the model are in line with the primary hypothesis of the study – that the strength
and vibrancy of civil society in a given country is an important factor in explaining the pace and
resilience of transition reforms. However, other factors can affect civil society’s ability to make a
prolonged and effective contribution, such as the funding opportunities available to CSOs –
especially since their accession to the EU – and their overall enabling environment, particularly
their relationship with the government.
Insights from qualitative research in Hungary and Romania further highlight an important role
for political opposition, indicating that greater political opposition creates a space for civil
society. In this respect, the qualitative outputs slightly disagree with the quantitative findings,
which only found political opposition important in countries with ineffective governance.
Finally, the paper has further argued that there is a general slowdown and backtracking of
reforms in the region. Specifically, there are signs of reforms backsliding in Hungary, but
Romania may be at an increased risk of backtracking as well.
This paper represents preliminary research in what is admittedly a salient and evolving issue in
the region. Indeed, the situation on the ground has changed between the time when the research
was conducted and the writing of the paper. Given the sensitivity and urgency of the issue, the
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EBRD should take a proactive approach to tackle some of the obstacles identified which hinder
the effectiveness of civil society in promoting transition resilience. The issue of funding and
capacity is one such obstacle, which has diminished the ability of independent and unbiased civil
society organizations to survive in an increasingly restrictive legal and political environment.
Yet, a sustainable civil society will likely promote transition resilience. Therefore, the EBRD and
other international organizations, especially the EU, should take steps to enhance the financial
viability of the civil society and increase the advocacy capacity of CSOs. In this regard,
enhancing the technical expertise and management capacity of civil society organisations will
improve the effectiveness of policy reform dialogue and engagement in the region.
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APPENDIX
APPENDIX A: CODING OF INDICATORS FOR CIVIL SOCIETY PARTICIPATION INDEX
Each indicator was coded based on the responses to a question relating to civil society. Four
indicators were established as a result: candidate selection (national/local), CSO consultation,
CSO participatory environment, and CSO women’s participation.
Candidate Selection—National/Local. How centralized is legislative candidate selection within
the parties? The responses are categorized into six ordinal scales: with 0 if national legislative
candidates are selected exclusively by national party leaders; 1 if national legislative candidate
selection is dominated by national party leaders but with some limited influence from local or
state level organizations; 2 if national legislative candidates are chosen through bargaining across
different levels of party organization; 3 if national legislative candidates are chosen by regional
or state-level organizations, with some input from local party organizations or constituency
groups; 4 if national legislative candidates are chosen by a small cadre of local or municipal level
actors; 5 if national legislative candidates are chosen by constituency groups or direct primaries.
CSO Consultation. Are major civil society organizations (CSOs) routinely consulted by policy
makers on policies relevant to their members/activities? The responses are categorized into three
ordinal scales with 0 if the answer if no and there is a high degree of insulation of the
government from CSO input or if the government does not often consult with them in
formulating policies; 1 if to some degree or policymakers sometimes take CSO’s voice into
account; 2 if important CSOs are recognized as stakeholders in important policy areas and given
voice on such issues. This can be accomplished through formal corporatist arrangements or
through less formal arrangements.
CSO Participatory Environment. Which of these statements best describes the involvement of
people in civil society organizations? The responses are categorized into four ordinal scales with
0 if most associations are state-sponsored, and although a large number of people may be active
in them, their participation is not purely voluntary; 1 if voluntary CSOs exist but few people are
active in them; 2 if there are many diverse CSOs, but popular involvement is minimal; 3 if there
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are many diverse CSOs and it is considered normal for people to be at least occasionally active
in at least one of them.
CSO Women’s Participation. Are women prevented from participating in civil society
organizations? The responses are then categorized into five ordinal scales: 0: Almost always; 1:
Frequently; 2: About half the time; 3: Rarely; 4: Almost never.
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APPENDIX B: WORLDWIDE GOVERNANCE INDICATORS
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APPENDIX C: SCATTER PLOT
Regarding our two hypothesises, the two scatter plots confirm the first hypothesis with negative
association between transition resilience and CSO Sustainable Index and positive association
between transition resilience and civil society participation. While the scatter plot of the later
indicates a linear relationship, the former implies that there is a quadratic relationship between
two variables.
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