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3. METHODOLOGY 

Qualitative research is less interested in measuring  
and more interested in describing and understanding complexity.

1 
 

This chapter presents the methodology and the research design for the investigation of 
the effects of party assistance on political parties in BiH and Kosovo. It starts by 
addressing the rationale for case study research. Thereafter, the dominant data 
collection technique is described, providing detailed information on the interviews, 
interviewees as well as some of the challenges in gathering data this way. This chapter 
then deals with the supplementary data collection techniques, namely the analysis of 
primary source documents, participant observation and survey questionnaire 
quantitative data processing. What follows is the discussion of the analytical 
framework used for determining impact of party assistance on parties in BiH and 
Kosovo. The final section provides an overview of some of the challenges in 
democracy assistance research as well as the limitations that played a role in devising 
the methodology used for this particular investigation.  

 

3.1 Case Study Research  

The analysis of party assistance in BiH and Kosovo constitutes ‘thick research,’ or 
comprehensive examination of that phenomenon and its effects.2 The independent 
variable, namely political party assistance, is assessed in terms of its impact on the 
dependent variable, political parties. Considering the highly dynamic context of post-
conflict international administration, which constitutes an additional independent 
variable, one of the challenges of this research lies in determining whether the two 
impacts can be isolated from one another. Process tracing is a useful method, as it is 
often used for case studies and within-case analysis. This method attempts to bring the 
investigation as close as possible to defining links and causal mechanisms between 
independent variable(s) and their effect on the dependent variable.3 

 Internal validity of propositions relating to the extent and nature of the impact 
yielded through party assistance on party development was strengthened by the use of 
multiple methods: qualitative data collected through interviews and primary source 
documents were cross-referenced with quantitative data collected through surveys. To 
address reliability issues, two methods were used: recording the interviews where 
possible or taking elaborate interview notes. The general post-interview procedure of 
data preservation and processing was making typed transcripts as soon as possible 
after the interview, to record personal impressions of what was revealed in the 

                                                             
1 Hilary Arksey and Peter Knight, Interviewing for Social Scientists: An Introductory Resource with Examples 
(London: SAGE Publications, 1999), 5. 
2 John Gerring, Social Science Methodology: A Criterial Framework (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2001), 20. 
3 Alexander L. George and Andrew Bennet, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences 
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 2005), 6, 206, in: Oisin Tansey, “Process Tracing and Elite Interviewing: A Case for 
Non-probability Sampling,” Political Science and Politics (October 2007): 766.  
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process. In order to encourage greater information sharing, respondents were granted 
anonymity.   

 The external validity of this research is promising: lessons drawn from 
studying party assistance in post-conflict BiH and Kosovo can potentially be 
generalized to other (post)conflict cases like Afghanistan and Iraq, where there was a 
substantial increase in political party assistance activities following the international 
intervention.4 Both Afghanistan and Iraq are currently scenes of international 
interventions and intense democracy promotion activities. In order to test this 
potential, a comparative case study analysis would need to be conducted, comparing 
the BiH and Kosovo party assistance approaches, to those implemented in Iraq and 
Afghanistan.  

 

3.2 Interviews 

 The dominant data collection technique in this research was open-ended, semi-
structured interviewing. All respondents were asked a set number of questions, while 
at the same time allowing for departure from those questions in a direction that the 
interviewee suggested.  Considering the specific knowledge held by party assistance 
organizations and key political party members involved, elite interviewing was a 
particularly useful method in this process tracing research.5 It should also be stressed 
that, of the total 166 interviews, only one was conducted with the aid of an interpreter: 
the others were conducted in English or Croatian / Serbian / Bosnian languages.6 The 
added value of this research therefore also lies in the direct gathering of information, 
with little loss in translation. 

 The issue of selection of respondents, or sampling, was relatively 
uncomplicated. The number of donor organization officials, party assistance 
organizations staff and political party officials relevant to BiH and Kosovo case 
studies was not particularly large, so interviewing majority of them was feasible, thus 
removing the need for random or probability sample. Furthermore, considering the 
size of the case studies and especially the concentration of relevant respondents in 
urban areas, as well as the specific focus on the subject of party aid, snowballing or 
chain-referral as well as convenience/availability sampling were the best method of 
identifying and reaching the interviewees.  

 To avoid bias, several types of interviewees were approached for this research, 
to get the broadest possible picture and set of opinions on the subject matter. The 
overview of different types of respondents can be found in Table 4. The 166 
interviews were done during field visits to Washington D.C., Berlin, London and 

                                                             
4 Some of the findings from field research in Washington D.C. in 2007 revealed that major party aid 
organizations have diverted as much as 40% of their budget to covering the Iraq program, and are employing as 
many as 300 staff members there. The BiH and Kosovo cases fade in comparison. 
5 Oisin Tansey, “Process Tracing and Elite Interviewing: A Case for Non-probability Sampling,” Political 

Science and Politics (October 2007): 766. 
6 Croatian is author’s native language. The differences between Croatian and Serbian and Bosnian are minor, 
thus allowing easy communication. In Kosovo, most respondents were fluent and willing to speak Serbian, and 
where this was not the case, English was the principal language of communication.   
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longer stays of altogether three and a half months in Kosovo and seven months in BiH 
over the course of three years. A few interviews were done over Skype, in the case 
where party assistance organization staff had moved on to different assignments and 
were posted in Africa, Middle East, Canada, and Asia. 

 The interviews with party aid recipients i.e. political party members in BiH and 
Kosovo proved somewhat sensitive. It soon became obvious that most respondents did 
not give international party assistance much thought and were thus likely to give it 
brief, superficial praise and then move on to other subjects, such as politics, current 
events or the internal setup of their respective parties. In order to get as objective 
evaluation as possible, and to avoid selection bias, respondents from political parties 
were identified using several different approaches. The first way was going through 
the official channels, namely using the ‘info’ phone number from their political party 
web site, calling the central bureau, introducing the research subject and asking for 
them to recommend the most suitable person(s) to interview. The second way of 
getting political party interviewees was through using referrals from party assistance 
organizations, who often recommended talking to parties’ international secretaries. 
The third way of identifying politicians to interview was through resorting to informal 
channels. This multivariate approach was also used to evaluate the level of 
transparency, organization and internal party discipline, as there were cases where it 
was evident that only certain persons within a given party were allowed to speak to 
outsiders about it.  

 

Table 4: Overview of Conducted Interviews in Research on Effects of Party Assistance 

in Bosnia-Herzegovina (1996-2008) and Kosovo (1999-2008) 

Type of 

interviewee 

Sub-type Examples Number of 

Interviews 

Donors Governmental, 
Development & Aid Agencies 

USAID, NED 10 

  U.S. State Department / 
former Clinton 

administration officials 

11 

 Intergovernmental 
Organizations 

UNDP, OSCE, OHR, 
UNMIK 

21 

 Implementing organizations 
(heads of programs, mid-level  

officers, local staff) 

NDI, IRI, German party 
foundations, UK & Dutch 

parties 

52 

Recipients Political party members / 
staff (leaders, mid-level, 

youth branch) 

Major parties in Sarajevo, 
Mostar, Banja Luka, 
Prishtina, Mitrovica 

39 

Others Local and international NGOs, think tanks + scholars / 
academics / analysts + media / journalists 

23 

 Party consultants, experts, (former) government officials 
(international and local) 

10 

Total number of conducted interviews: 166 
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 The information obtained through interviews – especially the controversial 
findings – were subjected to further scrutiny and triangulation before presenting them 
in the dissertation. Triangulation is of imperative importance in qualitative research, 
and is best defined as “a validity procedure where researchers search for convergence 
among multiple and different sources of information to form themes or categories in a 
study.”7 Here, it meant that information relevant for conclusions reached in this study 
was only presented after having been confirmed by a minimum of three sources 
(interviewees, documents, participant observations or questionnaires). Finally, by 
adopting multiple methodologies of data collection and applying the triangulation rule 
in data analysis, the possibility of overlooking rival explanations or receiving an 
overly positive evaluation of party assistance through face-to-face interviews was 
minimized. 

3.3 Primary and Secondary Sources 

The evaluation of political party assistance programs in BiH and Kosovo also draws 
on primary sources, most notably the classified working plans of major U.S. party 
assistance organizations NDI and IRI. These working plans were obtained through 
request to USAID, based on the Freedom of Access to Information (FOIA) act. 
USAID was able to provide all the working plans for both organizations in question 
until the year of 2007, with the following exceptions: IRI 2003 report for BiH, i.e. the 
first year of IRI’s activities in this country; NDI BiH reports 2002, 2003; and NDI 
Kosovo reports 1999 – 2001, i.e. the first three years of engagement.  

 In spite of applying the FOIA request, getting access to these documents was 
not straightforward. When pushed to deliver the remainder of the working plans, the 
justification USAID official gave for not providing all the reports was that the ones 
that they did not send in were simply – missing.8 Further dismay was created by an 
email from a high-positioned USAID officer who – after receiving the FOIA request 
for NDI and IRI working plans – responded with the following request: 

Your request has created an enormous amount of work for 
many USAID staff here and in Europe.  And you still 
haven't told me if you or your colleagues even bothered to 
research our vast online library.  Please check 
dec.usaid.gov online.  And, please consider withdrawing 
this FOIA request as it is quite burdensome.9 

This email and USAID’s failure to provide all the requested documents were rather 
disappointing in their lack of professionalism. The Development Experience 
Clearinghouse website of USAID that this officer referred to has indeed provided a 
number of quarterly reports by NDI and IRI evaluating their programs in BiH and 
Kosovo. At the same time, these reports are far from complete, and contain 

                                                             
7 J. W. Creswell and D. L. Miller, “Determining validity in qualitative inquiry” Theory into Practice, 39:3 
(2000): 126, in: Nahid Golafshani, “Understanding Reliability and Validity in Qualitative Research,” The 

Qualitative Report 8:4 (December 2003): 604.  
8 Official letter from USAID sent to Marlene Spoerri (researcher who filed the original FOIA request) in 2007.   
9 USAID Division Chief, e-mail to author. November 14, 2007. 
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information different from the one provided in the original working plans on basis of 
which NDI and IRI were given grants by USAID and NED.  

 Further primary sources used in this research were the political party statutes, 
publications, documents and party programs often directly accessed from party web 
sites. Some NDI staff members were also kind enough to share internal documents 
and reports not accessible to wider public. Finally, German Friedrich Ebert Stiftung 
(FES) invests in local research on domestic issues and politics, and this investigation 
has drawn on these reports published in BiH and Kosovo. 

 The secondary sources used in this research were academic journal articles and 
books, as well as various think tank reports and assessment documents produced by 
non-governmental organizations, both international ones and domestic ones in BiH 
and Kosovo. An important element of this secondary literature is the previous 
evaluations of USAID’s party assistance programs and democracy promotion in 
general, which have been outsourced to various consulting companies. Though these 
evaluations are biased in many respects, such as “by organizational interests and a 
lack of both resources and long-term perspectives,”10 they nevertheless provided a 
useful starting point in devising this comprehensive evaluation of party assistance 
using multiple methodologies.  

 

3.4 Supplementary Methods 

In order to minimize the bias of receiving overly positive evaluations of party 
assistance through excessive reliance on face-to-face interviews, this research has 
supplemented its data collection methodology by using both participant observation 
and survey questionnaire to generate information on party assistance effects on parties 
in Bosnia-Herzegovina and Kosovo. 

 

3.4.1 Participant Observation 

Thanks to Dutch party assistance organizations such as the Alfred Mozer Stichting 
(AMS), VVD’s International department, D66 International Democracy Initiative 
(IDI) and the German party foundations, the author had the opportunity to participate 
in various conferences, seminars and trainings offered to parties in BiH and Kosovo.11 
On some of those occasions, the author offered lectures and participated actively in 
the workshops.  

 Participant observation is considered the primary method in ethnographic 
research. It proved invaluable in getting to learn and understand the views of as well 
as challenges facing political parties and international party assistance organizations. 
Many insiders have criticized the “shortcomings of audit-based evaluations” of 
democracy promotion “which fail to capture on-the-ground reality,” and 

                                                             
10 Keith Brown, “Evaluating US Democracy Promotion in the Balkans: Ironies, Inconsistencies, and 
Unexamined Influences,” The National Council for Eurasian and East European Research (March 2009): 
Executive Summary.  
11 The list of participation observation events can be found in Appendix 4. 
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anthropologists have offered ethnographic research as one way of countering that 
shortsightedness.12 Through both passive and active participation  in various 
workshops, conferences and party trainings in BiH and Kosovo, the author gained 
first-hand access to participants’ insights and attitudes, organizers’ approaches, tools 
and the experience of the general atmosphere of such party assistance activities. The 
impressions gathered through participant observation can be found throughout the 
evaluation chapters on party aid in BiH and Kosovo.  

 

3.4.2 Survey Questionnaire 

Another supplement to this research is a quantitative element in the form of survey 
questionnaire. Whether at different party aid trainings or through assistance of party 
members, the author collected 131 questionnaires13 of survey on political party 
assistance. An example of the distributed survey questionnaire is in Appendix 1.  

 The questionnaire is based on background and demographic questions, a simple 
5-point rating scale evaluating the respondent’s opinion on usefulness of received 
party assistance, and also includes a few open questions asking for respondent’s 
opinions on what could have been done better.  The primary purpose behind using a 
survey questionnaire was to use it as a check on the data gathered through qualitative 
methods. In other words, while it could be anticipated that in face-to-face interviews, 
party assistance officials and party aid recipients will express positive views about  
party aid, the questionnaires gave them absolute anonymity and space to express their 
views, without the need for self-censoring. The processing of the questionnaires using 
the SPSS and STATA data analysis statistical software confirmed the findings 
gathered through interviews, thus constituting a double check on the validity of the 
results presented here. 

 

3.5 Understanding and Establishing Impact  

Several causal claims are put forward in this research. The primary concern of this 
research is to determine whether and in what way political party aid played a role in 
the development of political parties in Bosnia-Herzegovina and Kosovo. Since party 
aid was only one factor among many others influencing party development, the 
influences of these other (f)actors need to be accounted for, in order to discern them 
from party aid impact. The way that was used to determine the impact in this research 
was by evaluating different levels of policy implementation: the micro-level (in this 
case, the influence of party aid on individual political parties), the meso-level (party 
aid impact on political party system development) and the macro-level (the impact of 
party aid on political system transformation and change in general).14  

                                                             
12 Keith Brown, “The Ethnography of Democracy Promotion: An Opportunity and a Challenge,” Anthropology 

News (November 2005): 26.  
13 65 questionnaires from major parties Kosovo, 66 from Bosnia-Herzegovina’s main parties. 
14 Gordon Crawford, “Promoting Democracy From Without – Learning From Within (Part II),” 
Democratization 10:2 (Summer 2003): 2. 
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 This research focuses in large part on the micro-level assistance (to political 
parties) within the wider framework of democracy assistance. Micro-level impact also 
lies in the professionalization and education of individual party members who 
attended the various party assistance trainings and subsequently amended party 
procedures to make them more transparent or effective. In cases where evidence of 
this is given in interviews through self-reflection of different respondents, it is 
interpreted as a case of successful micro-level impact. Another way of determining 
micro-level impact was by comparing the two largest party aid recipients from each of 
the case studies, analyzing their pre-assistance status quo and the evolution they 
underwent throughout the time they received party assistance. Through this micro-
level, inter-party comparison, party elites’ openness to aid was revealed as a major 
variable that determines the aid's success i.e. impact. 

 The determination of the party system and political system impact is more 
complex and it depended primarily on the empirical observations from the field and 
data received in interviews with local and international experts in this field. Political 
party systems of Bosnia-Herzegovina and Kosovo were born out of conflicts of the 
1990s and the legacy of war exerted profound influence on their formation. Party 
assistance was expected to have, at best, played a very modest role in influencing their 
present characteristics. Nevertheless, some of the party assistance activities did target 
inter-party communication and in general relations between parties, coalition 
formation as well as party regulations and electoral law. These type of activities fall 
under the meso-level impact analysis. 

 The influence of aid on political systems of BiH and Kosovo constitutes macro-
level impact. While it is difficult to determine the causal relationship between party 
aid and political system change with certainty, it is possible to determine how the 
evolution of the political system and party assistance activities overlap. One of the 
distinctions established in this macro-level impact domain is that between institutional 
changes in the political system and the ones in political culture, attitudes and behavior 
of elites. As presented in chapter seven, one of the research findings was that while 
party aid did exert some impact on the political system by strengthening the 
institutional framework of political parties, it did not influence the underlying political 
culture in which those parties operate.  

 Finally, as the law of unintended consequences suggests, every action is bound 
to elicit results that may be starkly different from its original goals. The results of this 
research suggest that the same maxim applies to political party assistance. Together 
with evaluating its intended, explicit goals of democratizing political parties and the 
political system in which they operate, this investigation has also evaluated the 
detrimental effects on political party (system) development that could be contributed 
to party assistance in BiH and Kosovo. 
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3.6 Limitations and Constraints  

Due to its position at the interplay of democratization, democracy assistance and 
political party development disciplines and the added complexity of the parallel post-
conflict reconstruction, statebuilding and democratization processes, the inquiry into 
effects of party assistance in BiH and Kosovo generates many questions. One way to 
deal with the methodological limitations and the inherent complexity of the context is 
by taking into account the scope and time constraints and choosing carefully what to 
focus on. Therefore, this dissertation will not address the issue of governance 
institutions building and design in the wake of a conflict.15 Similarly, its purpose is not 
to evaluate the current state of democracy in BiH and Kosovo, though some of the 
existing analyses will be used where relevant to the discussion of political party 
(system) development.16  

 The previously mentioned difficulty of measuring the domestic impact of 
foreign actor involvement has several causes. Owing to the multiplicity of actors and 
factors involved in the process of political change, it is difficult to distinguish and 
single out contributions of individual actors; it is impossible to determine the 
alternative trajectories of development without the element of external support – in 
other words, counterfactual reasoning cannot be applied; the intricate interplay 
between domestic and foreign (f)actors further convolutes the identification of causal 
links and the measurement of  the impact of such policies; the political context in 
which assistance is provided is a major factor in the impact of the program and 
projects involved and is a complex variable in itself; democracy assistance projects 
take time to yield effects – there is an added difficulty in evaluating the impact of 
recently completed projects; finally, research often focuses on the goals and objectives 
expressed by the donors of democracy assistance, which poses the danger of 
overlooking unintended, sometimes negative side-effects.17  

 Democracy promotion and in general the domain of international development 
aid is characterized by a further set of factors that do not allow for thoughtful, long-
term planning and evaluation. When designing and carrying out this research, some of 
the concerns listed here were carefully considered in order to minimize their effect on 
                                                             
15 For more on governance institution building in Bosnia-Herzegovina and Kosovo, turn to: Sunil Bastian, Robin 
Luckham (ed), Can Democracy Be Designed? The Politics of Institutional Choice in Conflict-Torn Societies 
(London: Zed Books, 2003); Richard Caplan, International Governance of War-Torn Territories: Rule and 

Reconstruction (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005); Simon Chesterman, You, the People: The United 

Nations, Transitional Administration, and State-Building (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
Furthermore, some authors focus on case-study evaluations of international administrations’ state-building in 
BiH and Kosovo: David Chandler, Bosnia: Faking Democracy After Dayton (Pluto, 1999), Peace Without 

Politics: Ten Years of State-Building in Bosnia (Routledge, 2006); Sumantra Bose, Bosnia after Dayton: 

Nationalist Partition and International Intervention (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002); Iain King, 
Whit Mason, Peace at Any Price: How the World Failed Kosovo (New York: Cornell University Press, 2006). 
16 For example, Democracy Assessment in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Open Society Institute (Sarajevo: 2006), 
available online:  
www.soros.org.ba/images_vijesti/Istrazivanje%20demokratije/eng/01_democracy_assessment_in_bh.pdf 
(accessed: September 15, 2009). Also: Bosnia and Herzegovina Democracy and Governance Assessment, report 
by Democracy International Inc. for the USAID, May 2007.  
17Gordon Crawford, “Evaluating democracy assistance: the inadequacy of numbers and the promise of 
participation,” paper prepared for conference “Combining Qualitative and Quantitative Methods in 
Development Research’, University of Wales, Swansea, 1-2 July, 2002, at: 
www.swan.ac.uk/cds/pdffiles/CRAWFORD.pdf (accessed February 10, 2007).   
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the conceptualization and findings. Often deployed in emergency or rushed 
conditions, the implementers often find themselves unprepared for conditions they 
meet on the ground, which in turn leads to ad-hoc reactive rather than proactive 
activities. In such time-constrained and fluid conditions, what criteria and standards 
should researchers use to evaluate projects implemented in the name of advancing 
democracy? One of the major mistakes committed by most of the parties involved in 
this exercise – policymakers, implementers of the democracy assistance programs, 
recipients of the aid and researchers of its impact – is having overly ambitious 
expectations of the outcome. Policymakers paint rosy pictures of glorious outcomes 
(of, for e.g. authoritarian countries joining the club of liberal democracies) in order to 
convince their legislatures to provide the funding. Implementers feel they need to 
create the impression of their positive presence and impact, while at the same time 
calling donors’ attention to the never-ending plethora of problems still plaguing the 
community they are active in, thus justifying their presence there and the continued 
need for additional funds. Recipients are attracted into participation through the 
promise of various rewards in return, and most of the time they remain in the backseat 
of such initiatives, as mere passive observers or objects, rather than active subjects in 
that exercise – which naturally sooner or later leads to inertness and resignation. 
Finally, researchers commit the error of overlooking the contextual constraints and 
holding the democracy assistance programs to standards higher than what the 
implementers or policymakers themselves hoped to achieve. This bias often comes 
through focusing on ideal-term definitions of key concepts (e.g. ‘democracy,’ ‘rule of 
law’) rather than on the definition and meaning of those terms in the context which is 
being studied.18 In other words, this research recognizes the need to reconcile ideal-
term definitions of goals set forth in democracy assistance programs with the 
constraining local conditions that are their starting point. 

 Finally, one of the limitations of this research has been access to materials of 
European, most notably German party assistance organizations (Stiftungen). It needs 
to be stressed here that the results and findings from field research are heavily based 
on the work of US party institutes NDI and IRI: their staff both in headquarters in 
Washington D.C. and locally in Sarajevo, Banja Luka and Prishtina, were more open 
to being interviewed and to talking about their work, than their German counterparts. 
Similarly, the US party assistance organizations publish quarterly reports and there is 
a general higher level of transparency in their work than in the activities of German 
foundations. The bias, or bigger focus on US party aid stems from lack of access to 
working plans and evaluation documents on party assistance by the German 
Stiftungen.  

  

                                                             
18 To illustrate: while the Kosovo Assembly in the eyes of an observer from an established, Western democracy 
will most certainly seem ineffective, dysfunctional, unsustainable and at best crude, in Kosovo – especially 
when bearing in mind that this young country had no similar political institution less than a decade ago – this 
constitutes remarkable progress towards eventual attainment of a functioning, independent democratic state. 




