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7. COMPARISON & DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 

To educate a person in mind and not morals is to educate a menace to society. 

-Theodore Roosevelt 
 

      
The previous two chapters described in detail party assistance programs and activities 
that took place in BiH and Kosovo, and provided evaluation from different perspectives 
of the quality and impact of those programs on parties in these two countries. This 
chapter goes further, comparing the two case studies, and discussing some of the main 
findings yielded from their analysis. The first part seeks to establish whether there were 
any lessons learned, transferred or shared between party assistance organizations in BiH 
and Kosovo. This is followed by a comparison and discussion of the overall results of the 
survey questionnaire in BiH and Kosovo. The third part seeks to explore similarities and 
differences between the European (or, mostly German and Dutch) and American type of 
party assistance. Finally, this chapter is concluded by several general observations on 
party assistance in BiH and Kosovo that hold some lessons for reconsidering or 
improving party assistance in post-conflict countries. 

 

7.1 Lessons Learned, Experiences Transferred? 

Considering that party assistance in BiH began four years earlier than in Kosovo, it is 
plausible to inquire whether there were any lessons taken from one case to the other in 
terms of party assistance activities. Both countries share the legacies of communism and 
of conflict, and face the challenge of organizing political parties operating under distinct 
ethnic denominators. To top all that, both countries are under international administration 
governance and therefore do not function as fully sovereign, independent countries. 
Considering all the similarities, this section questions the existence of coordination or 
learning between the party assistance organizations from the two countries. 

 While NDI held regional meetings between different offices active in the Western 
Balkans region, it could not be determined through interviews whether NDI from Kosovo 
explicitly decided for or against certain type of activities based on the experience of its 
sister office in BiH. One way they did try to capitalize on local knowledge in the region 
was by using its local staff members for cross-border trainings, e.g. trainers from NDI’s 
office in Serbia would go and hold trainings for Serbian parties in BiH, or Kosovo. There 
were also instances of local staff member from BiH going to work in NDI’s office in 
Macedonia, or one from BiH who spent time in Kosovo working with Serbian minority 
parties. In that sense, one could expect that some knowledge transfer did take place 
through these individuals who changed offices. However, beyond these tentative 
instances in NDI’s case, it seems that party assistance organizations operated 
independently. 



160 

 As mentioned before, monitoring and evaluation of party aid activities is a nascent 
activity with no clearly set indicators for success or methods of measuring impact. Also, 
throughout this research party assistance organizations did not reveal themselves as 
highly self-introspective organizations. Instead of commenting on their own activities or 
programming, US party assistance organizations in particular seemed more inclined 
towards criticizing their local partners for their failure to adopt some of the advice they 
provided. An exemplary case of such attitude was a critique mentioned repeatedly by 
representatives of party assistance organizations representatives in reference to the local 
parties’ unwillingness to adopt door-to-door canvassing as a campaigning and 
membership strategy tool. It is striking, that not once did a representative in a party 
assistance organization suggest that parties, when saying “This would never work in our 
country.” - perhaps had justified reasons for making such a claim. Instead, as one NDI 
staff member explained, “We just decided to repeat and repeat some trainings…until they 
[the parties] got it.”1 This kind of attitude hinted at the party aid organizations’ lack of 
innovation and openness to reinventing and adapting their own methods and activities to 
the local context and to the parties to which they offer assistance. 

 

7.2 Quantitative Analysis Results 

The survey questionnaire completed by 131 party officials in BiH and Kosovo yielded 
some interesting results. A total of 65 questionnaires came from six BiH parties, and 66 
came from six parties in Kosovo, which means that on average there were eleven 
respondents per political party. Respondents from BiH parties were on average older than 
those coming from Kosovo, where the average age of respondents was 24.4, consistent 
with Kosovo’s general population average age (estimated at 25). The youngest 
respondents were from LDD and AKR, the youngest parties in Kosovo, while the oldest 
respondents on average came from Croatian parties in Bosnia-Herzegovina, HDZ and 
NSRzB. In terms of gender balance, SNSD, PDK, HDZ and SDP had almost an ideal 
50/50 ratio of female and male respondents, while the party that scored lowest on gender 
balance was SDA (no female respondents). In general, it was useful to get the perspective 
of women through the questionnaires, because in face-to-face interviews, of the 39 
politicians interviewed in both countries, only four were women (one from Kosovo’s 
LDK and ORA parties, one each from Bosnia-Herzegovina’s SNSD and NSRzB parties). 
Finally, in terms of the profile of the party members who filled out the questionnaire, 
mostly youth branch members ended up offering their views on party assistance. On 
average in both countries 30% of total respondents were staff members employed by the 
parties. Bosnia-Herzegovina’s parties had more executive position holders who filled the 
questionnaire, than did the parties in Kosovo.  

 Looking at the general evaluation of party aid impact on parties in BiH and 
Kosovo, Table 11 confirms the findings yielded through interviews, namely: parties from 

                                                             
1 Author interview with NDI staff member in Sarajevo, BiH: June 26, 2009. 
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Kosovo evaluate party assistance more positively than parties in BiH. Also, it confirms 
the general positive evaluation by both countries’ parties of party assistance that they had 
been exposed to. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At the same time, in BiH case, party aid was seen as having more positively influenced 
parties’ positions in the political scene, than it had their internal party development. Since 
both parties in Kosovo and BiH presented their cooperation with international party aid 
organizations as a question of prestige and were proud to talk about their foreign 
supporters, this result is not surprising. Having already established that political parties 
were in a far more rudimentary state and had more need for assistance in Kosovo than in 
BiH, this also explains the quantitative results where parties from Kosovo give party 
assistance a higher grade than their counterparts in BiH.  

 Table 12 at the end of this chapter contains regression analysis of parties’ self-
evaluation on several different party characteristics (internal party democracy, gender 
balance, voter/membership outreach, quality of party program, internal party 
organization) and parties’ evaluation of party assistance impact on each of those 
elements. It has been established previously that parties lacked self-criticism, ranking 
themselves highly on internal democracy and quality of their programs, while both local 
and foreign analysts critiqued these aspects of parties’ organization the most. Namely, 
journalists and analysts portray all parties as leader-based and not internally democratic, 
and too focused on issues such as nationalism (in BiH) and status/independence (in 
Kosovo), rather than on bread-and-butter issues that, according to research with focus 
groups, interest the electorate, such as unemployment, healthcare, visa liberalization. 
Table 12 shows that parties overall reported a positive impression of the impact of party 
aid, in relation to their self-assessment of internal party democracy, gender balance, and 
voter/membership outreach. At the same time, parties from Kosovo seem to be driving 
this positive impact impression, because their evaluations of party impact were 
significantly more positive than those of BiH parties, relative to their self-assessment. 

Table 11: Respondents' average impression of 

impact of party aid by country 

Extent to which 
party aid 

influenced 
internal party 
development 

Extent to 
which party aid 

influenced 
party’s 

position in 
political scene 

Kosovo 3.25 3.25 
BiH 2.94 3.09 
      

Note:  1 = not at all, 5 = very much. 



162 

Also, BiH parties on average evaluated themselves, i.e. their party characteristics more 
positively than parties in Kosovo. A potential explanation for this lies in the already 
discussed different starting points of party aid in the two countries: BiH had a history of 
party politics prior to the war and to the foreign intervention, while in Kosovo, the first 
parties were born under the guidance of the international community and with the help of 
foreign party aid organizations. In Kosovo, by starting from scratch, party aid 
organizations simply had more work, and the starting bar was very low. One 
interpretation of this could be that party aid may be useful in very unique contexts, i.e. in 
the earliest phases of democratization processes and birth of multiparty systems, when 
parties are nascent and need a lot of guidance and technical advice. Later on, when they 
are more established, the impact of party aid and its ability to exert substantial change is 
more limited. 

 

 

7.3 European vs. American Party Assistance: Exploring the Differences 

Interviews with different party assistance organizations in the field revealed different 
approaches to their local partners, i.e. political parties. This section will outline the main 
differences between the European and American party assistance principles and methods. 
Within the European group, a further distinction is made between German and Dutch aid 
to political parties in BiH and Kosovo.  

 That differences exist between European and American approaches was evident in 
talking to representatives from different party aid organizations, as well as to other 
members of the international community in BiH and Kosovo. A State Department official 
summed up the key difference between the general European and American assistance 
approaches by stating, “Europeans are more process-oriented, while we Americans are 
results-oriented.”2 In terms of party assistance, one FES representative felt that the 
differences were systematic, stemming from the very origins of party aid foundations 
involved. While German foundations, different in ideological lines, choose their partners 
in a particular country on basis of those different ideologies, he felt American party aid 
organizations choose ‘their people’ or their friends, i.e. leaders within political parties to 
support. As he put it, “We do not bet all our money on one horse, we divide and develop 
strategies which hopefully create an equal level playing field, for e.g. KAS supports the 
so-called nationalist parties, but they do this with expectations to support the moderate 
factions…which is certainly very important.”3 The distinction that several representatives 
from Stiftungen made was that their approach was structural and more long-term, with a 
higher focus on the issues, while Americans have a much bigger focus on campaigns and 
elections.4 Americans would disagree with this assessment, as the USAID policy on party 
                                                             
2 Author interview with State Department official in Washington D.C., USA: April 19, 2007.  
3 Author interview with FES representative in Sarajevo, BiH: July 20, 2007. 
4 Author interviews with FES representative in Sarajevo, BiH: July 20, 2007; with KAS representative in Sarajevo, 
BiH: June 28, 2007; with FNS representative in Prishtina, Kosovo: November 27, 2007. 
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assistance claims its purpose is not “to determine electoral outcomes” but to support 
“representative, multiparty systems” and also demands that all party assistance activities 
get suspended thirty days prior to elections.5 At the same time, field research confirmed 
that American party aid organizations had a much higher focus on election campaigning 
trainings, while Stiftungen mostly shied away from elections campaign trainings and 
instead organized more thematic, or issue-based conferences and seminars, inviting party 
officials from BiH/Kosovo and abroad, as well as various academics and experts on a 
given topic.  

 It is useful to make a further distinction between German and Dutch approaches to 
party aid. While incomparable in financial terms – Dutch party foundations combined 
receive an annual total of approximately two million euros for their international 
activities, while German foundations’ funding runs into hundreds of millions of euros – 
there are also some differences in their characteristics. Dutch party aid is funded by the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs Program of Aid to Political Parties, which mandates that all 
the projects and trainings provided to parties in new democracies are the result of a 
locally-driven demand. This means that parties in BiH and Kosovo had to come up with 
projects and apply for funding to their Dutch party foundations’ partners. In this sense, at 
least in theory, Dutch party assistance is demand-driven, while American party aid is 
more dictated where party institutes provide trainings that they believe their partner 
parties need, and German foundations are somewhere in the middle on this scale. 
However, in practice, when the Dutch demand-driven policy was put under the 
microscope, this research revealed that often, parties in BiH and Kosovo either did not 
come up with any projects that they put forward to their Dutch partners for funding, or 
they would ‘recycle’ the same projects over and over again, year after year. One example 
is BiH SDP’s request for the seminar “The ABC of the European Union.” Participant 
observation here has revealed that party aid suffers from poor needs-assessment analysis, 
both from the side of local parties as well as sometimes from the side of party aid 
providers. This could stem from poor or insufficient communication between the two 
sides: in most cases, party aid organizations communicate directly with a small number of 
party officials in the parties they are assisting. In some cases, this communication falls on 
the international secretary of the political party in question, or the president of the youth 
branch. While it is impossible to communicate directly to the entire body of a given 
party’s membership, designing party aid activities based on the input of just one or two of 
the party’s officials poses problems for several reasons that were already mentioned thus 
far. Superficial needs assessments and insufficient self-reflection on parties’ behalf risk 
marginalizing party aid activities and their impact on parties in new democracies. The 
impact, relevance or value of the aforementioned “The ABC of the European Union”-
kind of seminar is a case in point.  

 

                                                             
5 USAID Political Party Assistance Policy, 2003: 1.  
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7.4 General Observations on Party Assistance in BiH and Kosovo 

Certain deductions about party aid in BiH and Kosovo fall outside of the evaluation 
criteria used thus far. These elements were identified throughout the research as 
extraordinary findings that may bear far-reaching implications on both the potential for 
party assistance to make a difference in democratization processes in transitioning 
countries, and for the way this assistance is conceptualized and applied. In no particular 
order of relevance, this section discusses (1) the influence of emphasis on form over 
substance in party aid; (2) coordination issues between party assistance organizations; (3) 
the implications of misunderstanding local political scene; (4) the detriment of cookie-
cutter approach in a unique context; (5) the divergence between the party assistance 
policy and its implementation; (6) the implication of personality-dependence in party 
assistance implementation; (7) the golden hour paradox.  

 

7.4.1 Emphasis on Form over Substance 

The analysis of working plans of the NDI and IRI organizations throughout the entire 
period of party assistance provision revealed an overall strong emphasis on ‘technical’ 
assistance to parties in terms of campaigning methods, building party internal 
organization, strengthening the membership base, improving communication channels 
between the headquarters and the branches, and so on. Somewhat surprisingly, despite 
the overarching goal of moderating politics in BiH and strengthening moderate political 
parties, the question of tackling nationalism and nationalist rhetoric is barely mentioned 
in the official party aid organizations’ manuals and policy briefs. Similarly, in Kosovo’s 
case, party assistance organizations never directly engaged with the issue of corruption 
that was and remains so closely connected to political parties in public perception.  

 Considering the intensification of nationalist rhetoric by the Republika Srpska PM 
Milorad Dodik in the run up to and aftermath of the 2006 elections when his party scored 
an overwhelming victory, one could have expect the American party assistance 
organizations to distance themselves from the SNSD. No such disaffection took place, 
however, despite the progressing political deadlock caused by the growing opposition 
between the Bosniak member of the Presidency Haris Silajdžić and the RS PM Milorad 
Dodik. The break between the US government and the assistance provided to SNSD by 
NDI and IRI came only in 2008, when  Dodik did nothing to prevent (and was even 
accused of inciting) an attack on the US consulate in Banja Luka in the aftermath of 
Kosovo’s proclamation of independence. Even then, several interviewed NDI staff 
members admitted that the State Department move for cutting the assistance to SNSD 
came as a total surprise to them, lamenting the break of their working relationship with 
the party.6 

                                                             
6 Author interviews with NDI staff members in Washington D.C., USA: April 04, 2008 and in Banja Luka, BiH: 
June 18, 2008. 
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 Emphasizing the organizational or institutional aspects of political parties, while 
paying little attention to the content of their messages and substance of their rhetoric, has 
created professionally organized electoral machines with no guarantees that this 
mechanism would be put into democratic service. A prime example of this is the SNSD 
party, the biggest recipient of party aid in BiH: built from a modest base into a party with 
the biggest following and best developed party organization, it is now a source of worry 
and obstacles, rather than optimism for the democratization of BiH. The substitution of 
ethnic differences in lieu of ideological differences has dangerously emptied the political 
arena of real choice for the voters. The only choice given to them was to either side with 
the political representatives of their own ethnic group, or to be “traitors” of their own 
people, and vote for the multiethnic SDP party. The content of politics in BiH was from 
the beginning the crux of the problem. Over the years, politicians continued to bicker 
over ethnic differences, war guilt or who was the bigger victim, rather than to listen to 
their electorate. NDI and IRI’s polls continuously revealed that people’s biggest concerns 
were bread-and-butter issues of everyday life, namely employment, health care, and the 
education of their children, and the institutes tried to steer parties into formulating 
policies that would address those issues. However, with each election, the nationalist 
ethnic rhetoric came back in full swing, preventing debate on those issues and pushing 
them into the background. This politics of fear continued to be the most potent political 
mobilization tool in post-conflict BiH, and party assistance organizations did little to 
disable it. In fact, it was the openly expressed frustration, and in some cases disbelief and 
shock on behalf of some of the NDI and IRI interviewees at each election results that 
illustrated their lack of understanding of the depth of this politics of fear and its 
underlying effect on the electorate of BiH.  

 Did party assistance organizations attempt to influence parties and their leaders in 
this qualitative, or normative element? By doing so they would have addressed the 
problematic content of BiH politics. This research has exposed a potential omission in 
American party aid, which is a result of the emphasis put on the form or procedural 
elements of political party functioning, at the expense of the neglected issue of content or 
values, i.e. the subject matter of politics. When probed about this subject, interviewees 
from NDI explained that, “it is not the job of NDI to call parties to order, or to scold them 
for being naughty. Our job is to make them stronger.”7 Another NDI staff member made 
clear that, “NDI explicitly avoids getting involved with the content of politics. We teach 
party members what types of messages work, how best to organize their party programs, 
but we steer clear from what should be written therein.”8 The US party institutes’ work in 
providing technical assistance far excelled in quantity the German foundations’ aid. 
Nevertheless, it needs to be noted that the Stiftungen, and to a lesser extent Dutch and 
UK party foundations, did try to engage with the issue of content of politics, by 
organizing the previously mentioned thematic seminars and lectures. Furthermore, the 
recipients of party aid themselves attested to the socialization effect of gaining access to 

                                                             
7 Author interview with NDI staff member in Washington D.C., US: April 04, 2008. 
8 Author interview with NDI staff member in Prishtina, Kosovo:  November 26, 2007. 
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the European party families, which was also facilitated by the German Stiftungen. At the 
same time, however, this adaptation to European Union rules and policies, and European 
parties’ attitudes can pose problems of its own for the democratization processes in new 
democracies. As David Chandler explains, in post-conflict countries such as in the 
Western Balkans, the EU “sucks the political life from societies” by imposing the 
externally driven policy making process, whereby the political elites are more concerned 
in the end with lobbying EU actors and trying to adapt to their demands, in lieu of 
engaging with domestic issues and concerns of their citizens.9 

 Why did American party aid organizations fail to engage with the content of 
politics in BiH? Kristine Herrmann-De Luca in her PhD dissertation accuses them of 
getting swept up in the international administration’s persistent focus on elections.10 She 
believes this ‘paralysis of electoralism’ has led to party aid’s focus on election activities, 
at the expense of other elements of political party functioning and organization.11 By the 
early 2000s, however, it was clear that elections were neither the best nor the quickest 
way for Bosnia-Herzegovina’s transition to democracy. The international administration 
officials continued putting all hope in elections and this expectation proved to be based 
on a faulty premise – that the elected local political actors would be responsible, 
democratic and interested in working for the welfare of all the citizens. NDI itself pointed 
out in one report that, “The constant cycle of elections in Bosnia has not allowed a 
significant programmatic focus on internal party structure and development.”12 That 
elections do not equal democracy is a truism by now. Through emphasis on the form 
rather than content of politics, party aid failed to tackle two legacies most detrimental to 
the development of democratic values and norms in the BiH and Kosovo political 
spheres: the legacy of communism, and the nationalism-imbued legacy of war.  

 How can one teach the local political actors to act in the spirit of democracy? 
When a staff member from NDI was asked how their organization would, for example, 
go about addressing the problem of corruption in one of their party trainings, they 
explained: 

We only talk about corruption in general terms, why it 
damages the democratic process and how it can damage an 
individual candidate’s reputation as well as his or her party’s 
success in the polls. All we have is talk – obviously, we do 

                                                             
9 David Chandler, “The EU and Bosnia: Normative Power and the Liberal Peace,” Sarajevo EUPF7 Conference 
“Delivering Just and Durable Peace? Evaluating EU Peacebuilding strategies in the Western Balkans”: 11. 
10 Kristine Ann Herrmann-De Luca, Beyond Elections: Lessons in Democratization Assistance from Postwar Bosnia 

and Herzegovina, PhD Dissertation, unpublished, American University (Washington D.C.: 2002). This dissertation 
covers 1996 – 2001 period party assistance offered by the OSCE, with fleeting mentions of NDI’s work. 
11 Ibid. 
12 NDI Quarterly Report, Bosnia-Hercegovina: Political and Civic Organizing, Parliamentary Development, USAID 
Cooperative Agreement No. EUR-A-00-94-00028-00, September 1, 1996 to June 30, 1999: 24. 
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not have a way of teaching our partners how not to be 
corrupt.13 

This comment illustrates the difficulty in fostering development of democratic political 
culture. Whether on account of its difficulty, or due to an omission, the result is that 
while they were busy developing parties institutionally, the party aid organizations failed 
to engage their partners at the level of their political culture and undemocratic norms. 
Nationalism and corruption in particular were overlooked and unaddressed in the 
programmatic planning and assistance implementation.  

 
 

7.4.2 Coordination Issues Between Party Assistance Organizations 

In the early years of party assistance in BiH, different party assistance organizations had 
little contact with one another and did not attempt to coordinate their work. This soon led 
to a frequent overlap of activities, which had an adverse effect on the domestic recipients 
– they were being given the same workshops and trainings by different organizations.14 In 
addition, this lack of coordination in the early party aid activities led to a supply 
overload, which often not only exceeded the demand but also provided assistance that 
BiH political parties at the time had no capacity to absorb. 

 It became apparent after series of interviews in both Washington D.C. and Berlin, 
and in BiH, that different party aid organizations operating within the BiH political scene 
viewed each other as competitors, rather than as partners united in the same goals. They 
jealously protected their working plans, and guarded and nurtured ‘special relations’ with 
the recipients of their assistance programs, i.e. the local political parties. The story of the 
disgruntled NDI employee who took the description of the planned NDI’s parliamentary 
assistance program and ‘sold’ it to the OSCE by transferring to work for them is well 
known in the party assistance circle in BiH, and it illustrates well the lack of trust and 
cooperation present in that network. Similarly, the disagreement and ‘turf wars’ between 
USAID and OSCE officials on electoral law reform and differing attitudes on opening the 
party lists was mentioned in the interviews.15 

 It was in the atmosphere of high expectations leading up to the 2006 elections in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina that the acute differences between party aid providers became 
evident. During the meeting organized by USAID held in May of 2006, the Stiftungen, 
and KAS in particular, made an argument for providing assistance to nationalist parties, 
SDA and HDZ in specific. They argued that both parties were by now much more 
accommodating to consensus politics and had grown accustomed to bargaining 
throughout their time in power during which they had to negotiate extensively with the 

                                                             
13 Author interview with an NDI official, Sarajevo, BiH, May 2007. 
14 Author interviews with various political party representatives in Sarajevo, Banja Luka, Mostar, BiH, April-May 
2007, May 2008, May 2009. They complained about the repetitiveness of certain types of trainings. 
15 Author interview with USAID representative in Washington, D.C., USA: August 06, 2007. 
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OHR office.16 The US party institutes NDI and IRI opposed this idea, mostly due to the 
principle laid out in USAID’s policy of party assistance provision which explicitly 
forbade cooperation with nationalist or ‘nondemocratic’ parties.  In retrospective, an NDI 
staff member regretted this decision: “Looking back, it seems that the KAS representative 
was right to urge caution…both SBiH and SNSD in the end proved to be even more 
nationalist than their predecessors SDA and SDS.”17 The USAID meeting was concluded 
on a sour note and the German and American party aid organizations charted independent 
plans for assistance leading up to the 2006 elections. 

 This particular instance of lacking coordination and agreement on basic party aid 
principles points to a diffused rather than concentrated international effort at aiding 
parties in BiH. It also demonstrates how contradictory assessments of the domestic 
political situation can result in provision of conflicting types of assistance. In other 
words, while American party aid organizations attempted to undermine the original 
nationalist parties (HDZ, SDA, SDS) by strengthening their opponents, the German KAS 
felt that by cooperating with HDZ and SDA, they could assist them to reform from within 
and to de-radicalize their positions. Although all the organizations shared the goal of 
strengthening parties perceived as democratic and civic-minded, telling one group from 
another has proven rather tricky in BiH’s post-conflict political system. Finally, the 
differences in approaches between different party aid organizations have at times also 
issued a conflicting message to their local partners in terms of what constitutes, and what 
hampers democratic development of BiH political system. In other words, while SDS, 
HDZ and SDA were penalized for their political messages and nationalist ideologies by 
withdrawal of aid, SNSD – at least initially – got away with it, with the support of NDI. 

 

 

7.4.3 Misunderstanding the Local Political Scene 

Interviews as well as participant observation gave evidence of certain instances where 
party aid organizations misunderstood the local political scene, which affected the 
provision of assistance to local parties. The instances described in the following section 
demonstrate the repercussions of poor understanding of the local political situation by 
different party aid organizations and their staff. Whether this misunderstanding should be 
interpreted as straightforward miscalculation, hubris or naiveté on behalf of foreign party 
aid organizations remains unclear.  

 The first example concerns a domestic research organization commissioned by IRI 
to conduct focus groups polls. As the anecdote goes, during the presentation of the 
results, IRI staff expressed their surprise at the findings. The uncertain presenters from 
the domestic polling organization tried to reassure their clients with the following 
comment: “You didn’t expect this? Don’t worry, this is just the first presentation, we can 

                                                             
16 Author interview with a KAS official in Sarajevo, BiH: June 24, 2007. 
17 Author interview with a NDI official in Sarajevo, BiH: June 29, 2007. 



169 

tweak the results later on so that they are to your liking.”18 The lesson on how to properly 
conduct polling research and, perhaps more importantly, what the use of polling is – 
seemed to have gotten lost in the communication between the international clients (IRI in 
this case) and the domestic research agency commissioned to produce the polling results.  

 The next example concerns a faux-pas committed by an expert NDI trainer, 
brought in from the US to train their favorite – the SNSD party – prior to the 2006 
elections. Having arrived in the Balkans from the US and not extensively familiar with 
the problematic post-conflict political context in BiH, the NDI consultant analyzed the 
political situation using the information he was given. His understanding of the situation 
was interpreted as follows: the biggest opponent of ‘our guys’ (SNSD) is this SDS party, 
characterized as nationalists…our guys have a better economic plan, better volunteers’ 
base, they have us as their asset…what they need to do is beat their opponents at their 
own game.19 According to this story, the SNSD then received expert political advice by 
this foreign consultant on how to woo the Republika Srpska voters: by beating SDS at 
their own game, and upping the nationalist rhetoric. The 2006 elections effectively turned 
the RS entity into a one-party system, and SNSD only strengthened their hold through an 
overwhelming victory in the 2008 municipal elections. To clarify, this example does not 
claim that the NDI consultant ‘taught’ SNSD how to be nationalistic. It does, however, 
illustrate several points. First, the USAID party assistance policy is not fully respected in 
the field: one of its main elements is that “party assistance does not seek to influence 
outcomes of elections.”20 Secondly, the fact that the international consultant encouraged 
SNSD to use nationalism in their message and platform development, in order to beat 
SDS party, shows that – for electoral gains – even democracy promotion institutions are 
willing to look the other way when it comes to the means, as long as their end is 
achieved. Finally, the fact that NDI and IRI were honestly surprised at Dodik having 
turned nationalistic in the aftermath of the failed constitutional reform talks of 2006 
demonstrates their miscalculating naiveté regarding their domestic political partner as 
well as their underestimation of the volatile context in which the party assistance was 
taking place. Thomas Carothers also identified this phenomenon in his party aid research, 
calling it a perception gap between party assistance organizations and the recipients of 
their aid: 

…[party assistance organizations’] representatives often 
reported having a direct influential line to the leader and other 
key figures in the recipient party. Yet when I asked senior 
people in the parties…about these same field representatives, 

                                                             
18 Author interview with an NDI staff member in Sarajevo, BiH: June 11, 2007. 
19 Story as told to the author by NDI representative in Sarajevo, BiH: May 11 2007; confirmed by another NDI 
representative in Banja Luka, BiH: June 18, 2008. USAID BiH staff member confirmed hearing of the same story 
during interview in Sarajevo, BiH: June 25, 2009, as did AMS staff member during interview in Amsterdam, the 
Netherlands: May 14, 2007. One interviewee from NDI defensively denied this allegation, author interview in 
Sarajevo, BiH: June 26, 2009. 
20 Political Party Development Assistance, policy brief published by the Center for Democracy and Governance, 
United States Agency for International Development, April 1999.  
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they tended to describe them as pleasant friends of the parties 
but distant outsiders to the real internal workings of the 
party.21 

In the BiH case this perception gap was best illustrated in the SNSD case, where NDI 
confidently believed they ‘had him under control’, only to admit few weeks later, 
shocked, that ‘he has gone rogue on them.’ NDI’s poor understanding of the domestic 
political context offers a cautionary tale for all those working in the party aid business: 
one can never be sure what kind of people and organizations are receiving these political 
consulting tools. In the end, the backlash can be graver than the original situation that 
party aid organizations set out to remedy in the first place.  

 

 

7.4.4 Cookie-Cutter Approach in a Unique Context 

One of the hypotheses of this research was that party aid in BiH and Kosovo had a 
different form from the type of party assistance provided in fully sovereign countries in 
transition. The expectation was to find evidence of assistance reflecting the unique 
context of post-conflict, internationally administered transition. The finding points to the 
contrary: party aid in BiH was no different than party aid provided in Serbia, which does 
not have international administration, or Ukraine, an example of a fully sovereign country 
that did not experience war in its recent past.22

  

 Looking back at the overall party aid effort in BiH and Kosovo, the most 
surprising element is perhaps the following: the assistance provided in these two 
countries was in no way different from the ‘standard toolbox’ or template of assistance 
approaches that Thomas Carothers describes in his book on party assistance.23 One of the 
biggest warnings in post-conflict peace- and state-building literature is against the 
‘cookie-cutter approaches’, urging the intervening actors to tailor their strategy and 
solutions to the specific context of the society they are reconstructing or administering.24 
Political party assistance organizations working on democratizing BiH and Kosovo party 
systems seemed to have missed this warning. It resulted in party assistance template 
provided in a highly unique and complex context.  

 The uniqueness of the context was recognized during the interviews, but only as a 
constraint to the party assistance activities: several interviewees felt that developing 
political parties in non-sovereign entities limited the impact of their work. For example, 
in Kosovo, the uncertainty regarding the final status of the area was considered 
                                                             
21 Thomas Carothers, The Weakest Link, 121. 
22 For information on party aid provided in Serbia, see: Marlene Spoerri (2010), “Crossing the line: partisan party 
 assistance in post-Milosevic Serbia,” Democratization, Vol.17, No.6, pp.1108-1131. For information on party aid  
provided in Georgia and Ukraine, see: Max Bader (2010) Against All Odds: Aiding Political Parties in Georgia and  

Ukraine, PhD dissertation at University of Amsterdam (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press). 
23 Thomas Carothers, The Weakest Link. 
24  Charles T. Call, Elizabeth M. Cousens, “Ending Wars and Building Peace: International Responses to War-Torn 
Societies”, International Studies Perspectives, 9 (2008), 1-21. 
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problematic for party assistance activities because parties focused on the issue of 
independence rather than on building their internal organizations or developing their 
policies for targeting different social issues.25 In Bosnia-Herzegovina, party aid providers 
felt that arbitrary and essentially undemocratic interventions of the High Representative 
into the politics of the country prevented the development of independent political 
capacity in local political elites, thus exacerbating the problem beyond the reach of party 
aid.26 What interviewees did not comment on, however, was the opportunity present in 
the fact that party aid organizations were operating in internationally-administered 
countries. The fact that the country was run by the international community opened up 
the possibility of greater influence for international democracy promoting organizations: 
through lobbying the institutions of international administration, party assistance 
organizations could have fought for a greater impact and coordinated policy between 
their work and the OHR/UNMIK missions. The international administrations and party 
aid organizations had the same goal, after all: moderating politics and empowering 
parties for independent functioning according to democratic principles. Credit needs to be 
given to NDI in Kosovo, which made an effort to influence OSCE regulations pertaining 
to parties as well as the electoral law – the kind of effort that went missing in the BiH 
case. However, overall, it is one of the conclusions of this research that party aid 
organizations did not maximize fully the potential for cooperating with the institutions of 
international administrations on party development activities and the legislation 
pertaining to the political system.  

 What could have been done differently? Benjamin Reilly suggests political parties 
can be influenced in various ways through “using institutional incentives and 
constraints”: party regulation (on party formation, financing, distribution of members), 
electoral law design, strengthening parties in the parliament (top-down approach aimed at 
building greater intra-party discipline) and international party assistance interventions.27 
Reilly and Nordlund’s book demonstrates that those in charge of designing political 
institutions have a large number of options in front of them, ranging from regulations that 
demand a nation-wide or multi-ethnic composition of party members in order to compete 
in elections; instituting high vote thresholds or gender quotas; providing financial or 
technical assistance to moderate or democratic parties as opposed to nationalist ones, 
etc.28 BiH’s international administration failed to recognize the existence of all these 
options, and instead organized frequent elections in the hope that moderate parties were 
somehow spontaneously going to score a victory over the nationalists. That party 
assistance organizations, supposed experts in party politics, failed to get involved in 
coming up with alternatives to BiH political system characteristics, election law and laws 
on party financing and organization, illustrates a short-sightedness that proved 
detrimental to fulfillment of their objectives in BiH. 
                                                             
25 Author interview with two NDI staff members in Washington D.C., USA: April 04, 2008. 
26 Author interview with USAID staff member in Washington D.C., USA: April 18, 2007. 
27 Benjamin Reilly, “Introduction”, in: Benjamin Reilly, Per Nordlund (eds.), Political Parties in Conflict-Prone 

Societies (United Nations University Press, 2008), 11-18.  
28 Ibid. 
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7.4.5 The Divergence Between Party Assistance Policy and Its Implementation 

Another observation resulting from the evaluation of foreign party assistance in BiH 
concerns the divergences uncovered between the party assistance policy, as it was 
formulated in Washington D.C., and its implementation on the ground in cities across 
post-conflict Bosnia-Herzegovina. 

 The first such divergence could be found in the general assistance provided to 
SNSD party in Republika Srpska. One interviewee pointed out that US organizations had 
no place supporting any political party in the RS entity, since according to the Foreign 
Operations, Export Financing, and Related Programs Appropriations Act, 2005 as well as 
an earlier amendment to legislation in force since 1996, the US prohibited any political or 
institutional aid to the Republika Srpska until cooperation on war crimes suspects was 
improved.29 When looking at the overall implementation of this prohibition, it can be 
noted that it worked through most part: “Bosnian Serbs, from 1995 to 1997, experienced 
unemployment as high as 90 percent, but the Republika Srpska received only 2 percent of 
international aid while the Federation received the remaining 98 percent.”30 NDI, 
however, in its support to SNSD overlooked this particular legislation, which points to a 
discrepancy between what is decided and publically promoted in Washington D.C., and 
what is being implemented in the field. It also needs to be noted here that with Milorad 
Dodik’s rise to power, cooperation with the ICTY improved and funds previously 
unavailable to the RS began flowing freely into this entity, further strengthening Dodik’s 
power. This inconsistency between the official foreign policy of the US towards the 
Republika Srpska entity and its elites, and NDI’s on the ground heavy support provided 
to one political party in particular, SNSD, could be one of the causes behind the 
unfortunate result of this policy. SNSD under Milorad Dodik’s leadership had over the 
years transformed from the biggest ally of the US into their biggest political enemy and 
obstacle to continued BiH post-conflict democratization.  

 Another inconsistency was uncovered in the way the official party assistance 
policy as formulated and promulgated by the USAID, chief donor of NDI and IRI 
programs, explicitly forbade cooperation and assistance to ‘original’ nationalist parties in 
BiH, namely HDZ, SDA and SDS. At the same time, the interviewees from both US 
party institutes expressed regret over the existence of this policy, stating openly that they 
would have loved to have assisted these parties.31 These officials’ belief was that the 
USAID policy on party assistance and the forbiddance of assistance for nationalist parties 
failed to take into account that parties change over time, and that supporting the moderate 
wings of said parties could have aided their de-radicalization.32 Furthermore, despite the 
official USAID party aid policy, the analysis of the working plans uncovered that NDI 

                                                             
29 Author interview with US expert consultant on foreign aid in New York City, US: April 25, 2009. 
30 P.H. Liotta, “If It’s Not One Thing, It’s Another: Bosnia and the Economics of War and Peace,” Mediterranean 

Quarterly, Summer 2000: 109. 
31 Author interview with NDI staff member in Sarajevo, BiH: June 10, 2008; author interview with IRI staff member 
in Sarajevo, BiH: June 22, 2008. 
32 Ibid. 
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made continuous efforts to come in contact with HDZ and SDA parties, and establish a 
working relationship. One interviewee from NDI felt that the reason why this cooperation 
did not in the end happen was because HDZ and SDA simply were not interested in 
cooperating with the Americans.33 

 Another contradiction also lies within the policy on party assistance, which sets 
forth as one of the key criteria supporting only those parties that are deemed ‘viable’ or 
capable of gaining sufficient support that would get them seats in the parliament. In BiH 
though, NDI initially assisted over years parties that did not make it even into the 
cantonal assemblies, such as the LDS. They only began focusing more consistently on 
SDP and SNSD, two major parties, starting in 2005, abandoning assistance for minor 
parties not represented in state or entity parliaments.  

 Finally, the party assistance policy also specifically claims that the work of NDI 
and IRI is not meant to influence elections and their outcomes in foreign countries. NDI 
also states that,  

“The Institute will cease formal training of parties 30 days prior to elections. This is in 
accordance with NDI’s policy ensuring that NDI do not have an undue influence on the 
outcome of the elections.”34At the same time, the work of American party institutes in 
BiH was explicitly geared towards changing the outcome of elections, i.e. supporting the 
moderate parties with the goal of getting the nationalist ones out of office. 

 This divergence between the official party aid policy and its implementation in 
BiH illustrates both the tensions within and the controversial nature of this type of 
democracy assistance. Though in theory it is meant to be impartial in its multipartisan 
approach, and to steer clear from influencing election outcomes, in practice it does play a 
role in the politics of the country in which the policy is implemented. The contradictions 
in its implementation expose  US party assistance as an intrusive foreign policy tool and 
one that many established democracies would not tolerate on their own soil. In new 
democracies, and countries undergoing transition – this assistance is being used to 
influence and shape political elites to move in the direction which suits the US 
government. In BiH, however, the law of unintended consequences led to a backlash 
against the policy, and to the further entrenchment of divisive, detrimental nationalist 
politics that keep the country further away, rather than closer, to democratic governance. 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
33 Author interview with NDI staff member in Sarajevo, BiH: June 29, 2007. 
34 NDI Working Plan May 2004 – April 2005. 
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7.4.6 The Implication of Personality-Dependence in Party Assistance Implementation 

The Kosovo case study generated another observation important for understanding party 
assistance, revealing the subjectivity of the actors involved at its core. As NDI’s resident 
directors were usually American or Canadian nationals responsible for directing and 
leading the party assistance efforts in Kosovo, their different leadership styles and takes 
on the local situation invariably impacted the provision of party aid. While this research 
attempted to measure the policy’s formulation, underpinnings, interpretation and 
implementation in the field, it became obvious through interviews that party assistance 
was understood in different ways depending on the personality of its chief implementers 
in the field. In this case, different NDI resident directors in Kosovo demonstrated the 
highest divergence in their assessments of the local context, approach to party aid 
activities and finally, relationship or attitude towards the local political elites.  This 
divergence warrants special attention and is illustrated next. 

 One of these high-ranking individuals stressed in the interview that he worked 
hard on developing friendships with political party leaders on a personal level. As he 
explained, “We would all be sitting drinking rakija35 till 3 in the morning.” This person 
felt that this type of approach, though unconventional, was necessary, because it boiled 
down to “understanding how to build relationship with Albanian political leaders.” This 
close personal relationship with local political elites, as well as inviting leaders from 
partner political parties into one’s home meant getting “more work done over food and 
rakija, than…over coffee and a meeting.”36 Now, another high-ranking individual from 
NDI who led party assistance activities expressed an entirely different view. Critical of 
some colleagues, he explained that one needs to limit the time they spend in a given 
country, in order to not to become a part of the political process. As he put it, “I think 
what happens on a personal level is that people doing democracy assistance can often 
begin to choose favorites in the process, they can potentially distort the amount of time 
we spend with certain leaders…” The same interviewee also lamented the mismatch 
between the role and influence that NDI’s had in political party development in Kosovo, 
and the inexperienced personnel sent out to do the job. In his eyes, the immaturity level 
of some of these NDI employees was most apparent and problematic when it came to 
cooperation with local political leaders, as overly close relationships occurred “when you 
got people who liked being around people with power.” Finally, the additional 
implication of this happening in Kosovo was that through close personal links with 
Albanian leaders, he felt NDI was sending out the message of partiality and pro-
independence attitude to the Serb parties, and that this compromised NDI’s work and 
entire institution.37 

 This personality-dependence in leadership of party assistance organizations made 
the activity more difficult to monitor and evaluate. It also pointed to a lack of consistency 

                                                             
35 Local home brewed spirits drink, akin to brandy. 
36 Author interview with NDI staff member, over Skype: May 05, 2008.  
37 Author interview with NDI staff member, over Skype: May 02, 2008.  



175 

and guidelines that direct the approaches of party assistance organizations’ staff. Looking 
at the professional background of directors of party assistance organizations, it was 
revealed that German foundations tended to employ academics, diplomats and political 
analysts as their resident directors in BiH and Kosovo, while American institutes required 
that directors of their programs have experience of working inside a political party, as 
party organizer or political consultant. This difference in background or profiles of 
directors could be one of the causes behind the divergence in attitudes and approaches 
towards local political elites. In other words, while former diplomats, or those with 
academic background as well as female directors of programs seemed to steer away from 
fostering too close links with leadership of parties that their institutes/foundations were 
assisting, the directors with political party background tended to form closer bonds and 
work on fostering personal, friendly links with local party leaders. Furthermore, it is 
noteworthy to point out that in Kosovo, all German foundations (at the time of research) 
employed local, female professionals as directors of their programs. In practice, this 
meant that these directors were highly familiar with the local context, nurtured a sense of 
professional discretion and distance from the local political elites with whom they were 
cooperating. One could even conceive that by appointing (local) women to the helm of 
their operations in Kosovo, the Stiftungen aided the promotion of gender balance in 
political parties in Kosovo and sensitized predominantly male political party members to 
cooperation with the opposite sex. 

 

 

7.4.7 The Golden Hour Paradox 

Studying the provision of party assistance in BiH and Kosovo also revealed the presence 
of what can best be named ‘the golden hour paradox’.38 The irony of the golden hour lies 
in the fact that in the early assistance phase, foreign organizations are in the best position 
for exerting substantial impact: they usually have the highest amount of funds and 
flexibility in spending them, while the recipients are in their most vulnerable position and 
thus most open to suggestions. However, at the same time, in this early phase the 
recipients are also least able to absorb the aid effectively, and external aid organizations 
find themselves stretched thin by trying to accomplish too much. The latter is the result of 
overconfidence, abundant funds, and insufficient planning and needs analysis performed 
by these intervening foreign organizations. As time goes by, this window of impact 
opportunity becomes smaller, as the donors’ funds decrease, and the local organizations 
being assisted are more empowered and have increased capacities. 

 The research revealed that with the passage of time, parties in both BiH and 
Kosovo grew weary of assistance efforts. The balance of powers between the aid 
                                                             
38 The ‘golden hour’ concept originally stems from medicine, denoting the immediate period after a trauma/injury 
during which treatment significantly increases chances of recovery/surviving for the patient. However, it has also 
been used to describe the international development aid/ intervention, for e.g.: James Stephenson, Losing the Golden 

Hour: An Insider’s View of Iraq’s Reconstruction (Washington D.C. :Potomac Books, 2007). 
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providers and aid recipients switched, putting recipients in the more dominant position. 
When the party assistance organizations first became engaged in BiH and Kosovo, donor 
support and investment in these areas were very high, and securing funding for party aid 
programmes was not very difficult. Prior to their arrival, however, the organizations had 
not had sufficient time to assess the local situations and their local partner parties in 
detail, so they tended to provide assistance without much specific background 
knowledge. This resulted in the previously mentioned overload of training activities and 
repetition of certain types of assistance programs. This initial period in both BiH and 
Kosovo was marked by parties’ overall inability to absorb all the assistance that was on 
offer to them at the time. As the party assistance organizations rode high on the wave of 
international goodwill, cash and a mixture of naïveté and hubris, political parties in BiH 
and Kosovo welcomed them with open arms, eager to obtain their advice and learn about 
the workings of Western democracies. In time, however, as funding for party aid work 
decreased and parties grew stronger with each passing election, their enthusiasm for 
assistance withered, and the party aid organizations suddenly found that the tables had 
turned: now they were the ones depending on local parties for cooperation. In more than 
one case, party assistance organizations’ staff members complained of how difficult it 
became to ensure that parties sent their members to various trainings they organized. 
With this reversal of the balance of power between assisters and aid recipients, party 
assistance organizations felt less able to dictate the terms of cooperation and their 
leverage over the local political parties decreased. This was also the reason why NDI so 
eagerly embraced new and promising parties that entered the political scene, such as the 
AKR in Kosovo. While the party emerged in 2006 and had success already in the 2007 
elections, NDI immediately jumped on board to support it without waiting to judge if the 
party would prove to be, as the assistance criteria demanded, viable and democratic. This 
party assistance organizations’ hasty keenness to embrace political newcomers also 
stands as evidence of the reversal of the balance of power between party aid providers 
and recipients. In addition, as one interviewee explained, party assistance also 
experiences a plateau effect over time, when certain lessons either get absorbed by the 
parties and no longer have relevance, or have been tried repeatedly to no effect.39 

 Finally, this brings us to the last observation about party assistance in BiH and 
Kosovo: the aid was unconditional. It was distributed indiscriminately (except to BiH 
nationalist parties, which received no aid); the political parties never had to ‘earn’ it. 
From the outset, party aid served its own purpose, and party assistance organizations 
depended on their local partner parties to continue providing the raison d’être for the 
continued funding of aid programmes. During our interviews, several staff members of 
party aid organizations tried to explain that building trust with their partners was of the 
utmost importance, arguing that it was a long-term and delicate process.40 For this reason, 

                                                             
39 Author interview with UNDP representative in New York City, USA: April 16, 2007.  
40 Author interview with party aid organization staff members (KAS, NDI, IRI, FES) in Sarajevo, BiH and Prishtina, 
Kosovo: November 2007, May 2008, June 2009. 
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the assisters felt that ‘it was not their business to preach to parties against corruption’41 
because this would alienate their partners and make cooperation impossible. The 
dependency of party aid organizations on their local partners was illustrated best in a 
conversation with a State Department official, who explained that one reason for NDI’s 
and IRI’s continued cooperation with SNSD political party, despite its leader’s 
progressively increasing nationalist rhetoric, was the lack of alternative parties to support. 
As he put it, “Who could we work with in Republika Srpska, if not with SNSD? Dodik 
says a lot of dumb things, but he is pragmatic and willing to support reforms. We need to 
work with someone, and in the RS, his party is our only possible ally.”42 

 

                                                             
41 Author interview with NDI staff member in Prishtina, Kosovo: November 26, 2007.  
42 Author interview with State Department official in Washington D.C., USA:  April 19, 2007.  
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