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Abstract. Why are some countries governed much more poorly than one might expect judging by 

their degree of socio-economic development? In particular, why are most countries of post-

Soviet Eurasia, according to numerous international evaluations of quality of state governance, 

similar to underdeveloped Third World countries and lagging behind their post-Communist 

counterparts in Eastern Europe? Answering these questions would require an in-depth analysis of 

the rise and development of bad governance. This paper presents some arguments regarding the 

factors and mechanisms of emergence and maintenance of bad governance in post-Soviet 

Eurasia and discusses various explanations of this phenomenon, including the effects of legacies 

of the past, the dynamics of political regime changes, and the role of international linkages and 

leverages (or lack thereof). In addition, the paper considers potential pathways for overcoming 

the trap of bad governance in post-Soviet Eurasia and outlines possible directions for further 

research of this phenomenon. 

 

 

Why are some countries governed much more poorly than one might expect judging by their 

degree of socio-economic development? In particular, why are relatively developed states of 

post-Soviet Eurasia, according to numerous international evaluations of quality of state 

governance (both integral indices and assessments of certain issues such as corruption, property 

rights and the rule of law), similar to underdeveloped Third World countries and lagging far 
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behind their post-Communist counterparts in Eastern Europe?1 (for an overview, see 

Zaostrovtsev, 2016). Answering these questions requires an in-depth analysis of the emergence 

and development of bad governance in post-Soviet Eurasia: without an understanding of its 

causes and mechanisms, a serious discussion on possibilities and pathways to overcoming the 

trap of bad governance would be meaningless. 

This paper aims to touch upon various approaches to the study of this problem, which is 

important both in terms of academic discussion and policy-making. Correct diagnostics are not a 

guarantee of a successful cure for a complex and severe illness, but may at least help to figure 

out to what extent the illness of bad governance can be under control in the foreseeable future. 

What are its general causes and peculiarities in certain countries and regions? What are the 

various ways in which bad governance manifests itself in diverse political and institutional 

contexts, and why? Why are some attempts at overcoming bad governance more successful than 

others? In fact, the clinical landscape of the disease of bad governance in post-Soviet Eurasia is 

far from homogeneous. Although the overall picture is rather miserable, there are numerous 

varieties of bad governance and numerous attempts to combat it across this space (such as the 

“success story” of certain policy reforms in Georgia under Saakashvili), and across time (for 

example, several improvements of quality of governance in Russia which were launched in the 

early 2000s and later curtailed), and across different policy areas. To explain these variations, we 

need to reassess and/or look more closely at existing approaches, and to put forward new 

frameworks for the analysis of bad governance in post-Soviet Eurasia and beyond. The primary 

task of this paper is to follow through on the reasoning of a previous analysis (Gel’man, 2015), 

but it attempts to further develop those lines of inquiry and to shift from a characterization of the 

politico-economic order in Eurasia to a focus on the manifestations of this order with regard to 

governing these (and other) countries. I aim to elaborate a research agenda and take the next step 

toward empirical analysis of bad governance in the region and beyond from a theoretical and 

comparative perspective. 

The structure of the paper is as follows. After an introduction which establishes some basic terms 

and discusses various approaches, the paper presents arguments about the mechanisms of 

emergence and maintenance of bad governance in post-Soviet Eurasia, and various existing 

explanations of this phenomenon. These include discussion of the effects of legacies of the past, 

                                                           
1 For example, the Corruption Perceptions Index 2015, produced by Transparency International, ranked 

both Russia and Azerbaijan 119th worldwide (among 168 countries), alongside Guyana and Sierra Leone. 

Ukraine was ranked even lower, in 130th place (Corruption, 2015). 
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the dynamics of political regime changes, and the role of international linkages and leverages (or 

lack thereof). In the conclusion, the paper discusses possible pathways for overcoming the trap 

of bad governance in post-Soviet Eurasia and outlines possible directions for further research of 

this phenomenon. 

 

Bad Governance: Setting the Scene 

 

Although the causes and mechanisms of bad governance have been analyzed by political 

scientists since the times of Machiavelli (if not Aristotle), modern discussions of this 

phenomenon are fueled not only by a rise of scholarly interest in various aspects of governance 

(for an overview, see Levi-Faur, 2012) but also by the emergence of new research tools and 

databases, assembled by the World Bank and other teams of analysts from various scholarly 

institutions and NGOs. However, the very notion of “bad governance” has to a certain degree 

remained an elusive term, one constructed as an antonym to “good governance”: the latter, in 

turn, is also based on multi-dimensional criteria and lacks a universally accepted definition 

(Rothstein, 2012). The most widely-used approach in the field is related to the World Bank’s 

Worldwide Governance Indicators program (Worldwide, 2016), where the understanding of 

good governance is based on six major dimensions:  

 

 Voice and Accountability; 

 Political Stability and Absence of Violence; 

 Government Effectiveness; 

 Regulation Quality; 

 Rule of Law; 

 Control of Corruption 

 

If one perceives bad governance as an alternative juxtaposed to good governance, then the key 

features of bad governance can be constructed as opposites of the principles of good governance 

in all or most of these dimensions. Thus, bad governance can be understood as a combination of 

the following attributes: (1) lack of the rule of law or perversion of its basic principles – the 

“unrule of law” (O’Donnell, 1999; Gel’man, 2004), (2) a high degree of corruption; (3) poor 

quality of regulation; (4) government ineffectiveness. These attributes are related to governing 

the state in a narrow sense. Meanwhile, although lack of accountability and weakness of political 
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rights, as well as political instability and violence, could be considered elements of bad 

governance in certain political and institutional contexts, these qualifications merely describe the 

qualities of political regimes, rather than those of bad governance as such. Certainly, various 

features of political regimes affect the quality of governance, but their impact is often indirect 

and not always straightforward. 

Although in substantive terms such a negative definition of bad governance is far from 

satisfactory, this state of affairs is a logical consequence of the normative bias inherent to the 

perceptions of many social scientists (and this is true not only with regard to matters of 

governance). They tend to study many social phenomena from the viewpoint of those 

phenomena’s adherence (or, rather, non-adherence) to normative ideals of good governance, and 

perceive numerous deviations from these ideals through normative rather than positive lenses.2 If 

one were to give an analogy for this approach in terms of medical science, it is as if a doctor 

were to exclusively focus on a healthy way of life as the means of preempting sicknesses, at the 

expense of understanding the causes and development of diseases and the methods by which 

they may be cured – disease being regarded only as a deviation from the socially constructed 

norm of a “healthy patient”. 

The normative bias in analyses of bad governance has also contributed to the extension of its 

attributes far beyond the aforementioned list, not only with regard to governing the state, but also 

in various aspects of social policies and state-society relations, such that the very term has 

become a byword for a set of diverse negative tendencies. For instance, the World Bank states in 

one of its documents that “bad governance is associated with corruption, distortion of 

government budgets, inequitable growth, social exclusion, lack of trust in authorities…” 

(Сorruption and Governance, n.d.). This broad interpretation is highly questionable, because it 

combines in the same category various phenomena which do not always relate to the quality of 

state governance and/or may stem from different reasons (such as social exclusion or low trust). 

This is why I would rely upon a rather minimalist definition of bad governance, which is based 

on four major characteristics of governing the state: 

 

                                                           
2 For example, a very detailed and comprehensive compendium, the Oxford Handbook of Governance 

(Levi-Faur, 2012), includes a brief survey of good governance (Rothstein, 2012), but barely mentions bad 

governance. Likewise, the Quality of Government Institute (QOG) at the University of Gothenburg 

prioritizes research on best practices of good governance – “that is, trustworthy, reliable, impartial, 

uncorrupted and competent government institutions” (a quote from the website http://qog.pol.gu.se/) 

http://qog.pol.gu.se/
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 lack and/or perversion of the rule of law; 

 corruption; 

 poor quality of regulation; 

 ineffectiveness of government. 

 

These characteristics need to be clarified for a better understanding of their role in governing the 

state: to what extent do they serve as symptoms of certain pathologies or, rather, to what extent 

may they be considered norms of bad governance? In other words, the mode of study of bad 

governance should be switched from normative assessments to a positive analysis. From this 

perspective, one has to admit that bad governance is not merely the opposite of good governance 

but a manifestation of a distinctive politico-economic order which is based on a set of rules and 

norms quite different from those of the ideals of good governance. In turn, this politico-

economic order,3 although it may be perceived as one of the instances of “limited access order” 

(North et al., 2009) and of the prevalence of extractive political and economic institutions 

(Acemoglu, Robinson, 2012), demonstrates several political foundations which make it different 

to other politico-economic orders. In a previous paper (Gel’man, 2015) these political 

foundations were identified as a “constitution” or informal institutional core, which sets up the 

framework and mechanisms of political regimes and models of market economies as well as of 

state governance: 

 

(1) Rent extraction is the major goal and substantive purpose of governing the state at 

all levels of authority; 

(2) The mechanism of governing the state tends towards a hierarchy (the “power 

vertical”) with only one major center of decision-making, which claims a monopoly on political 

power (the “single power pyramid”) (Hale, 2014); 

(3) The autonomy of domestic political and economic actors vis-à-vis this center is 

conditional; it can be reduced and/or abolished at any given moment; 

(4) The formal institutions which define the framework of power and governance are 

arranged as by-products of the distribution of resources within the power vertical: they matter as 

rules of the game only to the degree to which they contribute to rent-seeking (or at least do not 

prevent it); 

                                                           
3 In a previous article, this order was labeled “neopatrimonial” (Gel’man, 2015). 
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(5) The power apparatus within the power vertical is divided into several organized 

groups and/or informal cliques, which compete with each other for access to rents. 

 

These political foundations are important for understanding the major features of bad governance 

as cornerstones of a politico-economic order and principal tools for its maintenance in governing 

the state. To put it bluntly, if the state is governed in order to extract rents, then various forms 

and manifestations of corruption (Shleifer, Vishny, 1993; Treisman, 2000) serve as means to 

achieve this goal. Similarly, poor quality of regulation and perversion of the rule of law4 not only 

contribute to extraction of rents but also reduce the risk of breakdown of hierarchical power 

pyramids, and manage the conditional nature of the political and economic actors’ autonomy. 

The creation and frequent changing of both “fuzzy” and overly rigid formal institutions against a 

background of selective law enforcement also serves these goals (Taylor, 2015). Even though 

ineffectiveness of government under these conditions becomes an unavoidable side effect of bad 

governance, it is tolerated by authorities and societies at large as long as it does not produce 

major immediate challenges to the politico-economic order itself. Thus, bad governance is 

functional, purpose-built and even acceptable for many (if not most) political and economic 

actors, at least as a short-term solution. 

Aspects of bad governance in post-Soviet Eurasia are so numerous and diverse that their listing 

alone would take quite a few pages: indeed, this region could compete with sub-Saharan Africa 

for the dubious honor of being a global reservation of bad governance. This phenomenon should 

not be perceived just as a temporary sickness which can be overcome through a natural course of 

development (similar to growing pains) – at least, there are no reasons to consider this trajectory 

to be the only possible option. At the same time, there are no reasons to consider bad governance 

to be a fatal disease which will inevitably lead to the collapse of the economy and the state in the 

foreseeable future. Scholars of Africa argue that expectations of this kind are often unreasonable: 

African countries frequently demonstrate a stability of bad governance despite gloomy 

predictions, multiple economic crises, political regime changes, and severe exogenous shocks 

                                                           
4 The principles of the rule of law are the following: “1. All laws should be prospective, open and clear; 2. 

Laws should be relatively stable; 3. The making of particular laws… must be guided by open, stable, 

clear, and general rules; 4. The independence of the judiciary must be guaranteed; 5. The principles of 

natural justice must be observed (i.e., open and fair hearing and absence of bias); 6. The courts should 

have review powers… to ensure conformity to the rule of law; 7. The courts should be easily accessible; 

8. The discretion of crime preventing agencies should not be allowed to pervert the law” (O’Donnell, 

1999: 317). 
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(Erdmann, Engel, 2006). Rather, bad governance may be regarded as the equivalent of a severe 

chronic illness – as such, it does not lead to death, but seriously weakens the organism of the 

patient so that it becomes much more vulnerable to numerous complications and other health 

problems. 

In essence, bad governance is a stable yet inefficient equilibrium: it can rarely be shaken, and re-

equilibration is possible even after major exogenous shocks. Post-Soviet Eurasia with its regime 

cycles, including the cases of “color revolutions” in Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan (Hale, 2014), and 

uneven economic dynamics, may serve as a prime example of this kind of low-level equilibrium. 

The stability of bad governance can become self-reinforcing over time, while the apparatus of 

the state can only improve the quality of governance to a limited degree: its ability to pursue 

structural reforms aimed at improving effectiveness of government is severely constrained 

(Gel’man, 2015; Gel’man, Starodubtsev, 2016). The durable nature of bad governance in post-

Soviet Eurasia and Sub-Saharan Africa (Erdman, Engel, 2006) demands a reassessment of this 

phenomenon and its more in-depth complex analysis. 

Despite great scholarly attention to the manifestations of bad governance in post-Soviet Eurasia, 

the research agenda is largely descriptive rather than explanatory. In practice, the diagnosis of 

the symptoms of bad governance can be supported not only by the low rankings of the countries 

of post-Soviet Eurasia in various global evaluations (Zaostrovtsev, 2016), which may be 

questioned from the viewpoint of their academic and policy relevance (Cooley, Snyder, 2015). 

There is also an unhappy consensus among scholars whose ideas, approaches, and 

methodologies of research on post-Soviet politics and governance are quite diverse (Aslund, 

2007; Dawisha, 2014; Easter, 2012; Hale, 2014; Ledeneva, 2013; Taylor, 2015; Melville, 

Mironyuk, 2016). The common assertion of durable bad governance has become the default 

vantage point for almost all writings about Russia and other post-Soviet countries. In brief, bad 

governance in post-Soviet Eurasia becomes a side effect of state capture (Hellman, 1998) both 

from the inside (by top bureaucrats) and from the outside (by oligarchs). Since almost all rent-

seeking ruling actors aim to privatize gains and socialize losses, they consciously, consistently 

and deliberately build and maintain socially inefficient institutions, or “rules of the game” 

(North, 1990: 16). But given the short-term horizon of their planning, which is often constrained 

by the questionable performance legitimacy of the ruling groups (Huntington, 1991: 55) and 

because of the dubious prospects of successful hereditary succession (Brownlee, 2007), these 

actors often act, in Mancur Olson’s terms, as “roving” rather than “stationary” bandits (Olson, 
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1993).5 They steal state resources to the point where the very label “kleptocracy” (Dawisha, 

2014) is not merely opinion journalism but rather an adequate description of the governance of 

post-Soviet states by various “crooks and thieves”. The vicious circle of bad governance 

(Gel’man, 2015) is reproduced over time under different rulers, and attempts to overcome bad 

governance, if and when they occur, are faced with strong resistance and often have only a 

limited impact on the quality of governance. 

Beyond this unhappy consensus, the question of the causes and mechanisms of bad governance 

in post-Soviet Eurasia remains largely unanswered. The viewpoints of experts vary greatly, 

ranging from invectives against political leaders and their cronies (Dawisha, 2014), to 

juxtapositions of the “good guys” and “bad guys” of post-Communist transformation which 

resemble Hollywood movies (Aslund, 2007), to perceptions of insurmountable negative features 

of Russia and Eurasia (for a critical overview, see Travin, 2015) which are thought to doom all 

attempts to overcome bad governance. Thus, the advancement of a positive research agenda 

requires critical reassessment of the existing explanations of the phenomenon of bad governance 

in post-Soviet Eurasia and beyond, and new questions for further research. 

 

Bad Governance: Why? 

 

Although in present times bad governance is perceived as an anomaly, in fact human history by 

and large is a history of ineffective and corrupt governments, while the rule of law and decent 

regulation quality are relatively recent matters of modern history, when they emerged as side 

effects of state-building (North et al., 2009). Good governance did not emerge by default because 

of the goodwill of benevolent and prudent leaders, but as a forced response by rulers to two 

interrelated challenges. First, international rivalry led to numerous wars and conflicts, and those 

states which demonstrated ineffectiveness in economic and military terms bore heavy losses and 

were even conquered by their more effective adversaries. Second, the ineffectiveness and 

corruption of governments prompted the rise of domestic political pressure from various political 

and economic actors and citizens in general. The classic analysis of economic history which 

deals with the emergence of the rule of law and transition toward good governance after the 

Glorious Revolution in late seventeenth-century England (North, Weingast, 1989; North et al., 

2009), serves as an illustration of the impact of these challenges. The monarchy’s aggressive 

                                                           
5 With regard to post-Soviet Eurasia, the term “roving bandit” is not only a metaphor but also a reflection 

of actual events, if one recalls the cases of forced emigration of such leaders as Bakiev or Yanukovych. 



9 

 

foreign policy contributed to the fiscal crisis of the state and the subsequent chain of political 

crises (revolution – dictatorship – restoration), which lasted for decades until competing actors 

reached the solution of empowering the parliament and establishing a limited government which 

was constrained in terms of borrowing money. It was only later on that good governance played 

an important role in the long-term and sustainable economic growth which helped Britain to 

enhance its positions in foreign policy arenas and protect itself from international challenges. 

However, in the contemporary world the nature of international and domestic challenges to bad 

governance is qualitatively different. Since large-scale wars are more or less matters of the past, 

corrupt and ineffective governments are no longer at risk of conquest by foreign nations or loss 

of power through defeat in war. Though the risk of losses in international economic competition 

because of bad governance may be a frustrating nuisance for corrupt and ineffective 

governments, such challenges are far from critical. Sluggish economic growth, a decline in 

foreign investments, and capital flight bring negative consequences for the countries involved 

but they do not put the ruling groups at risk of losing power and wealth. On the contrary, one 

might argue that bad governance is a functional mechanism which maintains a delicate balance 

among elites, thus preserving the political status quo (Bueno de Mesquita, Smith, 2011). Under 

conditions of bad governance, ruling groups are able to co-opt some rent-seeking actors as their 

loyal followers, or use selective coercion towards other actors. The experience of certain 

countries of post-Soviet Eurasia fits these suppositions. While international challenges to their 

rulers are indirect and take effect in the medium term, domestic pressure from political and 

economic actors and society at large is sporadic and can generally be kept under control by 

ruling groups. In this respect the rise of bad governance in post-Soviet Eurasia is logical, indeed 

it is practically the default outcome of the transformation of these states (Taylor, 2015); it is what 

happens if and when ruling groups lack immediate domestic and international challenges and 

meet little resistance to making their dreams come true. They can rationally and purposively 

maintain a politico-economic order which is unavailable for ruling groups in other political 

conditions: post-Soviet leaders have often (though not always) faced almost no constraints on 

their aspirations of rent-seeking and building power pyramids. If the leaders of those states 

where good governance is considered to be a norm were to take Putin or Nazarbayev’s jobs, they 

would face similar weak constraints on unlimited bad governance. Thus, leaders like Angela 

Merkel or Justin Trudeau would likely govern Russia or Kazakhstan in the same corrupt and 

ineffective way as the current rulers of those respective states actually do. 

Both scholarly discourse and the jargon of policy advisors and international organizations refer 

to bad governance (in post-Soviet Eurasia and beyond) using rhetorical devices such as “poor 
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quality of institutions”, “unfavorable institutional environment” and other instances of various 

“institutional traps” (Auzan, 2015). The problem is that although poor quality of institutions is an 

attribute of bad governance, it should be regarded as an effect of the lack of the rule of law and 

low regulation quality, not as their cause. Institutions by definition result from institution-

building, which in turn reflects the balance of forces and interests of key rent-seeking actors. To 

extend the medical analogy, replacing the diagnosis of an illness with a description of one of its 

symptoms has resulted in incorrect medical treatment. In the case of “institutions as a cause of 

bad governance”, the policy implications involve changes in formal institutions without major 

revision of the informal institutional “core” of the politico-economic order; these policy 

solutions often bring few returns, or even change the mode of governance from bad to worse 

(Gel’man, 2015). 

What about the causes of bad governance in post-Soviet Eurasia? One should refrain from the 

use of ad hominem explanations, which seek to link bad governance to the arbitrary rule of 

certain personalities, as well as making numerous allegations of the incompatibility of values and 

attitudes of post-Soviet citizens with good governance (based merely on anecdotal evidence).6 

Most of the other possible explanations are essentially located within three large clusters. First, 

some structure-induced explanations trace the causes of bad governance to the historical path-

dependency of post-Soviet development, and various legacies of the past. Second, various 

agency-driven explanations deal with the configurations and incentives of post-Soviet political 

and economic elites and their effect on state-society relations. Third, certain explanations focus 

on the specifics of international influence on post-Soviet Eurasia. These clusters are not mutually 

exclusive, but rather complementary. 

 

The Long Arm of the Past? 

 

Many determinist explanations of bad governance in post-Soviet Eurasia are focused on the 

negative role of the repressive and ineffective autocratic state machinery which is deeply 

embedded in centuries of Russian history. By its very nature, this eternal and unavoidable 

“matrix” (Hedlund, 2005), or “track” (Auzan, 2015) cannot be changed. Such a viewpoint is 

                                                           
6 Judging from comparative cross-national studies, there is no reason to argue that the values, attitudes, 

and orientations of post-Soviet citizens have doomed the region of Eurasia to bad governance. The 

problem is that values and attitudes as such have little relevance for the behavior of post-Soviet officials 

and citizens in general (Paneyakh, 2016). 
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complemented by determinist accounts of state-society relations through the prism of the “Soviet 

personality”: a fairly negative social character which is reproduced through generations (Levada, 

1993) and which has served not only as a product of the Russian “matrix” but also as a tool for 

its maintenance. Determinist approaches, however, are challenged both by scholars of Russian 

history (Mironov, Eklof, 2000) and by social scientists who analyze contemporary Russian 

society from a comparative perspective (Magun, Rudnev, 2010; Greene, 2014; Paneyakh, 2016). 

These approaches are very vulnerable to criticism because of their lack of heuristic value and 

their frequent reliance on the principle of fitting theory and evidence into pre-arranged answers 

(Travin, 2015). That said, there is no reason to deny that “history matters” (North, 1990: 3) for 

the understanding of bad governance. Rather, the question is framed differently: how exactly did 

this “mattering” of the past become a constituent pattern of the present and the future in the 

practice of governing the state? 

With regard to governance, the “legacy of the past” is loosely understood as a set of historically 

established obstacles to good governance, which emerged before the Soviet collapse for various 

reasons and persisted for an indefinite period of time. But this perception of a “legacy” fails to 

explain why it has a different impact on various countries and policy areas, and how exactly it 

affects post-Soviet institutions and practices. In search of alternatives to determinism, Stephen 

Kotkin and Mark Beissinger redefine “legacy” as “a durable causal relationship between past 

institutions and policies on subsequent practices or beliefs, long beyond the life of the regimes, 

institutions, and policies that gave birth to them” (Kotkin, Beissinger, 2014: 7). They also outline 

several causal mechanisms for transferring institutions and practices from the past to the present 

and the future, including “fragmentation”, “translation”, “parameter setting”, and “cultural 

schemata”. While “fragmentation” involves direct inheritance of whole parts of previous 

institutions from the old regime, “translation” means utilizing old institutions for new purposes. 

“Parameter setting” relates to the foreclosure of certain institutional and/or policy choices due to 

material constraints left over from the past. Finally, “cultural schemata” refer to perceptions 

generated by past regime practices that make a certain sort of conduct either normal or 

unacceptable (ibid: 16). Chapters of the book, edited by Beissinger and Kotkin, present various 

accounts and case studies of transfers of legacies of the past into the present-day agendas of 

Russia and other post-Communist countries. Fragmentation was typical for the transformation of 

government structure after the Soviet collapse with regard to the state apparatus (Huskey, 2014). 

Translation is linked with practices of control and accountability in law enforcement agencies 

(Taylor, 2014) and with the use of compromising materials and “black PR” in post-Soviet 

conditions (Wilson, 2005; Ledeneva, 2013). Parameter setting resulted from certain limits set by 
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the physical and technological infrastructure inherited from the Soviet past, such as the 

geographical locations of assets and transportation routes, which posed major barriers to 

structural reforms (Gaddy, 2014). Last but not least, cultural schemata, modes of thinking and 

perceiving reality, were embedded in the past, but outlived it and gave birth to the new post-

Soviet normative ideal, which could be labeled a “good Soviet Union” (Gel’man, Marganiya, 

Travin, 2014). It has served as the basis for a “mental model” (Denzau, North, 1994) for post-

Soviet elites and societies. 

One might argue that the legacy of the past affects the present and the future mostly because of 

the means by which it is transferred: “history matters” as long as certain actors are able to use it 

purposively for achieving their goals in various arenas, including governing the state. The time 

horizon for these reflections is relevant for the recent life experience of one or two generations 

but not forever (Gel’man, Marganiya, Travin, 2014). Among the mechanisms for transferring 

legacies into the current agenda, only parameter setting is an objective and predetermined barrier 

to good governance, as it imposes high costs for the improvement of quality of governance and 

contributes to the preservation of the status quo. But the scale of these costs may decrease over 

time because of the emergence and spread of new institutions and practices not embedded in the 

past. Meanwhile, fragmentation and translation serve as tools of ruling groups in the process of 

institution building, and cultural schemata define their understanding of the means and possible 

goals of this process. 

To a certain degree, the legacy of the past is a socially-constructed phenomenon in post-Soviet 

Eurasia and beyond. With regard to governing the state in this region, cultural schemata work as 

instruments for maintaining bad governance in two mutually-related aspects. First, they establish 

a retrospective vector of public discussion, where the Soviet past is considered as the main (if not 

only) “point of departure”. History is not only a subject for historians, but penetrates all aspects 

of public life in Russia and beyond. The imagined past experience has become a normative 

marker in projecting the future of post-Soviet Eurasia, including but not limited to state 

governance. This is why previous institutions and practices have become building blocks for 

institution-building and policy-making. Fragmentation and translation serve as means to achieve 

these goals. Second, as referring to past experience has become the key argument in legitimation 

of political and policy choices, other mechanisms of governance, institutions and policies not 
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related to the past (irrespective of their adherence to best practices of good governance) are  

often not perceived as legitimate by society at large.7 

The “good Soviet Union”, an imagined politico-economic order which somehow resembles that 

of the Soviet past while lacking its inherent flaws (Gel’man, Marganiya, Travin, 2014), in reality 

bears little resemblance to the late-Soviet experience. Elements of the Soviet legacy are 

selectively and deliberately chosen for the sake of power maximization of the post-Soviet ruling 

groups. They include the hierarchy of the power vertical, “cadre stability” on all levels of 

government (i.e., low elite circulation), a closed recruitment pool of elites and their formal and 

informal privileged status, state control over major media, state repressions toward organized 

dissent (Gel’man, 2016), and so on. Meanwhile, other elements of the late-Soviet politico-

economic order, such as relatively low inequality and certain state social guarantees have been 

discarded without meaningful resistance. In addition, the “good Soviet Union” includes certain 

features which did not exist in the real Soviet Union but are very important for ruling groups: not 

only a full-fledged market economy and no shortages of goods and services, but also a lack of 

institutional constraints on rent-seeking (which did exist in the late Soviet period) (Clark, 1993), 

and the creation of an external interface for legalization of incomes and status abroad. The 

assertion that the “good Soviet Union” is a deliberate construction by post-Soviet ruling groups 

and their entourages is no wild exaggeration: in the 2000s, against the background of post-

transformation economic growth, they got that which they wanted but which was unavailable to 

their late-Soviet predecessors, and their efforts to preserve this normative ideal have borne fruit 

in many ways (Gel’man, Marganiya, Travin, 2014). 

The use of the Soviet legacy as a set of real and/or imagined building blocks for post-Soviet 

institution-building and practices of governing the state contributed to the preservation of the 

status quo of bad governance through fragmentation or translation of this social construct into 

major choices and solutions. This approach affects policy-making (Gel’man, Starodubtsev, 

2016), especially with regard to the organization of state bureaucracy and its motivations 

(Huskey, 2014; Paneyakh, 2014; Taylor, 2014, 2015; Yakovlev, 2015; Volkov et al., 2013). The 

“good Soviet Union” as a normative ideal has not produced incentives to overcome bad 

governance and improve government effectiveness, even if and when these were declared policy 

goals. Rather, the “good Soviet Union” as a foundation of the post-Soviet “mental model” has 

                                                           
7 The case of the Unified State Exam, which was introduced in the 2000s as the only mechanism for 

evaluation of high school graduates in Russia, serves as a prime example: public opinion widely 

considered this exam illegitimate (Starodubtsev, 2016). 
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become a successful instrument for the legitimation of a whole politico-economic order of bad 

governance – at least within the mid-term perspective, until the current generation of post-Soviet 

rulers and citizens leave the public scene. 

To summarize, the role of the legacy of the past, which has preserved bad governance in post-

Soviet Eurasia and beyond, may be considered not so much in material but rather in ideational 

terms. The “long arm of the past”, which has allegedly doomed some countries to corruption and 

ineffectiveness, is by and large a social construct which is created and maintained by ruling 

groups for the sake of power maximization. The countries of Eastern Europe and the Baltics 

have to some extent denied this normative ideal and thus increased their chances to overcome 

bad governance. But those countries of post-Soviet Eurasia which see the sources of modern 

government in their imagined glorious or inglorious past could create a vicious circle of bad 

governance. 

 

Regime Cycles and Bad Governance 

 

There is no need to debate whether the emergence and consolidation of authoritarian regimes in 

post-Soviet Eurasia and beyond promoted a political and institutional environment favorable for 

bad governance. The few examples of good governance under authoritarianism may be 

summarized by the statement “for every Lee Kwan Yew of Singapore there are many like 

Mobutu Sese Seko of the Kongo” (Rodrik, 2010). Success stories of authoritarian good 

governance are exceptional, and personalist post-Soviet authoritarian regimes by and large 

follow the same pattern.8 Moreover, electoral authoritarian regimes (such as Russia) may 

become even more corroded by bad governance than hegemonic authoritarianisms (Howard, 

Roessler, 2006), which are known for their “elections without choice” ( Kazakhstan being an 

example). Electoral authoritarian regimes are not only dependent upon political business cycles, 

but also vulnerable to the consequences of post-electoral protests (Schedler, 2013). This has been 

proved by the examples of regime changes in Georgia, Ukraine, Kyrgyzstan and Moldova, as 

well as protests in Armenia and Russia (Hale, 2014). Such risks shorten the time horizons of 

authoritarian leaders and contribute to the politicization of governing the economy and the state 

– ranging from workplace mobilization of voters (Frye et al., 2014) to conversion of the entire 

state apparatus into a “political machine” aimed at delivering votes to ruling groups (Golosov, 

                                                           
8 In this, they are unlike other types of authoritarianism, such as monarchies, and military and one-party 

regimes (Geddes, 2003: 47-88). 
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2013). Given these priorities, governments are unable to provide the bureaucracy with adequate 

incentives to improve quality of governance. Unlike in China, where the rotation of top officials 

and performance-based upward career mobility of bureaucrats have brought certain 

improvements (Yakovlev, 2015), the post-Soviet power vertical has provided bureaucrats with 

incentives to demonstrate their political loyalty at the expense of effectiveness of government 

(Reuter, Robertson, 2012) – a trend which has resulted in weak points in a number of 

authoritarian regimes (Egorov, Sonin, 2011). 

At first glance, the paradox of post-Soviet Eurasia is that its regime changes, though often seen 

as democratic breakthroughs, have not always undermined bad governance, and indeed have 

often aggravated its pathologies. The overthrow of Yanukovych in 2014, while it resulted in the 

emergence of a competitive “neopatrimonial democracy” in Ukraine (Fisun, 2015), has not 

improved the poor quality of governance. Rather, the state capture (Hellman, 1998) from inside 

out by Yanukovych and his cronies was replaced by state capture from outside by competing 

oligarchs. In effect, Ukraine has merely replaced one group of “crooks and thieves” with another, 

while bad governance remains nearly the same. In a similar vein, Scott Radnitz in his analysis of 

regime changes in Kyrgyzstan in 2005 and 2010 (Radnitz, 2012) argues that elite-driven mass 

mobilization, even insofar as it results in the replacement of ruling groups, preserves the 

predatory and rent-seeking nature of governance. Politicization of the governing economy and 

the state, and incentives for bureaucrats’ loyalty at the expense of their effectiveness, are typical 

for post-Soviet competitive democracies in almost the same way as for electoral authoritarian 

regimes. In short, the political competition of elites which lies at the heart of democratization has 

not always contributed to the undoing of bad governance. 

Henry Hale in his study of regime dynamics in post-Soviet Eurasia rejects the dichotomy of 

“democratization vs. authoritarianism” in favor of the model of “regime cycles”, where the rises 

and declines of elite competition serve simply as various stages of these cycles (Hale, 2014), In 

this way, he resolves the contradictions between the understanding of the political foundations of 

bad governance in post-Soviet Eurasia and its counterparts elsewhere. Elite competition, itself a 

necessary yet insufficient condition for an electoral (let alone liberal) democracy, is not a magic 

bullet for overcoming bad governance, at least in the short term. In certain circumstances, such 

competition only aggravates corruption and unrule of law (Popova, 2014; Sharafutdinova, 2011). 

From this viewpoint, one might argue that the improvement of quality of governance, much like 

consistent democratization, could be a medium-term side-effect of sustainable economic growth 

and development (see also Treisman, 2015). But since bad governance itself serves as an 

obstacle to sustainable growth and development, there is a high probability that over time the 



16 

 

reproduction of regime cycles, or even shifts toward hegemonic authoritarianism, will do little to 

reduce the corruption and ineffectiveness of governments. In this scenario, post-Soviet Eurasia 

could be doomed to durable bad governance in the same way as the African states (despite 

obvious differences in degree of socio-economic development). 

Neil Abrams and Steven Fish present an alternative perspective for the analysis of relationships 

between post-Communist regime dynamics and quality of governance in their case study of the 

success story of Estonia after the Soviet break-up (Abrams, Fish, 2015). They point out that the 

end of the Communist regime, and Estonian independence, opened a window of opportunity for 

a radical restructuring and large-scale cadre renewal not only among ruling groups but within the 

apparatus of the state as a whole. Structural changes involved borrowing and implementing best 

practices of state governance from advanced Western countries, and rejecting the use of a “good 

Soviet Union” as a role model – the idea was unacceptable to Estonia, and remains so.9 These 

changes not only paved the way for successful market economic reforms but also helped 

overcome bad governance. Thus, democratization contributed to the improvement of the quality 

of governance not only through elite competition, but also as a mechanism for restructuring the 

state apparatus by means of elite circulation and breakdown of previous power hierarchies. This 

is a solution which may diminish the pernicious effects of bad governance. Under such 

conditions, regime cycles do not lead to an endless rotation of corrupt and ineffective rulers, 

which only contributes to the preservation of bad governance. Larisa Burakova paints a similar 

picture in her account of policy reforms in Georgia after the Rose Revolution, under 

Saakashvili’s rule and Bendukidze’s supervision (Burakova, 2011). The collapse of the previous 

regime and of governance as a whole brought new people, including young professionals, into 

key positions in the state apparatus, and contributed to the implementation of several structural 

changes in major policy areas, ranging from economy to education and police. 

Conversely, the partial and incomplete democratization in Russia in the early 1990s was 

curtailed after the “democrats” took power in 1991; it resulted in a narrowed recruitment pool of 

elites and the preservation of the old guard in the state apparatus in key ministries, to say nothing 

of subnational governments (Kryshtanovskaya, White, 1996). It is no wonder that newcomers to 

the Russian government in the 1990s found themselves isolated and facing many obstacles in the 

pursuit of policy reforms (Aven, Kokh, 2015). Many of their reforms were compromised from 

                                                           
9 According to a 2014 mass survey in three Baltic states, residents of Estonia are more skeptical toward 

the Soviet past and more positive about the present-day situation than their Lithuanian and Latvian 

counterparts (Ekman, 2016: 23). 
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the very beginning and did not improve quality of governance either as a whole or in individual 

policy areas (Shleifer, Treisman, 2000; Freeland, 2000). Moreover, the reformers were not 

aiming to open new windows of opportunity for political recruitment and elite circulation: rather, 

they served as the junior partners in a new “winning coalition” of regime supporters (Gel’man, 

Marganiya, Travin, 2014). Further policy reforms in Russia in the early 2000s were even more 

partial and compromised (Dekalchuk, 2016; Gel’man, Starodubtsev, 2016), and thus had limited 

impact on the quality of governance. 

Overall, analyses of post-Communist reforms in Eastern Europe have demonstrated that large-

scale renewal of the state apparatus and high elite circulation ceteris paribus contribute to the 

success of structural reforms and improvement of quality of governance (Fish, 1998; Frye, 

2010). But in post-Soviet Eurasia immediately after Soviet collapse these opportunities were 

missed or did not emerge at all. Similar situations developed after regime changes in Ukraine 

and Kyrgyzstan. At the same time, the entrenchment of ruling groups, the sluggish vertical 

mobility of elites and the narrowing of their recruitment pools play an important role in the 

preservation of bad governance: under these conditions, incentives for effective government of 

the economy and of the state can become undermined for decades. 

 

International Influence: The Discreet Charm of Imperialism 

 

The influence of international factors on domestic changes in post-Soviet Eurasia is often 

discussed in terms of Western-led democracy promotion, specifically with regard to regime 

cycles and color revolutions (or lack thereof) (Levitsky, Way, 2010; Bunce, Wolchik, 2011). But 

to what extent do international actors affect quality of governance rather than regime dynamics, 

in the region and beyond? The answer to this question is far from obvious, and not only because 

post-Soviet rulers perceive foreign influence in any domestic arena as a threat to their dominance 

and tend to resist it in various ways. As far as governance is concerned, international actors 

pursue very diverse goals and take different kinds of actions,10 while their potential for positive 

influence on the governments of other countries is rather limited. 

In the most general sense, international influence may help overcome bad governance only if and 

when it works complementarily to domestic efforts on this front, rather than being a substitute 

for them. If ruling groups are unwilling to combat bad governance domestically, then any aid or 

                                                           
10 For example, the media have reported numerous instances of deep engagement of foreign firms in 

corrupt practices in post-Soviet Eurasia. 
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assistance from the World Bank, the IMF, the European Union, etc. will have little impact. 

Moreover, the governments of the recipient countries often manipulate their donors’ support, 

thus aggravating principal-agent problems, while the donors have limited opportunities to 

improve the situation. In this respect, the critical assessments of certain international aid 

programs in Africa (Easterly, 2001) are not that different from descriptions of the Russian 

government’s actions before and during the 1998 financial crisis (Gilman, 2010). Without the 

domestic will to improve the quality of governance, international influence can result in partial 

changes in certain policy areas at best, or even legitimize the preservation of the status quo of 

bad governance. 

The experience of international programs in Eurasia, such as the EU-driven Eastern Partnership, 

casts many doubts on their effects from the viewpoint of quality of governance. If nothing else, 

recipients such as Moldova or Ukraine were and still are governed not much better than, say, 

Russia and Kazakhstan. In the same way, assessments of Russia’s cooperation with the IMF are 

to be treated with skepticism (Gilman, 2010). The typical practices of postponement of policy 

decisions, partial and selective implementation of policy recommendations, Potemkin-style 

showcase advancement of best practices at the expense of donors, and unfulfilled (and often 

unrealistic) promises result from a lack of genuine interest of the recipient governments in 

combating bad governance, and from a lack of enforcement mechanisms on the donor side. From 

this perspective, the countries of post-Soviet Eurasia look no better than their African 

counterparts (Easterly, 2001). 

As with regime dynamics, international influence on governing states can be analyzed through 

the lens of the linkages and leverages of the West (and other international actors) vis-à-vis other 

countries (Levitsky, Way, 2010). While linkages involve economic, trade, cultural and 

educational connections between these countries and the West, leverages in the form of foreign 

aid and membership in international organizations serve as tools of international influence on 

domestic changes in politics and policy. As Levitsky and Way rightly argue, the combination of 

relatively high linkages and low leverages (typical for some countries of post-Soviet Eurasia) 

only provides weak incentives for democratization. The same is true for governance: in this 

sphere, that combination is often counterproductive and contributes not to improvement of the 

quality of governance but to its deterioration (for a critique with regard to Eastern Europe see 

Abrams, Fish, 2015). And if linkages are curtailed when certain countries become internationally 

isolated, or even isolate themselves (like Russia after 2014), the odds of quality of governance 

improving are severely diminished. Conversely, these developments fuel the domestic 

legitimation of bad governance under the slogan of “protection of national interests”, while 
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international legitimation loses any relevance at all; internationally isolated or self-isolated rulers 

realize that they have nothing to lose outside their respective countries. 

In terms of overcoming bad governance, the only winning combination involves the domestic 

political will to structural reforms and institutional and policy changes, and high international 

leverages. The EU’s employment of conditionality with respect to Eastern European countries, 

and the Eastern Europeans’ commitment vis-à-vis their Western European partners, may serve as 

the only positive example of that kind. The large-scale revision of domestic legislation and law 

enforcement practices in Eastern Europe was important not only from the viewpoint of 

regulatory quality in certain policy areas and of the effectiveness of governments 

(Schimmelfennig, Sedelmeier, 2004; Vachudova, 2005; Easter, 2012). In essence, these 

conditions implied international constraints on domestic sovereignty and a certain (though 

limited) possibility of enforcement of EU rules and regulations with regard to Eastern European 

governments. Leverages became reasonably effective mechanisms for diminishing bad 

governance: if following the “rules of the game” imposed by Brussels did not greatly improve 

the quality of governance in Romania or Bulgaria, these rules at least created barriers to its 

deterioration. Without EU accession, these and certain other countries would probably govern no 

better than their counterparts in post-Soviet Eurasia (Hale, 2014). 

However, in the case of Eastern European countries, EU-led external constraints on state 

sovereignty become possible due to a voluntary choice by their elite and citizens. In Russia this 

issue is far from the agenda, to put it mildly. The problem here relates not only to the resistance 

of post-Soviet ruling groups and/or the attitudes of Russian citizens, but also to the incredibly 

high costs for those nations which would impose constraints on the sovereignty of other states. 

Even for the EU, attempts to enforce the integration of Eastern European states have been quite 

costly, and this process is far from complete. For post-Soviet Eurasia, the possible costs of 

imperialist external imposition and enforcement of new rules and norms aimed at overcoming 

bad governance would be prohibitively high.11 This is why the absence of an external 

intervention in the post-Soviet politico-economic order, which would contribute to preserving 

                                                           
11 Although an aggravation of Russia’s confrontation with the West, which commenced after the 2014 

regime change in Ukraine, could become a major challenge of this kind, it has not become a strong 

enough exogenous shock for Russia as of yet. However, one should not exclude the possibility of 

Russia’s defeat in a new Cold War, which may (but not necessarily should) pave the way for external 

constraints on Russia’s sovereignty and provide certain incentives for imposition of new rules of the game 

and their enforcement from outside the country (Gel’man, 2015). 
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the status quo, is the more likely scenario: both fears and hopes of Western-imposed imperialist 

constraints on sovereignty in post-Soviet Eurasia appear to be unjustified. Thus, international 

influence on bad governance in post-Soviet Eurasia is most likely to remain insignificant. 

 

Concluding Remarks: How to Study Bad Governance? 

 

The emergence and consolidation of bad governance in post-Soviet Eurasia has been driven by 

the weakness of constraints on conscious and consistent construction of a politico-economic 

order where rent extraction is the major goal and substantive purpose of governing the state. It 

was also affected by the combination of the following negative factors: (1) ideational reliance 

upon a “good Soviet Union” as a normative ideal for ruling groups and societies; (2) 

diminishment of elite circulation and reproduction of ruling groups in a number of countries in 

the region; (3) weak Western influence on these countries and the lack of mechanisms of 

international enforcement. While certain attempts to overcome bad governance, such as the case 

of Georgia under Saakashvili’s presidency, have resulted in major steps towards improving the 

quality of governance (Burakova, 2011), these are exceptional. In Georgia’s case, all three 

above-mentioned factors were reversed – it showed a rejection of the legacy of the past, an 

extensive elite turnover and a drive towards integration with the West. However, this positive 

experience provides certain negative incentives to the ruling groups of other countries of post-

Soviet Eurasia, because it demonstrates that combating bad governance may contribute to the 

loss of power. However, the question of why constraints on bad governance emerge in some 

countries and not in others is worth further exploration. One might also expect that bad 

governance in post-Soviet Eurasia and beyond is a long-term feature of its development. 

Although the low-level equilibrium of bad governance can be quickly undermined by exogenous 

shocks, this is not the only possible outcome. Indeed, exogenous shocks are not always 

conducive to overcoming bad governance, as the Ukrainian experience after Yanukovych’s 

overthrow suggests. Why do exogenous shocks exert such an inconsistent and limited influence 

on bad governance in certain countries of post-Soviet Eurasia? This question has no easy answer. 

What are the possible strategies for constraining bad governance in post-Soviet Eurasia, and their 

possible consequences? Governments and non-state actors may pursue comprehensive changes 

in governing the state, or propose step-by-step policy reforms addressed to problem-solving in 

particular areas. Although comprehensive changes may seem like the most plausible approach, a 

comparative study of governance reforms in Brazil and Argentine has come to the conclusion 

that step-by-step reforms may bring more positive outcomes in terms of improved state 
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governance than full-scale radical transformations (Bersch, 2016). Since the experience of policy 

reforms in various areas in countries of post-Soviet Eurasia demonstrates a huge diversity in 

their methods and outcomes, a comparative analysis of changes in governance may be useful for 

answering this question. 

While expecting to overcome bad governance in the short term is unrealistic, some optimist 

scholars argue that sustainable economic growth and generational changes among elites and 

citizens in general will stimulate demands for the rule of law and a more effective government, 

thus promoting constraints on bad governance (Hale, 2014; Treisman, 2015). But to what extent 

will these expectations be relevant to post-Soviet Eurasia? One should not exclude the possibility 

of a different developmental trend – governments could resolve the most acute problems by 

muddling through, while the principles of bad governance remain unchallenged. The inevitable 

process of generational change may result in the rise of a hereditary kleptocracy in the region. 

Corrupt and ineffective governments, seeking rent extraction, may put an end to any attempts to 

constrain bad governance. Predicting the future is an impossible task for scholars, but the search 

for drivers of further changes in governance in post-Soviet Eurasia for the better (or the worse) 

remains an important item on the research agenda. 

Analogies and parallels are always partial and incomplete, and the medical metaphor used in this 

paper is no exception. If a patient with a severe chronic disease not only ignores medical 

recommendations but also pursues an unhealthy way of life and aggravates his/her health 

problems, he/she will soon face a lethal outcome, and doctors will be able to do no more than 

state that treatment has failed. But states and societies, unlike individuals, do not die and do not 

disappear from the map, irrespective of the quality of their governance. Under conditions of bad 

governance, they continue a hopeless and useless existence, experiencing long and deep decline 

and decay, worsening and complicating the lives of their citizens and increasing risks for other 

states and societies. Bad governance as a political phenomenon causes numerous problems at all 

levels, ranging from global (dis)order to the everyday lives of individuals. This is why in-depth 

study of bad governance in post-Soviet Eurasia and beyond is necessary to diminish its 

pernicious effects. 
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