
ARTICLE IN PRESS
0378-4371/$ - se

doi:10.1016/j.ph

�Correspond
E-mail addr
Physica A 378 (2007) 92–99

www.elsevier.com/locate/physa
Transnational networks, diffusion dynamics, and electoral
revolutions in the postcommunist world

Valerie Buncea,�, Sharon L. Wolchikb

aDepartment of Government, 204 White Hall, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY 14853, USA
bThe Elliott School of International Affairs, The George Washington University, 1957 E Street, NW, Washington, DC 20052, USA

Available online 11 December 2006
Abstract

Since 1996, eight elections have taken place in postcommunist Europe and Eurasia that have replaced illiberal with

liberal governments. There is ample evidence that these ‘‘electoral revolutions’’ reflected the cross-national diffusion of a

distinctive model of regime change that was developed elsewhere and that was designed to promote democratization in

authoritarian political contexts featuring semi-competitive elections. This electoral model spread throughout the

postcommunist region because of both shared perceptions by opposition groups of similar local conditions and the

existence of transnational democracy promotion networks that included local, regional and American participants. As

these revolutions spread, however, they were less successful in carrying through democratic change-in part because local

conditions were less supportive and in part because authoritarian leaders and their international allies were both

forewarned and forearmed.

r 2006 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
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1. Democratization and diffusion

From 1996 to 2005, eight countries in postcommunist Europe and Eurasia (Bulgaria, Croatia, Georgia,
Kyrgyzstan, Romania, Serbia-Montenegro, Slovakia and Ukraine) held pivotal elections that replaced
illiberal leaders or their anointed successors with leaders of the democratic opposition (see, for example, [1–4]).
Each of these elections contributed in critical ways to either the founding of democracy or its consolidation.
Because of their important consequences, together with dramatic increases in mass mobilization, these eight
electoral episodes have been termed electoral revolutions.

What explains this wave of democratization through electoral revolutions in the postcommunist region? The
simple answer is that diffusion dynamics were at work. This interpretation follows, for example, from the facts
that these revolutions were clustered across time and space and featured similar dynamics. They also benefited
from American democracy assistance. Moreover, this region has demonstrated in the past a marked
e front matter r 2006 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

ysa.2006.11.049

ing author. Tel.: +1 607 255 6359; fax: +1 607 255 4530.

esses: vjb2@cornell.edu (V. Bunce), wolchik@gwu.edu (S.L. Wolchik).

www.elsevier.com/locate/physa
dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.physa.2006.11.049
mailto:vjb2@cornell.edu
mailto:wolchik@gwu.edu


ARTICLE IN PRESS
V. Bunce, S.L. Wolchik / Physica A 378 (2007) 92–99 93
propensity for the diffusion of political change as we saw, for example, with the wave of mass protests that
brought down both communism and communist states from 1988 to 1992. Finally, recent research on the
global wave of democratization since the second half of the 1970s suggests that democracy seems to diffuse
within regions [5,6].

However, all this evidence leaves some key questions unanswered. First, social scientists disagree sharply
about what diffusion means, a disagreement that leaves open to question what indicates a diffusion dynamic at
work. Second, patterns of change consistent with diffusion, however defined, still beg the issue of what drives
the geographical spread of political, social, economic or cultural change (see, for example, [7–12]).

The purpose of this paper is to address these questions. We begin by defining diffusion and then turn to the
specific question of both how and why electoral revolutions spread throughout the postcommunist region. As
we will discover, three factors played a critical role in moving electoral revolutions from one country to
another: the nature of the electoral model itself and its ease of transfer; remarkable cross-national similarities
in conditions supporting electoral revolutions; and the spread and power of transnational democratization
networks.

2. Defining diffusion

Diffusion can be defined as a process wherein new ideas, institutions, policies, models or repertoires of
behavior spread geographically from a core site to new sites (see, for example, [6,8,11,13–15]). Diffusion,
therefore, implies temporal lags and the spatial transfer of innovations. When applied to the case of interest
here, diffusion refers to an electoral model of democratization that was developed in fact outside the
postcommunist region (in Southeast Asia and Latin America) and that was then applied (and modified in the
process) to a cluster of states within the postcommunist area. In many cases, the electoral model succeeded in
bringing down dictators, but in other cases it failed (as with Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, and Kazakhstan).

Does this definition mean that diffusion dynamics are at work whenever similar innovative developments
take place in lagged fashion across a number of states? The answer is no. If domestic actors are simply
responding to similar domestic conditions in similar ways, or if a single external actor orchestrates all of these
changes, then diffusion can be an illusion, to borrow from a recent title [6]. However, diffusion can be said to
occur if several or all of the following conditions are present. First, new ideas, models and the like can spread
across boundaries simply because they provide precedents that are unusually appealing to actors in other
states and that influence their thinking, goals and behavior. Such demonstration effects are likely to be
persuasive for actors outside the original arena of innovation when there are significant constituencies that
stand to gain from similar changes; when the precedent itself suggests far less resistance to change than many
had assumed; and when domestic conditions are perceived, either rightly or wrongly, to be similar in both the
‘‘sending’’ and ‘‘receiving’’ states.

However, diffusion dynamics can also occur in another way in this instance, through a more planned and
purposive process. This is where diffusion is the result of the geographical spread of transnational networks
supporting the particular innovation in question (see [7,2,10]). Here, the original innovation stems from long-
term collaboration among a range of actors within and outside the state and actors in other states confer with
innovators about goals and strategies. While often ignored in diffusion studies (see, for instance, [6]), such
transnational networks are in fact often critical to diffusion, sometimes to the point of being its very source
(see, for example, [10] but see [9]). Such networks, especially the most effective ones in transplanting
innovations, are long in the making. They often reflect intersections of both the values and interests of
importers and exporters, and they rely upon high levels of trust and shared perceptions of similar situations
and similar opportunities and capacities for change (see, especially, [8]).

No matter how deliberate and planned the international transfer, however, the local conditions supporting
diffusion vary, and the object being diffused necessarily changes in its core components and its
consequences—over the course of its international journey [7,11]. This process reflects in part differences in
the sources of innovation. As Mark Beissinger [17] has argued, early innovators or what he calls early risers—
had the disadvantage of limited precedents for their behavior, but the considerable advantage of structural
conditions supporting their objectives. However, as that package of changes begins to spread outside its
founding core, the weightings of the two factors shift. The cross-national impact of precedent increases, but it
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is joined with weaker and weaker local structural support for change. In this sense, appealing ideas out-run
local capabilities. Thus, it becomes easier and easier as precedents mount for emulators to underestimate the
requirements of the change in question, and easier and easier for local actors committed to the status quo to be
forewarned and forearmed.

What factors seem to be critical in encouraging international diffusion? Three sets of influences stand out,
once a new model becomes available for possible export. One is the nature of the innovation itself. Is it viewed
by external bystanders to the change as being attractive, successful, and transferable? If so, there are strong
incentives for emulation. Another set of factors focuses on similarities between the sending and the receiving
sites. The more similar they are, especially with respect to both the demand for change and the conditions
supporting and necessitating such change, the more likely the innovation will travel. It is hardly accidental,
therefore, that diffusion tends to be a regional process. Finally, international diffusion is more likely when
there are well-defined and well-ensconced collaborative networks that cross national boundaries that promote
diffusion of the particular model in question, and that provide incentives for actors on both sides of the
diffusion process to embrace transplantation.

3. Inventing electoral revolutions

A full decade after its first appearance in Chile and the Philippines, the electoral model of democratization
arrived in the postcommunist region (see [1–4]). The story begins with four inter-connected political struggles
that took place in Serbia, Bulgaria, Romania and Slovakia from 1996 to 1998. The first were the massive
three-month-long protests in Serbia from 1996 to 1997, protests that were motivated by Milosevic’s attempt to
deny the opposition its significant victories in many of the local elections that took place in 1996 [16,17].
Although the Serbian protests failed in the short-term, they contributed in important ways to a subsequent
round of election-based protests in the fall of 2000 that succeeded in bringing down Milosevic.

The second set of struggles took place in Romania, where the liberal opposition finally came together and
ran a sophisticated political campaign that succeeded in replacing the former communist incumbent president
(who came back to power in 2000), with a candidate having far stronger liberal commitments. The third set of
struggles took place in Bulgaria, where there were large-scale, union-based protests in 1997 that finally led
(though the political opposition was slow to join them) to the fall of the communist-led government and its
replacement through an election with a government led by a united liberal opposition. Although their
cohesion proved temporary and their effectiveness limited (as in Romania), the opposition victory, again as in
Romania, proved to be a decisive political turning point. Both Bulgaria and Romania are now scheduled to
join the European Union in January 2007.

The final case is Slovakia. In a pivotal meeting taking place in the Vienna airport at the end of 1997, leaders
of the Slovak opposition, the American ambassadors to Slovakia and the Czech Republic, and representatives
of the International Republican Institute, the National Democratic Institute, Freedom House and the
National Endowment for Democracy came together to devise a detailed strategy for unseating Vladimir
Meciar, the illiberal Slovak Prime Minister, in the upcoming parliamentary elections. The successes of the
Bulgarian and Romanian oppositions were crucial lessons of the value of unity. This meeting led to the OK98
campaign, where all the components of the electoral model finally came together, for example, the formation
of a cohesive opposition (bringing together no less than 18 parties); ambitious campaigns to register voters,
advertise the costs of the Meciar regime, and get out the vote; and the deployment of both domestic and
international election-monitoring, as well as exit polls. All these efforts led to the defeat of Meciar, who
immediately vacated office.

It was through these four interactive cases that the electoral model was in effect refined, applied, and made
available for export to other countries in the region that also had regular elections; authoritarian leaders in
power; and a tradition of a fragmented opposition. Its first stop in the diffusion process was in Croatia in
2000, where the death of the long-serving dictator, Franjo Tudjman, in 1999 had weakened the governing
party and provided an opportunity for the opposition to win power. Later in 2000, the electoral revolution
moved to Serbia. Here, there were several key differences. One was that the struggle against Milosevic was
severely constrained by the heavy authoritarian hand of the Milosevic regime. Secondly, a student group,
Otpor (Resistance), played the central role in the struggle against the dictator in power, and the size,
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dedication and geographical spread of this movement are what, arguably, proved to be politically decisive.
Finally, the victory of the opposition was delayed by Milosevic’s refusal to leave office. In contrast to the
previous cases discussed, where authoritarian leaders or movements ceded power after losing elections,
Milosevic finally stepped down only after the opposition helped mount massive Serbia-wide protests. Like its
Croatian counterpart, the Serbian presidential election produced a change in regime, as well as government.

The Georgian opposition then followed suit in the 2003 parliamentary elections though this produced, it is
important to recognize, a coup detat by the opposition. Eduard Shevardnadze, the President, was pressured to
resign, though he was not in fact up for reelection [18,19]. In Georgia, the political context was less
constraining than in Serbia, especially given the lackluster campaign by Shevardnadze’s allies, the defection of
so many key players from the ruling group to the opposition (such as Mikheil Saakashvili, the current
president), the relative openness of the Georgian media, the formation of a youth group in support of political
change (Kmara), and the presence of a significant number of local and international election monitors. As
with the other cases, moreover, it was clear that the Georgian opposition modeled its campaign on the
previous electoral revolutions in the region thanks in part to the assistance of the Open Society Foundation,
which supported contacts between Georgians, on the one hand, and graduates of the Serbian and Slovak
experiences, on the other.

Further, the American democracy promotion community also played a role, as they had in all the other
cases to varying degrees. What was critical was their longterm investment in Georgian civil society, the
pressures they placed on Shevardnadze prior to the election to improve the quality of the elections, and their
contributions to campaign strategies and opposition development (and see, for example, [20–22]).

The next successful electoral revolution occurred in Ukraine a year later (see, in particular, [23–25,31]). As
in the Georgian case, a single charismatic politician, in this case Viktor Yushchenko, played a critical role. As
in both the Georgian and Serbian cases, the successful political breakthrough exploited a record of a
leadership that had grown increasingly corrupt, careless and violent, and benefited from defections from the
ruling circles. This built upon earlier rounds of protests and recent successes in local elections. There was
significant outreach to diverse groups, with young people playing nearly as important a role as one saw in
Serbia with Otpor. Moreover, as in Serbia and Georgia, political protests after the election (which were as
large and as persistent as those in Serbia) were again necessary to force the authoritarian challenger to admit
defeat.

The electoral model then moved to a number of new locales including Kyrgyzstan, where it succeeded, as in
Georgia, in deposing the long-serving leader, despite the fact that these elections were also parliamentary, not
presidential—and to Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, and Belarus, where more repressive regimes, divided
oppositions, sporadic protests, and other factors allowed incumbents to maintain power. In addition, for
many of the same reasons, the United States, in sharp contrast to its role in Slovakia, Serbia, Georgia and
Ukraine, failed to take a strong stance condemning the fairness of these elections (which was also true of the
European Union).

There is little question, therefore, that the electoral revolutions in the postcommunist region diffused from
their original site to a group of neighboring states. However, it is less clear how that happened. In our view,
three factors, all complementing one another, were central to the geographical spread of these revolutions.

4. The electoral model

Specialists in diffusion argue in concert that a key factor affecting the likelihood of successful diffusion is
whether the object being diffused is amenable to international transplantation. In one respect, the electoral
model is not so easy to diffuse. This is because this model threatens to unseat those in power. The political
threats involved, moreover, were substantial in countries where dictatorships were long in place as in Croatia
during the Tudjman era, Serbia–Montenegro under Milosevic (especially beginning in 1997) and Kyrgyzstan
under Akayev (who, like Milosevic, had grown more authoritarian over his time in office). However, even in
the more democratic settings, authoritarian incumbents had significant political and economic resources at
their disposal to block political change, for example, control over the media (which was extremely important
in Ukraine)—and the use of policies that helped keep the opposition divided and dispirited (as in Bulgaria,
Romania, and Slovakia).
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However, in most other respects, the electoral model is unusually amenable to diffusion. First, as Mark
Beissinger [26] has argued, drawing upon the work of Sidney Tarrow [8], the electoral model has the decided
advantage of being modular. It is a compact package of detailed and inter-related tasks, such as forging
cooperation among opposition groups, registering voters and getting out the vote, pressuring the government
for reforms in electoral commissions, using the media (where possible) to counter the biases of the official
media, running campaigns that provide voters with the information and hope they need to take the election
seriously and vote their consciences, monitoring elections, and preparing for protests in the event that illiberal
leaders lose, but refuse to vacate their offices.

Some characteristics of elections are also beneficial to the diffusion of the electoral model. As a number of
scholars have observed, competitive authoritarianism or regimes in which democratic forms are combined
with a politics that favors authoritarian incumbents—opens up a space for political change as a result of the
tensions between the claim of legitimation through political choice and the reality of rigged elections [27,28].
Further, elections have the advantage of occurring at fixed intervals, thereby featuring, as a result, well-defined
beginnings and especially endings. They allow for preparation, and they provide citizens and activists with a
contained period of time in which they are being asked to work hard and take risks. Because elections also
have an endpoint, they produce an immediate measure of success and failure while also highlighting in the
process an issue that matters to both publics and oppositions: the contrast between playing by the rules of the
political game (and dictators are fond of elaborating such rules) and violating them.

Indeed, elections are distinctive because of their close association with democratic politics. Publics cannot
hope to stop oligarchs from stealing money, but politicians who steal votes are another matter. In the public
mind, elections are the indicator of democracy a form of government that has become a global norm.

In addition, it is in the interest of the opposition, because they are out of power, to embrace models of
political change that enhance their prospects for winning power. There is nothing abstract and sacrificial about
adopting a model that promises, if successful, to give oppositions a chance to rule.

Both the goals and the components of the electoral model, therefore, attract a large cross-national
following, especially in regimes where there are regular elections and where authoritarians are ruling and have
become over time more corrupt, careless and unpopular. In addition, it can be suggested that the post-
communist region is unusually prone to the spread of electoral revolutions (see [1,3]). This is in part because of
the persuasive power of success and in part because of some other considerations, for example, the long
history in this region of rigged elections, highly educated citizens, and many regional examples of the
economic and political benefits democracy can bring.

The electoral model, however, is not the entire story of why these revolutions moved from country to
country. Two other sets of factors played a critical role, factors that, it is fair to say, are distinctive to this
region and that work in the similar direction of encouraging political emulation. These include the assumption
of similar circumstances by the main actors involved and collaborative networks.

5. Similar conditions

Following the collapse of communism, three communist states and the Soviet bloc from 1989 to 1992,
observers tended to assume that the striking similarities among these countries during the communist era
would give way to significant differentiation, thereby reducing sharply the propensity of these states to
influence one another. They were wrong, especially for those states that became the sites of the electoral
revolutions. Thus, Serbia–Montenegro, Slovakia, Ukraine and the like shared: (1) recent statehood or recently
regained sovereignty; (2) earlier rounds of political protests, both accompanying state disintegration and more
recently focusing on the issue of corruption; (3) heterogeneous populations which often provide a pretext for
struggles for political power that accentuate cultural differences; (4) hybrid forms of democracy that include
regular elections, limited opportunities for political competition and some civil liberties and political rights,
but also fragmented liberal oppositions and corrupt authoritarian incumbents, and; (4) generally poor
economic performance.

These similarities, however, are objective. Perhaps even more important is the assumption of similarity on
the part of both those who carried out electoral revolutions and those who wanted to follow in their footsteps.
In part this assumption reflects a long-ingrained habit of thinking. In the minds of many opposition leaders
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and intellectuals, just as communism produced similar contexts, so the postcommunist experience has done the
same. The local democracy promoters who have succeeded in carrying out their own electoral revolutions
often believed that they should share their experiences with other activists in the region who wanted to copy
them. This reflected in part tradition (the fruits of local labors should be shared with others, as during the
communist era see [29]), but also self-interest, for example, the assumption that their democratic experiment
would be more secure if their neighbors were also democratic. Indeed, this is precisely the logic of the
European Union with its recent decision to assist countries neighboring the expanded EU (see [30]).

6. Collaborative networks

There is substantial evidence that the United States has played an important role in democracy promotion
abroad. The United States has targeted in particular support of civil society, fair elections, and rule of law; the
post-communist region stands out as the area where American support has been the most consistent over time
and the most generous, especially on a per capita and per-state basis (see [3,5]). There are a number of reasons,
however, why this characterization exaggerates American impact. Perhaps the most important one for our
purposes is that all of the successful electoral revolutions grew out of complex cross-national collaborations
that included not just US democracy promoters and often US ambassadors as well, but also regional
democracy promoters and experienced, dedicated local activists willing to take a lot of chances. With the
exception of Kyrgyzstan, moreover, these collaborations led to significant planning which, as argued earlier, is
required for electoral revolutions to succeed. When all is said and done, therefore, it is critical to recognize that
the international coalitions supporting these electoral revolutions were unusually vibrant, flexible, persistent,
and geographically expansive. In addition, if electoral revolutions are a moving target, so are the people who
promote such revolutions. In this sense, the correlation between the diffusion of these networks and electoral
revolutions is hardly accidental.

These were in fact the major themes in the more than 120 interviews that we have conducted since 2005 in
Croatia, Georgia, Serbia, Slovakia, Ukraine and Washington, DC with various international and domestic
participants in these electoral revolutions (also see [20–22]). Perhaps the most common theme, however, was
the deeply-held belief among local activists that the struggle for democracy in countries that fell short of
democratic standards in the postcommunist region is in large measure the same struggle. Illiberal leaders and
their allies, it is widely assumed, use similar strategies, in part because of their experiences under communism
(where there were also, we must remember, regular elections) and in part because they commit similar
transgressions and provide, as a result, similar opportunities for political change. Moreover, the strategies that
can work to defeat them are similar as well.

Thus, for ‘‘graduates’’ of successful electoral revolutions, the assumption is that their experiences are
relevant to oppositions in neighboring countries where such revolutions are needed, but have not yet occurred.
Just as interesting is a strong belief that they have a responsibility to share their insights about effective
strategies for political change through elections and later through other mechanisms, such as assistance in the
development of more robust local governments and civil society. The activities of the Pontis Foundation in
Bratislava in training democratic activists in Belarus and Ukraine are cases in point.

Importers of these strategies also assumed that they could and should model themselves after the successful
local cases albeit recognizing the importance of modifications based upon local conditions. Again, in the
interviews we have conducted, it was frequently observed that, while local conditions and local struggles were
important, knowing that it had been done elsewhere successfully and learning from participants in these cases
about how it was done, in short, both precedent and emulation were critical to both the decision to try an
electoral revolution and the quality of the implementation. From the vantage point of local activists, therefore,
electoral revolutions in other countries contributed to a sense of optimism and, because of sharing
information, strategies as well.

7. Conclusions

The purpose of this paper has been to analyze the spread of electoral revolutions in the postcommunist
region from 1996 to 2005 as a complex process of the international diffusion of democratic change. What we
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argued is that electoral revolutions in the postcommunist region succeeded in spreading from state to state
because of the success of early efforts; the nature of the electoral model in general and its resonance with
communist legacies and postcommunist developments; the similarities among many hybrid democracies in this
region and the perception of significant similarities on the part of both graduates of electoral revolutions and
those activists supporting a liberal alternative in their own countries who hoped to follow in the footsteps of
their neighbors; and, finally, the existence of large and creative networks of local, regional and American
democracy promoters who were committed to spreading their ideas and strategies. Put simply, therefore, what
we find with electoral revolutions is the power of both example and planning. Thus, the diffusion of electoral
revolutions within postcommunist Europe and Eurasia occurred largely because all the hypothesized engines
of diffusion were in fact in evidence.
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