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1. Democratic Backsliding and Organized Interests:
A New Research Agenda

The regression of democratic quality and the emergence
of competitive authoritarian regimes have been among
the main political phenomena across the globe over the
past 20 years (Levitksy & Way, 2020). There is, however,
a large variance in the severity of de‐democratization
between regions and countries as international indices
of democratic quality attest (Coppedge et al., 2022;
Repucci, 2020). As Bermeo (2016) emphasizes, demo‐
cratic backsliding in the 21st century so far does not nec‐
essarily lead to full dictatorships. Most regimes, even
the more repressive ones, retain basic institutions of
electoral democracies. Apart from Russia and Belarus, in
Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) the nature of the power
grab and re‐engineering of political institutions are more
subtle. Scheppele (2018) called the strategy of these gov‐
ernments of constant constitutional and legal tinkering
to achieve authoritarian ends—and attacking and cap‐
turing institutions supposedly checking the executive—
“autocratic legalism.”

Nevertheless, CEE governments have visibly and
increasingly engaged in state capture to the extent
that parties either monopolize key state institutions

such as courts and enterprises or that “public power is
exercised mainly for private gain” (Sata & Karolewski,
2020, p. 208). Indeed, much scholarly attention has
been devoted to the nature and development of demo‐
cratic backsliding and the hybrid regimes in CEE (Bánkuti
et al., 2012; Buzogany, 2017; Enyedi, 2020; Hanley &
Vachudova, 2018;Magyar, 2016). Observers have empha‐
sized that there is no uniform neo‐authoritarian recipe
for governance in the region. While Hungary has been
characterized by overtly authoritarian nationalism cen‐
tered around Viktor Orbán since 2010 (Kelemen, 2017;
Scheiring, 2020), Poland exhibits somewhat more plu‐
ralistic dynamics both between rivalling factions within
the governing party and within the party system in gen‐
eral (Sata & Karolewski, 2020). Under Andrej Babiš’ Ano
party, Czech politics has, by contrast, been character‐
ized by a newer brand of managerial populism purport‐
edly based on technocratic and entrepreneurial princi‐
ples (Buštíková & Guasti, 2019).

Yet we still know relatively little about how demo‐
cratic backsliding has re‐shaped the linkages between
governments and civil society. Indeed, a few recent stud‐
ies have addressed some aspects of the effect of backslid‐
ing on civil society in CEE. Greskovits (2020) and Ekiert
(2019) explored the grass‐roots support for illiberal
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incumbents, the emergence of “illiberal civil society orga‐
nizations,” and networks aligned with authoritarian and
nationalist objectives. Gerő et al. (2020) demonstrated
that the closure of the political opportunity structure
(POS) in Hungary is prompting regime‐hostile groups
to withdraw from policy‐makers altogether. In a Polish‐
Slovenian comparison, Kamiński and Riedel (2021) con‐
clude that Polish organizations are currently enduring
greater existential threats than their Slovenian counter‐
parts. Yet, an analysis by Pospieszna and Vetulani‐Cęgiel
(2021) also showed that Polish interest groups are well
capable of enhancing their networking strategies to nav‐
igate the increasingly authoritarian context.

Despite these advancements, there are still few
theory‐driven accounts on how backsliding affects such
key themes of interest group research such as orga‐
nizational development, lobbying strategies, access to
policy‐makers, or interest articulation. This is surprising
as backsliding clearly affects the deliberative component
of democracy crucial for interest articulation, representa‐
tion, and intermediation. As the Varieties of Democracy
Indices shows (Coppedge et al., 2022), the deliberative
component of democracy has declined since EU access—
on average by 0.11 points on a scale from 0 (low) to
1 (high) in 11 CEE member states. We graphed the yearly
scores for the six CEE countries the contributions in this
thematic issue cover (Figure 1).

Nevertheless, the widely observed closing of the
political space, the strengthening of the executive,

and political centralization may have a counter‐effect,
namely jumpstarting anti‐regime civic activity and
prompting organizations to re‐calibrate and enhance
their advocacy strategies. In other words, democratic
backsliding may stimulate the “coming of age” of inter‐
est groups as more defiant, responsive, and strategi‐
cally diversified organizations, a development potentially
stimulated by the coronavirus and the associated shift
towards digital technology. Furthermore, the closure of
the political opportunity structure may contribute to
social mobilization strategies of NGOs excluded from
decision‐making structures.

However, even if many interest groups show so far
remarkable resilience to even the odds, after a certain
level, de‐democratization might threaten their very exis‐
tence. To keep on struggling can eventually prove to be
futile in an increasingly closing and hostile political envi‐
ronment, amid harassment from the authorities, attacks
by government‐controlled media, and ever scarcer finan‐
cial resources. This would truly be a tragic outcome in
a region, where civil society groups played a definitive
role in bringing down communism and in the subsequent
democratic transition just three decades ago.

2. Introducing the Articles in This Issue

The thematic issue systematically addresses the impact
of democratic backsliding on organized interests in the
post‐communist region. It comprises a diverse selection

.8

.7

.6

.5

.4

.3

.2

.1

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

2020

2021

0

D
e

li
b

e
ra

 
v
e

 d
e

m
o

cr
a

cy
 i

n
d

e
x

Czechia Hungary

Lithuania Poland

Ukraine Slovenia

Figure 1. Annual development of the V‐DEM deliberative democracy index in selected CEE countries, 2004‐2021. Source:
Coppedge et al. (2022).
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of theory‐driven empirical accounts embedded in cur‐
rent interest groups and civil society research from schol‐
ars based both in Eastern and Western Europe. The six
articles cover six countries across CEE: Czechia, Hungary,
Lithuania, Poland, Ukraine, and Slovenia.

Four articles in the issue are single case stud‐
ies based both on interviews and secondary sources.
Richter (2023) explores how vested interests were the
drivers behind democratic backsliding with a focus on
anti‐corruption reform processes. The analysis high‐
lights that civil society actors allied with Western pro‐
democracy donor organizations played a pivotal role
in the containment of backsliding attempts in Ukraine.
Gerő et al. (2023) find that the Orbán government
applies sector‐specific strategies against civil society
organizations. In general, the closing of opportunity
structures seems to enhance participatory activism in
Hungary, while “Gongoization”—i.e., co‐optation by the
illiberal incumbent—is most pronounced among “tradi‐
tionalist” women’s organizations.

Two articles investigate how the Janša government’s
attempt at an illiberal power grab, between 2020 and
2022, affected interest groups in Slovenia. In their contri‐
bution, Novak and Lajh (2023) provide a systematic ana‐
lysis of the repressive measures against civil society orga‐
nizations and the different modes of civil mobilization
against them. Janša made it much more expensive for
CSOs to function because of an increased administrative
burden. At the same time, he restricted their financial
resources: both funds in general and for their services
were reduced. Fink‐Hafner and Bauman (2023) compare
the responses of Slovenian trade unions and environ‐
mental NGOs. Their study finds that the ideational homo‐
geneity of trade unions enabled them to jointly shift
towards outside lobbying strategies, namely, protest.
In contrast, the fragmented environmental NGOs could
not develop any joint perception of illiberalism and,
thereby, failed to adapt.

Two articles are comparative studies. Berkhout et al.
(2023) examine the internal democracy of interest groups.
Basedon theComparative InterestGroup Surveys (Beyers
et al., 2020) they examine the internal decision‐making
processes of Dutch, Belgian, Portuguese, Swedish, Polish,
Slovenian, and Lithuanian interest groups. They find
that post‐communist interest groups have more inter‐
nally organized influence on policy‐related organizational
decision‐making compared to their Western counter‐
parts, where members have a weaker voice.

Finally, based on a new survey of 428 Czech,
Hungarian, Polish, and Slovenian interest groups
(Dobbins et al., 2022), Labanino and Dobbins (2023)
explore whether backsliding turns interest groups away
from lobbying at the national level towards the EU or
the regional levels. Their article finds that it is rather the
closure of the political opportunity structure in general
than a lack of individual group access to policy‐makers
that explains moving away from the backsliding national
level towards the supra‐ or sub‐national levels. However,

on amorepositive note, they also find that internal devel‐
opment (professionalization) and domestic inter‐group
cooperation are key organizational resources even in the
context of democratic backsliding.
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Abstract
Numerous studies on democratic backslidingmostly focus on the state executive as a driving force. In contrast, the analysis
presented here highlights the role of vested interests as the main actors behind backsliding processes in hybrid regimes.
In a focused case study of anti‐corruption reforms in Ukraine, this contribution analyses the initiation of backsliding by
these actors through their influence on nominally independent branches of power as well as the subtle takeover of the
legislative repair process that followed. The case study is based on original semi‐structured expert interviews and docu‐
ment analysis. The main argument is that the distinct role played by the state executive also substantially changes the
interaction between the actors involved. For the case of Ukraine, the study shows that the leverage of Western organisa‐
tions in conjunction with the expertise and swift reaction of Ukrainian civil society organisations constitute a necessary
precondition for the containment of backsliding attempts.
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1. Introduction

Much of the scholarship on backsliding—defined here
as a relative power expansion of systemic insiders
vis‐à‐vis outsiders through the violation of democratic
principles—sees the executive branch, or sometimes
more generally the incumbent or simply ruler, as the
leading force behind this process (Cassani & Tomini,
2020; Dresden & Howard, 2016; Haggard & Kaufman,
2021; Hale, 2015).

However, this exclusive angle runs the risk of omit‐
ting backsliding attempts initiated by and for the sake of
vested interests (VIs) outside the formal political arena.
Recent publications have highlighted the relative neglect
of this angle in the backsliding literature despite its the‐
oretical relevance (Jee et al., 2022). And although miss‐
ing yet a generally accepted and applicable theory, note‐

worthy studies on backsliding consider “that a coalitional
approach is worth taking very seriously, perhaps cen‐
trally” (Waldner & Lust, 2018, p. 108). VIs are “people
and groups [that]…receive…material benefits…[which]
are being directly provided to them by the institution
[they have a VI in]” (Moe, 2015, p. 289). They are crucial
for understanding the dynamics of hybrid regimes, partic‐
ularly those characterised by “state capture” (Hellman et
al., 2003). In such a polity, policymaking is significantly
shaped by “individuals [that] spend resources trying to
influence the state to create the rents they want” (Khan,
2000, p. 74).

Ukraine is usually seen as a good example of a state
capture case (Balmaceda, 2007). There, VIs continue to
block a transition towards a fully democratic regime,
whilst their role in the dynamics of hybrid regimes
remains more ambiguous as they have reportedly
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switched political camps, hence coalitions, depending
on their expected benefits (Hale, 2005; Pleines, 2019;
Way, 2021). Despite this, the scholarship on Ukraine
focused predominantly on democratisation processes,
through which it investigated the failure to progress
towards a fully democratic state (Králiková, 2022), or
explained specific cases where reforms have succeeded
on a smaller scale (Nizhnikau, 2020). The literature on
backsliding focused on monocausal explanations, such
as the influence and quality of civil society alone (Knott,
2018). However, a strand has emerged in the scholar‐
ship that sees the interplay between international and
domestic actors promoting democratic transformation
as crucial in explaining outcomes (Nitsova et al., 2018;
Samokhvalov & Strelkov, 2021). Yet, whilst providing a
multicausal approach, these studies currently focus on
the democratisation drive alone.

Accounting for these shortcomings, this article empir‐
ically investigates a major anti‐corruption backsliding
attempt in Ukraine from the perspective of VI groups.
It does so from the understanding that “today’s trends in
backsliding are rational reactions to international incen‐
tives as well as domestic history” (Bermeo, 2016, p. 15).
It, therefore, seeks to explain the actors, the timing, and
the instruments of backsliding initiation by Ukrainian VIs,
the subtle capture attempt by nominally reformist forces
during the repair process, as well as the containment
by networks of democracy promotion. This article not
only contributes to the literature on Ukraine but to the
broader academic discourse on backsliding, highlighting
the thus far relatively neglected role of diverse VIs out‐
side of the formal political arena and flexible coalitions
as crucial factors in this process.

To proceed with the argument, this study elaborates
on the domestic and international characteristics of the
Ukrainian case. The role of VIs, the collusion of poli‐
tics and economics, and networks of democracy promo‐
tion in hybrid regimes in general and Ukraine specifically
will be presented with a special reference to the exist‐
ing (backsliding) literature and its gaps. Subsequently,
the methodological and case selection approach will be
explained. Section 4 presents the empirical assessment
of the case. In the end, the results are summarised and
connected to the broader academic discourse.

2. Theoretical Framework

2.1. The Case of Ukraine: A Plurality of Vested Interests
as Actors of Democratic Erosion

VIs are an integral part of political processes in all poli‐
ties (Moe, 2015). From an analytical perspective, these
actors have been described as “key forces for stability”
(Moe, 2015, p. 279) due to their resistance to policy
changes threatening their benefits. One such fundamen‐
tal change would be a democratic transformation of a
hybrid regime, hence opening and levelling the institu‐
tional playing field in the political economy. In the event

of a push towards democratisation, different VI groups
might join forces, hence establishing coalitions of dif‐
ferent sorts, to preserve the system “on the basis of
the common plundering of their own state” (Balmaceda,
2007, p. 141).

Ukraine is characterised by a nominal democratisa‐
tion path, as visible by the signature of the Association
Agreement (Wolczuk, 2018), and a factually strong pres‐
ence of various VI groups. These VIs are grouped around
different, relatively fluid political economy coalitions
that are a central feature of the system (Way, 2021).
The continuous influence of these groups is usually put
forward to explain the failure to achieve a democratisa‐
tion breakthrough (European Court of Auditors, 2021).
In the Ukrainian context, these VIs are known as “oli‐
garchs,” individuals holding both substantial economic
and political power. The collusion of economics and
politics is a general feature of non‐democratic regimes
(Kupatadze, 2015), but in the case of state capture, it is
the former yielding more control over the latter than the
other way around. Through it, the stability of an incum‐
bent depends on the support of such a group or groups
(Baez‐Camargo & Ledeneva, 2017).

The system in Ukraine can be described as “neopat‐
rimonialism” (Nizhnikau, 2020). It is a result of both
Soviet legacies, most notably “patrimonial communism,”
as well as deliberate choices by politicians during the
post‐Soviet transformation period (Hale, 2005, p. 149).
In Soviet times, this system was characterised by “low
levels of bureaucratic professionalism…high levels of
corruption and nepotism, few opportunities for con‐
testation, little to no economic freedom, high degree
of restrictiveness and isolationism, and no access to
the West” (Dimitrova‐Grajzl & Simon, 2010, p. 210).
Although the system nominally changed, it was still
argued that “the whole class of political elites, though
plural and competitive, are profoundly cut off from
the citizenry…[and] corrupt, self‐interested, and ineffec‐
tive” (Carothers, 2002, p. 10). An important feature of
VI groups and coalitions in the Ukrainian system, which
contrastswith countries like Russia and the Soviet period,
is “pluralism by default” (Way, 2021). It is rooted in the
regional divisions of the country. Through it, different
VI groups could appeal to their respective constituencies,
but rarely to the constituencies of their rivals, through
which they possessed a secured power base that led to
a relative balance of powers (Nasuti, 2016).

Taking regional divisions and post‐Soviet legacies
together, the transformation path has brought about a
system in which a high degree of competition among
interest groups is complemented by a relatively closed
system and a weak executive (Balmaceda, 2013). This
competition also takes place in the formal playing field,
as parliamentary loyalties in Ukraine are usually divided
into different informal loyalties to oligarchs (European
Court of Auditors, 2021). As such, parties have been
described as “loose affiliations…which are subject to
change when the interests of the oligarch leading it
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change” (Cleary, 2016, p. 12), whilst elections are charac‐
terised as a “part of a broader game” (Balmaceda, 2013,
p. 11). This “game” is amplified bymedia control (“media
capture”) that most of these oligarchs possess, skewing
the electoral playing field further (Knott, 2018).

However, just as VIs create (temporary) coalitions to
prevent a throughout democratisation in a state capture
regime, they also prevent the monopolisation of power
of a winning side. This setting is largely attributed to the
relative balance caused by regional divisions (Way, 2021)
and is seen as a “panacea against autocratic backslid‐
ing” (Pikulik, 2019, p. 493). It contributes to Ukraine’s
continuity as a hybrid regime, although with changing
degrees of openness, which can be framed as regime
dynamics (Hale, 2015, p. 486). Backsliding stands in this
respect for negative changes within the existing frame‐
work of a hybrid regime, that is, the regression of previ‐
ous democratisation progress.

Therefore, contrary to theorisations of autocratic
backsliding that are a sign of a relative strengthening
of the executive (Dresden & Howard, 2016; Hale, 2015),
reform backsliding in state capture regimes can be initi‐
ated by VIs in times of a weakening state executive. This
is in alignment with the general insight that “backsliding
reflects incentive structures” (Bermeo, 2016, p. 17). In the
Ukrainian case, for instance, political crises between tem‐
porarily aligned actors of nominally reformist forces have
been used by agents hostile to reforms. This was the case
under the reform‐oriented President Yushchenko, who
had to alignwith the pro‐Russian Yanukovych and appoint
him as primeminister in 2006 due to a deteriorating coali‐
tionwith the grouping of Tymoshenko, an oligarch herself.
In supporting the President, the latter in turnmanaged to
halt reforms as well as stop corruption investigations on
the oligarch Renat Akhmetov, a close ally of Yanukovych
(Nasuti, 2016).

2.2. The Interplay Between Western Donors and Local
Civil Society Organisations as a Counterweight

The previous case also showcases the flexibility among
VIs regarding coalitions and their fluidity. Another exam‐
ple is Petro Poroshenko, oligarch turned politician, who
served, among others, as minister of economy under
Yanukovych in 2012, when Ukraine experienced arguably
the most severe case of backsliding in its post‐Soviet his‐
tory (Kudelia, 2014). Despite this, he became the face of
the imminent post‐Yanukovych time as the country’s first
elected president after Euromaidan. He was responsible
for Ukraine’s remarkable, although limited, short‐term
democratisation push. This can be explained by the out‐
standing importance of domestic and international con‐
straints imposed on the ruling class in hybrid regimes
(Dresden & Howard, 2016).

External pressure is described as a central constraint
in the literature (Hale, 2015). In the Ukrainian context,
the signature of the Association Agreement, the corre‐
sponding import of an entire legislative framework, and

the associated conditionalities are key examples of the
interplay between pressure and incentives exercised by
external actors. However, the influence that third par‐
ties may exercise in promoting democratisation, or pre‐
venting backsliding, is hereby conditional on economic
and/or financial constraints that the government faces
(Andrews, 2013). That is because the decision to imple‐
ment conditional reforms or not underlies a cost‐benefit
analysis. This explains why the track record of reforms in
Ukraine was particularly strong in the direct aftermath
of the Euromaidan, as war and potential financial col‐
lapse threatened the state and increased its reliance on
Western funds (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2022). In addition,
it has been argued that the influence of one actor can
additionally be constrained by the presence of another
actor that serves as a counterweight, putting forward
what is known as “rival conditionality” (Ademmer, 2016).
Such an actor, like Russia in the Ukrainian case, who
focuses much more on geopolitical demands than good
governance conditionality, served for a long time as an
alternative pole for (financial) support for some of the
VI groups. This highlights the important role of Ukraine
in the geopolitical contestation between the EU/West
and Russia.

This also explains differences among VI groups. Some
of them, particularly those in the executive, might be
dependent onWestern aid to keep the country financially
afloat, public grievances at bay, and thus their formal posi‐
tion secure. From this perspective, they are then forced
to initiate, at least formally, democratisation reforms.
However, there are continuous attempts to undermine
these reforms either in the process or ex‐post as they hit
the very benefits of VI groups, particularly when they con‐
cern far‐reaching anti‐corruption measures.

This leads to a crucial limitation of foreign, Western
actors in preventing backsliding in hybrid regimes: the
ambiguity of many decisions and their interactions
with aspects such as sovereignty, particularly those car‐
ried out by VI‐controlled state institutions, like courts
(Bermeo, 2016). In conjunction with quick and sub‐
tle decision‐making processes, this increases the impor‐
tance of civil society actors. Civil society bears the poten‐
tial to limit backsliding tendencies by providing informa‐
tion, advocacy, andmobilisation of themasses (Palyvoda
et al., 2018). They complement international donors as
they understand the local context and possess the nec‐
essary in‐depth information on developments to which
they can react quickly. Yet, civil society in Ukraine “has
generally been classed as apathetic, weak, and ineffec‐
tual [through which it] tend[s] to be reactive to issues
and events” (Cleary, 2016, p. 7). In particular, Ukrainian
civil society organisations (CSOs) “weaknesses include
organisation of activities aimed at influencing political
decisions and support of the public interest in a specific
issue” (Palyvoda et al., 2018, p. 11). The corresponding
“low degrees of civil society organisation” (Harasymiw,
2019, p. 289) and distance from society (Lutsevych, 2016)
are also said to be consequences of Soviet legacies. This
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way, civil society in Ukraine has not been considered in
the academic literature as a factor bringing about far‐
fledged democratisation (Worschech, 2017).

Nevertheless, its reactivity is a crucial mechanism to
signal backsliding attempts and possibly prevent them
when working in conjunction with Western actors. As a
result, a new strand has emerged that departs from
monocausal explanations and focuses on the impact
that the interaction between international partners and
civil society in fostering or defending change has. It pro‐
poses a model where CSOs are responsible for the elab‐
oration and monitoring of reforms and international
organisations for the crucial leverage to push for them
(Nitsova et al., 2018). It can therefore be expected that
in caseswhere CSOs alarmWestern donors of backsliding
attempts and rigorously track the repair process, those
partners can use their leverage to skew the incentive
structure of key policymakers towards backsliding aver‐
sion. When working alone, either the political leverage
(situation of CSO activity without Western leverage) or
the reactivity to subtle capture attempts by possessing
local knowledge would be missing (situation of Western
leverage without CSO activity).

3. Methodology

The foregone analysis has highlighted the importance of
VIs as central actors in the backsliding process. Also, the
interplay of Western donors and CSOs as constraining
factors became visible. This study takes a neglected yet
important look at a backsliding attempt from the VI per‐
spective to explain the causal mechanisms for backslid‐
ing in state capture regimes and therefore contribute to
the ongoing debate.

3.1. Case Selection

The case selected for this study is based on the iMore
index, compiled by VOX Ukraine, which tracks and scores

all legislative and judicial decisions in Ukraine on a
5 (best) to –5 (worst) scale. It, therefore, gives a com‐
prehensive in‐depth overview of the political dynamics
in the country regardless of the formal branch of power
involved. This is important to omit the executive bias
and consider other captured branches of power. Hence,
this approach to case selection reduces the risk of selec‐
tion bias. Figure 1 shows all 442 assessed acts in Ukraine
since the inauguration of President Zelensky until the
Russian invasion.

The selected case, marked in red, refers to Decision
13‐r/2020 of the Constitutional Court of Ukraine (CCU)
from October 27, 2020. There, crucial provisions of
Ukraine’s Law 1700‐VII on the Prevention of Corruption
were deemed unconstitutional as they supposedly
infringed “judicial independence” (CCU, 2020c, p. 3).
In particular, the transparency of the asset declaration
system and liability for false declarations were hit by
the ruling. In effect, obliged people could publish false
declarations without the threat of sanctions, which was
seen as a severe hit on the anti‐corruption infrastructure
in Ukraine.

3.2. Analytical and Data Collection Approach

Given the magnitude of this decision and the multiple
actors involved, this study sought to explain both the tim‐
ing and instruments of backsliding efforts applied by dif‐
ferent VI groups as well as the relatively successful fight‐
back by democratic players. Hereby, and in contrast to
other studies, a two‐level assessment of VIs was made
to distinguish the methods and context between those
VIs that are out of reach of Western leverage and those
where this pressure is an inherent feature, all with the
overarching goal of formulating and proving causalmech‐
anisms in the proposed framework.

It relied on official documents issued by respective
actors, secondary sources such as analyses of the civil
society sector, and in‐depth, semi‐structured interviews.
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Figure 1. iMore ratings from the beginning of V. Zelensky’s term. Note: Each dot represents one assessed normative act.
Source: Author’s work based on (VOX Ukraine, n.d.).
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These interviews were conducted with 12 representa‐
tives of the civil society sector in Ukraine, current and for‐
mer Western policy advisors in Kyiv and Brussels, as well
as representatives close to the government. The data col‐
lection started from November 2021 onwards and was
interrupted by the Russian invasion of Ukraine. All inter‐
views were conducted in English through online com‐
munication platforms with the previous explicit con‐
sent of the respective interviewees. The explicit con‐
sent also applies to the de‐anonymisation of presented
data, such as quotes, which were otherwise anonymised.
The collected material, of which each interview lasted
between 45 to 90 minutes, was transcribed and analy‐
sed in MAXQDA. There, inductive and deductive coding
patterns were applied that differentiated between the
strategies and approaches of VIs to conduct backsliding
and the dynamics between as well as reactions of CSOs
and Western partners. These dynamics were considered
in both, the overall context of Ukraine and for this case
study to get an inside view of the background processes
of that time.

4. Analytical Part

4.1. First Backsliding Attempt: The Entire Dismantling of
Institutions Led by Anti‐Western Actors

The praeludium to Decision 13‐r/2020 were Rulings
Nos. 9‐r/2020 and 11‐r/2020 from August 28 and
September 16 respectively (CCU, 2020a, 2020b). In both,
the CCU ruled that certain provisions of the establish‐
ment of the National Anticorruption Bureau (NABU)
were unconstitutional. On the ground of the “indepen‐
dence of the law enforcement body,” the appointment
procedurewas to be transferred away from the president
to the government and parliament‐controlled cabinet of
ministers (CoM; CCU, 2020b, p. 1). Through all three deci‐
sions together, the central pillars of the anti‐corruption
infrastructure were effectively ruled unconstitutional
and basically all, albeit modest, anti‐corruption progress
was eliminated (Venice Commission, 2020). That is
because the National Agency on Corruption Prevention
(NACP) relied on the asset‐declaration system and NABU,
the investigative body, was in turn dependent on the
workings of the NACP. The establishment of all its pieces,
NABU, NACP, and the asset declaration system, as well
as their subsequent independence, were key demands
of Western partners, like the EU and the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), and usually referred to as the
biggest reform success stories (IMF, 2021d, p. 81).

4.1.1. Actors, Instruments, and Goals

Dissenting voices in the CCU saw the rulings explicitly as
a way to increase the exposure of NABU to VIs present
in the legislative branch (Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine,
2020). Together with the increased formal protection
from the asset declaration system, it meant the cap‐

ture of anti‐corruption institutions by VIs. Unsurprisingly,
they happened following official appeals by 47–51 parlia‐
mentarians (CCU, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c) for each ruling
from the Verkhovna Rada of Ukraine, of whom almost all
belonged to the pro‐Russian party Opposition Platform—
For Life. It is heavily influenced by Viktor Medvedchuk,
an oligarch with close ties to the Kremlin (Vorobiov,
2020). Besides targeting institutions that were poten‐
tially dangerous for VIs, these actions were also linked
to raising attention on the side of Western policy advis‐
ers. In this way, they hoped to diminish Kyiv’s rela‐
tions with the West, as they would put in question fur‐
ther tranches of the $5 billion standing agreement that
Ukraine signed in June 2020 with the IMF and asso‐
ciated aid from the EU on which the country relied
(Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2022).

Moreover, Russian links and own interests were also
visible in the CCU itself. Three of the ruling judges, includ‐
ing its head,whobought real estate in occupied Crimea in
2018 and who was appointed by Yanukovych, Oleksandr
Tupytskyi, were notified of the incompleteness of their
asset declarations before making the ruling, which was
seen as a general conflict of interests on this case (Venice
Commission, 2020). Simultaneously, there were even
unofficial price tags for judges’ votes during the decision‐
making process in this case (anonymous interview with
Western policy advisor). One policy advisor noted the
effect of this ruling and the role of the CCU:

It is basically back to zero….The constitutional court
is a very powerful instrument that VIs have in their
hands as the constitutional court is obviously not inde‐
pendent….How the decision was taken is a clear indi‐
cator that this court acts upon order and not based on
rule of law and that’s also one of the reasons why this
reform backsliding happened. (Anonymous interview
with Western policy advisor, November 2021)

This shows how VIs used their informal influence chan‐
nels to formally dismantle much of the institutional
infrastructure that could endanger them, including the
top judges of the court itself. Moreover, this case demon‐
strates how this influence might come from outside of
government‐controlled groups, hence another piece of
evidence against executive bias.

4.1.2. Timing of the Attack

In a December poll, the CCU ruling was seen by
Ukrainians as the third most important political event
of 2020, right after the local elections and Covid‐19
(Razumkov Center, 2020), hence those issues will have
given the context and timing for the attack. These rul‐
ings were issued when domestic and international atten‐
tion was directed towards the second wave of Covid‐19.
Moreover, just two days before Ruling 13‐r/2020, local
elections in Ukraine took place, which brought mas‐
sive losses to the president’s Sluga Naroda (SN) party
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(Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2022). It happened at a time
when Zelensky’s public support was decreasing and the
parliamentary fraction highly fragmented: For example,
already in March 2020, SN failed to gather a majority in
70%of parliamentary votes and amajor cabinet reshuffle
took place (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2022). This is not least
due to increased conflicts within the ruling party, divided
along the lines of different VI groups (Wilson, 2021).
Hence, these are clear indicators of an increasingly pres‐
sured executive and fragmented legislative branch.

4.1.3. Reaction by Networks of Democracy Promotion

The ruling generated significant salience, and, in its direct
aftermath, the EU and the G7 Ambassador Group all
published special statements, raising alarm on this issue,
and calling for a resolution (European External Action
Service, 2020c). The EU publicly linked further finan‐
cial aid to the reversal of the setback of this decision
and saw it as potentially justifying a temporary suspen‐
sion of the visa‐free regime (European External Action
Service, 2020c). Simultaneously, protests erupted in Kyiv
against the ruling and more than 50 influential CSOs
called all involved CCU judges to resign (Transparency
International Ukraine, 2020a). Moreover, the Venice
Commission became active, issuing an extensive analy‐
sis questioning the CCU decision from a legal perspective
(Venice Commission, 2020).

It is important to note that this backsliding attempt
was conducted by pro‐Russian actors. These representa‐
tives are generally out of reach of Western policy lever‐
age and their political goals differ substantially from
West‐leaning VI groups in Ukraine. As such, the head
of the National Bank of Ukraine and President Zelensky
were both univocally alarmed that a failure to reverse
this obvious case of backsliding would lead to a sus‐
pension of financial aid from its international partners,
something the country was in dire need of at that time
(bne IntelliNews, 2020). Additionally, the finance minis‐
ter estimated that the decision had already cost the coun‐
try $2 billion in its immediate aftermath, not least as it
became clear that Ukraine would not receive another
IMF trench in 2020 (Leshchenko, 2020).

It is worth noting, however, that the IMF did not
issue any official statement concerning the situation.
Nevertheless, in its 2021 loan extension report, it high‐
lighted that “adverse constitutional court rulings chal‐
lenged the anti‐corruption framework in fundamental
ways that required restoring its effectiveness before
the review could proceed” (IMF, 2021d, p. 1). Yet, the
issuance of tranches by the IMF is dependent on success‐
ful reviews. This also applies to the EU whose aid in this
context is explicitly tied to official backing of Ukraine by
the IMF. It seems logical that this line was communicated
during non‐publicmeetings. For instance,when the head
of the National Bank of Ukraine visited Washington and
spoke to IMF representatives on multiple occasions dur‐
ing that period (bne IntelliNews, 2020).

4.2. Second Backsliding Attempt: Subtly Capturing the
Fightback Process by Actors Under Western Leverage

The first backsliding push was led exclusively by VIs con‐
nected to the judiciary and legislative branches that
were out of reach of direct Western leverage. In con‐
trast, the “repair” process was also subject to backslid‐
ing attempts, but with different methods. In this respect,
it has been noted that: “They [VIs] try to put in some
loopholes in the necessary legislation to still profit. So,
they do a lot to undermineWestern efforts inUkraine but
trying to do it discreetly…not to endanger themselves”
(interview with Tetiana Shevchuk, Anticorruption Action
Centre, December 2021).

From this perspective follows the particular impor‐
tance of the interplay between CSOs and international
organisations, as one CSO representative said:

They want to trick the reforms and what they are
doing is much easier for us to foresee: What might
be the traps [that] they will put in the way of the
reforms? The international community [on the other
hand] has [the] political capital and leverage to advo‐
cate for the reforms. (Interview with Olena Holushka,
Anticorruption Action Center, January 22)

This stems from the fact that the actors of the second
backsliding push relied to various degrees on Western
donors. For one, their political ratings were tied to the
financial survival of the state as they were governing in
different positions, but also for the sole sake of showcas‐
ing good relations with the West. As one representative
noted concerning the incumbent:

Zelensky didn’t want to rely on the IMF, etc. But
after some years, he understood that you should be
in this club, you should work with IMF, you should
meet the club to get more cheap money, to get hand‐
shakes, otherwise, you will be in the club of some
strange people. (Interview with anonymous govern‐
ment source, January 2022)

4.2.1. National Agency on Corruption Prevention Repair
and Constitutional Crisis Case

In response to the crisis, President Zelensky proposed
Draft Law 4288 to the parliament which foresaw, along
with the cancellation of the CCU Decision 13‐r/2020, the
dissolution of the entire judge composition of the CCU;
a rejection of this law, he insisted, would also endanger
Ukraine’s commitments to its Western partners (Zinets
& Polityuk, 2020). Although the dissolution of the CCU
composition would have been unconstitutional in itself,
Zelensky’s actions in this context were supported by 57%
of the population (Leshchenko, 2020). However, the pres‐
ident failed with his proposal and withdrew the draft law
knowing he would not gather the necessary majority in
the Rada and faced severe international criticism for it,
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most notably on the grounds that the unreformed nom‐
ination procedure would have given Zelensky significant
power over the court.

Despite that, the president first suspended Tupytskyi,
whilst he later cancelled the Yanukovych decrees on
his appointment on the grounds of national security,
which was in itself seen as unconstitutional, raised con‐
cerns by CSOs, and was later overruled by the supreme
court (Transparency International Ukraine, 2021b). Yet,
the prosecutor general simultaneously issued charges
against Tupytskyi for alleged corruption and institutional
controversies erupted. This, however, might not be seen
as a direct case of backsliding as per definition, since a
politically dependent judge, who arguably made uncon‐
stitutional rulings, was replaced with another arguably
dependent judge in a constitutionally questionable man‐
ner. Hence, the degree of openness remained on the
same, troublesome level. Moreover, as the US put
Tupitskyi on their Magnitsky Act sanction list “for signif‐
icant corrupt acts to include the acceptance of a mone‐
tary bribe while serving in the Ukrainian judiciary,” they
referred to himas “former chairman” of the CCU (Blinken,
2021). This shows a lack of intervention, or quiet toler‐
ance, on behalf of Western donors in this case despite
concerns from Ukrainian CSOs.

Besides Zelensky’s draft law on the dissolution
of the entire judge squad, the “compromise” from
Rada Speaker Dmytro Razumkov also failed to be
enacted. It foresaw the re‐institution of the previous
anti‐corruption infrastructure but treated false declara‐
tions as a criminal offence and not a crime (Transparency
International Ukraine, 2020d). It would render the
anti‐corruption institutions toothless, through which
CSOs called it “dangerous” and “not a punishment
[but] a way to increase corruption” (Transparency
International Ukraine, 2020d). During a high‐level meet‐
ing with Ukrainian PM Shmygal, EU High Commissioner
for Foreign Affairs Borrell and EU Commissioner for
Neighbourhood and Enlargement Várhelyi argued that
the “law…has several deficiencies and does not pro‐
duce the necessary deterrent and corruption preven‐
tion effect” (European External Action Service, 2020b).
Despite having passed the Rada, it was eventually vetoed
by President Zelensky, as required by the civil society
and Western partners. Hence, once Western donors
intervened together with CSOs, the law was effectively
stopped. As this example shows, VIs might use the repair
process to change details of laws in the legislative pro‐
cess that might seem minor but actually render institu‐
tions ineffective. These details might be so minor that
they remain under the radar of Western donors.

Importantly, at this stage, there were many compet‐
ing draft laws in the parliament, even within a single
party, such as SN (Transparency International Ukraine,
2020c). One of them was Draft Law 4301‐a, from
Oleksandr Dubynskyi. It foresaw the complete exclusion
of judges from the law on corruption, hence also from
the asset declaration obligation. Dubynsky was not only

considered a close ally of the oligarch Kholomoisky, but
closely related to Tupytskyi, as the head of the CCU is
officially residing in a mansion owned by businessman
Serhiy Levchenko, whom himself ran for an SN man‐
date during the local elections with the explicit backing
of Dubynsky (Sorokin, 2020). This additionally demon‐
strates the different connections and informal alliances
across branches of power and party lines. It also high‐
lights the attempt by VIs to make use of internal divi‐
sions in the parliament during times of a weakened exec‐
utive to push for different draft laws that would suit
their interests. Knowing of these divisions, they might
use their own informal leverage to push for amendments
and exclusion in laws during the “repair process.”

Finally, however, all draft laws foreseeing a soft‐
ening of the previous asset declaration system failed
to pass the necessary legislative process. The propos‐
als endorsed by many CSOs managed to get through
(Transparency International Ukraine, 2020b). The origi‐
nal asset declaration system with criminal liability and
other provisions on the functioning of the NACP was
therefore reinstalled in December 2020 by passing Law
No. 4470 and Law No. 4471, respectively. Shortly after,
the EU announced the disbursement of €600 million in
financial aid to Ukraine as part of an emergency pack‐
age (European External Action Service, 2020a). Although
the Memorandum of Understanding was already rati‐
fied in mid‐September 2020, the dispersion was only
allowed to happen after Ukraine continued its engage‐
ment, for which the reversal of the NACP setback was
crucial. Subsequently, in a press briefing in January 2021,
the IMF confirmed that it had resumed its virtual mission
to Ukraine in December 2020 and therefore proceeded
with the review (IMF, 2021b).

4.2.2. National Anticorruption Bureau Case

However, although the NACP case was resolved, a broad
parliamentary front worked on amending the law on
NABU, officially under the banner of making it align
with the constitution. In February 2021, the parliament
pushed for Draft Law 5070 right after an unsuccessful
negotiation round with the IMF. It would provide the
CoM with unprecedented powers over this agency to
select and remove its head as well as create uncertainty
over the legality of the existing leadership. Hence, this
would have brought opportunities for VIs to take over
this agency. As one former EU advisor in Kyiv noted,
the interaction with CSOs to prevent such a scenario
was paramount:

There were many different attempts to undermine
NABU. There was a law by which the parliament
would select the chairman of NABU. So, if this law
goes undetected, they might quickly adopt it and
then it’s too late. Once a law has been adopted
it is hard to intervene again….So, in these cases,
they [the CSOs] would say that there is a law in

Politics and Governance, 2023, Volume 11, Issue 1, Pages 5–15 11

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


the pipeline. Please intervene to have it stopped.
(Interview with Henrik Larsen, former EU advisor to
Kyiv, November 2021).

With respect to the interaction between CSOs and inter‐
national donors, one Ukrainian representative noted
further:

[The exchange is] very regular. There are different
groups dealing with the rule of law, donors, or anti‐
corruption institutions. There are even groups for
each specific anti‐corruption institution or for the
Ministry of Justice….There can be weekly, monthly, or
quarterly meetings. But quite often, they are in con‐
stant contact. (Interview with Iryna Fedets, Institute
for Economic Research and Policy Consulting Kyiv,
November 2021)

Right after the draft law was published, Justice Minister
Malyuska admitted that it was “not agreed with the
IMF…and we will pass the law only after obtaining
approval from the IMF” (Concorde Capital, 2021). Such
a law, in any case, would go against the basic provi‐
sions in the standing agreement that highlight the “inde‐
pendence and effectiveness of Ukraine’s anti‐corruption
infrastructure [as] the requirement under the current
IMF support programme on the status of which discus‐
sions continue” (IMF, 2021c). CSOs repeatedly and pub‐
licly warned against, and therefore also during these
“constant contacts,” passing Law 5070 (Transparency
International Ukraine, 2021a). It was eventually dropped,
and Draft Law 5459 was introduced, which guaranteed
the legality of the existing leadership of NABU, hence
leaving no possibility to remove its staff sooner. However,
it foresaw the selection procedure for the new head
to be conducted by a president‐led body and the CoM.
Although seen as a step forward, this dependence on the
executive and the incumbentwas still widely criticised by
CSOs (Transparency International Ukraine, 2021a).

The final law in this respect was Law No. 5459–1,
which passed the Rada on 19 October 2021. It legally
strengthened the agency and transferred the selection
procedure from the president to a committee consist‐
ing of three delegates from the CoM and three experts
selected by Ukraine’s international partners, giving the
latter real influence over this agency to safeguard its
independence. This law was endorsed by CSOs, whilst
the EU explicitly urged Ukraine to pass it earlier, and the
IMF later praised this decision (“EU calls on Rada to adopt
bill on NABU status,” 2021). Just one day before pass‐
ing the law, the IMF announced that it had reached a
staff‐level agreement with Ukraine, which will have been
an important precondition for it (IMF, 2021a).

5. Conclusion

Besides historical legacies, the domestic and foreign
incentive structure in Ukraine is a result of its geopoliti‐

cal role, regional divisions, and political decisions. That is,
despite some historical commonalities, it differs notice‐
ably from autocratic post‐Soviet countries like Russia.
Rather, parallels of this system have been drawn by dif‐
ferent authors regarding, e.g., Kenya (Hale, 2015; Way,
2021). This work, therefore, paves the way for further
comparative inquiries on backsliding. In accordance with
theoretical studies, it highlights the importance of the
coalitional approach and the relative power balance of
actors to understand backsliding. It proposes a causal
mechanism in which due to the relatively high degree
of competition, the attempts to backslide can be con‐
ducted by different actors not falling under the system of
checks and balances of both formal politics andWestern
leverage. They nevertheless yield significant control over
parts of the state and might initiate backsliding in times
when divisions within the ruling coalition and/or a weak‐
ening of the executive appear. This stands in contrast to
the usual angle of the executive as the backsliding actor
observed inmuch of the literature and underlines the rel‐
evance of this alternative focus.

Actors in this ruling coalition who can formally fight
back backsliding attempts, such as the executive or
other branches of the state, are also partly controlled
by VIs but dependent on Western support. As such, they
might be forced to fight back due to constraints stem‐
ming from international dependencies and their corre‐
sponding incentive structure. However, in the process,
they might seize the opportunity and build provisions to
increase their own relative power. These alterations are
so fine that they might easily end up under the radar
of Western donors when operating alone. At this stage,
groups that initiated backsliding in the very beginning
might also seek to build in concessions as seen in the
“compromise” draft laws, highlighting the cross‐party
coalition building and influence of VIs.

It is then the task of CSOs, quickly navigating in and
possessing profound knowledge of the local context to
signal such attempts to international donors which effec‐
tively use their financial and political leverage to prevent
using institutional eruptions for the benefit of these VIs.
In accordance with theoretical elaborations, where inter‐
national donors abstain from doing so or even factually
accept the situation, such as in the controversial case
of laying off the head of the CCU, CSOs alone are too
weak to break through with their postulates. This arti‐
cle highlights through this the deficiencies of the state
of democracy and the subsequent distance of the citi‐
zenry in a state capture regime, whereas a coalition of
Western actors and local CSOs, which does not have a
democratic mandate by the Ukrainian people, is neces‐
sary to safeguard institutional independence and good
governance reforms against coalitions of actors that are
nominally obliged to it by their popular mandate.

However, it also shows the potential for long‐term
alterations. Just as the influence of the EU and CSOs
together might be enough to prevent backsliding, but
falling short of facilitating a democratic breakthrough
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today, there is room for optimism in the current con‐
text: In the case of many CEE countries, the “prospect
of [EU] membership has been both credible and attrac‐
tive enough that the EU might even be considered a
potential ‘external base’ for alternative power pyramids
in patronalistic countries” (Hale, 2015, p. 458). As the
Russian vector, on which most of the anti‐reformist
forces relied, is effectively dead due to the Russian inva‐
sion, the leverage of the EU is growing relatively stronger.
Although it is too early to predict what post‐war Ukraine
will look like, a serious commitment to the membership
perspective by the EU might alter the incentive struc‐
ture irreversibly and potentially lead to a break‐up of
these dynamic anti‐reform coalitions and therefore pave
the way for a democratic breakthrough, as seen in other
places in Europe and the world.
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1. Introduction

The impact of democratic backsliding on civil society
has lately gained considerable interest in political sci‐
ence and political sociology. Some refer to these pro‐
cesses as “shrinking,” or “closing” space, in which the
legal and political environment for civil society organi‐
sations (CSOs) is increasingly hostile (Carothers, 2016;
Pospieszna & Pietrzyk‐Reeves, 2022). The “shrinking
space” phenomenon was originally observed in autoc‐
racies (Dupuy et al., 2016), but similar tendencies have
recently been identified in established democracies
(Bolleyer, 2021). Our article focuses on Hungary, which

is a clear case of de‐democratisation and has been
considered the first undemocratic country within the
European Union (Bogaards, 2018; Bozóki & Hegedűs,
2018; Delbois‐Corfield, 2022).

Without a doubt, the relationship between the state
and civil society ismore restrictive in hybrid regimes than
in established democracies. Although the state aims to
control civil society in these regimes (see Lorch & Bunk,
2017) rather than enabling citizens’ participation, empiri‐
cal research has pointed to diversemeans throughwhich
control is exercised. The state applies a repertoire rang‐
ing from repression and exclusion to co‐optation, and
the response of CSOs also varies from exit strategies to
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various means of resistance (Toepler et al., 2020). In this
article, we assume that the relationship between the
state and civil society actors differs by sector, reflecting
the given sector’s political importance to the state. For
example, while human rights organisations (HROs) are
being attacked and excluded by the state, in the case of
other sectors that comprise less politically inclined organ‐
isations or are working on issues more paradoxical for
the government, the relationship is more complex.

Therefore, our research focus is on the complexity
of relationships between the state and civil society in a
hybrid regime. We show that the state applies varying
strategies to gain control over civil society, and that, in
turn, CSOs’ possible responses are strongly influenced
by these strategies. To examine the diversity of this rela‐
tionship, we discuss the changes that have taken place in
three crucial CSO sectors in Hungary, which have devel‐
oped diverse paths: (a) HROs, (b) environmental protec‐
tion organisations, and (c) women’s organisations.

To define the relationship between the state and
CSOs, we apply the concept of “political opportunity
structures” (POS), understood as access to decision‐
making mechanisms. POS are usually understood as a
characteristic of the national level (della Porta, 2013).
In this article, we further nuance the concept of POS
when we apply it to the sectors and issues of civil soci‐
ety actors.

In the case selection, we aimed to discuss the vary‐
ing opportunities for different sectors of civil society.
The human rights sector is included as a “benchmark.”
Human rights and democracy promotion organisations
are themain targets of attack by autocratic governments
(e.g., CIVICUS Monitor, 2022; Donáth, 2021). In Hungary
as well, these organisations were immediately placed on
the frontline when attacks on civil society started (see
Torma, 2016).

Our second case, the Hungarian environmental sec‐
tor, has always been considered well‐organised (Petrova
& Tarrow, 2007), however, after 2010, it was hard
hit by the disintegration of its institutional framework.
Recently, with the international rise of environmental
and climate issues, the government claims to be the true
bearer of environmentalism. Despite the state’s increas‐
ing attention, the sector has not been polarised.

Similar to HROs, since the mid‐2010s some femi‐
nist organisations have also been attacked by the gov‐
ernment. The family has been a main issue for succes‐
sive Orbán governments, while more recently gender
equality and women’s rights have been highly contested.
Organisations in this sector have been deeply polarised
according to divisive governmental strategies; conse‐
quently, now they are important actors either as ene‐
mies or allies of the government (Szikra et al., 2020).

In our study, we compare POS for civil society actors
in Hungary in the three fields and examine the responses
of organisations in the different sectors. We analyse how
CSO strategies differ based on POS. We have found that
the most radical exit strategies are more frequent in

the environmental and human rights sectors.Meanwhile,
CSOs in the women’s and family sectors have witnessed
the emergence of parallel structures and mechanisms
of co‐optation. To explore governmental strategies, we
review institutional changes relevant to each sector
based on desk research, the qualitative analysis of gov‐
ernmental statements, and legal and policy documents.
Our research uses semi‐structured interviewswith repre‐
sentatives of CSOs and movements. Between 2016 and
2020, we conducted a total of 40 interviews: 10 with
HROs, 10 with environmental organisations and move‐
ments, and 20 in the field of women’s and family organi‐
sations. All the HROs are registered, and most of them
were established before 2010. The HROs interviewed
deal with a range of issues, including LGBTQ rights, free‐
dom of speech, the media, corruption, and the rights
of the Roma minority and immigrants. Environmental
civil society actors include both formal organisations
and informal movements, including a variety of actors
ranging from conservationists through the renewable
sector to local activists. Besides professional and advo‐
cacy issues, the formalised organisations in our sample
have been involved in political and movement activi‐
ties as well. In addition, we have interviewed activists
from loose networks or non‐institutional groups, which
in the past years have been engaged in local environmen‐
tal activism.

Since the sector dealingwithwomenand the family is
where the government has promoted a shift in focus, we
interviewed women’s rights and feminist organisations,
family organisations, and both anti‐ and pro‐government
actors and a far‐right organisation. Most civil society
actors in our sample are registered, but we also included
a social movement and an informal expert network pro‐
moting traditional values.

We first review the reasons why governments driv‐
ing democratic backsliding seek to increase their control
over civil society rather than destroy it. Second, we argue
that government strategies and CSO responses are highly
dependent on the perceived POS. Finally, we show that,
accordingly, the repertoires of co‐optation or exclusion
might vary from subfield to subfield.

2. The Relationship Between the State and Civil Society
Under Democratic Backsliding

By civil society, we understand both informal and legally
constituted associations or voluntary organisations with
non‐governmental and non‐economic objectives, which
aim to produce public goods or to change society
through collective action (Anheier, 2004; Diani, 2015).
Accordingly, a diverse pool of organisations is consid‐
ered in this study, including social movements, associa‐
tions, and foundations with diverse activities and aims.
Traditionally, civil society is considered as contributing to
democratisation and government control, as a key driver
of political competition (Cohen & Arato, 1992; Edwards,
2009; Merkel, 2004). Perceiving civil society as a source
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of competition and control would imply that autocratic
governments intend to destroy civil society. However,
research on civil society in autocratic regimes shows that
this is hardly the case (Lewis, 2013; VonDoepp, 2019).
Regarding their functions, Lewis (2013) and Lorch and
Bunk (2017) identify three political benefits of the exis‐
tence of civil society to autocratic regimes:

1. Most hybrid/backsliding regimes usually want to
present themselves as democratic. Naturally, they
try to prevent the development of a strong critical
civil society, but they might allow the operation of
some critical organisations.

2. Although consultation mechanisms are weak,
CSOs can still be seen as a limited feedbackmecha‐
nism and sometimes “can strengthen the legitima‐
tion discourse of authoritarian regimes” (Lorch &
Bunk, 2017, p. 6).

3. Even in autocratic regimes, civil society provides
marginalised groupswith themeans and resources
of representation (Lewis, 2013).

Civil society functions as an important arena of social
integration and socialisation processes, both in demo‐
cratic and non‐democratic regimes, that crosscuts social
strata and enables communication between different
social groups, and nurtures different types of solidar‐
ity (Chambers & Kopstein, 2001; Cohen & Arato, 1992).
It is also a terrain of political activities, framing, mobilisa‐
tion, and thus, mediation between the state and society
(della Porta, 2020). At large, through its discursive and
mobilisation potential, civil society is an arena where the
concept of the political community, the ingroup, and the
outgroup might be defined (Alexander, 2006).

In addition, civil society has an important governance
potential. It provides services and has an impact on
policies (VonDoepp, 2019). Through their potential out‐
reach to local communities and their flexibility, CSOs
are often seen as an effective and democratic way of
planning and implementing governmental programmes
(Gerometta et al., 2005; Smismans, 2008). In authori‐
tarian settings, however, the service provider aspect of
CSOs is strengthened, contributing to the stability of the
regime via legitimising outputs (Lorch & Bunk, 2017).

Some studies point out the emancipatory poten‐
tial in the newly opening opportunities for both states
and civil society—like the “Europeanisation” project for
Serbia and the different CSOs (Fagan & Wunsch, 2019).
However, this process could also result in the subversion
of EU rules andmay strengthen authoritarianism in these
countries (Fagan & Wunsch, 2019). This has been very
much the case in Hungary, as will be presented below.

2.1. Governmental Strategies and Civil Society
Organisations’ Reactions

To capture the range of government strategies, we
apply the concept of POS, the access to decision‐making

processes, i.e., the official channels of social dialogue,
the access point to power through the administration,
or coalition partners (della Porta, 2013; Kriesi, 2004).
We consider POS open when actors outside the ruling
party and government bodies can easily participate in
decision‐making, e.g., channels of social dialogue and
inclusion are in place and processes of participation are
cultivated. In contrast, opportunity structures are closed
when it is difficult or impossible to participate in decision‐
making processes.

Although the concept of POS is usually understood
on the national level, some case studies apply it on the
regional, local, or issue level as well (Garbaye, 2004;
Hooghe, 2005). For Hungary, we focus on sectoral‐level
opportunity structures. We examine the openness of
sector‐level POS by considering existing institutions and
channels for dialogue between CSOs and governmen‐
tal institutions. In the institutional setting, we empha‐
sise what level of the government is represented at the
issue, and how issue‐specific governmental institutions
have changed.

Weargue that although in an emerging hybrid regime
the general tendency is for POS to be closing, there
are variations within this general tendency. Even though
many of the previously existing institutionalised chan‐
nels of social dialogue and inclusion have been closed in
the past decade, CSOs sometimes have certain opportu‐
nities to participate in decision‐making.

POS might also influence the modus operandi of
CSOs. Petrova and Tarrow (2007) contend that in Central
and Eastern Europe, CSOs are more likely to apply
transactional activism, i.e., inter‐organisational networks
and engagement in negotiations, rather than mass‐
mobilisation (participatory activism). On the one hand,
transactional activism leads to the professionalisation of
CSOs, a process resulting in strategic thinking and spe‐
cialised roles in the organisation (Dobbins et al., 2022).

On the other hand, according to the literature on
social movements, the openness of POS leads to an
increase in the frequency of protests, while the closed
nature of the POS promotes the radicalisation of the
instruments used (Caiani & della Porta, 2018). In the
Hungarian case, it seems to be an emerging tendency
that more open opportunity structures promote the
use of negotiated instruments. Closed structures push
actors towards “social movement‐ization” (SMO‐ization)
and more conflictual forms of resistance (della Porta &
Steinhilper, 2021). Thus, paradoxically, closed POS may
lead to the emergence of participatory activism.

3. Changes in Political Opportunity Structures and the
Responses of Human Rights, Environmental, and
Women’s Organisations After 2010

3.1. Human Rights Organisations

National‐level processes of closing space have directly
affected HROs. Since 2010, when the currently governing
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Fidesz won a two‐thirds majority in parliament, it has
issued restrictive legislation for the registration and oper‐
ation of CSOs. It has also deconstructed the previously
existing channels of social dialogue, such as the National
Reconciliation Council (Arató & Mikecz, 2015). After
2010, the gradually developing dialogue between CSOs
and the government took a backward turn. Interviewees
reported that while prior to 2010 the government had
usually sent draft legislation to HROs and responded to
their expert opinion, this practice gradually faded away
after 2010. Openly available funding programmes have
been curtailed (Sebestény, 2016), and public harassment
of human rights and other critical organisations is fre‐
quent (Kopper et al., 2017). Overall, Fidesz has created
a hostile environment for CSOs.

In the latest report for theUN’s HumanRights Council,
high concerns are raised about dismantling media plural‐
ism and freedom of expression in Hungary, which is cru‐
cial for the work of HROs (Khan, 2021). Media pluralism
has weakened because regulatory bodies now depend
on the government, and ownership structures have been
altered (Polyák, 2019). Last but not least, the government
has attempted to stop the independence of the judiciary
(Chronowski, 2021; European Commission, 2021).

The structure of human rights‐focused state insti‐
tutions has also been substantially altered in Hungary.
Before the 2011 adoption of the current constitution, the
so‐called fundamental law, four parliamentary commis‐
sioners had been working independently of the govern‐
ment: the parliamentary commissioners for civil rights,
for data protection, for the rights of national and eth‐
nic minorities, and the general deputy parliamentary
commissioner. Furthermore, in 2007, a commissioner
for future generations was also appointed. In 2012, due
to centralisation, the ombudsmen’s offices were inte‐
grated into one for the Commissioner for Fundamental
Rights Office (Szabó, 2012)with decreased resources and
personnel and fewer access points to the general pub‐
lic and non‐state institutions. Another important institu‐
tion, the Equal Treatment Authority, was also abolished
in 2021 (Csengery, 2020). Earlier, this institution had
often worked in partnership with HROs and legally han‐
dled complaints regarding discrimination cases based on
ethnicity, gender, or sexual orientation.

According to our interviewees, HROs interpreted the
above processes as the closing of POS. All the more
so because, coupled with institutional changes, their
domestic funds dried out. Therewere twomajor blows in
this respect: transforming state‐led funding in 2012, and
an attack against organisations distributing financial sup‐
port coming from the European Economic Area (EEA) and
Norwegian Civil Fund. The outright offensive affected
most of the critical and grant‐distributing organisations
(Sebestény, 2016; Torma, 2016). HROs also report that
social dialoguewith state partners is increasingly difficult
and has been essentially impossible since 2015.

The above‐mentioned closing of access and fund‐
ing opportunities led to the most prevalent response by

HROs: the exit strategy. Until 2021, this field had lost 40%
of its organisations (KSH, 2021). Although theremight be
other causes behind the decreasing number of organisa‐
tions, e.g., the lack of financial resources after the global
economic crisis (Guasti, 2016), the steady decline since
2010 and sectoral differences (see Gerő & Kerényi, 2020)
suggest that the main reason is to be found in the polit‐
ical environment. Smaller organisations choose to main‐
tain their activities on theminimum level, butmany have
disappeared, such as the former Roma advocacy organ‐
isations. Two types of organisations have been able to
manage this situation relatively well. The more profes‐
sionalised, larger, older organisations, which can attract
international donors and manage large projects, and the
ones established after 2010, which started to apply new
management strategies. They have been able to main‐
tain or even increase their incomes, often running mul‐
tiple, internationally funded projects. Overall, both for
old and new organisations, activities targeting the public,
rather than officials and authorities, have gained a more
important role. As part of this tendency, strategic litiga‐
tions, reports released to the public, and the emphasis
on contact with local communities have gained greater
significance. Crowdsourcing and community financing
are integral parts of fund‐raising strategies. For exam‐
ple, one organisation that relies on international funding
started a regular programme based in local community
centres, in order to popularise their work. The decision
they made was not to run a large project with numerous
road shows but to organise regular events for a smaller
community. The aim is to stabilise their “brand” in this
more specific target group, whosemembersmay, in turn,
help the organisation as individual donors. This tendency
is paired with new strategies like the application of such
managerial tools as strategic planning and the more fre‐
quent use of social media. Overall, we see local activities
aiming to increase the social embeddedness of HROs and
their turning towardsmobilisation and community devel‐
opment as a response to the closing POS.

3.2. Environmental Organisations

Around the great political transition in the 1990s, the envi‐
ronmental issue was essential and even symbolic (Láng‐
Pickvance et al., 1997), resulting in the development of
a fairly strong environmental movement in Hungary. This
sector becameone of the strongest and best organised all
across the country, and its representatives were involved
in the decision‐making processes of environmental issues
and took an active part in the consultation processes in
the field. After 2010, however, major environmental insti‐
tutions were disintegrated or reorganised, and the con‐
sultations stopped. Professional organisations were no
longer invited to participate in the discussions preparing
legislative changes. The role of experts in the environmen‐
tal spherewas gradually dwindling. Consequently, the leg‐
islative and policy changes brought about a sharp turn in
this sector (Buzogány et al., 2022).
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Among the first changes, in 2010, the Ministry
of Environment was incorporated into the Ministry of
Agriculture, its staff was reduced, and its budget was
drastically cut. The functions belonging to the Ministry
of Environment were dispersed between various offices
and ministries. With the closing of the autonomous
Ministry, the funds available for the civil sphere had to
be divided between different sectors. During the pan‐
demic, the Ministry of Agriculture withdrew the already
very limited funding available for applications in the
environmental sector (approximately €200,000 annu‐
ally). The attacks against organisations distributing and
receiving financial support from the EEA/Norwegian Civil
Fund, therefore, had a dramatic effect on environmental
organisations (Torma, 2016).

Shortly after the reorganisation of the Ministry, the
institution of the independentOmbudsman for the rights
of future generations was integrated into the Office of
the Commissioner for Fundamental Rights. In parallel
with the institutional changes, the sector lost a signifi‐
cant potential ally: LMP, the green party, which entered
the parliament in 2010, was built on the Hungarian envi‐
ronmental movement, but under the two‐thirds Fidesz
supermajority their scope for making politics was largely
limited to street politics (Buzogány, 2015), thus the party
has weakened considerably. In summary, the above‐
described essential changes have negatively affected the
structure and the possibilities of the environmental sec‐
tor, including both themore established actors and grass‐
roots organisations. Accordingly, the POS for the envi‐
ronmental sphere also started to close after 2010. Even
though in some areas the POS may seem more open
than inmore democratic Czechia (Horváthová&Dobbins,
2019), the government leaves no space for consultations
with civil society experts.

Another difference compared to the HROs is that
despite the closing POS, the number of environmental
organisations has not been shrinking. On the contrary, it
actually increased between 2010 and 2014 (from 1,768
to 2,112) and decreased moderately after 2014 (KSH,
2021). This development may be due to the rising pop‐
ularity of environmentalism and its rising political impor‐
tance, as well as the increasing funding opportunities for
environmental projects. While it is difficult to trace the
number of organisations affected by the changes, the
field was undoubtedly hard hit by cuts in funding, i.e.,
the closing of the EEA grants, causing a serious lack of
resources for environmental NGOs.

One typical response of CSOs in this field is the emer‐
gence of new, non‐political, non‐critical organisations
that either provide services or engage in non‐political
activities, such as ecological kindergartens, the green‐
ing of schoolyards, or garbage collection. Other organisa‐
tions are explicitly pro‐government. A good example is an
organisation initiated by the then‐president of Hungary.
Another influential NGO representative is a member of
the Fidesz party. The two often appear as the govern‐
ment’s consultation partners in environmental issues.

And while the channels for genuine consultation
negotiations were blocked, in 2021 the government initi‐
ated a consultation on environmental protection, using
an online questionnaire. Since 2010, the government
has launched a series of “national consultations,” a form
of direct marketing campaign in which highly didactic
and manipulative questions are posed to citizens, with
the goal to demonstrate their popular legitimation (see
Bocskor, 2018). This consultation was different, the ques‐
tions were more professionally phrased, but clearly the
government had no interest in reaching citizens. Yet,
the government communicated a “consultation” with
70,000 citizens, which was the number of respondents.
The government’s public communication went as far as
to state in the campaign that, “unlike the left wing,” it
was the true bearer of the environmental issue. This fea‐
ture of Fidesz communication has beenwitnessed also in
local issues. For instance, during the protest against the
construction of buildings in the Budapest City Park, the
government‐backed investor City Park Ltd. company cam‐
paigned in the area by claiming that it was taking care
of the park and the environment, and organised polls
among local citizens.

We have also seen examples of exit strategies in the
field by previously active CSOs who have moved towards
the SMO field. There is an increasingly popular local
movement whose activists reported in our interviews
that they do not request funds from the city council
or any national agencies to avoid any political partner‐
ship. Instead, they build up strategies to support them‐
selves through market enterprises to reach their “true
civilian” goals by withdrawing from both the state and
the civil sphere in its traditional sense. On the other hand,
the opposite, radicalising strategy can also be observed.
Some CSOs previously engaged in professional activities
have explicitly initiated political acts. For example, a civil
network called Civilization was initiated by a large organ‐
isation attacked by the government as a key actor in the
former Norwegian Fund distribution. Labelled as “ene‐
mies” of the government, many of its members claim to
have been pushed into the field of politics by the series
of attacks on the field. The initiative organised protest
actions and was successful in organising against the bill
to monitor NGOs with reasonable foreign funding.

Overall, with the state’s co‐optation strategies and
despite the closing opportunities, the environmental sec‐
tor survives by switching strategies, SMO‐isation, and the
earlier noted transactional activism as a massive tool for
environmentalists in Hungary.

3.3. Women’s Organisations

In line with its increasingly harsh anti‐gender narrative
and the parallel pro‐traditional family discourse and
policies, the Hungarian government has been engaged
in a Janus‐faced strategy with civil society actors in
the field of women’s issues. Our research shows that
the state has effectively deepened the gap between
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feminist and conservative actors by harshly attacking
the former, and overly promoting the latter. The attacks
against civil society groups dealing with women’s rights
and gender equality started in 2012 with an article
in the government‐friendly weekly Heti Válasz that
listed “Soros‐related” organisations. Hostile actions con‐
tinued in 2016, using administrative means like audits
by the Government Control Office and the National Tax
and Customs Administration, alongside disputes over
allegedly misusing the EEA/Norwegian grants. Although
the audits did not find any sign of fraud, they exhausted
all the energy and administrative capacities of feminist
civil society actors. Moreover, these organisations have
been de facto excluded from state funding, as the fram‐
ing of calls defined clear normative expectations serving
the goals of the “family‐mainstreaming” discourse, such
as strengthening the values of marriage and the family.

Meanwhile, moderate conservative organisations
whose ideological orientation is close to the govern‐
ment’s, have been embraced through strategic coali‐
tions, policy influence opportunities, and unprecedented
amounts of state funding. However, not all conserva‐
tive organisations received funding (Fejős & Neményi,
2020). The organisations enjoying support include some
long existing and a few recently founded ones that pro‐
mote as their ideal the traditional, white, heterosexual
“healthy” family raising at least two children. The fund‐
ing opportunities were manifold: Those closest to the
government received normative funding from the cen‐
tral state budget (strategic partnership with a large‐
families organisation), and others received regular fund‐
ing from the State Secretariat for Family Affairs within
the Ministry for National Resources (Ministry for Family
Affairs between 2019 and 2022), and grants from the
Fund of National Cooperation, the only open state fund
for CSOs. The largest amounts were handed out directly,
without open calls or a transparent granting process.

Since 2010, the position of women’s affairs within
governmental structures has been drastically down‐
graded and placed in a small unit, consisting of no
more than a few civil servants working under the
State Secretariat of Family Affairs. In the same way
as in the other two sectors, the Fidesz administration
eroded formal consultations with women’s organisa‐
tions. The Women’s Rights Thematic Group chaired by
the State Secretary of Family and Youth Affairs within the
Ministry for National Resourcesmeets twice a year and is
the only channel through which women’s organisations
have direct and official access to the government and pol‐
icymaking. Organisations have a right to propose issues
for the agenda and comment on what they hear, but
they have no right to discuss proposals, vote on, or veto
them. In practice, this means that the government pre‐
tends to engage in consultations with women’s groups,
while there is no real consultation to enable the voic‐
ing of plural interests and to allow them to influence
policies. Meanwhile, traditionalist organisations that are
alliedwith the state have established strong informal con‐

tacts with the Ministry. They receive up‐to‐date infor‐
mation about policy proposals and are invited to con‐
sultations and events where government programmes
are launched and have their brochures distributed in the
Ministry. These organisations provide legitimacy to the
government’s traditionalist agenda concerning women
and families while receiving both symbolic and material
promotion from the state.

Depending on where organisations found them‐
selves in terms of the embracing and excluding strategy
of the state, their responses also differed greatly. Our
research has revealed that due to the divisive state strat‐
egy, women’s organisations are effectively split in two:
those loyal to the government and others that are criti‐
cal of it.We found that the connections between the two
sides have practically disappeared, which is unlike the
pre‐2010 period when they occasionally joined forces on
certain issues concerningwomen (Fábián, 2009). Despite
their nearly complete lack of access to governmental
circles, most feminist actors report that some of their
important ideas and programmes have been taken up
and fulfilled by the Fidesz governments. This means
that ideas elaborated by civil society actors are imple‐
mented by the government without giving them credit
and/or involving them in the planning or implementa‐
tion of related programmes. As the head of one of the
organisations working for work–life balance says, her
plans to offer career training to mothers in local service
centres landed on the table of the government via a
local Fidesz politician running a related NGO, however,
she was explicitly banned from taking part in planning
and implementation.

In sum, since 2010, the Fidesz government has
opened POS for traditionalist women’s organisations,
while completely closing down for advocates of women’s
rights. As families and gender equality have been cen‐
tral to the Fidesz political agenda, the state utilises the
resources, connections, and knowledge of conservative
women’s organisations to achieve and legitimise its aims.
Meanwhile, the government has directly attacked fem‐
inist organisations on a discursive and administrative
level and has effectively excluded them from financing
and policymaking. Organisations have reacted in various
ways, including a radical downscaling of their activities,
the creative renewal of fundraising strategies, and the
radical reformulation of claims.

4. Civil Society Actors’ Responses

Our research has revealed different forms of responses
of Hungarian CSOs to the varying extent of shrinking POS
in the three sectors scrutinised. They range from the
extinction of certain actors to an ever‐closer relationship
with the state.

Exit strategies are applied when organisations can no
longer fulfil their goals in the formof a CSO,mostly due to
the drying up of financial resources. In the most radical
cases, some organisations had to completely terminate

Politics and Governance, 2023, Volume 11, Issue 1, Pages 16–27 21

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


their operation. This was particularly the case for small
organisations without a stable budget and the capacity
to engage in the bureaucraticmanagement of the EU and
other internationally funded projects in the human rights
sector and the realm of women’s organisations. It should
be added that exit strategies are sometimes temporary.
Organisations first minimise their activities, trying to sur‐
vive as registered but sleeping organisations that do not
act continuously but can resume their activity when cir‐
cumstances change.

A less radical response to the shrinking POS is the
strategy of abeyance, i.e., withdrawal from political
activism, while actors still maintain the organisation
based on small reserves and a drastically reduced staff
(Taylor, 2013). This was particularly present among fem‐
inist actors as they moved towards academia, maintain‐
ing their organisations through occasional workshops on
specific issues.

Another exit strategy is changing the organisation’s
legal form. Some, especially in the environmental and
women’s rights sectors, ceased to operate as registered
organisations or withdrew from the civil sphere, estab‐
lishing small enterprises instead. The main motivation
is to finance their activities based on market revenue,
rather than from the local or national government’s pub‐
lic support, as that would result in dependency on polit‐
ical actors. In both fields, activists have opened private
enterprises (e.g., restaurants or shops) to finance their
activities, as they have found that the market is a safer
and more open space than civil society.

Professionalisation is a characteristic of larger
and older independent organisations that have bet‐
ter chances of surviving because they can diversify
resources. Often, government attacks even facilitated
their access to new financial resources because intensi‐
fied public attention helped them secure foreign grants
or collect more microdonations. Before the mid‐2010s,
in the human rights sector, it was common to rely on
one donor for at least 50% of the budget. In a few years,
the share of a single donor in organisations’ revenues
dropped significantly (Gerő et al., 2020).Women’s organ‐
isations dealing with body politics (reproductive rights,
LGBTQ issues, or domestic violence) occasionally man‐
aged to find new international donors.

As part of the professionalisation process, espe‐
cially HROs introduce new managerial and communica‐
tion techniques to counteract governmental attacks and
increase their visibility and popularity, which also implies
introducingmore strategic thinking about activities, com‐
munication, and fundraising.

SMO‐isation and community organising aim to
(re‐)engage with the local population or seek specific
target groups. Especially environmental and HROs sup‐
port or even organise campaigns and protest activities.
Among women’s organisations, we have observed the
launching of new and often informal civil society groups,
and the return to grassroots activism. Community organ‐
ising has been increasingly important in all three sec‐

tors. Rather than direct political protest, these activities
establish long‐term commitments to one specific com‐
munity to empower it. SMO‐isation is also connected
to organisations’ new fundraising strategies, applying
more crowdfunding or seeking individual donors and
emphasising campaigns to collect 1% of people’s per‐
sonal income tax designated to CSOs.

Mainstreaming of issues and forming new alliances
and transactional activism are due to the increasing
politicisation of issues, especially in women’s rights
organisations. We have identified this phenomenon as
“protest mainstreaming,” i.e., coalition building with
organisations and private actors that had previously no
interest in furthering gender equality (Szikra & Vajda,
2020). For instance, a feminist organisation successfully
included a gender component in a large multi‐actor
project that engaged with corruption and poverty. Also,
LGBTQ actors often found more support than earlier,
even cooperation with corporate actors in a hostile polit‐
ical environment. Recently, climate change has evidently
emerged as one of the main issues.

GONGO‐ization is a consequence of engaging in
strategic partnerships and receiving excessive funding
from the state (Szikra et al., 2020). Some conservative
CSOsopenly promote the government’s family policy pro‐
grammes and even harmonise their communicationwith
that of the government. In the case of an organisation
that strived for supporting childbearing and families, we
found that generous funding enabled them to launch
new programmes, create fancy web pages, employ staff,
and rent spacious offices. This boost was especially
notable during the Covid‐19 lockdowns when the organi‐
sation could quickly and efficientlymobilise to help (over‐
whelmingly wealthy) families (see also Fejős, 2022).

Finally, there is support as an outsider: There are
movements and actors, especially concerning gender
issues, that have no official relationship with the gov‐
ernment but are pleased to see that the government is
implementing their traditionalist ideas. Thus, even if they
enjoy no official support from the government, they will
openly endorse its policies.

Figure 1 summarises the most typical impact of dif‐
ferent types of (closed) POS on the responses of CSOs.
Our main argument is that autocratic states seize con‐
trol over civil society using various tools. Thus, although
POS is generally closed, this closure is exercised in sev‐
eral ways: The total closure of POS involves restrictive
legislation and harassment of CSOs, which triggers the
termination of operation, SMO‐ization, and profession‐
alisation of already large organisations. A more silent
way of closing POS, i.e., the gradual disintegration of
institutions relevant to a sector might lead to less rad‐
ical exit strategies and SMO‐ization, while the open
division of the institutional and public space to “ene‐
mies” and “friends” leads to different results for CSOs
critical of and loyal to the government. Critical organ‐
isations might experience a total closure of POS, con‐
sequently engaging in SMO‐ization, or exit strategies,
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Figure 1. Types of closed POS and typical civil society organisation’s responses.

while loyal organisations perceive a relatively open envi‐
ronment leading to increasing closeness to the govern‐
ment (GONGO‐zation). The peculiarity of this situation
is that the high politicisation of issues may lead to new
alliances and newly found support for critical organisa‐
tions. Although they are not exclusive categories, the
intersections between POS types and CSO responses in
Figure 1 aim to visualise the most typical responses.

5. Conclusion

In this article, we have analysed how sector‐specific
POS influence the responses of CSOs in a hybrid regime.
For that, we have examined three civil society sectors in
Hungary: human rights, environmental protection, and
women’s and family organisations. The Hungarian con‐
text is peculiar, since Hungary is part of the EU, yet over
the past decade a radical shift has turned the political
system into a hybrid regime. This has affected the land‐
scape for CSOs, resulting in a radically closing space for
civil society, especially since 2014.

To explore the varieties of changes in the context
of different types of organisations, we have used the
concept of sector‐level POS, understood as access to
decision‐making processes. By qualitatively analysing

policy documents, reports of organisations, and inter‐
views with 40 representatives of CSOs, we have exam‐
ined how the institutional setting has changed for the
three sectors, and what the processes of social dialogue
are. We have found that, for HROs, the tendencies are
identical to what the literature on closing space iden‐
tifies. For the environmental sector, we have found a
similar disintegration of institutional reconciliation and
drying up of domestic funds as in the other two sec‐
tors, but with much less public shaming. In this case,
the organisational field is much less destroyed than in
the case of HROs. For women’s and family organisations,
the POS are more diverse. While progressive and femi‐
nist organisations have a similar situation as HROs, CSOs
nurturing more traditional values are co‐opted by the
government. A number of them receive generous fund‐
ing and have the opportunity to influence public policies,
especially family policies. This happens through ad‐hoc,
non‐formalised discussions, and in a few cases, through
so‐called strategic partnerships. The price is their abso‐
lute loyalty to the government.

Thus, the three variations of POS yield different
strategies, ranging from exit to professionalisation, and
from accepting co‐optation to applying more conflictual
repertoires. We have identified different exit strategies
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in all three sectors. Professionalisation is more preva‐
lent among HROs and in the field of environmen‐
tal protection. Meanwhile, due to the government’s
all‐embracing family mainstreaming, GONGO‐ization is
frequent among traditionalist family organisations.

We aim to show that a hybrid regime applies vari‐
ous strategies to gain control over civil society. Although
Hungary is a recently developed hybrid regime and
its membership in the EU might prevent the use of
direct aggression and violence against CSOs, the state
repertoire does not differ significantly from what other
hybrid regimes or autocracies apply. Excluding them
from decision‐making, public harassment, and block‐
ing resources are significant tools, but in many cases,
they have a more diverse repertoire, including co‐opting
organisations. About environmentalists, the government
intends to avoid conflicts in issues where they have less
control, such as climate change. The nature of these
strategies profoundly influences the strategic responses
of CSOs: exit, chilling controversial issues, surviving (or
even growing) with the help of international funds, or
trying to engage in more participatory ways of struggle.
In this respect, our results contradict the general social
movement literature: Our research shows that participa‐
tory activism is significantly enhanced by the closing of
opportunity structures.

On the “co‐opted side” of civil society, GONGO‐
ization and support based on ideology, nurturing partic‐
ular solidarities also appear. These strategies are known
from other authoritarian contexts. In other cases, how‐
ever, the de‐democratisation of civil society precedes the
de‐democratisation of the state (Sombatpoonsiri, 2020).
In China, GONGO‐ization happens on amuch larger scale
because of the already limited options organisations
have (Hasmath et al., 2019).

The limitation of our research is that by examining
a small number of organisations it is difficult to tell the
extent the Hungarian government has succeeded in con‐
trolling the entire civil society. Although we suspect that
the changing environment’s influence on civil society is
substantial in other sectors as well, further research on
a systemic level is needed to identify the domestication
and autocratisation of Hungarian civil society, as well
as its potential to counterbalance negative tendencies.
As Hungary is considered the most advanced example
of autocratisation in Europe, our findings may be rele‐
vant in other EU and non‐EU countries, including, for
example, Poland, Bulgaria, theWestern Balkans, or other
steeply autocratising countries on Europe’s peripheries,
like Russia and Turkey. Detailed comparative research
could show the variations of shrinking POS and the strate‐
gies of civil society to survive or strive in other geographic
and economic contexts.
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1. Democratic Backsliding in Central and Eastern
Europe

Despite countries in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE)
having made successful democratic transitions after the
Iron Curtain fell in the 1990s, evidence of a deteriora‐
tion in democracy is observable. In 2004, eight countries
with a post‐socialist transition (Czech Republic, Estonia,
Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia)
joined the EU and sought to become liberal democra‐
cies. Hungary and Poland in particular have since been
accused of not following the rule of law, limiting the
operations of civil society, nongovernmental organisa‐
tions (NGOs) and social movements, and interfering in

the mass media. According to Freedom House analy‐
sis, since 2019 Hungary is the sole EU member state
to be characterised as a hybrid regime, while Poland
is a semi‐consolidated democracy (Smeltzer & Buyon,
2022). Similar results arise from V‐Dem democracy data
where Slovenia, Poland, Slovakia, Czech Republic, and
Lithuania are classified as electoral democracy regimes
and Hungary as an electoral autocracy. The only excep‐
tions are Estonia and Latvia, which are classified as lib‐
eral democracies (Boese et al., 2022). The deterioration
of democracy is seen almost across the whole region,
having in the last two years also become more pro‐
nounced in Slovenia, which was previously considered
a democratic‐transition success story. Larger regional
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differences are noted in the robustness of civil society
where the V‐Dem core civil society index for Estonia,
Latvia, and the Czech Republic is 0.9 or higher on a scale
from 0 to 1, for Slovakia 0.82, Slovenia 0.74, and Poland
0.69. Once again, Hungary has the lowest score (0.44) in
the region (Boese et al., 2022).

The illiberal and anti‐democratic practices emerging
in CEE often target and hinder the activities of OIs in the
various countries there. All at once, the available oppor‐
tunity structures are shrinking while political issues
important for OIs are appearing on the agenda. The gov‐
erning elite in countries seeing a deterioration of democ‐
racy attempts to weaken OIs, thwart their ability to influ‐
ence, limit their opportunities to participate in the pol‐
icy process and represent their members, and under‐
mine watchdogs (Pospieszna & Vetulani‐Cęgiel, 2021).
Yet, undemocratic governments do not address all OIs
equally. While seeking to maintain the appearance of a
democracy, their attacks are often only directed at par‐
ticular groups either critical of the government or that
represent interests ideologically distant from the politi‐
cal party in power. The closure of the civic space is thus
selective (Roggeband & Krizsan, 2021).

Still, a vibrant civic culture and civil society add
to the quality of democracy and citizen representation
(De Tocqueville, 1840; Lijphart, 1984) and is a sign of a
“healthy” democracy (Pietrzyk‐Reeves, 2008). OIs help
link the citizens with the government, transmit infor‐
mation from citizens and the public to decision‐makers,
and represent citizens and their voices (Carmin, 2010;
Levin‐Waldman, 2012), while also keeping the govern‐
ment politically accountable. A vibrant civil society pos‐
itively impacts democracy in various ways, even though
the benefits of policy representation are limited to the
particular issue domain of an OI (Rasmussen & Reher,
2019). The level of citizens’ involvement in OIs and the
functioning of the system of OIs may thus be seen as a
relevant indicator of a functioning democracy (Novak &
Hafner‐Fink, 2015).

Nevertheless, the democratic deterioration in CEE
has not produced a paralysis of OIs since they are still
actively defending their views and positions. In some
ways, over the 18‐year democratic decline in CEE OIs
have become more vibrant and are promoting the
civic participation of citizens (Smeltzer & Buyon, 2022).
Different strategies such as indirect strategies, network‐
ing with similar organisations from abroad, and coop‐
eration between OIs are used to cope with backsliding
to maintain involvement in policymaking (Pospieszna &
Vetulani‐Cęgiel, 2021).

The focus of this article is on how the introduced pol‐
icy changes and practices in the direction of an authori‐
tarian regime have influenced OIs. While Slovenia’s exit
from the transition period is a success story, the finan‐
cial crises it experienced have created increasing polit‐
ical division and distrust in political institutions and
democratic arrangements leading to the alternation of
centre‐left and right coalition governments and the suc‐

cess of newly established parties (Krašovec & Lajh, 2021).
We analyse particularly how between March 2020 and
April 2022 the former populist right‐wing Slovenian gov‐
ernmentmade changes that have led to democratic back‐
sliding.While especially someOIs on one hand lost finan‐
cial support, their image in the public dropped and their
policymaking involvement became more difficult while,
on the other hand, their activities were strengthened
by protest activities, used media strategies, the form‐
ing of a coalition of the OIs—the Glas ljudstva (Voice
of the People)—and policy changes achieved through
opportunity structures and increasing political partici‐
pation at elections. At the same time, we argue that
the characteristics of the population of OIs in Slovenia
enabled them to deal with the new challenges quite suc‐
cessfully since they show low levels of competition and
mortality anxiety. Despite the deterioration of democ‐
racy, OIs have maintained their capacity to mobilise and
remain strong (Pospieszna & Vetulani‐Cęgiel, 2021), but
this could change if the unfavourable conditions con‐
tinue for a longer period. The new government (elected
in April 2022) promises to govern in dialogue with repre‐
sentatives of OIs and stop the autocratisation processes
that emerged over the last two years.

2. Obstruction of Organised Interest Activities
in Slovenia

Slovenia faced the biggest drop in the quality of
its democracy in 2021 according to Freedom House’s
Nations in Transit (Smeltzer & Buyon, 2022), which also
affected OIs. The population of OIs in Slovenia was
acknowledged to be vibrant and well‐developed despite
its low professionalisation, lack of financial and human
resources, and largely voluntary status (Fink‐Hafner et al.,
2015; Novak & Fink‐Hafner, 2019). Around 28,000 NGOs
are active in Slovenia (CNVOS, 2021a) while Slovenian
citizens’ civic participation is comparable to other CEE
countries and higher than in the Western Balkan region
(Novak & Hafner‐Fink, 2015). The large population of OIs
in Slovenia can be seen as reflecting the relatively easy
way new OIs can be registered and established, the tra‐
dition of OIs and voluntary work as well as their pre‐
dominantly voluntary character. For OIs to successfully
function, they need financial resources, access to the
policymaking process, and functioning opportunity struc‐
tures, together with the possibility of expressing their
position. In this section, we focus on how these condi‐
tions have been obstructed during the last two years.

A report on the Sustainability Index of Civil Society
Organisations for Slovenia in 2019 found a stronger advo‐
cacy role of OIs compared to the previous year as they
had succeeded in several advocacy campaigns and their
activities were increasingly present in the media (United
States Agency for International Development [USAID],
2020). However, in March 2020 the change in govern‐
ment from a centre‐left to a populist right‐wing govern‐
ment triggered the deterioration of the conditions for
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the operations of OIs, the health of the civic space, and
the rule of law in quite a short time. Following the resig‐
nation of Prime Minister Marjan Šarec, Janez Janša, the
long‐time leader of the SlovenianDemocratic Party (SDS),
managed to obtain a third mandate to form a govern‐
ment. Janša is one of the most recognisable and expe‐
rienced politicians in Slovenia. He held a visible role dur‐
ing the transition period, has been a member of parlia‐
ment since 1990, the Minister of Defence, three times
prime minister, and led both of Slovenia’s presidencies
of the Council of the EU. His party is the oldest right‐wing
partywith the biggest electorate base. His unpopular pol‐
itics and populist positions have seen especially centre
and left parties refusing to collaborate with him. We can
label the SDS party as being of the political populism
type, which often stresses nationalist beliefs and conser‐
vative positions closer to extreme right‐wing populism
(Fink‐Hafner, 2019).

With the change in government in 2020, the civic
space in Slovenia was soon downgraded from “open”
to “narrowed” by the CIVICUS Monitor. The lower score
for fundamental freedoms and the state of civil society
means that democratic liberties in Slovenia like freedom
of expression, peaceful gathering and association were
violated by the right‐wing government (CNVOS, 2020a).
In the first year of this government, the legal environ‐
ment in which OIs were operating deteriorated. The laws
passed in response to the pandemic were unclear, lead‐
ing to uncertainty and administrative burdens. They
also often contained lasting changes unrelated to the
management of the pandemic. The organisations’ finan‐
cial situation was under pressure as organisations had
fewer opportunities to sell goods/services while simul‐
taneously public funds became less available. The gov‐
ernment was less open to communication, while attacks
on organisations by the prime minister, ministers, and
members of parliament grew (USAID, 2021). Alongside
the Covid‐19 crisis, OIs faced several obstacles created by
the deterioration of democracy. Yet, the crisis alsomeant
the need for OIs to become active increased and intro‐
duced hurdles that encouraged OIs to mobilise. We next
explain how democratic backsliding is evident in the
OIs’ activities.

2.1. Limiting Protests and Demonstrations

Protest actions began already upon the appointment of
the new, populist right‐wing government. These protests
were initially individual, or took place on balconies and
social media, following the closure of the country soon
after Covid‐19 arrived. The partial re‐opening of the
state saw such protest activities move to the city cen‐
tres, persisting in the capital Ljubljana until the April
2022 elections. From the outset of these protests, the
government attempted to silence them (European Civic
Forum, 2021). The protesters were generally tightly con‐
trolled by the police despite the gatherings being peace‐
ful, the Republic Square before the National Assembly

was fenced off, and surveillance and social media tech‐
nologieswere used to track, sanction, and fine protesters
(Kovač, 2020). Police used physical force against and
detained protestors, issued fines, recorded protest activ‐
ities, referred protestors to the state prosecutor’s office
for using the protest slogans “Death to Janša‐ism” (Smrt
janšizmu), and identified individuals who may have
intended to participate in the protests (Petković, 2020a).
Among others, police fined protesters because they
wrote calls for resignation in chalk on the footpath
(Košir, 2020). Fines were given for jumping over pro‐
tection fences and reading the Constitution in front of
the parliament. When the protests included cars due to
the ban on gathering during the epidemic, protesters
were fined for honking. Protesters then began to col‐
lect voluntary contributions for the solidarity payment
of the fines handed out to the protesters (Kosmač,
2020; “Police officers,” 2020). The best‐known case was
when police fined students from the prominent Maribor
Gymnasium who had protested to reopen their school
in violation of the law on infectious diseases and sum‐
moned minors to court (“Sviz and teachers,” 2021).
In October 2021, police also used tear gas and water
cannons at protests, described by many as the use of
excessive force (CNVOS, 2021b). Jaša Jenull, the informal
leader of the Friday Protests, even received a request
to pay EUR 34,340.56 for police security costs for the
peaceful protests when the protestors were reading
the Constitution in Republic Square (Kramberger, 2022).
The police and the government’s attitude showed dis‐
respect for the freedom of assembly. The government
sought to portray the protestors as disobedient and mis‐
chievous individuals who wished to prevent the govern‐
ment from running the country and protecting the citi‐
zens from Covid‐19.

Herewemust point out that individual governmental
actors mainly opposed protest activities that advocated
liberal positions, while the activities of the conservative
“yellow vest” protestors and activities of far‐right organi‐
sations like the Društvo za promocijo tradicionalnih vred‐
not (the Society for the Promotion of Traditional Values)
were tolerated by the very same governmental actors.
This shows that one intention of the measures imposed
by the populist right‐wing governmentwas to strengthen
OIs that ideologically support the positions of its par‐
ties and are in line with the values of their electorate.
The population of OIs in Slovenia is very diverse and cov‐
ers all ideological positions on the continuum from liber‐
tarian to traditional, whereas almost one‐third position
themselves in the middle (Beyers et al., 2020).

2.2. Attacking the Public Image of Organised Interests

Social media, especially Twitter, became the space for
government actors to make accusations about OIs. Such
actors included the prime minister, other ministers,
and members of parliament from the governing party
(CNVOS, 2022a; Petković, 2020b). Both protestors and
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the Constitutional Courtwere blamed for increases in the
Covid‐19 infection rate while the OIs that represented
the interests of migrants, refugees, LGBTQ+ communi‐
ties, human rights, the environment, gender equality,
etc., were blamed for draining the state budget (Kovač,
2020). Among others, the primeminister labelled the OIs
“partners” of the left‐leaning parties that “breed on the
work blisters of taxpayers” (Petković, 2020b). Although
attacks on OIs in social media are common, it is particu‐
larly concerning when such attacks come from the ranks
of officials and politicians who should be working for all
citizens. Besides social media, traditional media close to
the ruling party were systematically attacking OIs’ activi‐
ties, notably in the fields of human rights, equality, multi‐
culturalism, and environment, while some attacks were
also directed at individual intellectuals critical of the gov‐
ernment (e.g., Rudi Rizman, Svetlana Slapšak, Boris A.
Novak; see Petković, 2020a).

On top of attacking the public image of OIs, the
right‐wing government systematically confronted the
media, making threats to journalists and independent
media. Such attacks were generally directed at national
radio and television broadcasters. Already at the start
of its term, it proposed amendments to the three main
laws governing the media by changing the leadership of
the Slovenian Press Agency, slashing funds, and chang‐
ing the leadership of the national television broadcaster,
and financing media close to the ruling party with state
funds. According to Media Pluralism Monitor, Slovenia’s
media pluralism is under a medium threat (Petković,
2020b). The conditions for independent media collapsed
when, for almost one year, the government refused to
pay the Slovenian Press Agency (“Signed contract,” 2021).
In the last two years, the government managed to fill the
national television broadcaster’s supervisory board with
its own cadre, change their leadership, and interfere in
informative programming—several changes included the
cancelling of established informative programmes with a
high rating. Simultaneously, government‐friendly media
like Nova24 and Planet TV received additional funding
from parties and individuals close to Viktor Orban, the
Hungarian prime minister (CNVOS, 2020a). On the same
day as the composition of the new parliament was con‐
vened in May 2022, SDS submitted new amendments
to the Radiotelevizija Slovenija Act and thereby took
over and hampered the coalition’s proposed new amend‐
ments for that Act (“SDS overtook the coalition,” 2022).
In May 2022, national television journalists called for
a warning strike. Their main demand was to depoliti‐
cise public broadcasting and comply with professional
and ethical standards (“This leadership,” 2022). Media
appearances can be an important strategy of OIs when
participating in a public policy process (Beyers, 2004).
Especially when decision‐makers cannot be reached by
individual organisations, OIs can use the media to draw
attention to their positions. Media control and negative
reporting on OIs can thus significantly impact the influ‐
ence of OIs.

Slovenian OIs on average devote much more time to
indirect strategies than direct ones. The activities most
frequently engaged in to influence policies are publish‐
ing positions on their websites, followed by contact‐
ing journalists to boost media attention, active involve‐
ment in media debates such as giving interviews, writing
editorials and opinion letters, and organising confer‐
ences of experts and press conferences (Beyers et al.,
2020). Reliance on outside strategies like protest activi‐
ties, demonstrations, public gatherings, as well as media
appearances remain important OI activities for coping
with the situation of backsliding. In addition, over 60%
of Slovenian OIs are also members of international
“umbrella organisations” (Beyers et al., 2020). This mat‐
ters becauseOIswith international ties show lower levels
of existential threats (Kamiński & Riedel, 2021).

2.3. Suspension of Funding

A survey among the Slovenian population of OIs showed
that most OIs operate with a small budget. Almost 45%
has an annual operating budget of just EUR 10,000,
while a further 27% operates with an annual budget of
EUR 10,000 to EUR 50,000. Around 58% of OIs work vol‐
untarily and have no employees. Membership fees were
the most widespread source of funding; only 14.4% of
OIs were not funded by membership fees. Other funding
sources include contributions from charities and spon‐
sors, donations by individuals, services, sales, savings
and national governmental funds (39 percent; see Beyers
et al., 2020). In terms of funding sources, Slovenian OIs
are thus largely autonomous as they generally rely on
internal funding sources (Gray & Lowery, 1997). The vol‐
untary aspect of Slovenian OIs makes them vulnerable
to social and political challenges and changes. However,
their strong grassroots nature makes them also more
resilient to democratic deterioration, with the same sur‐
vey (Beyers et al., 2020) revealing that just 12.6% of OIs
state it is highly likely their organisation will face a seri‐
ous challenge to their existence in the next five years.
A further 22.5% believe this is likely to happen. In com‐
parison, data for Poland show higher levels of mortality
anxiety with 24% stating this is highly likely and another
33% stating this is likely. At the same time, notwith‐
standing the high numbers of active OIs in Slovenia, per‐
ceived direct competition, which can influence mortal‐
ity anxiety levels (Gray & Lowery, 1997), is not very high.
No organisation believes there is very strong competition
from like‐minded organisations when attracting mem‐
bers, donations, and subsidies: 17% find the competi‐
tion strong and an additional 32% find that the compe‐
tition is moderate. For comparison, in Poland, perceived
direct competition is much higher in the population
of national OIs since 12.5% find the competition very
strong, 30% strong and a further 31% moderate (Beyers
et al., 2020). Yet, the survey was conducted in Slovenia
in 2016 when a centre‐left government was in power
and the environment for OIs’ operation was favourable,
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while in Poland the survey was conducted in 2017, two
years after democratic backsliding had been underway
(Pospieszna & Vetulani‐Cęgiel, 2021) and these circum‐
stances can especially effect OIs’ perceived anxiety.

Nevertheless, the public funding OIs manage to
obtain remains important for their functioning. Official
statistics show that between 2009 and 2020 public
funds accounted for 35% to 47% of all OI revenues
(CNVOS, 2021a). While the right‐wing government in
Hungary has stigmatised any OIs funded by foreign
donors (Roggeband & Krizsan, 2021), in Slovenia pop‐
ulist right‐wing politicians have accused OIs of draining
the state budget. In the last two years, some govern‐
ment measures affecting OIs have also included limiting
their funding.

Soon after the new populist right‐wing government
took office in 2020, some project contractors approved
by the Government Communication Office to conduct
projects concerning respecting and accepting differ‐
ent ethnic groups, refugees, migrants, and media lit‐
eracy were told, in a letter, to voluntarily withdraw
from their contract and give up their project funding.
The Government Communication Office stated that the
key reason for this demand was that their funds were
needed to fight Covid‐19. The project tender was worth
just EUR 107,000 (CNVOS, 2020b), immediately raising
suspicions that the government simply wanted to avoid
supporting activities in the fields of multiculturalism and
in fighting against fake news (Petković, 2020b).

In October 2020, the Ministry of Culture requested
the eviction of OIs fromMetelkova 6 in Ljubljana in order
to renovate the premises. Since 1994, Metelkova 6 has
been home to 18 OIs and six libraries known to pro‐
mote cultural, scientific research, and advocacy activities
on premises owned by the Ministry of Culture. Forced
eviction attempts were understood as undermining inde‐
pendent, autonomous and free creative production and
a political reckoning of critical, thoughtful and creative
voices/institutions, especially given that the renovation
work is only planned for 2023 while OIs were asked
to leave the premises by 2021. Further, they were not
offered alternative premises, despite provisions for that
in the lease agreement (“TheMinistry of Culture,” 2020).

Yet what is most worrying was the attempt to
abolish the Fund for the development of NGOs under
the Determining Intervention Measures to Assist in
Mitigating the Consequences of the Second Wave of
the Covid‐19 Epidemic Act (ZIUZEOP, after the original
title). In 2018, the Ministry of Public Administration
set up a budget fund for the development of NGOs
to finance projects and programmes of OIs and vol‐
unteering. The funding sources are personal income
tax funds that have not been used by taxpayers to
finance public‐benefit purposes. Funds are allocated to
OIs based on public tenders. The fund is the sole systemic
funding source for OIs and finances professionalisation,
enables development investments, and strengthens the
quality ofOIs’ services. An important role of the fund is to

co‐finance European projects. Between 2018 and 2020,
194 organisations from all Slovenian regions received
funds (CNVOS, 2020c). Both the attempt to abolish the
fund and to include this measure in the ZIUZEOPwithout
prior announcement or public discussion were contro‐
versial. By sending letters to members of parliament and
addressing the public and the media, OIs were able to
draw attention to the proposal’s harmfulness. They man‐
aged to persuade the coalition partners Modern Centre
Party and New Slovenia not to support the proposal. Still,
this was not the ruling party’s only attempt to abolish the
fund (CNVOS, 2020d).

Attacks on OIs by curtailing their funds also entail
individual cases. One example is the environmental
organisation Lutra, Institute for the Preservation of
Natural Heritage, which is actively opposed to the build‐
ing of a hydroelectric power plant on the lower Sava
River. In 2020, the Institute was awarded a project
under a LIFE programme call financed by the European
Commission. Since the EU is only co‐financing the project
and OIs must find an additional funding source, Lutra
successfully applied for co‐financing with the Ministry
of Environment. However, the minister refused to sign
the co‐financing agreement, presumably because the
state no longer needed the services to be provided by
the organisation within the project. Yet, the whole case
raised suspicion that minister Andrej Vizjak was taking
revenge on the organisation for having obstructed the
hydroelectric power plant’s construction on the Sava
River, a project that he was interested in (CNVOS, 2022b).

Similarly, the results of a 4‐year programme call by
the Ministry of Culture to select public cultural pro‐
grammes in the fields of music, intermedia, and per‐
forming and visual arts excluded from funding cer‐
tain well‐established non‐governmental cultural organi‐
sations. Some of these organisations had been involved
in this co‐financing mechanism since the start of the
Ministry of Culture’s programme and held strong refer‐
ences in their field of activity (Kocijančič, 2022; Svetec,
2022). By controlling the funds available to an OI, the
state can easily jeopardise its existence. This is especially
when organisations are small and operate on a limited
budget. Slovenian OIs generally have balanced sources
of funding from public to private funds and their own
services (CNVOS, 2021a). Unlike in some other CEE coun‐
tries, Slovenian OIs are not considerably financed by for‐
eign donations.

2.4. Administrative Obstruction of Organised Interests

The obstruction of OIs’ functioning was best seen in the
field of the environment. Environmental organisations
in the past had pointed to the harmful environmental
impacts of the planned construction of industrial facil‐
ities, hydroelectric power plants or other high‐profile
foreign investments, which led to negative media cov‐
erage of environmental interests (USAID, 2018, 2020).
However, until 2020 environmental organisations had
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mostly faced accusations about obstructing develop‐
ment and negative attitudes, even though no measures
were taken to formally prevent environmental OIs from
participating in policy processes. The right‐wing govern‐
ment sought to avoid OIs’ opposition to planned new
investments by introducing fresh administrative obsta‐
cles. In the ZIUZEOP framework, it added new condi‐
tions for OIs regarding their involvement in the pro‐
cess of issuing building permits. These new conditions
were so strict that practically even the most active and
recognisable environmental organisations from Slovenia
would have been unable to meet them, largely because
the rules were retrospective and organisations should
have met those conditions two years before. The condi‐
tions determined the minimum number of active mem‐
bers with proven regular membership fee payments
and participation at members’ meetings, the number
of full‐time employees with a professional higher edu‐
cation and work experience, and the minimum assets
(CNVOS, 2020e). The Constitutional Court then withheld
the enforcement of these conditions. The same condi‐
tions for the involvement of OIs were proposed regard‐
ing obtaining the status of acting in the public interest in
the nature conservation field under the Environmental
Protection Act (CNVOS, 2020f), although ultimately the
“retrospectivity” of these conditions was not included
in the Act. These new conditions also apply to OIs that
had already received the status of acting in the public
interest (CNVOS, 2020g). In addition, the government
proposed that OIs are excluded from the environmen‐
tal impact assessment process. Environmental organi‐
sations could only appeal against a decision after it
had been taken. Within the framework of the Spatial
Management Act, the government proposed to with‐
draw an article that enabled individuals and environ‐
mental organisations to appeal against harmful inter‐
ventions in space. The government thereby wanted to
enable all investments without consideration of their
effect on the environment (Umanotera, 2021; Weiss,
2021). Although in previous governments environmental
organisations had been attacked in the media for inter‐
fering and obstructing a new investment project, the
right‐wing government introduced legal amendments
that prevented environmental organisations fromwatch‐
ing over planned interventions in nature.

While, on one hand, the populist right‐wing gov‐
ernment took measures that largely affected OIs that
are perceived as “left‐leaning”—that are more in tune
with issues of multiculturalism, fake news, human rights,
equality, etc.—on the other hand, environmental organi‐
sations also encountered obstructions because of their
different views on economic development and invest‐
ments. The ruling party’s intention with the measures
taken against OIs could be understood as strengthening
their ideological position in line with the values of their
electorate and enabling effective and quick policy deci‐
sions without the need to consider OIs that held the
potential to slow the process down.

2.5. Suspension of Social Dialogue

The neo‐corporatist model of representation, whereby
trade unions and employers have institutionalised con‐
tacts with decision‐makers within the Economic‐Social
Committee (ESC) and through established social dia‐
logue, has strong foundations in Slovenia. The ESC was
established in 1994 and permits the equal representa‐
tion of representatives of employees, employers and gov‐
ernment. Its main aim is to address issues and measures
concerning economic and social policy by participating
in the initiating and formulating of legislation. ESC deci‐
sions are binding for all authorities and working bod‐
ies of all three partners and the ESC holds a real “eco‐
nomic and political influence” (Krašovec & Johannsen,
2017). Despite income policies being the committee’s
chief focus over the years, other topics have been dis‐
cussed that led to the adoption of social and other
pacts (Krašovec & Novak, 2021), while social dialogue
in the ESC framework has proven to be durable and
adaptable to good and hard economic times (Krašovec
& Johannsen, 2017). Cooperation with the ESC and the
establishment of social pacts has also added to the legit‐
imacy of governmental decisions, especially before elec‐
tions (Krašovec & Johannsen, 2017). Despite the strong
role of trade unions and employers’ associations, dur‐
ing the last populist right‐wing government both employ‐
ers and employees’ representatives warned about the
lack of dialogue and collaboration with the ESC. The first
ZIUZEOP was formulated without social dialogue and
cooperation with the trade unions, while due to the
lack of dialogue trade unions walked out of the negoti‐
ations for the fifth ZIUZEOP package in protest (Kovač,
2020). In July 2021, ESC chairman Mitja Gorenšček, the
Executive Director of the Chamber of Commerce and
Industry of Slovenia, called for the social dialogue to
be revived and noted the harmful consequences of the
social partners’ inactivity and inconsistency since sev‐
eral new acts had been adopted without an ESC meet‐
ing (ESC, 2021). A similar concern regarding the 1.5‐year
absence of social dialogue and wilful misconduct of the
ESC’s rules was raised in October 2021 by representa‐
tives of the biggest trade unions. According to them,
the government had submitted to parliament draft laws
about the national demographic fund, income tax pack‐
age, health legislation, and packages of legislation to
help the economy and people during the coronavirus
epidemic, but without any prior coordination with the
social partnership, namely in violation of the ESC’s rules
(“A year and a half without social dialogue,” 2021).
Although the institutionalisation and formalisation of
neocorporatist models mean that they are more difficult
to destroy during a backsliding (Pospieszna & Vetulani‐
Cęgiel, 2021), this example clearly shows that one strat‐
egy of the populist right‐wing government for curtailing
OIs was to interrupt the social dialogue and ignore the
neo‐corporatist structure.
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2.6. Exclusion of Organised Interests From Policymaking

The National Council is the upper house of parliament
and the peak corporatist institution in Slovenia that rep‐
resents indirectly elected social, economic, professional,
and local interests. While it is often pointed out that the
National Council only has aminor role in Slovenian policy‐
making, it retains the power of a suspension veto. When
new legislation is passed by the National Assembly, the
National Council can, with its suspension veto, demand
that fresh voting be held in the Assembly, but this time
voting with an absolute majority is applied. This may
be an important policymaking mechanism when a rul‐
ing coalition has a minimum majority, as was the case
with the last populist right‐wing government. The most
striking example is an amendment to theWater Act from
2021 that included the controversial Article 37 allow‐
ing public areas to be privatised and the fencing of
and restricted access to surface waters. On 30 March
2021, despite mass support for the petition for drinking
water, the National Assembly adopted these controver‐
sial amendments. The civil initiative then immediately
collected 9,000 signatures in support of a legislative ref‐
erendum. The initiative to call a legislative referendum
was filed on 6 April 2021. Still, on that day, the National
Council did not vote against the amendments to the
Water Act despite the petition having been signed by
over 50,000 citizens and organised by the environmen‐
tal organisation Eko krog (Eco Circle) and the civil initia‐
tive Danes (Today), Mladi za podnebno pravičnost (Youth
for Climate Justice), Smetumet, and Inštitut 8. marec
(Institute 8 March; see Malovrh, 2021).

The Water Act amendments were not only contro‐
versial regarding Article 37 but also in a procedural way.
The amendment to the Act was only up for public debate
for just one week, whereas the government’s own rules
of procedure provided a minimum deadline for the pub‐
lic’s response of 30 to 60 days. Moreover, the disputed
changes were made following a public debate on the
Ministry of the Economy’s initiative (with the consent
of the Ministry of the Environment), which breaches
the Aarhus Convention (Malovrh, 2021). Regular mon‐
itoring of public involvement in the drafting of legis‐
lation reveals that all governments have violated the
agreement on the public’s involvement in terms of there
being no public debate, no deadlines for comments, or
the deadline being too short. While the government of
Marjan Šarec breached the provisions on public involve‐
ment in 60% of cases, the last right‐wing government
of Janez Janša breached them in 70% of cases (CNVOS,
2022c). Inštitut 8. marec also warned that the parlia‐
ment’s internal rule that foresees the presentation of
opinions on a given topic by OIs had, in practice, been
violated and almost no organisation was invited to par‐
liament (Kovač, 2020).

3. Enhanced Actions of Organised interests

The situation during the Covid‐19 crisis encouraged
active citizenship and the need for voluntary assis‐
tance to be given to weak and vulnerable members of
society. Volunteers helped in hospitals, collected com‐
puter equipment for distance learning, made purchases
and deliveries for vulnerable groups of people, provided
free transport to vulnerable groups and medical work‐
ers, sewed protective masks, and prepared disinfectant.
Despite the limits the democratic deterioration imposed
on OIs’ activities, they undertook various actions to
cope with the backsliding situation. We detected several
forms of response: indirect strategies like mobilising and
organising protests, signing petitions, participating in the
media, and networking with like‐minded organisations
from Slovenia. Yet, at the same time, they also reached
out to opposition parties, notably in 2022 before the elec‐
tions, and used opportunity structures for citizens such
as a referendum and the forming of legislative proposals.

OIs have been very active in mobilising the public.
Although during the Covid‐19 crisis most EU member
states limited the public space and the right to gather,
a need was expressed for the right of people to protest
and establish a dialogue between the government and
the public. The most visible mobilisation attempts dur‐
ing the Covid‐19 crisis were the Friday Protests on bicy‐
cles that gathered every Friday for two years from April
2020 to the elections in April 2022. A series of protests
were also organised on Tuesdays to draw attention to
the status of culture during the pandemic, the Tuesdays
for Culture. Moreover, several actions were organised by
environmental OIs such as hiking for nature along the
Sava River (Balkan River Defence, 2020).

Several petitions were signed over the last two years,
including the “We Are Not Giving Our Nature Away” in
response to the obstacles introduced concerning envi‐
ronmental organisations’ involvement in decisions about
new building investments, a petition in support of the
informative television shows Studio City, Tednik, and
Tarča, a petition on behalf of public radio and televi‐
sion broadcasters, as well as autonomous journalism,
and a petition by academics against government interfer‐
ence in education. Media participation along with state‐
ments given to journalists and posted on websites were
used to inform the public about any irregularities the OIs
were experiencing.

Different OIs started to network together. This was
most evident during the campaign for theWater Act and
just before the elections when a network encompassing
over 100 OIs—the Glas ljudstva (Voice of the People)—
was established. Glas ljudstva actively called on the pub‐
lic to participate in the elections. It also prepared 100
demands to improve the social, political, economic, and
environmental situation in Slovenia. Demands were also
sent to political parties to ask them to commit them‐
selves to the changes needed. This information was also
available to voters, yet only left‐wing parties responded
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to the invitation (Glas ljudstva, 2022). Also due to the
OIs’ activities, the turnout for the National Assembly
elections in April 2022 rose to 70.97%, a considerable
increase over the 2018 elections when the turnout was
just 52.64% (Državna volilna komisija, 2022). Without an
increase in voter turnout, with the large steady electoral
base of the SDS party and devoid of a strong party on
the left, the populist right‐wing government could have
received another mandate.

However, OIs did not limit themselves simply to indi‐
rect strategies but also used all of the opportunity struc‐
tures available to citizens. The two biggest successes
of OIs under the populist right‐wing government were
the Water Act referendum and the proposed amend‐
ment to the Criminal Code. OIs managed to mobilise cit‐
izens and first collect enough signatures for a referen‐
dum and then enough votes at the referendum to pre‐
vent the harmful amendments to the Water Act coming
into force (“The quorum is exceeded,” 2021). Inštitut 8.
marec prepared a draft amendment to Criminal Code
to redefine the crime of sexual assault and rape accord‐
ing to the “Only Yes Means Yes” model, which received
sufficient parliamentary support and was thus adopted
(“Model,’’ 2021).

Following the elections in April, Inštitut 8. marec sub‐
mitted to the National Assembly a proposed law against
the harmfulmeasures takenby the previous government,
supported by 15,000 collected signatures. With this pro‐
posal, it wishes to repeal 11 legal provisions adopted by
the last government that are opposed by experts, benefi‐
ciaries, and the general public. The proposal includes pre‐
venting Uber from entering Slovenia, reducing the influ‐
ence of local politics in schools and kindergartens, pre‐
venting the police frombeing politicised, enabling nature
conservation organisations to engage in nature conserva‐
tion, and restricting theMinister of Culture from arbitrar‐
ily allocating public funds. Before the election, the par‐
ties that later won the election supported this legislative
proposal (Dernovšek, 2022).

4. Conclusion

The process of democratic deterioration and the altered
conditions for OIs’ operations and activities over the
last two years of populist right‐wing government led
by SDS and Janez Janša was summarised by Tina
Divjak, head of advocacy at the Centre for Information
Service, Cooperation, and Development of NGOs, as fol‐
lows: “We went to sleep in Slovenia and woke up in
Hungary” (European Civic Forum, 2021). With the con‐
stant improvement of the legal environment for OIs’
operations before 2020, which included the adoption
of the Non‐Governmental Organisations Act and the
establishment of a fund for NGOs in 2018, the finan‐
cial situation also improved and the number of active
organisations every year increased. The year 2020, with
the appointment of a new populist right‐wing govern‐
ment and the start of the Covid‐19 pandemic, was a

turning point in the conditions facing OIs. Measures
against NGOs grew, new legal obstacles and administra‐
tive demands were introduced, while several attempts
were made to reduce financial support for OIs and
their services.

Our analysis shows the closure of civic spaces selec‐
tively happened at the same time by targeting certain
organisations (especially organisations in the areas of the
environment, culture, and human rights) that shared dif‐
ferent positions, value orientations, and ideologies than
the ruling party and its electorate, as well as generally
with some attempts like the proposal to withdraw fund‐
ings for NGOs that would affect all OIs. The government
attempted to limit OIs’ activities by intervening in their
financial resources, legal framework, and public image to
make quick and effective policy decisions without need‐
ing to consider the positions of OIs.

Ironically, during the Covid‐19 epidemic, the need
for the services of OIs rose rapidly while the obstruc‐
tion of these interests encouraged the further mobilisa‐
tion of citizens. Some of the greatest successes of OIs
came during this period, namely the referendum on the
Water Act, the amendment to the Criminal Code, and the
rise in political participation. Set to commence its term
at the start of June, the newly elected centre‐left gov‐
ernment promises to govern in close cooperation with
civil society’s OIs. Despite the OIs’ success, any contin‐
uation of the right‐wing government, especially due to
its increasing influence on the national radio and tele‐
vision broadcaster, would probably have seen the civic
space close even more and OIs being less likely to repeat
their successes. How the relationship between the new
government and OIs develops has yet to be seen. Still, it
is very clear that OIs will continue to be “mischievous”
(as claimed by the right‐wing government) if any further
democratic deterioration occurs. On its first day under
the new leadership, theMinistry of the Interior withdrew
its consent for lawsuits filed against Jenull to reimburse
police security costs from unreported protests over the
past two years (“The ministry withdrew,” 2022).

While the measures imposed to limit OIs by aim‐
ing to more effectively adopt policies in the interest
of the government may seem an isolated and specific
case, the result of the analysis is not just limited to
Slovenia and the studied government. This case also
shows that when the OI population experiences nei‐
ther strong competition nor high mortality anxiety they
can respond to the introduced limitations by reinforcing
their indirect strategies, encouraging mobilisation, and
extensively using opportunity structures to bring about
changes. Nevertheless, we believe it is harmful if, due to
democratic backsliding, OIs must focus on their survival
instead of providing services for members and beneficia‐
ries. Future research is particularly needed in terms of
the long‐term impact of the limitations experienced by
OIs in the last two years and how likely such deteriora‐
tion is with other governments.
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1. Introduction

In this article, we offer insights into the plurality of inter‐
est groups (IGs) strategic responses to the socially, polit‐
ically, and economically transformative phenomenon
of democratic backsliding (Bermeo, 2016; Luhrmann
et al., 2020). More precisely, the article further devel‐
ops research on the “missing middle” in a post‐socialist
context (Dobbins & Riedel, 2021). We join research
on IGs in post‐socialist countries while taking into
account the ongoing tendencies to democratic back‐
sliding (Pospieszna & Vetulani‐Cęgiel, 2021; Riedel &
Dobbins, 2021; Rozbicka et al., 2021).

The unique approach of our research is in looking at
the contextual overlap of two system‐wide “events” or
“shocks” (Kingdon, 1995; Sabatier, 1988): the Covid‐19
pandemic and the sharp decline in democracy within a

particular country, namely Slovenia, where democratic
backsliding swiftly evolved over a period of two years
(April 2020–April 2022). This makes it relevant for both
the study of IGs’ responses to democratic backsliding and
the development of knowledge on changes in IGs’ strate‐
gies in the context of the Covid‐19 pandemic (e.g., Junk
et al., 2022).

One of the contributions is related to the previ‐
ous findings that advocacy groups tend to compete
among themselves and, in the process, weaken their
own position vis‐à‐vis the government (Pospieszna &
Vetulani‐Cęgiel, 2021). More precisely, our key finding
is the revelation that IGs’ ideational plurality is a factor
which may diminish civil society’s potential to struggle
against democratic backsliding. For the purpose of this
article, we define ideational plurality as a plurality of IGs’
ideas leading their activities in general and their choice of
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strategies concerning the government in particular (atti‐
tudinal and behavioural aspects).

As IGs’ characteristics vary among policy fields, in
our research, we take into account three factors of IGs’
strategic responses. Firstly, we take the ideational plural‐
ity of the IGs found within a single policy field (Gough
& Shackley, 2001, pp. 341–345; Pilgrim & Harvey, 2010)
as a separate factor. Ideational plurality in terms of an
abundance of ideas that are often conflicting is espe‐
cially characteristic of environmental non‐governmental
organizations (ENGOs; Gough & Shackley, 2001; Pilgrim
& Harvey, 2010). ENGOs’ various—more or less radical—
ideational orientations contribute to the co‐existence of
ideational variations or even conflict within the same
national milieus (see, e.g., Barter & Bebbington, 2012;
Hultgren, 2018; Plehwe, 2022). In contrast, trade unions
(TUs) share very similar ideas about defending workers’
everyday experience of capitalism while not challenging
the capitalist mode of production per se, domestically or
internationally. More precisely, in the EU context, their
aims and priorities lie with social capitalism, social dia‐
logue, and workers’ rights (Darlington, 2014).

Secondly, we consider the two contrasting position‐
ings of IGs in relation to the government and other
IGs—as expressed in two paradigms for studying IGs—
pluralism and corporatism (Bianchi, 2001). Cause groups
(including environmental groups) have been found to
more intensively pursue indirect strategies of influence
(Binderkrantz, 2005). TUs, as groups that are often
involved in social partnerships, have a privileged posi‐
tion vis‐à‐vis decision‐makers. This means that they pri‐
marily tend to pursue direct strategies of influence
(Binderkrantz, 2005).

Thirdly, we build on previous findings that the pre‐
dominant means of managing the Covid‐19 pandemic
has been an important factor in deepening the demo‐
cratic backsliding already underway (Edgell et al., 2021;
Guasti, 2020). Indeed, the Covid‐19 pandemic has not
only proven to be an important driver of change in lob‐
bying access but has also been shown to affect eco‐
nomic and non‐economic interests differently. Public IGs,
which usually represent social, environmental, and simi‐
lar causes, were not able to increase their access asmuch
as business organisations, labour unions, or professional
organisations (Junk et al., 2022).

Based on previous research, it is plausible to hypoth‐
esise that the ideational plurality within the same clus‐
ter of IGs (e.g., ENGOs) will impact their (various) per‐
ceptions of the relevance of democratic backsliding for
fulfilling their (more or less radical) goals as well as their
strategic adaptations to democratic backsliding. On the
contrary, we expect ideationally more homogeneous IGs
in a particular policy field (e.g., TUs) to interpret the rel‐
evance of democratic backsliding and adapt their strate‐
gies to it in a more homogeneous way. This is why they
may potentially act as a cluster of collaborating actors
pressuring the government to respect institutionalised
social partnerships. Collaboration of ideationally hetero‐

genic groups in relation to the government is more likely
to make such clusters of groups weaker in resisting (par‐
ticular elements of) democratic backsliding.

The article adds to the understanding of (a) IGs’
perceptions of how democratic backsliding affects their
access to policymakers, (b) how IGs adapt their strate‐
gies in a democratic backsliding setting, (c) how IGs’
ideational plurality affects their strategic adaptation
in the democratic backsliding setting, and (d) how
the ideational plurality of IGs within a single policy
field affects the weakening of their position vis‐à‐vis
the government.

The case study of Slovenia is valuable for several
reasons. Firstly, Slovenia has only experienced demo‐
cratic backsliding tendencies in the context of the recent
Covid‐19 pandemic. The situation was misused by the
centre‐right government (led by Janez Janša) to imple‐
ment the Second Republic programme, which is similar
to Orbán’s illiberal ideas (e.g., empowerment of the exec‐
utive, electoral rule change, abolition of certain state
institutions, judicial reform; SDS, 2013).

Secondly, Slovenia’s comparative closeness to
Ireland, the UK, and the eastern part of Germany in
terms of associational involvement (the share of citizens
involved; see van Deth & Maloney, 2014) makes it an
interesting case in general and also among post‐socialist
countries in particular.

Thirdly, the case study of Slovenia offers good oppor‐
tunities for studying two contrasting policy fields: the
environmental field, with pluralist characteristics (Novak,
2019), and the socio‐economic field, with comparatively
strong corporatist traditions (Avdagic, 2003; Bohle &
Greskovits, 2007; Krašovec & Johannsen, 2017).

Fourthly, the context of Slovenia also offers a natural
laboratory for a comparative study of two IG types: advo‐
cacy NGOs (those operating in the environmental policy
field, i.e., ENGOs) and economic groups (TUs) engaged in
an institutionalised social partnership.

We consider this research an explorative basis for fur‐
ther research. First, we present a theorisation of demo‐
cratic backsliding and IGs, followed by a section on the
mixedmethodology used to gather data on and from IGs.
We start the empirical analysis with an overview of the
impact of the specific Slovenian context, which is char‐
acterised by the overlap of the Covid‐19 pandemic and
democratic backsliding in the period 2020–2022, on the
IG sphere. After analysis of empirical data gathered via
interviews with the selected IGs, we comment on the
findings in relation to the literature in the field.

2. Democratic Backsliding and Interest Groups

So far, research has shown that democratic backsliding
involves the limiting of the political rights and freedoms
of citizens (particularly the freedom of association and
assembly), the restriction of the public space, and the
shrinking of the civic space, as well as effects on the
strength and the scope of IGs’ political activities (Buyse,
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2018; Pospieszna & Vetulani‐Cęgiel, 2021; Toepler et al.,
2020). Democratic backsliding has been associated with
tendencies that produce the processual decomposing
of a democratic system (Fink‐Hafner, 2020; Guasti &
Bustikova, 2017; Kotwas & Kubik, 2019), a decline in con‐
sultative politics, and political pressures on civil society
actors—such as cutting their resources, legal restrictions,
or their demonisation as foreign agents (Buyse, 2018;
Toepler et al., 2020). The Covid‐19 pandemic has been
shown to be an important factor in deepening the demo‐
cratic backsliding already underway (Edgell et al., 2021;
Guasti, 2020); however, in the Slovenian case, the pan‐
demic actually opened a window of opportunity for an
intensive democratic backsliding in a short period (from
taking over the government after the dissolution of the
centre‐left government in March 2020 to the April 2022
national elections). It has been shown that the over‐
lap between democratic backsliding and managing the
Covid‐19 pandemic has led to a decrease in individual
rights, including association and protest, damage to the
interest intermediation by limiting the access of IGs to
policy‐making, aswell as to attacks on IGs’ resources, and
hostile government speech against IGs (Junk et al., 2022;
The Civicus Monitor, 2020a, 2022).

Our expectation that different IGsmay be affected by
democratic backsliding differently rests on several previ‐
ous research findings. Firstly, different group types are
associated with different statuses and behaviours (e.g.,
Dür & Mateo, 2013; Maloney et al., 1994). Secondly, in
general, it is believed that cause groups (i.e., NGOs) tend
to have bigger problemswith resources compared to sec‐
tional IGs (i.e., economic groups). Thirdly, in general, the
strategies of these groups tend to differ. Fourthly, as a
rule, cause groups do not have access to decision‐makers
comparable to that of sectional IGs, although there are
some exceptions (Dür, 2009). Fifthly, the strength of vari‐
ous IGs and their opportunity for political activity depend
on the IG regime (neo‐corporatist or pluralist) that dom‐
inates in a country once it starts to democratically back‐
slide (Willems et al., 2021). This argument takes the fol‐
lowing into account: (a) two contrasting paradigms of
studying IGs, pluralist and corporatist (Bianchi, 2001), as
well as (b) the ideational plurality of the IGs found within
a single policy field (Gough & Shackley, 2001; Pilgrim &
Harvey, 2010).

However, IGs may not be just objects of demo‐
cratic backsliding. For their active role, IGs’ perceptions
of their position and the choice of strategies vis‐à‐vis
the government matter (Pospieszna & Vetulani‐Cęgiel,
2021). In Poland, it appears that, despite cooperation,
there is still a lot of competition between like‐minded
cause groups due to their competing for the same
pool of members, donations, and subsidies (Pospieszna
& Vetulani‐Cęgiel, 2021). Contrarily, sectional groups
were found to network even with groups that have
conflicting interests. We use the example of Slovenia
to demonstrate how democratic backsliding may affect
both pluralist and neo‐corporatist segments of govern‐

ing. In addition, we also demonstrate that the ideational
fragmentation of ENGOs makes networking among such
organisations more difficult than networking among TUs.

3. Methodology

In line with the general hypothesis presented in the
introduction, we expect that, in Slovenia, differences
between IGs’ perceptions of democratic backsliding
and their strategic adaptations arise from ENGOs being
ideationally heterogeneous and TUs being ideationally
homogeneous. We used a mixed‐methods approach to
achieve the following detailed research aims:

1. Mapping the overlapping situation of the Covid‐19
pandemic and democratic backsliding in Slovenia
(based on the existing research on Slovenia,
reports from the International Institute for
Democracy and Electoral Assistance, The Civicus
Monitor, Eurofund, Freedom House, Transparency
International, and the Constitutional Court of the
Republic of Slovenia and information published by
Slovenian public national radio and TV);

2. Mapping of IGs’ (a) perceptions of democratic
backsliding in the environmental and socio‐
economic fields, (b) strategic adaptations in the
context of democratic backsliding (both based on
interviews held with representatives of the partici‐
pating IGs), and (c) ideational plurality within both
groups of the studied IGs (based on interviews
held with representatives of the participating IGs
and on information published on IGs’ official web‐
pages and Facebook pages).

3.1. Selection of Interviewees and Data Collection

In order to identify relevant IGs for interviews, several
approaches were used: (a) a review of the official data
on the composition of the Economic and Social Council
(TUs’ membership in the formalised institution of social
partnership) and the official information published by
the Ministry for Environment and Spatial Planning on
ENGOs that it granted the status of ENGOsworking in the
public interest, in the environmental area; (b) a review
of RTV online news articles including the information
on IGs’ activity; and (c) asking for information from the
interviewees on the other IGs active in their field (snow‐
ball sampling).

We included several different types of IGs, ranging
from well‐organised ones with a number of employees
to less organised ones that were based more on volun‐
teer work; spatially, they had headquarters in the capital
city of Ljubljana, a range of places in Slovenia, and even
abroad (only in the case of ENGOs).

This way, 27 TUs and 32 ENGOswere identified; eight
TUs (four being members of the Economic and Social
Council and four active TU non‐members of that coun‐
cil) and 15 ENGOs (those based in Ljubljana were more
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responsive regardless of the size and level of internal
organisation) accepted the invitation to the interview.

Between September 2020 and May 2022, interviews
were conducted with the representatives chosen by the
IGs; for the most part, they were the leading figures in
the IG (presidents and general secretaries). The inter‐
views were conducted based on a pre‐prepared set of
questions covering the following topics: questions about
the IGs’ main goals and activities; IGs’ relations with
other actors (political and non‐political); the pressures
with which they are dealing; their strategies; including
the comparison of strategies used before and after the
Covid‐19 pandemic; IGs’ attitudes towards the protests
in Slovenia; and IGs’ perceptions of the overall situation
in Slovenia.

4. Analysis

4.1. Democratic Backsliding in Slovenia and Its Overall
Impact on Interest Groups

In Slovenia, democratic backsliding started rather sud‐
denly within a particular window of opportunity—a com‐
bination of the dissolution of the centre‐left govern‐
ment and the start of the 2020 Covid‐19 pandemic.
The democratic backsliding overlapped with the period
of the Janša government (from taking over the govern‐
ment, following the dissolution of the centre‐left gov‐
ernment in March 2020, to the April 2022 national
elections), and it has involved all the main aspects of
democratic backsliding simultaneously. In 2021, a report
on the state of democracy (International Institute for
Democracy and Electoral Assistance, 2021) specified that
Sloveniawas among themostworrying examples of back‐
sliding (joined by Brazil, India, the US, Hungary, and
Poland; Boese et al., 2022).

Since its establishment, Janša’s government
exploited the Covid‐19 crisis to diminish the interest
intermediation process in general and, more specifi‐
cally, to hinder the work of cause IGs in particular. For
ENGOs, this process was reflected in one of the more
prominent issues: the adoption of a law that made it
more difficult for ENGOs to participate in institution‐
alised environmental policy‐making (The CivicusMonitor,
2020a). ENGOs were targeted not only by limiting insti‐
tutional opportunities for them to challenge construc‐
tion projects based on environmental impact but also by
funding cuts and being burdenedwith further barriers to
their work (The Civicus Monitor, 2020a, pp. 8–9). These
measures were not temporary. ENGOs faced significant
funding challenges from the government, including in
the adoption of the state budget for 2022, with projec‐
tions for 2023 and 2024 (the parliament adopted it on
December 8, 2021). No funds were allocated for environ‐
mental projects for 2022 or 2023. In addition, the climate
fund for which ENGOs are eligible has been reduced
by 70%. Therefore, ENGOs have not only strongly expe‐
rienced the negative impact of the pandemic on the

relative openness of the political system but have also
experienced resource constraints.

For economic groups (in addition to TUs, this includes
representatives of the employers), this hindering of work
was most prominently visible in the sudden exclusion
of the Economic and Social Council from the govern‐
ing process. The Economic and Social Council is some‐
what unique to Slovenia in the Central‐Eastern European
setting (Bohle & Greskovits, 2007; Fink‐Hafner, 2011),
although it is an institutionalised social partnership organ‐
ised in line with the International Labour Organisation
model of tripartism (Economic and Social Council, 2022).

Contrary to several examples of active engagement
of social partnership in dealing with the Covid‐19
pandemic in other countries (The Global Deal, 2020),
the neo‐corporatist arrangements in Slovenia ceased
to function. The fast‐track legislative procedures (an
issue also found in Poland and Slovakia) and the polit‐
ical circumstances (the radical change in government)
severely limited the involvement of social partners,
which caused social partners’ dissatisfaction (Eurofound,
2021, pp. 10–11, 24–31).

Slovenia also faced other issues that were indica‐
tors of democratic backsliding. The Constitutional Court
of Slovenia ruled that the government’s limitations to
people’s rights to association and movement during
the pandemic were unconstitutional, as they had no
basis in law (Constitutional Court of the Republic of
Slovenia, 2021, 2022). Such restrictions by the govern‐
ment resulted in the general civic space rating in Slovenia
being downgraded from “open” to “narrowed,” mean‐
ing that democratic freedoms, such as the freedoms
of expression, peaceful assembly, and association, had
been increasingly violated (The Civicus Monitor, 2022a,
2020b). The government pressure on the civic space
(The Civicus Monitor, 2020a) and the decline in civil liber‐
ties that was clearly detected also included NGOs’ free‐
doms, while TUs and similar professional or labour organ‐
isations were estimated to have retained full freedom
(Freedom House, 2022); however, they lost their posi‐
tion as partners to the government. It is also impor‐
tant to note that, in 2021, Slovenia’s corruption percep‐
tion index score was the worst since 2013 (Transparency
International Slovenia, 2022).

4.2. Interest Groups’ Perceptions of Democratic
Backsliding

In order to understand changes in IGs’ strategies, it
is important to understand how IGs reflected on the
contextual change and circumstances of the diminish‐
ing opportunities for using the strategies they had used
before the period of the Janša’s government and the
Covid‐19 pandemic. Firstly, the interviewed IGs explicitly
pointed out the overlapping of the Covid‐19 pandemic
and democratic backsliding. Secondly, the prevalent per‐
ception of those interviewed was that political pressure
during that time increased significantly.
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Interviewed ENGOs reported political pressure from
repressive institutions, from particular ministers, and
via adopted laws, which diminished their rights and
access to the governing process. One of the intervie‐
wees described the changes in laws as “barbaric” (anony‐
mous interviewee 4, November 11, 2020). A number of
those interviewed alsomentioned ENGOs’ being discred‐
ited by various media sources close to the government
and social media pressure in the form of hostile com‐
ments and claims, discrediting, and generally unpleasant
content. Despite feeling the political pressure, less than
half of the interviewed ENGOs evaluated their relation‐
ships with state actors as negative; however, almost half
noticed that their relations with state actors had been
changing lately. One of them pointed out that the poli‐
tics of the governing party were “less inclined to coop‐
eration” (anonymous interviewee 6, October 16, 2020).
Only a couple of the interviewees assessed their relation‐
ship with state actors as positive (ENGOs, which com‐
bine taking care of nature and managing particular ani‐
mal species in Slovenia in collaboration with the state).

In addition to political pressures, the interviewees
also talked about social pressures. They recognised them
as (a) demands from the public that ENGOs act upon
a particular issue, while they often do not have the
resources and staff to do so; (b) general hostility towards
environmental civil society; (c) pressures related to the
pandemic; (d) anonymousmessages; (e) occasional pres‐
sures from economic actors; (f) disrespect of agree‐
ments; (g) loss of resources; and (h) pressures related to
lawsuits coming from legal offices.

TUs, first of all, criticised Janša’s government for
terminating social dialogue in the Economic and Social
Council. The interviewees did not see the absence of
cooperation with the government during this time as
being caused by the pandemic but rather as a result of
the government’smisuse of the pandemic circumstances
to achieve particular political goals. One of the inter‐
viewees clearly summarised the overall evaluation by
stating that “the democratic deficit in decision‐making
has radically deepened with the arrival of the new gov‐
ernment” (anonymous interviewee 17, April 13, 2022).
Furthermore, criticism of the government coming from
TUs was—as reported by the interviewees—very badly
received. TUswere accused of “being a political party” or
“being subordinate to a political party.” The interviewees
did not see these kinds of pressures as the usual polit‐
ical pressures on TUs but rather as extraordinary ones.
What stood out was the fact that pressures were coming
from the governing parties, mostly through social media
(Twitter) and mass media that were known to be close
to the leading party’s ideology. Such media posts did not
shy away from attacking TU representatives and even
individual TU members.

TUs also mentioned a variety of other types of pres‐
sure on them, including the misinterpretation of infor‐
mation and fake news, especially regarding the salaries
of TU leaders, verbal threats, attempts to gain control

over TUs by various institutions, work‐related legal sanc‐
tions, and one‐sided decisions in the field of collective
agreements. There were also attempts to directly pre‐
vent TU activities, obstruction of TUs leaders’ activities,
threats of dismissal toward TU leaders (in the case of TUs
representing state employees), and even an attempt to
prohibit the activities of a TU. Several interviewees used
the term “government’s revanchism” to describe its reac‐
tions to the TUs’ public exposure of the government’s
wrongdoings and joining particular protests. In some
cases, political pressure also came from local govern‐
ments, which one interviewee described as “never seen
before” (anonymous interviewee 22, April 25, 2022). It is
not surprising that the interviewees nearly unanimously
evaluated TU relations with state actors as negative.
Interestingly, only a couple of TUs representatives stood
out by stressing “the pressures coming from the capital in
general” and from “capital owners in particular” or “pres‐
sures coming from partly from the public and partly from
other TUs.”

When it comes to IGs’ resources, as a rule, depen‐
dence on government funding makes some (but not the
overall cluster of) cause groups (ENGOs)more vulnerable
than sectional ones (TUs). ENGOs’ reported reasons for
a worsening trend in the financial situation included the
pandemic, which limited some of the usual activities that
used to bring them income. In contrast, TUs are finan‐
cially autonomous due to membership fees, and none
of them disclosed a worsening financial situation related
either to democratic backsliding or the health crisis.

4.3. Adaptation of Interest Groups’ Strategies

Despite the fact that all of the interviewees from the
ENGOs estimated that the pandemic had not affected
their working priorities, a majority confirmed that their
strategies had changed in some ways during the over‐
lap of the pandemic and the democratic backsliding.
The explanation was that before the pandemic, they
had predominantly combined insider lobbying strategies
(when attempting to influence public policies) and var‐
ious approaches with the goal of consciousness‐raising,
educating and informing the public regarding environ‐
mental issues. Indeed, even before the pandemic, out‐
sider lobbying strategies had been predominantly, but
not solely, used by ENGOs that had less access to
decision‐makers and did not have open channels of com‐
munication with them. The most notable change, how‐
ever, was diminished success in some ENGOs’ direct lob‐
bying due to the worsening of relations with the rele‐
vant ministries.

Nevertheless, the pandemic also affected ENGOs’
activities, bringing about two changes. Firstly, it encour‐
aged ENGOs to increase their use of technology (e.g.,
their social media, Zoom, etc.). Increased working from
home resulted in higher usage of technology for com‐
munication. Secondly, about half of the interviewees
pointed out that the pandemic had also affected their
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day‐to‐day activities, resulting in them organising fewer
events and having fewer projects on which to work.

TUs, in contrast, rather consistently confirmed
changes in strategies during the studied period despite
sticking to the same leading ideas for their day‐to‐day
work and their regular securing of help for union mem‐
bers in need. The shift from the social dialogue as a
formof insider lobbying to using outsider lobbying strate‐
gies being the priority occurred because governments
cancelled the social dialogue—TUs were turning more
directly towards the public. They reported that they had
organisedmore press conferences, written public letters,
published opinions in mass media, appeared in public
discussion events, collected signatures for petitions, and
selectively participated in public protests and demonstra‐
tions. Furthermore, they also used judicial institutional
possibilities (mostly constitutional evaluation) in connec‐
tion with the laws that Janša’s government had adopted
during the pandemic.

The pandemic influenced TU work in two main ways.
Firstly, they started to increase their use of various tech‐

nologies, especially for communication, due to a shift to
working from home. Secondly, the pandemic also led to
TUs somewhat changing their work priorities in terms of
shifting from their previous primary focus on solving sys‐
temic problems to focusing on reacting to the emergency
policy interventions related to the pandemic.

It is also important to note that IGs generally showed
technological adaptation of their internal organisational
strategies; two big IGs also pointed out that the Covid‐19
pandemic exposed internal conflicts and issues of inter‐
nal democracy related to ideological differences among
members (e.g., regarding vaccination and rights related
to this issue) and the recognition of the need for leader‐
ship to work more with its members.

As shown in Table 1, there are similarities and differ‐
ences in ENGO and TU strategies used in the context of
the overlap of democratic backsliding and the pandemic.

TUs changed their strategies regarding communica‐
tion with the government and work priorities more
prominently than ENGOs. A shift towards greater use
of outsider lobbying strategies stands out, particularly

Table 1. Changes in IGs’ strategies during the Covid‐19 pandemic and democratic backsliding as reported by interviewees
from TUs and ENGOs.

TUs ENGOs

Insider strategies Institutional access Pressuring the government to
restore the social dialogue

Attempts to keep or (re)gain
influence in relation to the
relevant ministries

Public policies Attempts to influence
decision‐making on pandemic laws
relevant for employees using
various means, including judiciary
(the Constitutional Court);
temporary shift of attention from
major systemic issues to ongoing
policy‐making

Attempts to influence
decision‐making on pandemic
laws, which included relevant
issues for ENGOs

Outsider strategies Their use, in general Major shift from insider lobbying
strategies towards more outsider
lobbying strategies

A variety of strategic adaptations
depending on the (various) ENGO’s
relations with the relevant
ministries

Information Increase in communication with
the public, aiming to inform and
put pressure on the government
by using press conferences, public
letters, and publications on their
own web pages

Communicating with the public,
aiming at consciousness‐raising,
educating, and informing, mostly
by using new technologies

Protests Major shift in favour of the use
of protest

A variety of ENGOs’ attitudes
and behaviours

Internal
organisational
strategies

Technological
innovation

Major increase in using new
technologies for internal
organisational maintenance
and adaptation

Major increase in using
technologies for internal
organisational maintenance
and adaptation

Continuity of
internal activities

Doing day‐to‐day activities
uninterrupted

Doing day‐to‐day activities
uninterrupted
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in the case of TUs as opposed to ENGOs. The main rea‐
son for these differences is that TUs had regularly partic‐
ipated in the formally organised social dialogue before
the start of Janša’s government. In contrast, ENGOs as a
cluster of IGs had never had a formal institution compara‐
ble to the Economic and Social Council. Even ENGOswith
access to the government had always predominantly
depended on the responsiveness of a particular ministry.
Contrarily, both clusters of IGs shifted towardmore inten‐
sive use of technology for their activities.

4.4. Ideational Plurality and Interest Groups’ Choice
of Strategies

The thesis that ENGOs tend to be ideationally het‐
erogeneous was confirmed by their international con‐
nections and by the interviewees’ responses. Different
ideational groupings are visible in ENGOs’ linkages with
transnational groups and networks, which constitute the
more ambitious global mainstream (e.g., Climate Action
Network, Friends of the Earth) and the more moder‐
ate global mainstream group (e.g., BirdLife International,
European Federation for Transport and Environment).
The more ambitious global mainstream includes a num‐
ber of well‐established transnational ENGOs and net‐
works that have radical ideas, especially regarding elec‐
tricity generation (e.g., opposition to nuclear energy
generation). In contrast, the moderate global main‐
stream is less radical regarding specific policies and gen‐
erally advocates nature conservation. Indeed, several of
the interviewees from ENGOs clearly stated that they
belong to different ideational groupings. They differed so
much that these differences, in some cases, even led to
mutual conflicts (in the interview characterised as mild).
Some interviewees pointed out that there was a group
of ENGOs that were better positioned vis‐à‐vis the gov‐
ernment, which—in addition to having more influence—
allowed them to get more funding. Ideationally, hetero‐
geneity among the analysed ENGOs was visible in differ‐
ing general goals, policy goals, and even in ENGOs’ atti‐
tudes toward the political system. Some interviewees
saw Slovenia’s political system as a good system within
which they could achieve their goals; others believed
it needed to be significantly changed. Several ENGOs
stood out with demands that the predominant social
values and the capitalist economic and political systems
need to be radically changed to achieve environmen‐
tal goals.

Among TUs, however, there was a lot less ideational
plurality compared to ENGOs. Slovenia’s TUs are inter‐
nationally integrated into various TU associations, which
share ideas of social dialogue and workers’ rights. This
homogeneity is also present in Slovenia’s domestic
milieu, where they all favour institutionalised consul‐
tative politics in general and the Economic and Social
Council in particular, and mostly just desire better imple‐
mentation of existing policies as opposed to radical pol‐
icy change. The ideational homogeneity of TUs functions

as a counterweight to numerous political accusations of
being an extension of certain political parties.

Regarding views of the political system, the intervie‐
wees agreed that the system is good as it is, and many
of them pointed out TUs’ apolitical stance towards pol‐
itics in general. Also, TUs did not focus on democratic
backsliding per se, but rather on representing their mem‐
bers’ interests. One of the interviewees clearly stressed
the need to amend Slovenia’s constitution in order to
diminish the opportunities for political involvement in
the work of the repressive state apparatus (anonymous
interviewee 18, May 3, 2022).

Despite ideational homogeneity and the prevailing
collaboration among TUs, disagreements among them
might occur (as noted by one of the interviewees (anony‐
mous interviewee 22, April 25, 2022) because they, in
fact, represent the interests of various groups of the
employed. The interviewee explained that when TUs do
get into a conflict among themselves, it is due to conflict‐
ing particularistic economic interests.

An interesting indicator of differences in ideational
homogeneity among ENGOs and TUs is the attitudes
toward the protests in Slovenia at the beginning of
2020 (“Tukaj smo, ker ste prelomili svojo obljubo,” 2020).
These protests were mostly organised against the new
(Janša’s) government. In the context of backsliding, IGs’
attitudes and actions gained special importance, particu‐
larly their relations to protests.

ENGOs’ attitudes towards the protests varied a lot.
A few interviewees said their ENGO did not support
the protests at all because “we did not understand
these protests as being about nature and climate jus‐
tice.” Some expressed strong support for the protests,
while others only supported segments of protests related
to issues concerning nature. For example, an environ‐
mental protest with the slogan “Hands off Nature” was
organised in reaction to the new law on nature con‐
servation, which included stricter criteria for ENGOs’
inclusion in decision‐making procedures (Daugul, 2020a).
ENGOs also protested against the adoption of the third
anti‐pandemic law in front of theMinistry of Environment
and Spatial Planning (Daugul, 2020b). Many of the
interviewed ENGOs expressed mixed feelings about the
protests; despite supporting the protest message, they
did not see protests as “constructive” but rather as “hav‐
ing too much of a political undertone.” Some of the inter‐
viewees also questioned the effectiveness of protests.

Contrarily, the interviewed TUs were more homoge‐
neously supportive of the protests. All but one of the
interviewees (the one who had pressured the govern‐
ment to grant the professions it represented a special
status concerning the public sector salary system) clearly
supported a segment of protests related to interests rep‐
resented by TUs. However, while their TUs decided to
participate in the wave of protests exposing particular
TUs’ interests and demands (they joined the civil society
initiative the Voice of the People), they did not demand
that Janša’s government step down.
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5. Discussion and Conclusions

Our research findings suggest that both clusters of IGs
were affected by democratic backsliding, which, in the
case of Slovenia, overlapped with the period of the
Covid‐19 pandemic. However, IGs’ perceptions of demo‐
cratic backsliding varied, and we believe they need to
be considered as a factor in IGs’ reactions to democratic
backsliding. TUs generally noticed democratic backslid‐
ing as a pressing issue, while the level of concern var‐
ied among ENGOs. Similarly, TUs were all aware of the
reduction in institutional venues for their involvement in
political decision‐making processes, while the cluster of
ENGOs was not.

Under Janša’s government, sectional IGs (TUs) have
not proven to be more integrated into political pro‐
cesses than cause ones (ENGOs). Indeed, the Slovenian
example questions not only the openness of decision‐
makers to pluralist IG activities but also the stability of
neo‐corporatist arrangements in general and the accessi‐
bility of policymakers for TUs as sectional (economic) IGs
in particular. This contrasts with findings on TUs regain‐
ing access in other countries dealing with the Covid‐19
pandemic (Junk et al., 2022) while also raising the ques‐
tion of how tomeasure changes in access and the impact
on government decision‐making.

As both clusters of IGs recognised the idiosyncratic
political and health circumstances in various ways and
were more or less affected by them, their strategic
responses to them also differed. While ENGOs adapted
their work strategies only slightly and more or less still
used the same strategies as before the democratic back‐
sliding had started, TUs radically shifted towards outsider
lobbying strategies by significantly expanding their com‐
munication with the public and turning to protests (usu‐
ally reserved for extraordinary situations). Such differ‐
ences did not come as a surprise when we consider that
ENGOs had never had institutionalised access to the gov‐
ernment comparable to that of TUs’. These research find‐
ings somewhat refine the argument from the literature
that cause groups are more likely to go public with their
activities, while sectional groups are more likely to rely
on advocacy.

Our research findings favour the expectation that dif‐
ferent strategic responses to democratic backsliding res‐
onate with the differences in IGs’ ideational plurality.
We found this not only between the two clusters of IGs
but also within the cluster of ENGOs. TUs tend to stick to
the idea of struggling for their members’ socio‐economic
and professional benefits within the existing economic
and political system. As ENGOs differ in attitudes towards
the economic and political system and their strategic
approaches, it is no surprise that there is less coopera‐
tion and more conflict among ENGOs compared to TUs.
When conflicts among TUs appear, they are considered
to be consequences of the particularistic economic inter‐
ests of TUs and not the consequence of disagreements
about the basic ideational foundations of TU politics.

Overall, TUs’ homogeneity in their ideational sense and
actions contributes to maximising their strength in rela‐
tion to the government. In contrast, ENGOs’ heterogene‐
ity and mutual conflict can only damage the strength
of ENGOs as a specific cluster of IGs in relation to the
government. This may be relevant for answering general
questions on the role of IGs in stopping/reversing demo‐
cratic backsliding.

Our findings resonate a great deal with research
by Pospieszna and Vetulani‐Cęgiel (2021), but they
also differ from the works of both Pospieszna and
Vetulani‐Cęgiel (2021) and Willems et al. (2021) in their
estimation of the endurance of sectional groups’ better
integration into political processes than cause groups.
In Slovenia, sectional groups (TUs), in fact, lost access
to the government. Organisational resources did not
appear to matter with regard to Janša’s government,
which was more or less open to particular IGs. It does
not, then, come as a surprise that in the context of demo‐
cratic backsliding in Slovenia, both IG clusters used out‐
side strategies related to the public and some also par‐
ticipated in protests. Nevertheless, even in using outside
strategies, TUs primarily followed their traditional inter‐
ests and goals. They did not demand a change of govern‐
ment or any significant changes to the political system,
while several segments of the ENGOs favoured radical
social, economic, and political changes.

The Polish experience (Pospieszna & Vetulani‐Cęgiel,
2021), being a crowded environment where organisa‐
tions may avoid alliances with other groups to enhance
their reputations and to distinguish themselves from
others who represent similar interests, does not res‐
onate well with the Slovenian case. In Slovenia, a lack of
alliances among ENGOs appears rather to be primarily
based on their ideational fragmentation. It also may be
hypothesised that less radical ENGOs are more ideation‐
ally acceptable for the government and may be treated
differently in terms of access and financing for that rea‐
son. This resonates with findings by Horváthová and
Dobbins (2019).

The findings fromSlovenia contradict several findings
by Pospieszna and Vetulani‐Cęgiel (2021) in the context
of democratic backsliding: (a) IGs are further weakened
andmademore vulnerable vis‐à‐vis the government (we
found important differences between ENGOs and TUs in
this regard), (b) democratic backsliding further strength‐
ens the neo‐corporatist model and weakens the pluralist
one (in Slovenia both were weakened), and (c) advocacy
groups might not diminish in number, but the plurality
might be further diminished (in Slovenia, the plurality of
ENGOs has not diminished but rather strengthened).

Compared to Hungary, where only one dominant
party appeared to critically matter for IG politics
(Czarnecki & Piotrowska, 2021), Slovenia’s experience
with only two years of democratic backsliding under the
coalition government had not led to IGs noticing the
comparable circumstances. However, our research does
point to the closing of governmental decision‐making
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for consultative politics as part of the changing macro
characteristics of governing. As in the case of Hungary
(Transparency International Hungary, 2014), it has been
shown that the government has been increasingly linked
primarily to companies that are selected based on polit‐
ical criteria to join the inner circle of close allies of
the governing political elite and to create distinctive
IG‐governing party relations as part of state capture and
crony capitalism (Martin & Ligeti, 2017). Additional com‐
parable research in Slovenia and other countries would
need to include business–governing party relations and
relations between IGs and parties more broadly.

All in all, the overlap of democratic backsliding and
the pandemic also revealed both the importance of con‐
text (Lisi & Loureiro, 2022) and that of internal organisa‐
tional strategies, both of which were also noted by the
interviewees from large, complex IGs. Here, a difference
between the democratic backsliding and the pandemic
was seen as a difference between the change in gover‐
nance (including the misuse of some policies declared to
be anti‐Covid‐19 measures in favour of Janša’s party pro‐
gramme of the second republic) and a health crisis mea‐
sures to contain the spread of Covid‐19.

To conclude, our findings call for further research
involving broader international comparisons in the fol‐
lowing fields: (a) the impact of IGs’ ideational plurality,
IGs’ resources, and the internationally backed strength
of national civil society on stopping and reversing the
democratic backsliding within a particular country; and
(b) answering the question concerning whether/how col‐
lective actions contribute to combating the effects of the
pandemic (as previously noted by Hattke&Martin, 2020)
and democratic backsliding.
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1. Introduction

One core question in political science concerns the
relation between organised interest representation and
democratic governance. In the early 1950s, American
scholars aimed to explain democratic performance in
order to ultimately advise Western governments on
their foreign policy in relation to non‐democratic coun‐
tries (Almond, 1958). In the view of Almond and other
scholars, the intermediate position of interest groups
between public opinion, parties, and government makes
interest groups crucial for “a more complete and sys‐
tematic conception of the political process as a whole”

(Almond, 1958, p. 271). The central idea is that a con‐
ceptual difference exists between countries on the basis
of group politics rather than “only” in terms of formal
governmental procedures. By implication, the quality
of group politics positively shapes the quality of demo‐
cratic politics. However, this central attention to groups
contrasts sharply with some contemporary views on
politics. For instance, the core challenge (or solution)
to democracies, currently labelled “democratic backslid‐
ing,” is firmly identified as being outside of “group pol‐
itics” but clearly in the area of party politics (“pop‐
ulism”) or executive politics (authoritarian leadership;
e.g., Waldner & Lust, 2018). Interest group politics is
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seen as secondary to other systemic characteristics or
are viewed as a problem (Mounk, 2018), not a solution,
for democratic governance.

In this article, we extend earlier studies (e.g.,
Berkhout, Hanegraaff, & Maloney 2021; Binderkrantz,
2009; Bolleyer & Correa, 2022; Stavenes & Ivanovska
Hadjievska, in press), further develop a so‐called organi‐
sational view on interest group politics and situate inter‐
est groups more centrally in an understanding of the
quality of democracy. This contribution of the study is
especially relevant due to the process of democratic
backsliding that is currently occurring across several
EU countries. Interest groups are notoriously absent in
debates on these developments. For instance, promi‐
nent “democracy” indices, including the Freedom House
(2022) Index and the index of the V‐Dem project (see
Section 3.6.0.5 of Coppedge et al., 2021), only include
important (e.g., Bolleyer, 2021) but relatively superficial
and low‐impact measurements on the regulation of civil
society organisations and do not consider professional
or business interest associations. From one perspective,
interest groups may actively try to challenge democratic
backsliding by mobilising citizens and public opinion.
In this way, these groups may counteract the centralisa‐
tion of power within states and strengthen the societal
control of the state (e.g., Acemoglu & Robinson, 2019).
Conversely, interest groupsmay increasingly come under
subtle executive control and serve as top‐down exten‐
sions of one or a select number of powerful politi‐
cal leaders. In this case, the groups become an exten‐
sion of the state, which may be increasingly single
elite‐dominated, and they may not act as a societal
constraint on state power to the same extent. In the
latter scenario, membership participation decreases in
importance, and this may reinforce processes of demo‐
cratic backsliding. The degree to which interest groups
play these roles in different contemporary democracies
remains unclear.

This article provides a first and partial answer regard‐
ing some issues related to this question. More pre‐
cisely, we analyse the representative potential of inter‐
est groups across Western and Eastern European coun‐
tries by investigating the extent to which these groups
provide their members with the opportunity to voice
their policy preferences. Our starting point is that demo‐
cratic governance may profit from a vibrant interest
group system. Following Hirschman’s (1970) notions of
membership exit and voice, such vibrant systems com‐
bine two important characteristics: at the macro‐level,
competition among groups with different political views
(hence, plurality and diversity), and, at the meso‐level,
the internal voice of members in organisational decision‐
making (hence, participation). A diverse system provides
free choice to the potential members to join a group
of their liking, and an internal voice in organisational
decision‐making ensures that the groups remain suffi‐
ciently independent from state actors. A lack of external
competition and internal voice make interest group sys‐

tems vulnerable, whereas the presence of these two fea‐
tures strengthens the interest group systems as represen‐
tatives of society.

Former research has shown that the Western
European interest group systems are denser and more
diverse compared to those in Eastern Europe (Hanegraaff
et al., 2020), which suggests that citizens in the West
have more choices for joining groups. However, the
extent to which membership involvement varies across
Western and Eastern countries is much less clear. Hence,
we seek to explain the varying patterns of involvement
between countries. Our explanatory model juxtaposes
two plausible research outcomes. Firstly, we discuss
the argument that interest groups in post‐communist
systems have a relatively weakly developed respon‐
sive internal organisational culture due to the relatively
limited interest on the part of (potential) members.
Secondly, in contrast, population ecology approaches
predict that post‐communist European groups may be
more responsive to their members because these organ‐
isational systems have had a shorter time to develop
a wide variety of organisational forms with varying
degrees of membership involvement. Our empirical ana‐
lysis relies on Comparative Interest Group Survey data
from eight European countries. In this article, we first
elaborate on the relation between interest group sys‐
tems and democratic governance. Subsequently, we dis‐
cuss the two main hypotheses, after which we test them
using several multivariate analyses. We find that organ‐
isational representatives in post‐communist countries,
most notably Poland and Lithuania, more frequently
identify members as influential compared to the organ‐
isational representatives in the other studied countries.
This contrasts with accounts indicating the weak nature
of civil society in post‐communist Europe.We end by pre‐
senting several concluding remarks and certain avenues
for future research.

2. What Does a “Democratic” Interest Group System
Look Like?

The contemporary research on interest groups is rooted
in the notion that the quality of interest representa‐
tion largely relies upon and can be explained by its
relationship to several institutional, issue‐specific, or
broader “contexts” (e.g., Klüver et al., 2015; Lowery &
Gray, 2004). In order to qualify as “democratic,” interest
group systems should be “unbiased” in relation to salient
interests in society (e.g., Lowery et al., 2015), avoid
encouraging divisive political party polarisation (e.g.,
Berkhout, Hanegraaff, & Statsch, 2021), and be congru‐
ent with large majorities of the public (e.g., Rasmussen,
2019). These contingent and contextual implications are
assumed to vary across different stages of the so‐called
influence production process (mobilisation, population,
strategies, influence). Methodologically, this variation
creates a plethora of potentially relevant benchmarks
for assessing the democratic role of organised interests.
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In addition, these “contextual” benchmarks force schol‐
ars to explore or assume the potential outcomes of
group politics relatively far down the causal chain—for
instance, Olson’s (1982) “sclerosis” hypothesis.

We think that it is more productive to identify a
benchmark that is proximate to interest groups rather
than a characteristic of politics or society more broadly.
Therefore, we aim to conceptually develop and empiri‐
cally assess the characteristics of interest groups them‐
selves. Instead of analysing substantive benchmarks,
such as the diversity of the group system in terms of
policy views and preferences, we explore the organ‐
isational mechanisms. More precisely, we investigate
how interest groups involve their members in internal
decision‐making processes, which is referred to as “inter‐
nal voice.” Before outlining our focus on “internal voice”
in greater detail, we first discuss some context‐oriented
norms of democratic group politics. We cluster these
norms into three categories: biased representation, dis‐
torted representation, and policy output‐centred repre‐
sentation. Although this discussionmay seem somewhat
removed from our main objective, which is to explain
why some interest groups provide more internal voice
than others, we discuss these contextual benchmarks at
length to illustrate that, ultimately, they all rely upon the
conceptual and empirical existence of “a transmission
mechanism” of interests, for which membership involve‐
ment is critical.

Firstly, themost commonly discussed norm relates to
bias. Interest group scholars routinely rely on variants
of Schattschneider’s identification of “bias” in interest
group politics and his challenge of the earlier pluralist
idea that the interest groups system should more or less
reflect the salient interests in society (see discussions
in Lowery et al., 2015). Such bias may arise at several
stages; for example, citizens may not be fully aware of
their interests, latent interests may not be organisation‐
ally articulated, citizens may be out‐voiced by business
interests, policymakers may be selective in their hearing,
and status‐quopolicy programmes (and their supporters)
may be resistant to change. All thesemechanisms reduce
the likelihood of societal concerns being adequately
heard in politics or transmitted by the group system.
Instead of reflecting societal interests, the group sys‐
tem may reinforce the unequal distribution of benefits
that may arise from public policy programmes. Hence,
“bias”may provide information about the quality of inter‐
est representation (e.g., Lowery et al., 2015). However,
it is also a demanding benchmark given that it always
requires the identification of a meaningful connection
between the issues publicly voiced in group politics and
citizen preferences. Establishing this connection empiri‐
cally is not an easy task as it requires the operationalisa‐
tion of the connection between public opinion data and
interest group positions (e.g., De Bruycker & Rasmussen,
2021; Flöthe & Rasmussen, 2019). Therefore, often,
these connections are based on theoretical assumptions,
such as qualifying “business bias” as normatively prob‐

lematic. In situations of “democratic backsliding,” polit‐
ical bias in interest group systems may be assumed to
arise from the strategic initiatives of officeholders that
aim to reduce the policy access and voice of political
opponents by means of restrictive regulation or other
state action.

Secondly, Klüver (2020, p. 980) noted that “if interest
groups manage to influence party policy at the expense
of voters, democratic representation is seriously under‐
mined by lobbying.” Therefore, interest groups distort
the representational activities of other organisations,
especially political parties, as well as other intermedi‐
ary institutions, such as the media (e.g., Trevor Thrall,
2006) or consultation venues established by govern‐
ments (e.g., Arras & Beyers, 2020; Binderkrantz et al.,
2021; Fraussen et al., 2020). Indeed, political represen‐
tatives may receive “signals” from interest groups and
mistakenly interpret these signals as support from pub‐
lic opinion (e.g., Rasmussen & Reher, 2019). Instead
of representing their “true” constituency (for instance,
voters), policymakers represent group positions. Hence,
elected politicians are not political representatives but
policymakers acting on behalf of some specialised inter‐
est group. As with bias, this benchmark also conceives
the democratic quality of the interest group system as
being external to interest groups themselves because it
must be seen in relation to the responsiveness of politi‐
cal parties or other representative institutions. This con‐
textualised benchmark of “distortion” is also empirically
and conceptually demanding to analyse, especially in
cross‐country comparisons.

Thirdly, interest groups may be judged by the plau‐
sible outcomes of their engagement in the policy pro‐
cess. In broad terms, scholars have noted that interest
groups are instrumental for the realisation of broadly
agreed public policy objectives, such as economic growth
or low unemployment; however, they may also make
the policy process inefficient and inflexible to chang‐
ing circumstances (e.g., Anderson, 1977; Olson, 1982;
Schmitter, 1977, 1981). According to Anderson (1977,
p. 148), “interest representation is legitimate only inso‐
far as it is instrumental to the achievement of stip‐
ulated public objectives.” Olson (1982) assumed that
“nations” want to “rise” economically and suggested
that any group activity, according to his “institutional
sclerosis hypothesis,” is unlikely to be instrumental in
that regard as it would interrupt the efficient allocation
of (public) resources. Similarly, Schmitter (1977, 1981),
took economically efficient public policy as a meaning‐
ful benchmark. In his view, interest groups, particularly
when they are “encompassingly” organised into asso‐
ciations, potentially create opportunities for the effec‐
tive management of economies. This debate has resur‐
faced in recent studies on stakeholder engagement in, for
instance, regulatory consultations (e.g., Fraussen et al.,
2021). As with distortion and bias, interest groups are
primarily judged on the basis of consequences, such
as policy outputs or, in contemporary terms, regulatory

Politics and Governance, 2023, Volume 11, Issue 1, Pages 50–64 52

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


legitimacy (e.g., Braun & Busuioc, 2020), that are exter‐
nal to the interest organisation itself.

These three contextually based benchmarks of inter‐
est representation (bias, distortion, and policy output)
depart from the idea that interest groups ultimately
connect important societal interests with public policy.
We think that an alternative assessment of the repre‐
sentative quality of group politics should focus on organ‐
isational qualities that facilitate such an intermediary
function. Such a perspective can be conceptualised inde‐
pendently from the plausible causes and implications of
interest group politics. In simple terms, interest groups
should be able to respond to changes in the relation‐
ship with their members, supporters or, more broadly,
their constituents.

Hirschman’s (1970) Exit, Voice and Loyalty presents
a classic conceptualisation of organisational responsive‐
ness that can be used in interest group studies (e.g.,
Barakso & Schaffner, 2008; Berkhout, Hanegraaff, &
Maloney, 2021). Hirschman noted that consumers of
a good respond to dissatisfaction by choosing alter‐
native suppliers and exiting or discontinuing a prevail‐
ing relationship (see also Warren, 2011). For instance,
Richardson (1995) noted that in the “market for polit‐
ical activism” in the 1970s and 1980s, large numbers
of citizens quit the presumably overly traditional, for‐
mal, and materialistic political parties in favour of
social movements focussing on “new” issues and offer‐
ing more informal, low‐threshold participatory options.
Similar competition for members occurs among interest
groups. Organisational leaders are incentivised to pre‐
vent exit and invest in means to improve the long‐term
engagement of members, such as through membership
magazines, outreach, and opinion research, often com‐
bined with continuous membership recruitment cam‐
paigns (Jordan & Maloney, 1998). This exit mechanism
works at the level of organisational communities of
“like‐organisations.’’ For instance, environmentally con‐
cerned citizens may move from supporting one envi‐
ronmental NGO to supporting another environmen‐
tal NGO (but not to support a business association).
Organisational leaders can respond more effectively if
they address the potential threat of members exiting
their organisation in favour of a similar one. We con‐
cur with these arguments on exit, but as this hypoth‐
esis has been already broadly tested in the literature
(for an overview, see Berkhout, Hanegraaff, & Maloney,
2021), we further develop the second component voice
of Hirschman’s model in this article, namely “voice.”

We conceptually and empirically focus on associa‐
tions with firm or citizen members and on organisa‐
tions with supporters that are (potentially) politically
active (Baroni et al., 2014; Beyers et al., 2008). This
research concerns organisations that claim to be rep‐
resentative of their (potential) members, as reflected
in some organisational characteristics and procedures
(Jordan et al., 2004; Warren, 2001). We also include
organisations that derive their legitimacy largely from

the cause they represent (e.g., Montanaro, 2017; Nuske,
2022), which are sometimes labelled “solidarity organi‐
sations” or “cause groups” (Halpin, 2006), even though
the internal voice provided may have a somewhat dif‐
ferent function in these organisations: As observed by
Berkhout, Hanegraaff, and Maloney (2021), these types
of internal voice are not fundamentally incomparable in
empirical terms. We exclude a plethora of organisations
(such as firms and semi‐public agencies) that are active
in the policy process and act as pressure participants
(Jordan et al., 2004) but have internal processes that are
not directly comparablewith themembership voice prac‐
tices within associations.

3. Internal Voice as an Indicator of Representative
Norms Within Interest Groups

Hirschman’s understanding of voice implies that when
the consumers of a good, in our case members of inter‐
est groups, are not fully satisfied, they do not choose to
quit the association but may voice their views internally.
For example, when a general practitioner and a mem‐
ber of a professional association of doctors experience
a lack of qualified interns, they may become active in
a relevant sub‐committee within the professional asso‐
ciation and make the internship issue a higher priority
of the association. As noted by Warren (2003, p. 48),
“the associational way of organizing common purposes
is inherently legitimate, since people choose their col‐
lective projects and willingly engage with others,” and,
again according toWarren, associations outperform face‐
less markets and representation‐based forms of political
deliberation, since “deliberative elements of a democ‐
racy can only be organised along associational lines.”

We are not alone in our focus on voice practices
as an important benchmark for the representative qual‐
ity of interest groups (e.g., Albareda, 2018; Bolleyer &
Correa, 2022; Fraussen et al., 2021; Heylen et al., 2020;
Warren, 2001). Voice is understood to have both for‐
mal and behavioural components. Formal voice refers to
the organisational rules on the control that the member‐
ship has over important decisions (board appointments,
strategic policy decisions, etc.), and behavioural compo‐
nents include the extent towhich substantial parts of the
membership are actively involved in decision‐making,
including at lower levels, such as in local branches or
topic‐specific committees.

Several studies have identified professionalisation
(e.g., Bolleyer & Correa, 2022; Heylen et al., 2020) and
political accommodation as threats to (e.g., Schmitter &
Streeck, 1999) or incentives for (e.g., Grömping & Halpin,
2019) membership involvement. Business and profes‐
sional associations also seem to offer more voice to
members than citizen groups do (Berkhout, Hanegraaff,
& Maloney, 2021), and the multi‐layered nature of
EU politics creates particular challenges and oppor‐
tunities regarding membership involvement (Albareda
Sanz, 2021; Hollman, 2018; Ronit, 2018). Membership
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involvement increases the congruency between interest
group public policy positions and public opinion (Willems
& De Bruycker, 2019). Voice, as conceptually noted by
Hirschman, heavily depends on exit options. When vot‐
ing with one’s feet by moving to a different group is not
possible, such as if there are few alternative groups to
join, one is forced into using voice as the only active
means of response (Warren, 2011). In organisational
communities with effective alternatives, it is, thus, more
common to find organisations with only limited internal
voice options (Berkhout, Hanegraaff, & Maloney, 2021).
In this article, we use organisational voice at the aggre‐
gate level of national interest group communities in
order to assess the nature of interest group politics and
its potential contribution to democratic governance.

In short, internal voice opportunities increase the
responsiveness of interest organisations to critical mem‐
bership environments. More responsive interest organi‐
sational communities in which the average group shows
high membership involvement improve the intermedi‐
ary function of interest groups in democracies. In this
case, the intermediary structure of the interest group
system may be strengthened, thus making it less depen‐
dent on the state and more society‐driven to such an
extent that it might counter tendencies towards demo‐
cratic backsliding. Many decades ago, Truman (1959,
p. 491) identified the role of an “intermediate struc‐
ture” as an indispensable part of democracy and noted
that organisational leaders are responsible for reduc‐
ing the vulnerability of the democratic system to “dem‐
agogic leaders whose actions may constitute a threat
to the system of procedures.” Responsible association
leaders require support from their members; specifically,
when the leadership is heavily incentivised to follow the
opinions and preferences of the organisational mem‐
bers it is less likely to become a spokesperson of some
political elite. Concurrently, groups are also places of
power politics where, as a “voluntary” exchange, if the
members are heard and are involved in developing a
group position, they may consent to follow the leaders.
According to Streeck and Kenworthy (2005), groups
behave in a disciplinary manner, meaning they exchange
meaningful voice for control over important decisions.
Indeed, interest organisational systems with effective
internal voice mechanisms are more likely to engage
in democracy‐defending roles, thus, in the long‐term,
guaranteeing some meaningful diffusion of power away
from state actors (e.g., Acemoglu & Robinson, 2019).
Hence, internal voice opportunities are important for
stabilising democratic systems and preventing democra‐
cies from backsliding into authoritarian modes of gov‐
ernance. The descriptive differences between countries
in the degree of membership voice are, thus, valuable
in and of themselves. Given that there is currently a
lack of systematic comparative interest group studies,
there is also relatively limited system‐level theory regard‐
ing country differences with respect to internal voice.
Moreover, the “classic” typologies of pluralism and cor‐

poratism are too encompassing to derive observable
implications from, do not easily match the wide range
of contemporary European countries, and, in countries
commonly identified as typically pluralist or corporatist,
also seem decreasingly valid in answering research ques‐
tions on the structures of organisations or policy access
(e.g., Aizenberg & Hanegraaff, 2020).

Why do some interest group systems provide more
elaborate voice opportunities to members compared to
other systems? In light of the limited system‐level the‐
ory, we depart from the idea that the fall of communism
in 1989 critically affected the interest group systems in
Eastern Europebut affected those in the rest of Europe to
a lesser extent, if at all. We identify case‐specific circum‐
stances that partially arose from the particularities of the
pre‐1989 systems present in Eastern Europe. We label
these countries “post‐communist” and “Western” sys‐
tems in line with the main division within Europe dur‐
ing the Cold War era. We distinguish between “qualita‐
tive” implications, related to the characteristics of the
pre‐existing regimes and the nature of the transition, and
“quantitative” implications resulting from the actual time
passed since the transition.

Firstly, scholars have identified important qualitative
characteristics of the 1989 political revolutions that may
have important consequences for organised interests:
(a) relatively low levels of political participation among
citizens and (b) relatively “unsophisticated” internal
voice structures due to the relatively limited dependence
onmembership fees. To start, as noted by Howard (2011,
p. 134; see also Howard, 2003), “after the ‘revolution‐
ary’moment hadpassed, people left the streets and their
civic organizations, leaving their societies largely passive
and depoliticized.” In the Eastern European waves of the
World Value Survey between the early 1990s and the fol‐
lowing decades, citizens indicated relatively low levels
of membership, participation, and trust in several types
of social, political, and civil associations. Comparative
protest event data indicate relatively weak development
of social movement protest activity independent from
party politics (Borbáth & Hutter, 2021). These patterns
seem to be a recurring finding, though there is schol‐
arly discussion regarding the exact magnitude, causes,
and consequences of these patterns of low participation
(e.g., Ekiert & Kubik, 2014; Ekiert et al., 2017; Meyer
et al., 2020; Navrátil & Kluknavská, 2020).

Furthermore, in terms of the organisation of inter‐
est groups, there is an important body of recent studies
on interest groups in Central and Eastern Europe (e.g.,
Riedel & Dobbins, 2021; Rozbicka et al., 2021). In direct
conversation with the scholarship on “Western” systems
but with limited direct empirical comparison with “the
West,” these studies compared post‐communist coun‐
tries among themselves. These studies indicate that
there are relevant reasons to expect system‐level dif‐
ferences related to aspects such as policy access (e.g.,
Cekik, 2022; Hanegraaff et al., 2020; Rozbicka et al., 2021,
pp. 161–180), Europeanisation (e.g., Borragán, 2004;

Politics and Governance, 2023, Volume 11, Issue 1, Pages 50–64 54

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


Cekik, 2017; Czarnecki & Riedel, 2021; Fink‐Hafner et al.,
2015; Obradovic et al., 2008), and relations to politi‐
cal parties (e.g., Císař & Vráblíková, 2019; Czarnecki &
Piotrowska, 2021).

Related to our study of internal voice, Novak and
Komar (2020, p. 650) noted that interest groups con‐
tribute positively to democratic governance when the
“members are actively included in the internal deci‐
sions of interest groups” (in addition to the inclu‐
sion of groups in policy processes, which is another
important benchmark of democratic governance).
Comparing Montenegro and Slovenia, they concluded
that “Montenegrin interest groups have been a tool of
influence and democratisation primarily on behalf of the
international community, [and subsequently] their inter‐
nal democracy is less sophisticated than is the case in
Slovenia” (Novak&Komar, 2020, p. 650). The transitional
status of post‐communist countries led to the presence
of European and international subsidies that were com‐
monly intended to support the democratic transition
process because interest groups were seen as vehicles
for democratic governance. These subsidies may have
plausibly affected the internal processes of associations
to a greater extent than the (also substantial) “domes‐
tic” subsidy programmes in Western European countries
(also note the complex relationship with professionali‐
sation; see, e.g., Dobbins et al., 2022; Europeanisation,
Cekik, 2017). However, the greater reliance on external
donors has made many groups less dependent on their
membership. The aspiration to receive financial support
from and be responsive to European and international
donors among important parts of interest group com‐
munities in post‐communist countries may potentially
reduce the internal voice of the members. These qual‐
itative implications of the 1989 transitions in terms of
high external organisational dependency (donors) and
potentially passive membership attitudes lead to the
following hypothesis:

H1: Interest groups in post‐communist countries offer
fewer internal voice opportunities to their members
than interest groups in Western Europe.

A second hypothesis follows from the fact that the
1989 start of the transition period means that, quanti‐
tatively, there has been relatively little time for the mat‐
uration of the organisational system in post‐communist
systems compared to Western countries with a longer
time period of systemic stability. We use arguments
from population ecological studies about the effect of
time on changes in organisational systems. To start,
in earlier studies, interest group system “maturation”
was identified as a mechanism that explains differences
between group systems in Eastern and Western Europe
(e.g., Hanegraaff et al., 2020). Specifically, organisational
systems require time to develop, both regarding the
number of organisations up to a saturation point and
the organisational diversity in terms of filling particular

organisational niches (e.g., Aldrich et al., 1994; Gray &
Lowery, 1996). We assume that the start date of inter‐
est organisational systems largely mirrors the political‐
institutional upheaval of 1989. This assumption is similar
to Olson’s (1982) choice to use the end of the Second
World War as the starting date for investigating the
German interest group system (see also Labanino et al.,
2021; Unger & van Waarden, 1999). This choice means
that the Central and Eastern European systems have had
around 30 years to develop, whereas the systems of
the other countries studied have had around 70 years
(although the “age” of the Portuguese system in our sam‐
ple falls somewhat outside this pattern).

How does system maturation affect internal voice?
Increasingmaturation is related to competition and asso‐
ciated specialisation, and this commonly increases the
variety of organisational formats (Aldrich et al., 1994).
This variety of organisational formats increases the likeli‐
hood of relatively democratic associations, such as organ‐
isations with strongmembership involvement, being out‐
competed by less democratic ones. This competition
in terms of membership voice arises from variations
in the wishes of potential members who may some‐
times seek expressive benefits and internal voice and,
at other times, may be satisfied with donating only.
As argued by Hirschman (1982), citizens shift their par‐
ticipatory preferences; under some circumstances, at
certain moments of a “cycle,” they may wish to voice
their views, whereas, at other times, they may not feel
the need to be involved in the associations of which
they are members. These fluctuations in dissatisfaction
within individuals and, plausibly, between individuals
produce a fertile ground for important diversity in organi‐
sational forms, including non‐collective action, top‐down
structured associations and “flat” personal network‐like
organisational formats.

An important source of organisational diversity arises
when cause groups are established that seek citizen
donations rather than voting membership fees to offer
low‐threshold engagement opportunities to citizens, as
well as when a professionally run “non‐membership
advocacy organisation” enters an interest group popu‐
lation (e.g., Minkoff et al., 2008; Walker et al., 2011).
Similar dynamics may occur in relation to business inter‐
est representation. To illustrate, at the height of a cycle
of attention, firms, while keeping their membership to
a specialised association, may establish a public affairs
department and start lobbying outside of business inter‐
est associations. Subsequently, such diversification prac‐
tices may trigger a wider variety of organisational forms
in a given population (e.g., Aizenberg, 2021; Salisbury,
1984). Increasing variation takes time, as “cycles” of
societal niche formation occur only sporadically, and
organisational leaders develop organisational forms on
a trial‐and‐error basis. The long‐term nature of the
trend towards increasing diversity in organisational form
leads us to expect that interest organisations from post‐
communist countries may be more responsive to their
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members. Indeed, in post‐communist countries, there
has been less time for less democratically organised inter‐
est groups, such as professionalised associations driven
by experts, to embed themselves in the organisational
populations to the same extent as has happened in
Western Europe, which leads to an alternative to our pre‐
vious hypothesis:

H2: Interest groups in post‐communist countries offer
more internal voice opportunities to their members
than interest groups in Western Europe.

4. Design

We used data from the Comparative Interest Group
Survey (2020), which comprises evidence collected from
surveying Dutch, Belgian, Portuguese, Swedish, Polish,
Slovenian, and Lithuanian interest groups (Beyers et al.,
2020). The country surveys were in the field for a cou‐
ple of months in the time period between 2016 and
2018. The respondents had leading positions in national
membership associations of individuals or companies
with potential interests in public policy. The respondents
were asked about organisational characteristics, political
strategies, and their relations with political parties, par‐
liament, government ministries, and agencies. The sur‐
vey questionnaire was translated from an English lan‐
guage EU‐oriented version by each of the research teams
and adapted to the respective national contexts. Overall,
the response rate to the survey was 36%, which is rela‐
tively high compared to other online surveys in this field
(Marchetti, 2015).

The concepts introduced earlier were opera‐
tionalised as follows (see Table 1 for summary statistics
of the indicators used). The dependent variable “inter‐
nal voice” was operationalised as the ability of members
to “influence the policy positions of interest groups.”
We focused on how organisational leaders perceive the
impact of members on the policy positions of the organ‐
isation with regard to the political agenda rather than
in relation to “internal” issues. The internal consensus
formation among members on policy positions poten‐
tially may involve several subsections of the association

and may affect the success of interest groups in policy
circles (in terms of access see Grömping & Halpin, 2019;
in terms of policy influence see Truijens & Hanegraaff,
2021). Specifically, we asked interest group leaders the
following question: Thinking about your organisation’s
position on public policies, how would you rate the influ‐
ence of your membership? The respondents could indi‐
cate that the members were very influential, somewhat
influential, not very influential, or not at all influential.
We considered social desirability bias among the particu‐
lar respondents, with some leaders potentially emphasis‐
ing their own vision and control (and, thus, underestimat‐
ing members’ influence) and others potentially wishing
to highlight their democratic credentials. Indeed, some
group leaders may, because of a normative bias, over‐
state the membership influence, whereas others may
underestimate the membership influence. We are rea‐
sonably confident that such social desirability is unlikely
to be very problematic, as our indicator strongly corre‐
lated with a number of other questions, such as those
related to the influence of members on the strategies
of the organisations (r = 0.61, p = 0.000) or membership
elections for the executive boards. Precisely, stronger
formal opportunities for members were associated with
higher perceivedmembership influence. This correlation
supports the validity of our measurement for assess‐
ing the formal (opportunities for influence), behavioural
(actual use of these opportunities), and anticipated (lead‐
ership expectations regarding the possible views ofmem‐
bers) components of “internal voice.” The correlation
also increases our confidence that our operationalisa‐
tion is comparable to that of earlier studies, such as
those based on executive board elections (Stavenes &
Ivanovska Hadjievska, in press), several formal organ‐
isational features (e.g., Albareda, 2018, p. 1218), and
some combination of statutory formal membership influ‐
ence indicators and leadership perceptions regarding
the involvement of members (e.g., Binderkrantz, 2009,
p. 669; Bolleyer & Correa, 2022).

Our main independent variable was the geographi‐
cal region in Europe: a post‐communist or a Western
country. For Western countries, we clustered the
responses of the following countries: the Netherlands,

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the dependent and independent variables.

Variable Mean SD Minimum Maximum

DV: Internal voice 3.158 0.835 1 4
H1: Country N.A. N.A. 0 1
C1: Group type N.A. N.A. 1 8
C2: Professionalisation 4.033 1.272 1 6
C3: Staff size (logged) 0.305 2.320 0 8.69
C4: Lobby/service 0.600 0.489 0 1
C5: Insiders 2.573 1.061 1 8
C6: Policy field 0.586 0.492 0 1
Note: DV = dependent variable; H = hypothesis; C = control variables.
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Belgium, Portugal, and Sweden. For post‐communist
countries, we grouped the responses of the Lithuanian,
Slovenian, and Polish participants. We had more par‐
ticipants from Western European countries compared
to post‐communist European countries, with 1,710 and
707 participants, respectively.

We controlled for group type, professionalisation,
resources, identifying as a lobby or service provision
organisation, the access of the organisations, the level
of competition experienced by the organisations, and
whether organisations were active in social policy areas
or not. As identified in the studies noted earlier and
below, each of these variables could explain the varia‐
tion inmembership voice. Firstly, the group type variable
was coded based on the organisational websites by the
researchers from the respective national teams. The cod‐
ing scheme included eight categories (in parentheses
are the number of observations for the all‐countries
sample): business groups (n = 549), professional asso‐
ciations (n = 512), labour unions (n = 119), identity
groups (n = 296), cause groups (n = 542), leisure groups
(n = 261), associations of institutions (n = 79), and “other”
(n = 59). Berkhout, Hanegraaff, and Maloney (2021)
found that business organisations give more voice to
their members compared to citizen groups, so we con‐
trolled for this. Secondly, we controlled for the level of
professionalisation by considering the way the organ‐
isation made decisions, the criteria used when hiring
staff, the staff training, and whether the employees
were inclined to pursue a career within the organisation.
More professionalised organisations may prioritise man‐
agerial decision‐making over “inefficient” membership
co‐decisions (e.g., Bolleyer & Correa, 2022; Heylen et al.,
2020). For resources, we utilised a question identifying
the number of paid staff in the organisation. We con‐
ducted a log transformation on this variable due to the
skewed nature of the responses. Larger organisations
may be less responsive to individual members because
of bureaucratisation, which is referred to as Michels’
“iron law of oligarchy,” among other reasons (e.g., Rucht,
1999). We also controlled for organisations identifying
as lobby organisations or as being more service driven.
This distinction was based on a question in the sur‐
vey that asked the organisations to identify whether
they were involved in a set of activities, including lobby‐
ing, research, promoting volunteering, and many more.
If organisations indicated that they do not lobby, we
treated this as an organisation whose main aim is to
deliver a service to its members. There are inconclusive
theoretical arguments on this distinction, but Bolleyer
and Correa (2022) found that organisations that are
more service‐driven are less likely to be responsive and
open to members. The fifth control variable was the
access of the organisations to the policymaking pro‐
cess. We utilised a question examining the frequency
of interest groups’ access to policymakers (being invited
by policymakers to provide policy input), including hav‐
ing contact with policymakers on a weekly, monthly,

quarterly, or yearly basis, or no contact with policy‐
makers. We included this variable as insiders are much
closer to the policy process, might be more vulnerable
to “co‐optation” by policymakers, and, thus, become less
responsive to the members (Bolleyer & Correa, 2022).
Conversely, membership involvement in these organisa‐
tions may provide such groups with additional political
leverage and, thus, gives leaders an incentive to organ‐
ise “voice” practice (e.g., Grömping & Halpin, 2019).
The sixth control variable was the amount of competi‐
tion faced by the groups to acquire resources. As dis‐
cussed in the theoretical section, organisations that are
in more competitive environments are less likely to pro‐
vide a voice to their members. As the density in a sys‐
tem increases, organisations have to specialise in lobby‐
ing to achieve better results, which leads to less voice
for the members (Berkhout, Hanegraaff, & Maloney,
2021). Finally, organisational features vary substantially
between policy fields (e.g., Berkhout et al., 2017).We dis‐
tinguished between social and economic policy fields,
expecting the existence of closer relationshipswithmem‐
bers in the social field compared to the economic pol‐
icy field. This variable was based on a question that
asked respondents to indicate the policy fields in which
the organisations are active. The first group (social pol‐
icy) included health policy, gender policy, social policy,
consumer protection, citizen’s rights, and human rights.
The second group (economic policy) included economic
policy, fiscal and monetary policies, energy policy, for‐
eign policy, defence policy, transport policy, and agricul‐
tural policy.

5. Results

In this section, we discuss our empirical findings.
We utilised OLS regressions with robust standard errors.
The results presented in Table 2 provide a clear demon‐
stration of the factors that are important for internal
voice. As found by other researchers (e.g., Berkhout,
Hanegraaff, & Maloney, 2021), internal voice is more
apparent among business organisations compared to cit‐
izen groups, such as identity and public interest groups.
Moreover, resources are an important factor for voice.
When groups become larger, they also become more
detached from their members. The same pattern was
identified for competition; specifically, as groups face
more competition, they become more detached from
their members, which is in line with Hirschman’s argu‐
ment on the relation between exit and voice, the neo‐
corporatist argument on the logic of membership in the
context of representational monopolies (e.g., Streeck &
Kenworthy, 2005), and recent studies on internal voice
(e.g., Berkhout, Hanegraaff, &Maloney, 2021). Similar to
earlier studies, such as by Bolleyer and Correa (2022), we
found that organisations that identify as advocacy/lobby
organisations and those that are more frequent partici‐
pants in policy (political insiders) are more likely to pro‐
vide their members with a voice. Finally, organisations
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Table 2. Linear regression predicting the level of internal voice.

Regression coefficient Clustered standard errors

Eastern countries 0.209*** 0.000
Business (ref.) Ref.
Professional –0.137*** 0.000
Union 0.014 0.848
Identity –0.214*** 0.000
Public interest –0.288*** 0.000
Leisure/hobby –0.281*** 0.000
Institutional/public 0.092 0.320
Rest –0.300*** 0.013
Professionalisation –0.013 0.387
Budget –0.016* 0.076
Competition –0.031** 0.026
Lobby organisations 0.148*** 0.000
Insider 0.093** 0.030
Policy field 0.079** 0.000
Constant 3.013*** 0.000
Observations 2,441
R2 0.06
Note: * p = 0.1; ** p = 0.05; *** p = 0.01.

active in social policy fields are more responsive to their
members compared to similar types of organisations
active in economic fields.

Next, we discuss the answer to our main question
regarding whether organisations in Western countries
aremore responsive to theirmembers compared to their
counterparts in post‐communist countries. We found
that, contrary to our hypothesis (H1), organisations in

Western countries are notmore responsive to theirmem‐
bers than those in Eastern countries. This is clear from
the positive and significant coefficient reported in the
top row of Table 2. Figure 1 indicates the strength of the
effect by means of a plot of the predicted values. Indeed,
we observed that interest groups in Western countries
scored on average 3.08 for the amount of voice mem‐
bers have, while in Eastern countries, this score was 3.31.
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Figure 1. Predicted level of internal voice in interest groups in Western and Eastern countries.
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The difference corresponds to roughly a third of a stan‐
dard variation in the answers respondents gave, which
is not a very large difference but still represents a sub‐
stantial effect. These findings support the population‐
ecological hypothesis focusing on the maturation of the
group system and suggest that the particular character‐
istics of the 1989 transition have not limited the partici‐
patory voice practices of group members.

Importantly, we assessed whether all countries in
post‐communist Europe differ from all countries in
Western Europe. Specifically, we examined the argu‐
ment that Slovenia’s Cold War experience (as “social‐
ist” rather than “communist”) may have been different
from the experience of the other two post‐communist
countries, which may make it more likely for Slovenia
to have a more diverse organisational system with
greater variation in voice options (Fink‐Hafner, 2015;
Novak & Fink‐Hafner, 2019). In terms of our selec‐
tion of Western European countries, we focused on
Portugal, as its shorter time for organisational system
maturation may have limited the variation in organisa‐
tional format, with “standard” membership‐controlled
associations potentially being more dominant. To this
end, we conducted a separate regression analysis (see
Supplementary File) in which we used individual coun‐
try dummies. Lithuanian organisations provide the most
voice to their members of all organisations by a sig‐
nificant amount. Additionally, Polish organisations pro‐
vide, on average, the second highest level of voice to
members across all the studied countries (for an inter‐
esting interpretation see Pospieszna & Vetulani‐Cęgiel,
2021). This result fits the population‐ecological “matura‐
tion” theory and confirms our main analysis. However,
the results, indeed, indicate that Slovenia is an outlier.
Organisations in this country provide the fifth lowest
level of voice to their members, with the level being
close to the average level of voice in Western European
countries. In particular, organisations in Slovenia provide
more voice provided than those in Belgium and Portugal
but less voice than those in Sweden and the Netherlands.
The particularities of the organisational development in
Portugal (with strong political party ties) seem to have
produced organisations with limited voice (e.g., Lisi &
Loureiro, 2022). Overall, this critical addition shows that
researchers should pay attention to country differences
within Eastern Europe as well. While the overall trends
may support the argument provided in this article, there
are some critical differences across countries. Therefore,
new research should analyse these nuances and speci‐
ficities. Indeed, this work confirms the relevance of the
several studies in this thematic issue that looked into
such variation.

6. Conclusion

We started this article by identifying the need to more
explicitly understand the quality of group politics in
assessments of the quality of democracy. We suggest

that one most productive way to do so is by focusing
on the organisational transmission qualities of interest
group politics rather than, or at least prior to, aspiring to
measure the plausible outcomes of interest group activi‐
ties in terms of bias, distortion of representation, or pol‐
icy overloading. We used Hirschman’s classic argument
of organisational voice and effective exit in order to con‐
ceptualise the key dimensions of transmission qualities
in interest group politics.

Our research design focused on “voice” and com‐
pares post‐communist and Western European countries.
This comparison allowed us to investigate case‐specific
arguments on the historical persistence of practices that
began in the time period surrounding the 1989 revo‐
lution, namely the communist legacy of “passivity” on
the part of members in post‐communist Europe and the
organisational resource dependency on external donors
rather than membership. By comparing post‐communist
countries with Western Europe, we also explored the
effects of the different levels of system maturation, with
comparably higher levels of interest group competition
and specialisation present in Western Europe.

Our findings indicate that we should reject the core
implications of the hypothesis that emphasises the par‐
ticular qualitative characteristics of the 1989 transition.
The findings suggest that, for interests organised into
interest groups, members of interest groups in Eastern
European countries have more internally organised influ‐
ence on policy‐related organisational decision‐making
compared to their Western counterparts. This is in con‐
trast to existing empirical studies (e.g., Novak & Komar,
2020) and somewhat pessimistic case‐specific accounts
of the (limited) vibrancy of post‐Communist interest
group systems (e.g., Howard, 2011). Concurrently, the
outcome supports the theoretical arguments on organ‐
isational maturation (Hanegraaff et al., 2021); in the
plausibly more saturated systems in Western Europe,
we observed a lower degree of internal voice and
lower levels of membership influence on policy‐related
decision‐making.

There is no simple answer to the question of whether
our findings imply that the internallymore representative
and potentially more democratic Eastern European inter‐
est groups form an effective barrier against any tendency
towards backsliding. Firstly, there are reasons to be opti‐
mistic. The interest group population in post‐communist
countries comprises a substantial number of groups that
are largely controlled by active members. The substan‐
tial internal voice indicates a strong commitment to inter‐
nal democracy within interest groups. This commitment
should eventually strengthen the legitimacy of interest
associations and may encourage the independence of
interest groups in relation to the state and the dispersion
of power away from the executive.

Conversely, and more pessimistically, our results also
show that internal voice is weaker in the more compet‐
itive interest group systems in Western Europe. In this
case, citizensmay have a greater degree of choice among
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alternative interest groups. However, this more compet‐
itive system may reduce the strength of interest groups
individually and collectively as a force for systemic stabil‐
ity and a counterbalance to executive power concentra‐
tion and tendencies towards backsliding. Furthermore,
our “static” comparative research does not allow us to
evaluate the dynamics of backsliding (or the counter pro‐
cesses). Most importantly, we assume that the entry
to the organisational communities studied through the
establishment of associations or the development of
political interests on the part of existing organisations
is relatively open. However, in light of earlier studies on
the shrinking civil space in some countries (e.g., Bolleyer,
2021), there may be a basis for pessimism in case this
assumption of open entry does not apply to all countries.

It is clear that these processes deserve more schol‐
arly attention and future study. For instance, it might be
useful to understand more about the relative coverage
of interest groups in different countries. For instance, in
terms of professional associations, it would be useful to
determine whether most professions are well‐organised
and represent the full breadth of a given profession.
Another potential drawback of our analysis is that we
focused mostly on group leaders. Indeed, it might be
interesting to learnmore about the extent towhichmem‐
bers practically make use of their (perceived) influence
and “voice” their views within their association. With
regard to “exit,” further studies are needed to assess
whether the anticipation of membership “exit” leads
organisational leaders to be more responsive to (per‐
ceived) membership views. If that is the case, it would
be possible to be relatively optimistic about competitive
interest group communities, even in cases where voice
mechanisms are limited.

Finally, previous interest group studies have broadly
assessed “influence” in terms of preference attainment
in relation to specific public policies. Much less research
has been conducted at the system level and in relation
to the overall functioning of democratic systems, mean‐
ing these topics require further study. For instance, when
rioters stormed the US Capitol, lobbyists on the ground
could do very little. However, interestingly, practically
the whole Washington lobby community condemned
the riot (e.g., National Institute for Lobbying and Ethics,
2021) and, to some extent, sought ways to support the
democracy‐saving elements in both parties, with several
major corporations discontinuing the funding for individ‐
ual Republican lawmakers who voted against the ratifi‐
cation of the election outcome. It could be studied how
interest groups can support or undermine democratic
institutions, especially because these responsibilities are
something individual lobbyists are sufficiently aware of
only infrequently. Indeed, as noted by Truman (1959,
p. 489), the “holders of power” in the intermediate struc‐
ture may consequently be “unaware of their positions’
special vulnerabilities. Foremost among these is the pos‐
sibility that the members of these elites will not see a
threat to the system for what it is.”
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Abstract
Recently, various Central and Eastern European countries have experienced a regression of democratic quality, often result‐
ing in the emergence of competitive (semi‐)authoritarian regimes with an illiberal governing ideology. This has often been
accompanied by a closing political space for civil society groups. Based on a survey of more than 400 Polish, Hungarian,
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cooperation are the “name of the game.” Even under the adverse conditions of democratic backsliding, organizations that
are accumulating expertise, professionalizing their operations, and cooperating with other organizations not only can sus‐
tain access to (illiberal) national governments but also branch out their operations to the European and regional levels.
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1. Introduction

Recently, democratic quality has declined in parts of
Central and Eastern Europe (CEE). Semi‐authoritarian
regimes with an illiberal governing ideology have
emerged. This has often been accompanied by what
Sata and Karolewski (2020) call “caesarean politics”:
Instead of promoting pluralist democracy, such govern‐
ments may engage in patronage by deliberately allo‐
cating rewards to political allies and punishing and/or
demonizing political adversaries. This is accompanied
by state monopolization of public institutions and
media, but often also by privileging informal contacts
over formal interest intermediation forums (Labanino,
2020). The “battle against the establishment” pro‐
claimed by various national‐conservative populist gov‐

ernments has often resulted in further political cen‐
tralization. Such developments are particularly pro‐
nounced in Hungary and Poland (Bozóki & Hegedűs,
2018; Tworzecki, 2019).

So far, though, the ramifications of democratic back‐
sliding for civil society, in general, and specific civic orga‐
nizations remain unclear. Olejnik (2020) argues that vari‐
ous CEE governments are characterized by elaborate sys‐
tems of rewards and punishments, the predominance of
informal networks, and state capture. Moreover, illiberal
governments are engendering their own new illiberal
civil societies (Ekiert, 2019; Greskovits, 2020). Instead
of “hollowing out” civic activism through overt oppres‐
sion, governments are re‐engineering civic organizations
aligned with authoritarian‐nationalist objectives to gen‐
erate grassroots support.
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Indeed, the literature on civil society and organized
interests in the region has boomed recently (Dobbins
& Riedel, 2021; Novak & Fink‐Hafner, 2019; Rozbicka
et al., 2020). Scholars have covered, among other things,
population ecologies (Rozbicka & Kamiński, 2021) and
advocacy strategies (Czarnecki, 2021) while also explor‐
ing state‐interest group interactions (Olejnik, 2020; Ost,
2011) and lobbying regimes (Vargovčíková, 2017). Yet we
still know little about how individual interest organi‐
zations are navigating the new environment. A recent
contribution by Pospieszna and Vetulani‐Cęgiel (2021)
indeed demonstrated that disadvantaged Polish interest
groups are coalescing and doubling down on their net‐
working strategies to navigate the increasingly authori‐
tarian context. Yet the closure of the political opportunity
structure (POS) might prompt groups to withdraw from
policy‐makers altogether (Gerő et al., 2020).

Against this background, we explore how the clos‐
ing political space affects the relative importance of
the levels organizations lobby on. Is there a shift from
the national to the regional and/or EU level? Multilevel
venue shopping across Western EU member states has
previously been addressed by Beyers and Kerremans
(2012), while Poloni‐Staudinger (2008) explored how the
relative openness of the domestic POS affects EU‐level
lobbying. We move beyond these accounts, however, by
factoring in the reality of democratic backsliding both
at the contextual as well as organizational and inter‐
organizational levels.

Our study sheds light on how the changing politi‐
cal environment has pushed organizations into a mode
of “defiant responsiveness” through strategic choices on
where to lobby (national vs. EU or regional levels), as
well as by enhancing their internal and external capaci‐
ties. Thus, we provide new insights into the responsive‐
ness of organizations in a region historically character‐
ized by weak civil society and distorted patterns of polit‐
ical participation. The centerpiece of the analysis is a
survey of more than 400 interest groups operating in
the healthcare, energy, and higher education sectors in
Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, and Slovenia.

In the next section, we set up the theoretical frame‐
work and the hypotheses. In Section 3, we describe the
sample and survey underpinning the analysis and explain
the research design in detail. Section 4 contains the
descriptive and statistical analyses. Section 5 discusses
the results and future research avenues.

2. Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses

One of the most basic strategic choices for an organiza‐
tion is in which venues and at what level (e.g., regional,
national, international) it lobbies. Particularly in multi‐
level polities such as a federal state or the EU, this
choice is affected by contextual factors such as the sys‐
tem of national (that is, member state) interest repre‐
sentation or the general openness of the political sys‐
tem towards societal interests (Beyers & Kerremans,

2012; Poloni‐Staudinger, 2008). European integration
has opened a multitude of transnational lobbying oppor‐
tunities (Mahoney & Baumgartner, 2008). However,
Europeanization also strengthened the regional level,
even in unitary states. The economic, administrative,
and entrepreneurial capacities of subnational territorial
entities have gained significance, as most CEE countries
have undergone substantial territorial reforms (Pitschel
& Bauer, 2009). Europeanization and regionalization pro‐
cesses thus offer interest associations the opportunity to
assert their demands in alternative venues.

Indeed, several authors argue that a compensation
logic is at work: If groups are constrained in articulat‐
ing their preferences in an institutional context, they
will seek to do it elsewhere (Baumgartner & Jones,
2009; Guiraudon, 2000). Another perspective, however,
emphasizes that European integration reinforces the
national constellations and rewards strong and influential
groups (Eising, 2007). That is, those groups with strong
access to national policy‐making venues and abundant
organizational and financial resources will also be the
ones engaging in multilevel lobbying in EU institutions.

Testing different multilevel governance accounts,
Beyers and Kerremans (2012) show that the two perspec‐
tives are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Whereas
organizational resources and strong access to national
policy‐making venues are indeed among the best pre‐
dictors for multilevel venue shopping, the structure of
the national polity and system of interest representa‐
tion alsomatter. Interest groups from federal and/or neo‐
corporatist states are more likely to engage in EU‐level
lobbying. Beyers and Kerremans (2012) show that
national‐level exclusion does not necessarily induce a
flight to the EU level. However, the compensation hypoth‐
esis cannot be entirely rejected. Interestingly, higher
proximity to peripheral (as opposed to relevant) opposi‐
tion parties—as a proxy for a group’s distance from the
political mainstream—leads tomore extensivemultilevel
venue shopping. Indeed, in her study of French, German,
and UK environmental NGOs, Poloni‐Staudinger (2008)
found that groups use EU action to bypass undesirable
national conditions. As national POS closed, groups were
more likely to target their activities to the EU.

Democratic backsliding can also be conceptualized
as a closure of the POS as the political space for inde‐
pendent organizations may shrink. Illiberal incumbents
may restrict funding and harass interest groups opposing
their policy agenda (Bromley et al., 2020; Buyse, 2018;
Carothers, 2016) and weaken or abolish formal interest
intermediation mechanisms (Olejnik, 2020). Hence, the
closure of the POS associatedwith backsliding forces orga‐
nized interests to recalibrate their lobbying strategies.

Following these theoretical considerations, our first
hypothesis looks at a set of organizational factors
explaining venue shopping. Financial and organizational
resources were found to be among the most impor‐
tant predictors of accessing the EU level (Bernhagen &
Mitchell, 2009; Eising, 2007). Having professional staff,
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trained lobbyists, and fundraising capacities, that is,
being a professionalized organization is key to access to
policy‐makers (Albareda, 2020; Beyers, 2002).

H1: The more organizational resources a group pos‐
sesses, the more likely it engages in lobbying at every
level (regional, national, EU).

However, Beyers and Kerremans (2012) found that rela‐
tional aspects such as gaining access to domestic policy‐
makers are a strong predictor of interest groups’ political
strategies). According to this “persistence hypothesis,’’
the skills that organizations invest in and accumulate by
lobbying at one level may boost their ability to expand
to other areas (Beyers, 2002). Moreover, personal ties
cultivated at one level may better enable organizations
to branch out to other levels. At the same time, the rep‐
resentativeness and legitimacy which organizations gain
by accessing the national level may make policy‐makers
at alternative levels more receptive to interactions with
them (Dür & Mateo, 2014).

H2: The greater the access interest groups have
to domestic policy‐makers, the greater are their
regional and EU‐level activities, too.

It is also conceivable, however, that organizations unable
to exert influence in a closing political space may com‐
pensate by turning to the regional or EU levels (Beyers &
Kerremans, 2012; Poloni‐Staudinger, 2008).

H3: Interest groups excluded from national‐level pol‐
icy networks turn to the regional and EU levels.

Conceptualizing backsliding at the organizational level is
everything but straightforward (see Section 3.2). Lacking
access to national policy networks is not necessarily a
sign, let alone a measurement, of backsliding. The clo‐
sure of the POS and diminishing access are, of course,
related phenomena, but they cannot be naively treated
as the two sides of the same coin. Therefore, we will
employ several variables to test the effect of backsliding
differently than access.

H4: Interest groups under pressure from illiberal
incumbents will intensify their regional and EU‐level
lobbying activities as opposed to the national level.

We test several control variables, which should alleviate
the effects of resources, access, and backsliding at the
organizational level, but simultaneously also affect mul‐
tilevel lobbying strategies. In line with the findings of
Beyers and Kerremans (2012) for the supranational level,
we expect neo‐corporatism to have a positive effect on
both EU and regional level lobbying, Moreover, inter‐
group cooperation is a key strategy organizations can
employ to reduce “environmental uncertainty” (Pfeffer
& Salancik, 2003). Hanegraaff and Pritoni (2019) find that

groups with decreasing influence and at risk of organi‐
zational failure are more likely to cooperate with other
groups. We also test domestic networking and national
and EU umbrella organization memberships and expect
to find a positive relationship between intergroup coop‐
eration and national and EU‐level lobbying. Expertise—
legal, economic, technical/scientific—is also a significant
exchange good for interest groups for access and influ‐
ence both at the national and EU levels (Bernhagen,
2013; Chalmers, 2011; De Bruycker, 2016). Interest
groups not only may disburden policy‐makers from the
complexities of all the pieces of legislation they simulta‐
neously juggle but, as voices of civil society, may also pro‐
vide information on how their constituents are affected
by policies (Bouwen, 2002). However, expertise provision
might be an additional resource for already privileged
organizations, particularly in the context of backsliding.
Indeed, Horváthová and Dobbins (2019) found that, in
Hungarian energy policy, the government relies heavily
on the expertise of numerous preferred business groups
with frequent access, while opponents of governmen‐
tal policy are largely excluded. We also include organi‐
zational longevity as a control, as it is treated in lobby
research as a decisive factor explaining access and influ‐
ence (Kohler‐Koch et al., 2017).

3. Sample, Data, and Research Design

3.1. Sample and Data

First, we applied Eising’s (2008) definition of inter‐
est groups while identifying relevant organizations.
He defines three attributes of interest groups: organi‐
zation, political interest, and informality. They strive
to “influence policy outcomes…. Political interest refers
to attempts…to push public policy in one direction or
another on the behalf of constituencies or a general polit‐
ical idea” while “informality relates to the fact that inter‐
est groups do not normally seek public office but pursue
their goals through informal interactions with politicians
and bureaucrats” (Eising, 2008, p. 5). Based on these
criteria, we compiled population ecologies of all Czech,
Hungarian, Polish, and Slovenian healthcare, higher edu‐
cation, and energy policy organizations currently active
on the national level. The three selected policy areas—
healthcare, higher education, and energy—are diverse
and not interrelated, thus increasing the generalizabil‐
ity of the findings. All represent a large portion of public
budgets and include both public, non‐state, and business
interest groups.

As a rule, we collected data from public registries
of civil society organizations. We cross‐checked the data
with internet searches and lists from parliaments and
different ministries that invited organizations to various
committees and meetings. We identified a total of 1,345
interest organizations on the national‐level active as late
as 2019 and conducted an online survey targeting the
active organizations betweenMarch 2019 andMay 2020
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in the four national languages. The multiple‐choice sur‐
vey questions addressed their interactions with parties,
parliaments, regulatory authorities, and policy coordi‐
nation with the state. We sent 1,264 invitations and
received 427 responses, which corresponds to a 33.7%
response rate (with strong country variations: Slovenia
51.8%, Hungary 35.3%, Czech Republic 33.6%, Poland
24.6%). Organizations perceived as critically important
(e.g., large students’ organizations, labor unions, medi‐
cal chambers, and energy business organizations) were
contacted more intensely and nearly all responded. For
a detailed description and the two datasets see Dobbins,
Labanino, et al. (2022).

The country selection also controls for the sys‐
tem of interest representation and lobbying regulation.
Slovenia is a model neo‐corporatist state (Jahn, 2016)
and arguably CEE’s most coordinated market economy
(Bohle & Greskovits, 2012), but lobbying regulation is
weak. The Czech Republic exhibits a very weakly reg‐
ulated market economy and lax lobbying regulations
(Šimral, 2015). The Polish economy is also relatively
weakly coordinated. However, extensive lobbying regu‐
lations exist, which may stymie the influence of interest
groups (McGrath, 2008). Hungary exhibits stronger mar‐
ket coordination (Duman & Kureková, 2012), and elec‐
tions are publicly funded, lobbying activities, however,
have only been loosely regulated since 2010 (European
Commission, 2020; Laboutková et al., 2020).

The four countries also represent different levels
of democratic backsliding. Hungary and Poland, but
arguably also the Czech Republic and Slovenia, have
embraced authoritarian governance styles (Bozóki &
Hegedűs, 2018; Hanley & Vachudova, 2018; Przybylski,
2018). The 2021 Nations in Transit report by Freedom
House reveals that Hungary and Poland underwent the
steepest decline in democratic quality ever recorded
(Csaky, 2021). Hungary was downgraded first from a sta‐
ble to a semi‐consolidated democracy and in 2020 to a
“transitional hybrid regime.” Freedom House still rates
Poland as a semi‐consolidated democracy. Although still
considered a consolidated democracy, the quality of
Czech democracy declined somewhat under the Babiš
government (Buštíková, 2021). Democratic quality also
deteriorated in Slovenia under Janez Janša’s premier‐
ship since 2020 (Lovec, 2021). Nevertheless, our survey
period mostly preceded his government forming (and
only in a few cases coincided with the first weeks of his
being in power). However, during 2021 and 2022, voters
resoundingly ousted both the Babiš and Janša govern‐
ments, whereas Viktor Orbán retained his constitutional
majority for the fourth time since 2010.

While we cannot thoroughly engage here with the
country‐specific complexities of the regionalization of
fiscal, administrative, and policy‐related competencies,
it is safe to say that all four countries emerged from
the socialist era as unitary states but then experi‐
enced a profound strengthening of subnational gov‐
ernance, not least due to Europeanization processes.

While Poland and the Czech Republic led the way
(Yoder, 2003), Hungary (Temesi, 2017) and Slovenia
(Setnikar‐Cankar, 2010) also experienced a shift towards
more regional autonomy. Regionalization was generally
driven by regionalist political movements, the devolu‐
tion of social services by the central state, and often
pressures from wealthier regions for more economic
control (Yoder, 2003). The European Commission also
strongly pushed for a governancemodel based on auton‐
omy for subnational entities in order to receive EU struc‐
tural funds (Pitschel & Bauer, 2009). However, backslid‐
ing meant a significant re‐centralization of governance
structures and policy competencies (Antal, 2019; for
healthcare, see Mikuła & Kaczmarek, 2019; Szigetvári,
2020; for energy, see Szulecki, 2020; Temesi, 2017; for
higher education, see Vlk et al., 2021). Despite this, there
is still a strong argument for subnational activities of
organized interests. First, healthcare and higher educa‐
tion services are, by nature, provided at the regional
and local levels, while major sources of energy are
often derived from peripheral regions (e.g., the Polish
coalmine basin in Silesia, the Temelín nuclear reac‐
tor in southern Bohemia). Yet, more importantly, EU
cohesion funds are generally distributed by subnational
authorities, meaning that—despite different country‐
specific polity‐related dynamics—regional authorities
remain potent actors and potential points of access for
organized interests despite centralization trends.

3.2. Research Design

Our dependent variables are based on a survey item
asking respondents to evaluate how the importance
of the following levels of representation has changed
compared to 10–15 years ago: the regional, national,
and EU‐levels. The respondents gave their answers on
a five‐point scale for each level ranging from 1 (much
less), 2 (less), 3 (the same), 4 (more), and 5 (much more).
We estimated models for all three separately. However,
we also created two new variables expressing the rel‐
ative importance of the national and the EU and the
national and regional levels for representation, respec‐
tively. We recoded the EU and the regional level vari‐
ables: much less importance takes the value −2, less −1,
the same 0, more +1, and much more +2. The variable
on the importance of the national venue is coded as a
mirror image of the EU and the regional variable. That
is, if the importance of the national level for an organiza‐
tion has increased much more, it takes the value of −2;
if it increased more, it takes the value −1; if it became
less important, it takes the value +1; if it became much
less important, it takes the value +2; finally, if it is the
same, it takes the value 0. We summed up the recoded
national and EU and the national and regional variables
and created two new variables: National vs. European
levels and National vs. regional levels. These two new
variables range from −4 to +4, negative values indicating
that the national level has gained in importance relatively
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to the EU or regional levels, whose importance did not
change or decreased. Positive values indicate the oppo‐
site: The EU or regional levels gained importance rela‐
tive to the national level. The value 0 indicates that the
national level gained in importance exactly as much as
the EUor the regional levels lost their importance, respec‐
tively, or that there was no change (Table 1). This opera‐
tionalization highlights the relational importance of the
three representational levels and grasps the move in rel‐
ative terms towards or away from the national level to
either the regional or EU levels.

Access to policy‐makers is a composite variable of
five survey questions measuring interest group access to
different venues. Our respondents rated the difficulty of
accessing regulatory authorities, parliamentary commit‐
tees, governing parties, opposition parties, and a general
assessment of policy coordination between the state.
The questions are measured on a 1 to 5 scale, 1 being no
access or extreme difficulties in access, and 5 being full
accessor very easy access.We summed the scores,which
resulted in a continuous scale from 1 to 25. Nevertheless,
as a robustness test, following Beyers and Kerremans
(2012), we also estimate our models with access to par‐
ties in general and subsequently to governing and oppo‐
sition parties, respectively. In POSmodels, the legislature
is treated as an especially important venue explaining
the openness of a political system to societal interests
because legislators have a direct democratic mandate
giving them incentives to seek contact with civil society
actors (Kitschelt, 1986). Thus, we also test our models
with only access to parliament.

Our most important variable measuring organiza‐
tional resources is a composite variable, profession‐
alization. The variables are based on a survey item
asking respondents to evaluate on a five‐point scale
(from much less to much more) to what extent their
organization focuses on the following activities as
opposed to 10–15 years ago: (a) organizational develop‐
ment, (b) human resources development, (c) fundrais‐
ing, (d) strategic planning, and (e) evaluation of effi‐
ciency and effectiveness. Following Klüver and Saurugger
(2013), we included staff in our composite variable of

professionalization, aswe believe having paid employees
reflects organizational development. We operationalize
financial resources using a variable measuring the finan‐
cial planning horizon of an organization on a 5‐point scale
ranging from 1 (less than one year) to 5 (more than
five years).

Backsliding is first measured with country dum‐
mies, with Slovenia being the baseline. We capture
these country‐level processeswith country dummies and
simultaneously control for omitted variable bias at the
country level. The country‐ and policy‐field dummies also
enable us to account for particularities in interest group
activity driven by varying levels of regionalization and
subnational policy competencies.

Additionally, we introduce an organizational‐level
proxy for backsliding based on a survey item measur‐
ing the perceived frequency of governmental meet‐
ings in an organization’s respective area of activity (not
between the organization and the government). That is,
the answers give a general assessment of the frequency
of government consultations measured on a five‐point
scale: never, once a year, twice a year, monthly, and
weekly. There are pronounced differences across coun‐
tries in this measurement (Figure 3). For the analysis,
we created a new dichotomous variable, which takes the
value 1 for organizations reporting no or only yearly con‐
sultations in their field of activity, and 0 for all other orga‐
nizations in the dataset.

We measure intergroup cooperation with three vari‐
ables: two on the national and one on the EU levels,
respectively. For national and EU umbrella memberships,
we have two dichotomous (dummy) variables taking
the value 1 for membership and 0 for non‐membership.
For domestic cooperation, we created a composite vari‐
able from four survey items measuring different forms
of cooperation between interest groups in fundraising,
representation on advisory boards, issuing joint state‐
ments, and formulating joint political strategies. For each
answer never we assigned the value 0; for occasionally
we assigned the value 1; for frequently we assigned the
value 2. That is, we received a continuous scale ranging
from 0 to 8.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the two relational dependent variables (national vs. EU levels/national vs. regional levels).

National vs. EU level No. % National vs. regional level No. %

National level is more important –4 3 1 –4 2 1
–3 7 2 –3 3 1
–2 28 9 –2 25 9
–1 74 25 –1 78 27

The same/no change 0 119 40 0 138 48

EU/regional level is more important 1 54 18 1 30 11
2 7 2 2 7 2
3 2 1 3 2 1
4 2 1 4

Total 296 100 285 100
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We also asked organizations to evaluate the impor‐
tance of four types of expertise for policy influence: tech‐
nical/scientific, legal, economic, and impact assessment
(De Bruycker, 2016). We created a composite expertise
index, which takes the value 0 for any type of exper‐
tise evaluated as unimportant by the respondents in
their interactions with policy‐makers, 1 evaluated as
somewhat important, and 2 marked as very important.
Thus, the composite expertise index is a continuous scale
between 0 (if all four types of expertise were marked as
unimportant) and 8 (if all were marked as very impor‐
tant). Finally, longevity is operationalized as organiza‐
tional age (logged). See Table 1 in the Supplementary File
for a summary of variables.

4. Analysis

4.1. Descriptive Analysis

To explore our dependent variables, we first depicted
the means of the variables measuring the change in the
importance of regional‐, national‐, and EU‐level repre‐
sentation per policy field and country (Figure 1). The bar
charts reveal that, on average, all representational lev‐
els became somewhat more important compared to a
decade ago (3 means no change, 4 means more impor‐
tance, 5 means much more importance on the scale).
However, there are clear differences between countries
and policy fields.

Hungarian respondents, on average, reported the
lowest increase in importance of any representation
levels, and Slovenian and Czech respondents reported
the highest (Slovenians slightly more). Interestingly,
Hungarian energy policy organizations report the least
positive change in the importance across all levels of
representation. This lends support to the findings of
Horváthová and Dobbins (2019) that the government
provides access to a few influential business groupswhile
excluding others. The graphs do not indicate a flight from
the national level of excluded groups.

In the other three countries, the EU level has become
particularly important for energy groups. In all four coun‐
tries, the regional level gained the least in importance.
However, despite recentralization processes, the bal‐
ance is positive even for the regional level except for
Hungarian higher education groups, for whom it became
less important. This is likely a sign of the increasing gov‐
ernment control and weakening academic freedom in
Hungarian higher education (Kováts, 2018).

We also plotted our relational dependent variables
(Figure 2). Here the differences are more pronounced
between the four countries. As expected, it is neo‐
corporatist Slovenia where the national level gained the
least importance relative to the European and regional
levels (with a relatively large increase in importance at
all three levels; see Figure 1). However, the numbers are
more difficult to interpret for the other three countries.
It is Hungary where the national level gained the least
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Figure 1. Mean change in the importance of regional‐, national‐, and EU‐level representation levels compared to 10–15
years ago per country and policy field.

Politics and Governance, 2023, Volume 11, Issue 1, Pages 65–79 70

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


Slovenia

Na onal vs. European level Na onal vs. Regional level
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Czech Republic
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Czech Republic
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n = 285n = 296
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Figure 2. The relative importance of the European and regional level of representation vis‐à‐vis the national level com‐
pared to 10–15 years ago.

importance relatively after Slovenia compared to both
other levels of representation, much less than either
Poland or the Czech Republic. Now, looking at the pre‐
vious graphs in Figure 1, this result is somewhat less sur‐
prising. After all, Hungarian interest groups reported the
least increase in importance across all three levels for
representation. However, we need to estimate multivari‐
ate models to better understand these patterns.

It is important to also look at the dispersion of our
individual level proxy for backsliding, a variable indicat‐

ing the respondents’ assessment of the frequency of
government consultations in their field of activity on a
five‐point scale where 1 is no consultations, 2 is once
a year, 3 is twice a year, 4 is monthly, and 5 is weekly
(Figure 3). The boxplots show that Slovenian groups
report the least frequent governmental consultations in
their field of activity. This againmight be an effect of neo‐
corporatism,whereby there are formal interest represen‐
tation forums and bigger, encompassing organizations
enjoy an advantage over smaller ones. Hungarian and

Czech Republic

Hungary

Poland

Slovenia

1

Frequency in consulta ons with the government in field of ac vity

n = 331

2 3 4 5

Figure 3. The frequency of governmental consultations in the field of activity.
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Slovenian respondents have the same median; however,
the interquartile range is narrower for Hungarian ones.
Czech and Polish organizations reportmore frequent con‐
sultations than Hungarians or Slovenians. Again, we do
not know whether more frequent consultations trans‐
late to easier access and more frequent participation,
let alone higher policy influence. As already elaborated
above,we use a dichotomous variable based on thismea‐
sure in our multivariate models to better highlight the
effect of exclusive governmental policy‐making.

4.2. Statistical Analysis

We estimated seven multivariate OLS models to explore
the determinants of the changes in the importance of
the levels of representation. In every model, we con‐
trol for country (baseline Slovenia) and policy field (base‐
line higher education). For each model, we plotted the
kernel density over the normal distribution and esti‐
mated the variance inflation factor (for each coefficient
and the mean for the model as a whole) to control
for multicollinearity.

In Models 1, 2, and 3, we estimated the three lev‐
els separately. Access to domestic policy‐makers is in a
positive relationship with an increased importance for
the national level lobby activity, whereas in a negative
one with both the EU and regional levels. That is, closer
proximity to national level policymakers does not seem
to induce higher EU or regional level lobby activity (H2).
On the contrary, groups with lower domestic access
seem to value the supra‐ and subnational levels some‐
what more (H3). However, we do not find support for
either hypotheses, as the coefficent for the composite
access index remains insignificant in all three models.
Estimating the models with party access in general, or
access to governing and opposition parties, respectively,
or access to parliament does not change the results (see
Supplementary File, Tables 2–5).

At the national level, the coefficient of the dummy
for having no or only yearly governmental consultations
in the field of activity—our proxy for backsliding at
the organizational level—is negative and significant (H4).
However, at the regional and EU levels, it loses statistical
significance. InModel 1, the coefficient of the composite
expertise index is significant and indicates a positive rela‐
tionship. That is, expertise provision has a positive effect
of placing greater importance on national‐level represen‐
tation compared to 10–15 years ago. However, expertise
provision loses significance at the EU and regional levels.

Turning to the effect of organizational resources
(H1), professionalization has a positive and significant
effect at all three levels, suggesting that professionaliza‐
tion is a key organizational resource. More professional‐
ized organizations engage in more active lobbying not
only at the national but also at the EU and regional
levels. We plotted the effect of professionalization on
the change in importance for EU‐level representation
(Model 2). The marginal effect plot clearly reveals a sub‐

stantial and robust effect (Figure 4). Organizations that
did not invest in enhancing their organizational capac‐
ities in the past 10–15 years place less importance on
EU‐level representation than those that did.

While the policy field itself turned out to be insignif‐
icant in all models, national differences indeed are pro‐
nounced at the EU and regional levels: Hungarian orga‐
nizations place less importance on both levels, whereas
Polish groups are less active only at the regional level.
Hence, Polish organizations seem to be adapting to the
general trend towards centralization (Rozbicka et al.,
2020) while—unlike their Hungarian counterparts—also
still branching out to the EU level. Organizational age is a
positive predictor for more EU‐level lobbying and a nega‐
tive for regional lobbying (the coefficient is negative but
not significant at the national level). This might indicate
that older, more influential organizations have turned
to the EU level in the past 10–15 years. From our inter‐
organizational variables, only EU umbrella membership
has a significant effect, a positive one at the EU level
(unsurprisingly).

These models, however, do not tell us how the differ‐
ent representation levels relate to each other. To answer
this question, first, we regressed the national level on
the EU and the regional level, excluding access from
the models but leaving all other variables in. Models 4
and 5 lend support to H2. The main driver for placing
more importance on both EU and regional level represen‐
tation is indeed increased importance for the national
level. We learned fromModel 1 that these are privileged,
highly professionalized organizations providing expertise
to national policy‐makers active in policy fields with rela‐
tively frequent governmental consultations.

To model what determines organizations to move
towards or away from the national level, either to the EU
or regional levels, we need a different, relational oper‐
ationalization of the dependent variable. For a detailed
description of the two relational variables, please refer to
Section 3 and Table 1. As a reminder: The two variables
range (potentially) from −4 to +4. Negative numbers indi‐
cate higher importance for the national level and, at the
same time, no change or reduced importance of the EU
or the regional level, while positive numbers indicate just
the opposite. Models 6 and 7 clearly show that our proxy
variable for backsliding—the perceived frequency of gov‐
ernmental consultations in the area of activity—affects
a move toward the EU and regional levels away from
national representation positively. That is, organizations
reporting no or only yearly government consultations
place more importance on both EU and regional level
representation compared to 10–15 years ago. This lends
support to H4. The coefficient for access is, however,
still insignificant in both models suggesting that a gen‐
eral closure of the POS—a structural condition, that is—
is more important in explaining the strategic choice of
moving toward the supra‐ or subnational levels than indi‐
vidual group inclusion/exclusion. It is also interesting that
domestic inter‐group cooperation becomes significant
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Table 2. Determinants of the change in the representational levels compared to 10–15 years ago.
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Importance of Importance of Importance of Importance of Importance of
national level for EU level for regional level for EU level for regional level for National National
representation vs. representation vs. representation vs. representation vs. representation vs. vs. vs.
10–15 years ago 10–15 years ago 10–15 years ago 10–15 years ago 10–15 years ago European level regional level

Composite political access index additive 0.00346 −0.00347 −0.00612 −0.00334 −0.0100
[0.0123] [0.0149] [0.0130] [0.0157] [0.0139]

No or yearly government consultation in −0.368** −0.0270 −0.102 0.157 0.0845 0.339* 0.329*
the policy field [0.122] [0.152] [0.132] [0.143] [0.114] [0.158] [0.140]
Professionalization 0.0303** 0.0442** 0.0387*** 0.0305* 0.0129 0.0217 0.0147

[0.0103] [0.0134] [0.0115] [0.0125] [0.0104] [0.0135] [0.0119]
Financial planning horizon 0.0506 −0.00663 0.0662 −0.0296 0.0525 −0.0418 0.0296

[0.0401] [0.0482] [0.0414] [0.0457] [0.0366] [0.0512] [0.0446]
Composite expertise index 0.0731** −0.0208 0.00871 −0.0553 −0.0279 −0.0913** −0.0777**

[0.0255] [0.0324] [0.0274] [0.0312] [0.0242] [0.0336] [0.0296]
Cooperation with other domestic groups −0.0425 0.0652 0.0281 0.0791* 0.0260 0.0873* 0.0896*

[0.0337] [0.0412] [0.0351] [0.0377] [0.0297] [0.0429] [0.0392]
National umbrella membership −0.00678 −0.264 0.0617 −0.276* 0.0718 −0.254 0.0697

[0.120] [0.145] [0.127] [0.137] [0.112] [0.153] [0.137]
EU umbrella membership 0.0802 0.526*** 0.00452 0.510*** −0.0366 0.454** −0.0355

[0.118] [0.145] [0.126] [0.137] [0.110] [0.152] [0.135]
Age (logged) −0.151 0.304** −0.183* 0.363*** −0.0928 0.440*** −0.0537

[0.0876] [0.103] [0.0919] [0.0988] [0.0816] [0.112] [0.0980]
Energy −0.0628 0.188 0.157 0.202 0.204 0.257 0.188

[0.169] [0.201] [0.175] [0.191] [0.155] [0.219] [0.188]
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Table 2. (Cont.) Determinants of the change in the representational levels compared to 10–15 years ago.
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Importance of Importance of Importance of Importance of Importance of
national level for EU level for regional level for EU level for regional level for National National
representation vs. representation vs. representation vs. representation vs. representation vs. vs. vs.
10–15 years ago 10–15 years ago 10–15 years ago 10–15 years ago 10–15 years ago European level regional level

Healthcare 0.00633 −0.0868 0.117 −0.0662 0.164 −0.0952 0.0888
[0.153] [0.182] [0.158] [0.171] [0.138] [0.196] [0.170]

Higher education 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
[—] [—] [—] [—] [—] [—] [—]

Czech Republic 0.0410 −0.145 −0.283 −0.180 −0.218 −0.244 −0.330
[0.159] [0.199] [0.169] [0.188] [0.150] [0.205] [0.180]

Hungary −0.0778 −0.481* −0.460** −0.490* −0.408** −0.366 −0.442*
[0.167] [0.205] [0.176] [0.192] [0.153] [0.216] [0.191]

Poland 0.102 −0.106 −0.450* −0.175 −0.466** −0.185 −0.615**
[0.171] [0.205] [0.181] [0.195] [0.158] [0.217] [0.194]

Slovenia 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
[—] [—] [—] [—] [—] [—] [—]

Importance of national level for 0.378*** 0.518***
representation vs. 10–15 years ago [0.0756] [0.0626]
Constant 3.464*** 1.775*** 3.272*** 0.486 1.550*** −1.875*** −0.333

[0.408] [0.503] [0.431] [0.532] [0.422] [0.528] [0.464]
R2 0.184 0.223 0.159 0.310 0.368 0.189 0.123
Observations 251 214 238 213 233 236 230
Notes: Standard errors in brackets; linear regression models; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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Figure 4. Predictive margins for the change in the importance of EU‐level representation as compared to 10–15 years ago
for the levels of professionalization, 95% confidence interval.

in these relational models and positive both for the
EU and regional levels. This finding tentatively suggests
that inter‐group cooperation is indeed a “weapon of the
weak,” an important asset against environmental uncer‐
tainties (Hanegraaff & Pritoni, 2019; Pfeffer & Salancik,
2003). The significant and negative effect of the compos‐
ite expertise index strengthens our findings in Model 1.
Those organizations engaging in expertise‐provision to
domestic policy‐makers evaluate national‐level repre‐
sentation more importantly than 10–15 years ago. It
also lends tentative support to H3: As access to pol‐
icy networks is a necessary condition for information‐
oriented lobbying, exclusion means a move away from
the national towards the EU and regional levels.

5. Conclusions

This article assessed whether organized interests oper‐
ating amid (varying degrees of) democratic backslid‐
ing are “defiantly responding” to the new playing field.
Specifically, we explored whether increasing engage‐
ment in alternative political venues—i.e., the EU and/or
regional level—is driven by organizations’ (lacking) indi‐
vidual access to policy networks or rather by a general
closure of the POS. We also assessed how multilevel lob‐
bying is influenced by organization‐specific variables such
as financial resources, professionalization, and expertise,
as well as the meso‐level of inter‐group cooperation.

Are organizations under pressure from illiberal gov‐
ernments “taking their business elsewhere”? First, it
depends somewhat on how the question was posed—

and the country’s context. Our variables linking (lack‐
ing) access to national policy‐makers with increas‐
ing regional and international activity revealed nei‐
ther a multiplication of lobbying capacity (i.e., better
national access =moremultilevel lobbying) nor evidence
that excluded groups seek alternative lobbying forums.
Hence, excluded organizations seem to be coping with
or adapting to the situation. Hungary, the country most
significantly affected by backsliding, stood out as an
extreme case, as Hungarian organizations are even less
likely to “go abroad” or regionalize despite the adverse
climate. This also holds, to a somewhat lesser extent, for
Polish organizations.

However, when we applied our organization‐specific
proxy variable for backsliding, namely the perceived
(lacking) frequency of governmental consultations in the
specific policy area and our relational variable for venue
shopping (expressing the relative importance of the
national vs. the EU or the regional levels, respectively),
our regressions indeed reflected a move towards the EU
and the regional levels. Once again, though, Hungarian
and Polish organizations appear less willing to engage
in venue shopping. This ultimately lends evidence to a
depressing effect of democratic backsliding on organiza‐
tional responsiveness (and potentially a positive effect of
Slovenian corporatism on EU‐level lobbying).

Yet there is hope for organizations operating in back‐
sliding contexts. Nearly all models show that organiza‐
tional self‐empowerment is crucial. Organizations focus‐
ing on accumulating expertise, and professionalization,
i.e., through training lobbyists, monitoring effectiveness,
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and cooperating with other organizations, not only can
sustain access to governments but also branch out to
other (regional and European) lobbying forums. Hence,
the self‐induced micro‐level development of organiza‐
tions enables them to react, regardless of their prox‐
imity to policy‐makers. In other words, “better busi‐
nesses,” i.e., more professionalized, expertise‐oriented,
and cooperative organizations, appear capable of oper‐
ating in multiple venues, regardless of whether included
or excluded at the national level. On another positive
note, our results show a strong correlation between
expertise provision and increasing national‐level activ‐
ity, thus indicating that illiberal, populist governments
are still interested in gathering expertise from civil soci‐
ety organizations. However, it may also be the case
that illiberal governments are specifically propping up
such well‐endowed, expertise‐intensive organizations
and potentially even supporting their EU‐level activities.
In other words, organizational resources and multilevel
lobbying capacity may be driven more by symbiotic rela‐
tionships with governments than own personal initiative
(for rather weak evidence for this phenomenon in CEE
see Dobbins, Horváth, et al., 2022).

Aside from these complex causal processes requir‐
ing further exploration, our perspective opens numer‐
ous avenues for future research. Clearly, our bird’s‐eye
quantitative approach somewhat overlooks the dynam‐
ics of individual organizations. Thus, case studies might
provide more lucid insights into specific organizational
decision‐making processes, specifically with regard to
governments’ leverage over organizational development.
Importantly, multilevel lobbying might be driven by fac‐
tors other than democratic backsliding. For example, an
increasing density of the organizational populationmight
crowd out the playing field and compel organizations to
shift operations elsewhere.Moreover, future scholarship
might explore whether targeted funding from the EU or
other foreign donors enhancesmultilevel lobbying capac‐
ity among CEE organizations. Finally, authors should also
assess whether venue shopping at the European level
ultimately strengthens (i.e., due to learning effects) or
weakens (i.e., due to administrative overburdening) orga‐
nizations’ influence on national policy‐making.
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