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Abstract 

This paper contributes to the debate on trans-national relations in the post-Soviet space with a 

special focus on multilateralism. The dynamics within the regional organizations in this sphere 

provide a puzzling paradox: The number of multilateral agreements signed within the numerous 

regional organizations is high, but the number of realized cooperation projects is very low. The 

relevant agreements among the Newly Independent States (NIS) are those signed on a bilateral basis 

rather than on a multilateral level, but regional formats are repeatedly initiated. 

Following the ‘second image’ debate, this paper argues that these strategic action patterns on the 

regional level need to be discussed in the context of domestic settings. The literature on political 

regimes in the NIS emphasizes the persistence of informal politics as a legacy of the Soviet Union, 

even though the degree to which these informal politics shape political regimes varies across the NIS.  

Against this background, the core question is how and to what extent informal politics shape the 

engagement of the NIS in regional organizations, namely their low level of commitment to 

multilateral agreements. The conceptual framework of the paper is motivated by theoretical 

considerations from International Relations theories and the concept of patron-client relations. It is 

argued that informal politics contribute to the volatility of the NIS’ foreign policy toward multilateral 

frameworks in general terms by increasing the independence of decision-makers from polity 

structures and formal agreements. Moreover, patron-client relations aim at limiting the access of 

actors to valuable resources and to the centre of power as well as at avoiding control over 

transactions and decision-making. This is hardly conducive to compliance with formal multilateral 

institutions. 

The relevance of these hypotheses is discussed for the case of Ukraine and its foreign policy toward 

the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) and GUAM (which consists of Georgia, Ukraine, 

Azerbaijan and Moldova). The qualitative analysis is built on secondary and primary sources, 

including eleven expert interviews conducted in February 2010 with staff from independent think 

tanks, actors involved in the state bureaucracy and GUAM officials. The empirical analysis leads to 

the conclusion that patterns of informal politics create an environment that allows political actors to 

neglect signed multilateral agreements and to pursue mainly instrumentalized actions in regional 

organizations. Furthermore, the results indicate that multilateral frameworks are clearly being 

undermined by specific elite interests. 

1. Introduction 

One of the main challenges for the former Soviet republics after independence was to reorganize 

their relations with each other. Almost twenty years later, these relations are still characterized by 

unstable political ties and economic conflicts. Even military action cannot be ruled out, as witnessed 

in the conflict between Armenia and Azerbaijan or the Russian-Georgian war in 2008. 

The specific structure of political, economic and social integration in the Soviet Union left ambivalent 

legacies for the re-organization of the relations between the Newly Independent States (NIS). Among 

these are strong interdependencies in infrastructure, industrial production, military equipment and 

defence settings. The integration structure of the Soviet Union was centre-oriented and hence 
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organized around the Russian Federal Soviet Republic. Consequently, the linkages between the 

former Soviet republics and Russia are still strong. The horizontal interdependence linking the other 

republics to each other is far weaker. The perpetuation of this centre-dominated structure of 

interdependence was and still is considered a challenge for the sovereignty of the NIS. 

At the same time, economic and military constraints have made it impossible to dismiss this structure 

entirely. Moreover, a strong cross-linkage of the societies, including similarities in various aspects of 

organizing society and the economy (ranging from educational systems to standards of production), 

strong linkages among the elites, and trans-national phenomena (like organized crime or 

environmental issues) argue for continuing multilateral cooperation.  

Apart from Turkmenistan, all of the NIS opted not only for bilateral but for multilateral frameworks 

of cooperation. As a result, about ten regional organizations1 with similar scope and institutional 

design emerged after 1991. Despite this blossoming of multilateral organizations, agreements in 

multilateral formats have hardly gained relevance for structuring the relations among the NIS. The 

ten regional organizations are fairly similar in their dynamics, which consist of volatile engagement 

and a low level of compliance with multilateral agreements.2 Agreements of de facto relevance are 

predominantly adopted on a bilateral level. The model of regional intergovernmental organizations 

with an integration agenda has been adopted, but without much of a stabilizing effect for the 

relations among the member states.  

These empirical observations raise the following questions: Do the NIS associate regional 

organizations with functions other than integration? Are there structural aspects in the domestic and 

international context of the NIS that prevent the establishment of efficient multilateral institutions?  

It is the aim of this paper to shed light on these questions by following the ‘second image’ debate in 

International Relations. This debate implies that understanding processes on the domestic level is 

crucial for grasping a state’s strategic interactions on the international level.3  

A common characteristic of the domestic politics and political regimes in the NIS is the strength of 

informal politics. Informal politics are believed to shape the regimes in all NIS, albeit to varying 

degrees. Given this assumption, it seems reasonable to explore the impact of informal politics on the 

NIS’ foreign policy, especially since this impact has been largely neglected up to now.4 This line of 

inquiry is of special interest regarding multilateralism in the post-Soviet space for two reasons. 

Informal practices and personalized networks are depicted as a legacy from the Soviet era. It can 

hence be expected that some personalized networks are established across today’s state borders. 

Moreover, it can be assumed that informal practices contradict the transparency and commitment to 

long-term agreements demanded by multilateral frameworks. 

                                                           
1
  Commonwealth of Independent States, Collective Security Treaty Organisation, Eurasian Economic 

Community, Single Economic Space, Organisation for Democracy and Economic Development - GUAM, 
Community of Democratic Choice, Shanghai Cooperation Organisation, Customs Union, Russia-
Belarusian Union, Central Asian Cooperation Organisation (2002–2006). 

2 
 Libman, Alexander: Regionalisation and Regionalism in the Post-Soviet Space, in: Europe-Asia Studies, 

2007 (Vol. 59), No. 3, pp. 401–430.  
3
  Halliday, Fred: Rethinking International Relations, Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1994. 

4 
 Torjesen, Stina: Understanding regional co-operation in Central Asia, 1991–2004, Oxford: University of 

Oxford, 2007; Bukkvoll, Tor: The State as Purpose, the State as Property. National and Private Interests 
in the Foreign Policies of Russia, Ukraine and Kazakhstan, Oslo: NTNU, 2005. 
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Hence the core question is how and to what extent informal politics shape the NIS’ engagement in 

regional organizations, their low level of commitment to multilateral agreements, and their 

preference for bilateral agreements. 

This nexus will be discussed in the following section from a theoretical perspective. Next, this 

research approach will be applied to the case of Ukrainian foreign policy toward the Commonwealth 

of Independent States and the ‘Organization for Democracy and Economic Development – GUAM’ 

will be examined in some depth. This paper presents the initial findings of my Ph.D. project, which is 

designed as a comparative study of Ukrainian and Azerbaijani foreign policies toward the CIS and 

GUAM. 

2. Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework is built on considerations from IR theory and the literature on political 

regimes. In line with qualitative research methodology, the conceptual framework shall function as a 

tool for analysing and explaining an empirical phenomenon.5 The analysis therefore does not follow 

the neo-positivist school of testing theory empirically for the sake of theory building. Accordingly, the 

research is not designed to model variables, theoretical assumptions will be aligned with the 

empirical observations, and the research results will qualify only for limited generalization.  

2.1. IR theories – factors supporting multilateralism 

A wide variety of IR theories discuss the emergence of and commitment to regional 

intergovernmental organizations. The IR literature depicts regional organizations as vehicles for 

economic, political and security integration, but the assumptions about the aim of integration differ. 

Whereas neo-realism argues for integration as a means of power-balancing in the international 

system, (neo-)functionalism and liberal intergovernmentalism consider it as a means for increasing 

social welfare. In accordance with the diverging aims associated with integration, IR theories offer a 

variety of different mechanisms and factors which are considered to have an impact on the progress 

and stagnation of integration. Neo-realism and social constructivism locate such factors on the 

international level only. In contrast, theories like functionalism and neo-institutionalism advise 

domestic actors and institutions to be decisive. This position is supported by some IR and foreign 

policy theories that are not concerned with regional organizations, as for example Robert Putnam’s 

Two-Level-Game or Graham Allison’s bureaucratic model of foreign policy formulation.  

Common to the main IR theories is a normative notion of integration, which is not supported in this 

research. Given the above-mentioned empirical observations, it is instead questioned whether 

‘integration’ is helpful for grasping the dynamics among the regional organizations under scrutiny. 

Therefore, no single IR theory will be employed as a framework. Nevertheless, the domestic 

characteristics claimed to be required for ‘integration’ by the different but relatively complimentary 

IR theories are revealing for the question of whether domestic settings have an impact on the 

approach toward regional organizations.  

Most hypotheses on the nexus between the national and international spheres are derived from the 

dynamics of state-society relations, which are characteristic in societies where democratic formal 

                                                           
5
 Weber, Max: Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Wissenschaftslehre, Tübingen: Mohr 1968. 
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institutions predominate. (Neo-)Functionalism argues that multilateral agreements among the states 

of a region are preferred by incumbents seeking to maximize social welfare and willing to transfer 

sovereignty to a supranational level. This implies that such incumbents mainly depend on their 

electorates, rule is based on transparent mechanisms, and power is not concentrated in the hands of 

incumbents and the elites who surround them. Apart from that, the main mechanism of integration, 

the ‘spill-over effect’, relies on economic and other non-state actors whose interests are determined 

by the precepts of market democracies and who are able to lobby their interests in the government.6 

The latter is most likely the case in societies where participation occurs through formal institutions.  

The literatures on ‘Security Communities’ and intergovernmentalism both emphasize that 

commitment to multilateral frameworks is determined by the existence of similar pluralistic 

institutional settings and norms in the member states.7 According to the liberal intergovernmentalist 

perspective, state foreign policy preferences are based on the preferences of different societal 

groups. These are aggregated by the government in order to pursue a foreign policy which satisfies 

the voter and keeps the government in power. The channels of the policy-making process are 

considered to be shaped mainly by formal democratic rules.8 Graham Allison argues in a similar 

manner for foreign policy preferences to be aggregated by the bureaucratic corpus in the 

government. He thus emphasizes the role of formal democratic institutions for the formulation of 

foreign policy preferences.9  

In a nutshell, formal democratic institutions are considered relevant for explaining the strategic 

actions of states in regional intergovernmental organizations and the domestic foreign policy-making 

process. Of special importance are the welfare orientation of the political actors, the predominance 

of formal rule, a foreign policy that is based on the interests of various social actors, market-oriented 

economic actors and independent non-state actors. Since the regimes in the NIS are only partly built 

on these characteristics, the question to pose is what impact the institutional settings of the NIS have 

on the states’ strategic behaviour on the international level. 

2.2. Informality in the Political Regimes of the NIS  

The first contributions of transitology on the transition of politics and polity in the NIS were strongly 

geared toward formal institutions. They discussed the degree of democracy determined by the new 

political systems and the factors shaping the consolidation of new democratic institutions.10 After it 

was admitted that the NIS are not necessarily in the process of transition, but of consolidation in 

various regimes falling between formal democracy and formal authoritarianism, the literature on 

political regimes in the NIS increasingly considered aspects of non-formal politics. 

                                                           
6
  Mitrany, David: The Functional Theory of Politics, London: Macmillan, 1975. 

7
  Adler, Emanuel: Imagined (Security) Communities, in: Millennium, 1997 (Vol. 26), No. 2, pp. 249–277; 

Hoffmann, Stanley: Fate of the Nation State, in: Daedalus, 1966 (Vol. 95), No. 3, pp. 862–915. 
8
  Moravcsik, Andrew: Preferences and Power in the European Community. A Liberal 

Intergovernmentalist Approach, in: Journal of Common Market Studies, 1993 (Vol. 31), No. 4, pp. 473–
524, here p. 476. 

9
  Allison, Graham T / Szanton, Peter L: Remaking foreign policy. The organisational connection, New 

York: Basic Books, 1976. 
10

  Merkel, Wolfgang: Systemwechsel 1. Theorien, Ansaetze unf Konzepte der Transformationsforschung, 
Opladen: Leske + Budrich, 1995. 
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The neo-institutionalist assumption that institutions or ‘rules of the game’ in state-society relations 

are determined by formal and informal constraints has been gaining relevance.11 Given the obvious 

conflicting nature of informal constraints and the newly established formal constraints, the literature 

on the NIS mostly distinguishes between informal and formal institutions.12 In this article, the term 

‘informal institutions’ refers to patterns of rule which are predominantly but not necessarily entirely 

determined by unwritten rules of behaviour. Including informal institutions in our understanding of 

ruling patterns shifts the focus from political systems to political regimes. The latter are ‘basic 

patterns in the organization, exercise, and transfer of government decision-making power’.13 

Taking the informal institutions in a given regime into account is especially relevant when discussing 

states that have experienced a comprehensive political change. In his concept of neopatrimonialism, 

Shmuel Eisenstadt argues that practices which determine social action tend to prevail even after 

formal institutions are introduced. The now informal practices often undermine the newly 

introduced formal institutions or incorporate them for instrumental purposes.14 

One specific pattern of such informal institutions is personalized relations, which have been 

described as ‘dyadic bonds between individuals of unequal power and socioeconomic status’. This 

pattern is depicted by Eisenstadt/Roniger as a form of patron-client relations. The concept ‘denotes 

*…+ a distinct mode of regulating crucial aspects of institutional order: the structuring of the flow of 

resources and power relations and their legitimation in society’.15  

This concept has already been applied to the Newly Independent States based on the argument that 

such patron-client relations persist as a legacy of the Soviet Union, where these bonds were very 

powerful. The Soviet system is frequently depicted as a principle-agent model16 or as a regime in 

which the daily politics and economics as well as the relations between the centre in Moscow and 

the Soviet Republics were mainly determined by personalized relations.17  

The degree to which these patterns predominate in the regimes of the FSU varies from country to 

country according to the structure and strength of the regime centre and peripheral social actors. 

The Central Asian States18, Azerbaijan19, Belarus and Russia are cited as examples of countries in 

which patron-client relations dominate state-society relations.20 Formal institutions are considered to 

                                                           
11 

 North, Douglass C.: Institutions, Institutional Change and Economic Performance, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, p. 36. 

12
  Ledeneva, Alena: The Use of Informal Networks in Russia of the 1990s. Institutions or Practices?, ESRC 

Workshop No. 18, 2009.  
13

  Higley, John / Burton, Michael: The Elite Variable in Democratic Transitions and Breakdowns, in: 
American Sociological Review, 1989 (Vol. 54) No. 1, pp. 17–32, here p. 18. 

14
  Eisenstadt, Shmuel N. / Roniger. Louis: Patron, Clients and Friends, Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1984, p. 234.  
15 

 Eisenstadt, Shmuel N.: Traditional Patrimonialism and Modern Neopatrimonialism, London: Sage, 
1981, p. 15. 

16
  Solnik, Steven, L.: The Breakdown of Hierarchies in the Soviet Union and China. A Neoinstitutional 

Perspective, in: World Politics, 1996 (Vol. 48), No. 2, pp. 209–239.  
17

  Willerton, John: Patronage and Politics in the USSR, Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1992. 
18

  Ilkhamov, Alisher: Neopatrimonialism, Interest Groups and Patronage Networks. The Impasses of the 
Governance System in Uzbekistan, in: Central Asia Survey, 2007 (Vol. 26), No. 1, pp. 65–84.  

19
  Guliyev, Farid: Post-Soviet Azerbaijan. Transition to Sultanistic Semiauthoritarianism?, in: 

Demokratizatsiya, 2005 (Vol. 13), No. 3, pp. 393–435. 
20

  Ledeneva, Alena: How Russia Really Works. The Informal Practices That Shaped Post-Soviet Politics 
and Business, New York: Cornell University Press, 2006. 
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be somewhat more efficient, but still weak, in Moldova as well as in Georgia and Ukraine after their 

‘colour revolutions’.21 In the following the implications of patron-client relations for foreign policy 

will be discussed in greater detail.  

2.3. Patron-Client Relations and Foreign Policy 

Neo-institutionalism depicts interaction between social actors as an exchange. Patron-client relations 

are a specific form of exchange between social actors that can be found in all kinds of societies 

regardless of the respective level of modernization or democracy. The concept bears negative 

connotations when a normative agenda of democratic societies is pursued. In this article the concept 

is employed as an analytical tool and any normative connotations are disregarded. 

As indicated in the definition above, patron-client relations entail the exchange of scarce material 

and non-material resources for power and legitimacy. The underlying mechanism of these relations is 

to prevent the broader strata from accessing potentially open resources and the centre of power by 

semi-institutional means.22 The patron thus needs to keep the resources scarce while the client 

needs to ensure exclusive access to these resources. To limit the access of the broader strata, 

patrons monopolize positions that allow them to control access to the centre of power and resources. 

On the other hand, patrons and clients leverage their resources to control access to them. The 

resources, concrete services and goods that are incorporated in the exchange as well as the terms of 

the trade are specific to the context in which they are developed. The concrete form and impact of 

patron-client relations on state-society relations varies according to the structure of the centre, 

among other factors.23  

Patron-client relations alter over the course of socio-economic changes. There are a few examples of 

patron-client relations turning into impersonal formal relations24, but in most cases the personalized 

character tends to survive even though their impact and form might be changed.  

Patron-client relations can play a role in individual sectors of a society or function as the main 

mechanism in the political regime and wider state-society relations. As argued above, it is assumed 

that patron-client patterns strongly shape the regimes in most NIS and have a significant, albeit 

weaker, impact in Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine. The potential impact of patron-client relations 

when they are the main mechanism in the regime will therefore be elaborated upon.  

Despite their specificity, it is argued that some patterns of the old trans-national patron-client 

relations and personalized networks from Soviet times continue to prevail in the NIS. 

Patron-client relations have an impact on the assertiveness of formal institutions, on the scope of 

participation by social actors from the broader strata in politics, and on the rationalities of actors in 

decision-making positions in a society. Depending on their predominance in state-society relations, 

they have a varying degree of impact on policy-making, including foreign policy-making. The most 

                                                           
21

  Hale, Henry: Democracy or Autocracy on the march?, in: Communist and Post-Communist Studies, 
2006 (Vol. 39), No. 3, pp. 305–329. 

22
  Eisenstadt, Shmuel N. / Roniger, Louis: Patron-Client Relations as a Model of Structuring Social 

Exchange, in: Comparative Studies in Society and History, 1981 (Vol. 22), No. 1, pp. 42–77, p. 59. 
23

  Eisenstadt, Shmuel N/ Roniger. Louis: Patron, Clients and Friends, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1984, p. 224. 

24
  Scott, James: Corruption, Machine Politics, and Political Change, in: The American Political Science 

Review, 1969 (Vol. 63), No. 4, pp. 1142–1158. 



Katharina Hoffmann: Informal Politics and Multilateralism. Ukrainian foreign policy toward the CIS and GUAM 

Paper presented at the Changing Europe Summer School 2010 

8 
 
fundamental impact of patron-client relations is their ability to prevent, undermine or privatize 

formal rules. From these elements the rationalities and scope of action for actors can be derived.  

The role of formal institutions strongly depends on the capacity of the centre to control economic 

and social resources as well as access to the power centre. The stronger the power elites are in terms 

of controlling this access, the less social actors need to be considered in decision-making. This 

increases the capacity of incumbents to neglect inconvenient formal institutions and to design a 

regime that is based on patron-client relations. The broader strata need to be satisfied in order to 

prevent a revolution or coup, but they do not necessarily need to be included in decision-making. 

Under these conditions, formal democratic institutions, which pose a threat to clientelistic regimes 

by introducing de-personalized power relations and providing access to resources, remain weak if 

they manage to be introduced at all. The Central Asian states are good examples of regimes that 

have adopted hardly any formal democratic rules.  

The greater the number of actors who are in control of crucial resources, the more difficult it is for 

the centre to control societal processes. A continuous struggle among members of the same social 

category, e.g. the elite, can therefore be expected. This increases the mutual dependency of patrons 

and clients and patron-client relations are thus perpetuated.25 In such a context, the incumbent is 

forced to ‘put together the necessary power piece by piece’26 by co-opting veto-players. Formal 

institutions may actually gain importance in this scenario because the mechanism of checks and 

balances can be exploited by the competing groups of elites. Given the fact that patron-client 

relations are perpetuated by power struggles, it stands to reason that formal democratic institutions 

will be exploited according to the principles set by patron-client relations rather than by the 

principles of checks and balances. This is in fact what happened in Ukraine after the ‘orange 

revolution’.27 

The impotence of formal institutions also affects the process of policy formulation. Given the 

weakness of formal institutions, the autonomy of actors at various levels of the state from other 

areas in the polity is relatively high. This implies that there is neither an absolute necessity to 

consider the interests and advice of administrative or governmental organizations, nor a strong 

demand to honour previously made decisions. As a result, policy can be rather volatile.  

In case of weak control over actors in the administration, even actors in minor positions might be 

able to act relatively independently given the absence of formalized policy formulation and decision-

making procedures.28 By the same token, state bureaucratic structures do not possess the capacity to 

aggregate the interests of different social actors into policies, even though they might be formally 

designed for this purpose.  

If the centre is strong, the autonomy of state actors in minor positions is low and broader social 

actors are often formally excluded from decision-making processes. Only in the rare case that the 

                                                           
25

  Eisenstadt, Shmuel N. / Roniger. Louis: Patron-Client Relations as a Model of Structuring Social 
Exchange, in: Comparative Studies in Society and History, 1981 (Vol. 22), No. 1, pp. 42–77, pp. 71. 

26
  Scott, James: Corruption, Machine Politics, and Political Change, in: The American Political Science 

Review, 1969 (Vol. 63), No. 4, pp. 1142–1158. 
27

  Aslund, Anders: How Ukraine became a Market Economy and Democracy, Washington D.C.: Peterson 
Institute for International Economics, 2009. 

28
  Eisenstadt, Shmuel N. / Roniger. Louis: Patron, Clients and Friends, Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1984, p. 253. 
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clients comprise larger societal groups can it be expected that the interests of the broader social 

strata will be taken into account.29 

The overall priority in regimes with predominant patron-client relations is to serve the interests of 

the elites who are in control of crucial resources. Patterns of rewarding the support of elite groups 

include providing them with powerful positions that allow direct involvement in decision-making or 

permit them to pursue policies that are favourable to their interests. Accordingly, the point of 

reference for decision-making is not ‘the people’, i.e. greater society, as is assumed in democracies, 

but the interests of the elites. Both parties’ interests may coincide in content. However, the more 

autonomous the elites are from the broader strata of society and the more dependent the patrons 

are on their clients, the more likely it is that decision-making will cater to members of the elite. 

These assumptions about the effects of patron-client relations in societies with a strong or weak 

power centre form the basis for hypotheses on the nexus between dominant patron-client relations 

and policy preferences concerning multilateral frameworks. The main issue here is the predominance 

of elite interests over those of the broader social strata. As indicated above, if the political regime 

relies strongly on patron-client relations, the possibility that foreign policy outcomes will support the 

agendas of elite groups at the expense of the broader strata’s interests is high. In that light, the 

concept of regional organizations as a framework for trans-national integration to increase the 

welfare and security of the societies involved appears to be irrelevant. 

Beyond this argument, many aspects of multilateral intergovernmental frameworks are challenging 

for patron-client relations. Multilateral intergovernmental frameworks serve to establish and 

monitor multilateral formal institutions, which are meant to facilitate cooperation between different 

partners. To achieve this, the actors in the field of cooperation need to be controlled to a certain 

extent, which disrupts the inherently intransparent nature of patron-client relations: control 

obviously constrains the flexibility of patrons and clients in serving their mutual interests.  

Multilateral intergovernmental frameworks, especially in the field of economics, permit actors who 

are potentially not part of the domestic patron-client equation to gain access to the domestic market. 

As a consequence, the regime-stabilizing necessity of limiting access for broader social actors to 

resources and regimes is jeopardized. The situation is different if such frameworks formalize relations 

with international actors who are part of the same patron-client network. It can still be assumed that 

the de facto relations between the partners are determined by informal practices.  

The personalized character of patron-client relations implies a certain instability with respect to 

interests and the degree of interdependency. In this context, commitment to stable and enforceable 

rules of behaviour can be assumed to be weak. As for multilateral agreements, the apparent 

reluctance to comply with them might be a function of the top-level political actors’ high degree of 

independence, which allows them to ignore formerly taken decisions without any sanctions. This 

level of autonomy also increases the actors’ scope for instrumentalized action, since the mechanisms 

that demand justification for policy decisions are weak.  

In case of competing elite groups, the continuous power struggles among them increase the volatility 

of policies, including foreign policy, which has a negative impact on the commitment to multilateral 

international institutions. If the centre cannot control actors in minor state positions, this negatively 

                                                           
29

  Weingrod, Alex: Patrons, Patronage, and Political Parties, in: Comparative Studies in Society and 
History, 1968 (Vol. 10), No. 4, pp. 377–400. 
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affects the state actors’ capacity to consistently enforce governmental decisions pertaining to foreign 

policy, including multilateral agreements.  

Finally, if regional organizations focus on broader social integration, their agreements are often 

directed at non-state actors who are not part of the elite. These can be small and middle scale 

economic actors, organized non-state actors or unorganized society. If the regime relies on dominant 

patron-client relations, these actors hardly have a say in decision-making. Consequently, adopted 

agreements, even if they are implemented, often do not promote these actors’ interests and thus 

remain meaningless. 

The reluctance toward multilateral frameworks varies, however, according to the scope of 

cooperation, the degree of control imposed, the actors involved and the degree to which a given 

framework implies a loss of control for domestic actors. Regional organizations, especially if they are 

designed as a framework of integration in different fields and levels of society, can be assumed to be 

rather challenging for regimes that are strongly based on patron-client relations. 

3. Ukrainian Foreign Policy toward the CIS and GUAM 

This section will illustrate how Ukrainian foreign policy toward the CIS and GUAM exemplifies the NIS’ 

engagement in regional organizations, which is characterized by a low level of commitment to 

multilateral agreements and preference for bilateral arrangements. The considered data include 

expert interviews conducted in February 2010 with actors from minor levels of state administration 

and actors involved in the GUAM organization. 

The keyword for Ukrainian engagement in regional organizations in the post-Soviet space is volatility, 

which describes Ukraine’s formal membership as well as its actual engagement. Ukraine was a 

founding member of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) in 1991, but refused to sign the 

charter in 1993 and is hence not a formal member. This has allowed Ukraine to be flexible in its 

interpretation of its membership status. Since the last presidential elections, the ratification of the 

CIS charter is being discussed again.30 Beyond that, Ukraine initiated the GUAM forum in 1997, which 

allies it with Azerbaijan, Georgia and Moldova for the declared aim of integration in the security, 

economic and social domains. Ukraine pushed for GUAM’s institutionalization as an international 

organization in 2006, but did not ratify the charter until 2008. In 2003 Ukraine signed the agreement 

on the Common Economic Space with Russia, Belarus and Kazakhstan. This organization was never 

realized, but was reissued in a similar form in the Customs Union founded in 2010. Membership in 

the Customs Union and the Common Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) has so far been rejected by 

the Ukrainian side, but it is not off the table. Ukraine is also a member in the Black Sea Economic 

Cooperation (BSEC). These multiple half-hearted affiliations already imply the country’s preference 

for cherry picking rather than strong commitment. Especially in the early 1990s, Ukraine was 

ambivalent toward the CIS due to Russia’s re-integration ambitions.31 It never left the CIS, though; 

President Leonid Kuchma even took over the CIS presidency out of official sequence in 2003. Given 

the inefficiency of the CIS, however, experts state that leaving the group would amount to nothing 
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more than a political gesture.32 At the same time, during the last nineteen years Ukraine has taken 

active part in CIS cooperation forums mainly related to economic issues. It tends not to sign general 

agreements but sporadically participates in more detailed ones.33 In recent months, stronger 

cooperation in the security area within the CIS was envisioned.  

With regard to GUAM, Ukraine’s engagement has been characterized by a similar continual 

reluctance toward concrete cooperation projects and their realization. Ukraine has instead opted to 

endorse more general agreements and take bigger steps. Under the presidencies of both Kuchma 

and Yushchenko, Ukraine was an engine for developing major GUAM projects and enhancing its 

institutional structure. It was Kuchma who proposed a joint military GUAM contingent in 1999, but 

the plan never came to fruition. Ukraine also attempted to bring two major energy projects to the 

fore. First, it suggested a complex energy transport corridor based on the Odessa-Brody oil pipeline 

that would link the Caucasian member states to Ukraine. This too failed to come off and only minor 

sections of the corridor have been built as of 2010. Second, Ukraine proposed the Trans-Danubian 

Energy Bridge to export electricity from Moldova and Ukraine to the Balkans. Parts of the project 

have been accomplished outside of the GUAM framework. In the early 2000s, Ukraine pushed the 

idea of a GUAM free trade zone (FTA) and prepared the agreement, which was signed in 2002. The 

FTA has had little effect so far, though. Crucial projects that were initially discussed within GUAM 

were later transferred to a new multilateral or bilateral framework, as for example the Odessa-Brody 

pipeline or FTAs, which have also been signed bilaterally with Georgia, Azerbaijan and Moldova. 

As a general pattern, Ukraine’s track record concerning the ratification of multilateral agreements is 

poor. The agreements are either not considered for ratification in the first place or are rejected in 

Parliament. This picture is supported by common perceptions of these organizations among 

Ukrainian actors. The appeal of these regional organizations is that they are felt to represent an 

opportunity for Ukraine to take a leading role in the region (‘region’ refers mainly to the Black Sea 

countries). This desire for regional leadership is motivated by the geographical situation of the 

country and by the allure of the larger international stage. It is also believed that Ukraine’s 

attractiveness and relevance for the EU would increase if Ukraine were to assume a leading position 

in the region.34 The CIS is felt to be less interesting, despite its economic potential for Ukraine, due to 

Russia’s dominance. The same applies to the BSEC, where Ukrainian experts see the chances for a 

leading role diminished by Turkey and Romania, which harbour the same ambition. 35  While 

explaining the envisioned role of the organizations, both experts and practitioners rarely mentioned 

de facto cooperation. They deemed the existence of the multilateral framework to be relevant but 

hardly touched upon concrete fields of cooperation.  

An illustrative example is the statement of a GUAM official who proudly announced that a big GUAM 

project, the Virtual Center for Combating Terrorism, would be finalized soon. When explaining the 

relevance of this project, he did not refer to its potential impact for the region. His main hope was 

that the European Union and the U.S. would take the project as evidence that ‘something is being 
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done here’.36 At the same time, all of the experts seemed to think that actual cooperation in the CIS, 

GUAM or BSEC could be favourable for the member states. Accordingly, the volatility of Ukrainian 

foreign policy toward the regional organizations and the general indecisiveness of the organizations 

themselves were considered as cost-intensive and unfavourable for the Ukrainian economy and 

security. 

Against this background it shall be explored how this volatility in foreign policy toward multilateral 

frameworks came to be.  

4. Impact of Informal Politics on Ukrainian Foreign Policy toward the CIS 

and GUAM 

Informal politics in the form of patron-client relations strongly contribute to the volatility in Ukrainian 

foreign policy, especially toward regional organizations. In addition to the direct influence of patron-

client networks, the institutional effects of dominant patron-client relations also need to be 

considered for understanding the volatility in foreign policy toward multilateral frameworks. In the 

following, the results from the expert interviews will be shown to support these assumptions. The 

questions posed in the interviews were intentionally rather general, asking about the role of the CIS 

and GUAM and the dynamics within the organizations. This allowed the interview partners to talk 

about issues they considered relevant. 

4.1. Institutional Structures of Foreign Policy Formulation 

The volatility of Ukrainian foreign policy toward GUAM and the CIS needs to be understood in the 

context of the weak, formally institutionalized structures that shape the country’s foreign policy 

formulation. This foundation paves the way for strongly independent actors. The state bureaucratic 

apparatus supporting the executive in Ukraine is strong, including three research institutes which 

directly serve the presidential administration and the Council for Security and Defence. The crucial 

question is which part of this apparatus, from the ministry to the research institutes, should be taken 

into consideration37 and how the different levels in the hierarchy are linked to each other.  

In the light of a generally observed weakness of formal rules and structures in the Ukrainian polity, it 

is of little surprise that positions in these structures are determined by personal relations. Thus, a 

change in government means a comprehensive rotation of state bureaucrats and the staff of the 

state research institutes. Regardless of their formal function, the influence of the permanent 

institutes is rather unstable. While Yanukovich opted for the abolition of a number of state 

bureaucratic structures,38 Kuchma and Yushchenko merely assigned varying degrees of relevance to 

the structures. Since most interviewees were part of low-level bureaucratic structures, an example 

concerning the state research institutes shall be given. Whereas the National Institute for Security 

Studies was strongly tied to Kuchma (through Kuchma’s friendship with the head of the institute) and 

its staff members were involved in high-level meetings, it was barely involved in policy-making 
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processes after Yushchenko came to power.39 The instable impact of administrative bodies can be 

explained by the following logic: ‘There are the administrative bodies, but all depends on whether 

the person who is heading them wishes to involve other people or not.’40 As a consequence, both the 

expertise concerning formerly pursued policies and consistency in policy is low.  

This widens the scope for actors in government to ignore decisions taken by the former government. 

Dramatic shifts in Ukrainian foreign policy are common and noticeable in regional organizations as 

well. The realization of the Single Economic Space, which was supported by Kuchma, was ruled out 

under Yushchenko, even though there have been strong economic interests in it.41 

Neglecting formerly made decisions is not only a pattern that occurs after changes of government 

but can also occur during a single legislative period. It has been repeatedly reported that the 

ministries and research institutes have been mandated to develop strategies or take measures for 

the realization of cooperation projects, which are then later ignored. By the same token, a GUAM 

official who was asked by the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Boris Tarasyuk, to develop an institutional 

structure for GUAM and to manage GUAM’s launch as an international organization, states that ‘Now 

you have to remind them [the Ministry of Foreign Affairs] what is going on here and how we [GUAM] 

are progressing.’ As an interviewee summarized, ‘If we talk from a political scientist’s perspective, 

the new politicians who take over the political process should take over some responsibility for the 

predecessors. That is not the case in Ukraine.’42 

In keeping with this volatile history, formal multilateral institutions are hardly associated with a 

binding commitment. This is even more pronounced because both GUAM and the CIS lack efficient 

monitoring bodies. A typical answer as to why projects were negotiated that were not very promising 

in the first place was, ‘Everything is discussed and then they sign it and that’s it.’ Participation in CIS 

agreements as well as potential membership in the Customs Union or the CSTO is explained in the 

same way. ‘Of course we can sign a paper. And with that our part is done.’ 43 This perception of 

formal institutions prevails in other NIS as well and hence constitutes a barrier to cooperation. A 

typical pattern of cooperative behaviour was illustrated by an incident concerning Moldova, which 

initiated an agreement in the field of economics, eventually signed it and then suddenly completely 

withdrew from it.44 

The low de facto bonding of actors to the formal state bureaucratic structures that are an official part 

of the policy-making process perpetuates the pattern of political actors catering to the interests of 

the elite and ignoring those of broader society. Interview partners were of the opinion that Kuchma 

took most decisions by himself: ‘There was no real process of foreign policy formulation.’ The main 

instances of ‘presidential’ decision-making were, however, thought to have been heavily influenced 

by the ‘elites surrounding them’.45 This sentiment referred to Yushchenko as well and was employed 

by the new president, Yanukovich, who had not yet been inaugurated, to suggest that a radical 

change in de facto foreign policy was coming. Indeed, it was hard to overlook that the dramatic 

intensification of cooperation with Russia in the first month of his presidency was accompanied by 
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the instalment of particular oligarchic groups with relatively strong ties to Russia into state 

positions.46 Ukraine’s pro-EU stance, which is strongly supported by large swaths of society, has not 

been abandoned. Nevertheless, the lack of action in recent months concerning the EU suggests that 

the stance will be pursued mainly rhetorically. 

4.2. Patron-Client Networks 

Little hard evidence of the impact of concrete national and trans-national patron-client networks on 

cooperation in the CIS and GUAM was given, not least due to the small number of interviews 

conducted. However, the terms ‘special interests’ and ‘economic egoism’ were frequently cited by 

the interview partners as major obstacles to cooperation. The commitment to multilateral projects 

was said to ‘*depend+ on the actor *…+ and the relations to certain companies and the companies’ 

wish to pursue aims in a certain way.’47 Multilateral agreements between the NIS were described as 

‘impossible in general – probably again because there are always some interests *involved+’.48 

Another interview partner employed the term ‘economic egoism’ to explain that decisions within the 

RIOs are often taken against economic rationalities of profit.  

Multilateral agreements demand multilateral coordination of certain things to find agreements on the 

markets – that is not done because of economic egoism, the predominance of one’s own economic interests. 

There are often very special interests [involved].
49

 

In more concrete terms, the Odessa-Brody pipeline project was mentioned as an example of the 

importance of the economically irrational interests of certain actors. Before any contracts on fuel 

delivery were negotiated, a tube mill was constructed to start the construction of the pipeline. 

During this time the interviewee was employed by Naftohaz and took part in the decision-making 

process, which he described as follows:  

I was against that procedure, against building the tube mill by that time. But I was not heard at all. A 

reasonable decision was simply impossible. As far as I understood it was all about some big business and 

special interests. 

This view is supported by the interview partners who claimed that corruption has played a crucial 

role in the failure of energy cooperation. Furthermore, it was implied that Russia, which interpreted 

GUAM as an anti-Russian alliance, exerted influence over its development with the help of trans-

national networks between the business elites.50 

On the other hand, personalized network ties were mentioned by three interviewees to have had a 

positive effect for both the CIS and GUAM. The friendship between Kuchma, Lucinski, Shevardnadze 

and Aliev, who ‘spoke the same language and were on the same wavelength’ was mentioned as a 

driving factor for GUAM.51  
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4.3. Autonomy of Political Actors and State Bureaucrats 

The low de facto bonding of actors to formal state bureaucratic structures increases the actors’ 

likelihood of engaging in instrumental actions. The term ‘instrumental’ is used to denote actions 

whose objective differs from the announced intention. GUAM and the BSEC were described by 

interviewees as organizations that ‘are kept deliberately low profile’, or as one respondent put it, 

‘The presidents want these organizations, but not in too concrete terms.’52 Against this background 

of top-level political autonomy from the broader polity and social actors from the broader strata, it is 

not difficult to see how regional organizations with a deep integration agenda can be initiated for 

purposes mainly relating to the international context. These purposes range from gaining 

international attention, as was the aim of the structural upgrading of GUAM in 2006, to ensuring 

funding and the transfer of expertise from international actors. It was argued that the rationale for 

developing a cooperation project between the BSEC and GUAM was to satisfy the EU’s demand for 

regional cooperation in the Black Sea area and secure financial support. According to a GUAM official, 

the idea behind a very small-scale tourism project between GUAM members and Japan was primarily 

described as a means for GUAM to bind the only observer country to itself.  

Another result of the insignificance of state bureaucratic structures is the weak linkage between 

existing administrative structures to high-level political actors. Consequently, actors on lower 

administrative levels are left to act independently. This was explained as a general pattern in 

Ukrainian politics.  

You have somebody in an office in the administration. He is interested in a topic – why that topic? God 

knows, but he works on that topic. Probably he has a friend there in another country. And it might be that 

somebody suddenly calls him and says – now think about this and that and do it.
53

  

The sporadic engagement of Ukraine in CIS projects and other regional organizations was explained 

in terms of this pattern. It was often argued that the top level of government is not entirely informed 

of the country’s engagement in the organizations; again, this scenario was not claimed to be unique 

to Ukraine, but stated as being true for Georgia and Moldova as well. A sharper picture of this 

situation was given by a staff member of a research institute serving the government. The 

interviewee has very good ties to GUAM headquarters in Kyiv and pays frequent visits to it. 

Additionally, the interviewee represents Ukraine in one of the GUAM working groups and at 

international GUAM conferences. However, the interviewee indicated that he did not participate in 

meetings with members of the ministries or state administration nor with actors on higher levels. 

Thus, feedback from higher political levels on the ideas pursued by the interviewee is almost 

nonexistent. Given the lack of attention paid by higher officials to GUAM, permanent staff members 

of this organization are anxious to involve low-level officials in various projects. This allows them to 

at least superficially sustain the vitality of the organization and contribute to its survival. 

Finally, the substantial constraints on the assertiveness of the executive contribute to a mainly 

declarative commitment to multilateral agreements. Some interviewees perceived Kuchma’s capacity 

to advance his preferences as limited by ‘other powerful interests’.54 The core issue for the 
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Yushchenko period was the power struggles in the executive and legislative, which intensified after 

the ‘orange revolution’ due to the redistribution of power. 

5. Conclusion 

This paper discussed the dynamics within regional organizations. It was argued that a focus on 

informal politics is helpful for understanding the Newly Independent States’ reluctance to comply 

with multilateral frameworks in the post-Soviet space. The common notion that political regimes in 

the NIS are considered to be decisively determined by informal politics calls for an analysis of the 

ways in which a strong degree of informality shapes the attitude toward forming multilateral 

institutions. Accordingly, the nexus between the informal politics and strategic action of the former 

Soviet Republics on the regional level was discussed theoretically and empirically. Due to the low 

number of expert interviews conducted so far, the empirical results are of limited validity. However, 

they support the theoretically motivated focus on informal politics. 

Assumptions from IR theories on regional organizations and the concept of patron-client relations 

indicate that the nexus lies in the conflicting nature of patron-client relations, transparency and the 

enforceability of multilateral institutions as well as in the dominance of particular elite interests in 

decision-making.  

First of all, the predominance of informal institutions contributes to a weakly consolidated structure 

for foreign policy formulation by weakening formal state bureaucratic structures. As the case of 

Ukraine illustrates, this provides a breeding ground for high volatility in foreign policy. On the one 

hand, political actors are fairly independent from previously issued decisions, and the need to 

honour formal agreements as binding is consequently reduced. On the other hand, the scope for 

autonomous action by members of the state bureaucracy is wider. 

The intent of patron-client relations to limit access to valuable resources and to the centre of power 

as well as to avoid scrutiny of transactions is hardly compatible with compliance to formal 

multilateral institutions. This assumption is supported by the empirical findings for Ukraine insofar as 

the particular interests of elite groups are considered to have the capacity to impede compliance 

with multilateral agreements. Furthermore, regional organizations in the post-Soviet space are often 

depicted by practitioners as vehicles for sending signals on the international level. They are much less 

associated with de facto cooperation, let alone integration. To what degree this can be explained by 

the above-mentioned hypothesis needs, however, to be explored in further research.  

Due to their relative instability, patron-client relations jeopardize long-term commitment to 

multilateral agreements. As has been argued in the case of Ukraine, decisive shifts in foreign policy 

orientation are often related to the changing power of elite groups, which pursue divergent interests. 

In a nutshell, patterns of informal politics appear to contribute to the high volatility regarding 

commitment to multilateral frameworks. They are not claimed to have exclusive explaining power, 

however, since foreign policy decisions are assumed to be shaped by a great number of international 

and national factors. For further research, it would be of interest to examine the degree of relevance 

of trans-national personalized networks and patterns of informality from the Soviet period. 

A deeper analysis of informal politics in the NIS and their effects on the disposition to engage in long-

term multilateral cooperation is not only of interest regarding the post-Soviet space. Given that the 
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patterns of behaviour of those NIS involved in the Eastern Partnership programme reflect similar 

patterns of strong declaratory and low de facto commitment, it is crucial to explore whether this is 

motivated by structural factors. Beyond that, the research provides insights into foreign policy-

making in societies in which informal politics are fairly dominant.  


