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Chapter 7: Conclusion
This work has been an attempt to describe and explain the process of formation of political parties and their choice of electoral strategies in the post-communist world. Starting from the assumption that this process can be understood within the framework of existing theories of party development, the work has suggested a theoretical model of how and why parties form and how and why they decide to run alone, seek alliances, merge, disband, or hibernate.  As Figure 17 1 reviews, party evolution is seen as a repeated process in which politicians define goals, translate these into electoral targets, and chose electoral strategies that best promise to deliver theses targets. 
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After each election, and in light of the party’s electoral performance, the process starts again with a re-evaluation of the goals, and so on.  As a result of this electoral process, parties form and then either persist in the system or change by merging or disbanding.  As a result of this process, party systems acquire a certain set of characteristics in terms of the number and stability of the political parties within them. 

Of most importance to this study has been the process that leads to the choice of a certain electoral strategy, which Chapter 2 explained in detail, paying specific attention to the factors that affect a party’s evaluation of its expected electoral support, the adequacy of this support, and the likelihood that it will remain stable.  Chapter 3 then developed nine specific hypotheses that reflect the proposed relationships between the choice of electoral strategies and electoral performance, electoral threshold, expected electoral volatility, ideological crowdedness, ethnic heterogeneity, resources availability and party organizational development.  Chapter 4 and 5 provided detailed description and analysis of these relationships based on data from two party systems – these of Bulgaria and Hungary, and Chapter 6 tested the system-level implications of the model, using a statistical analysis of data from 12 post-communist states. The results of these analyses point to several conclusions in regard of the propositions made by the model.
Politicians and Parties in Bulgaria and Hungary
Investigation of the behavior of Bulgarian and Hungarian parties provides a verification of the theoretical model, by revealing that parties do, indeed, follow a process very similar to the one suggested here in taking the decision to form and in their choice of electoral strategies. In general, parties define goals in electoral terms, and after an evaluation of their prospective support, choose strategies that they believe promise to deliver their electoral targets.  However, some clear exceptions indicated several shortcomings of the model. 
Parties appear to value their autonomy to a higher degree than the model allows. Hypothesis 2 did suggest a certain concern with party autonomy and proposed that parties will be unwilling to forego it if there is even a small chance of achieving their electoral targets through electoral strategies that do not require them to give up their autonomy. However, it appears that parties in both Hungary and Bulgaria have chosen to remain autonomous (or refused electorally beneficial alliances) despite a clear indication of their inability to achieve electoral success. The degree to which parties stress this concern varies from observation to observation, but the behavior of Munkaspart, the Green Party in Bulgaria, the Hungarian MDF, and in some ways, BEL do provide examples of this trend. Although certainly not a dominant pattern, parties tend to persist in the two systems when electoral fortunes would predict their transformation through mergers or alliances. 
Further, the analysis provided evidence in support of the propositions that features like ideological crowdedness and organizational concerns play a role in the decision of politicians to form parties and their choice of electoral strategies.
 However, it also indicated that there are other factors that sometime overshadow these concerns. The fragmentation of the FGKP in Hungary, and of the SDS, the BZNS, the BSDP, and other social democratic parties in Bulgaria, point to a conclusion that personal rivalries and past party histories often emerge as most important determinants of behavior and eclipse considerations of electoral benefit and success.
The discussion in Chapters 4 and 5 also shed more light on a factor that has rarely been discussed as a determinant of party behavior. While methodological problems prevent the establishment of a systematic relationship, a detailed study of how and why parties choose certain strategies provided evidence that outside actors often intervene in domestic party development. Bulgarian party evolution has provided the most support for this claim. There, the Socialist International, the European Peoples’ Party, and others have actively supported several important events: the 1997 split of reform-oriented leaders from the BSP and the subsequent formation of BEL, the center-right alliance of 1996-1997 (ODS), and the New Left and Coalition for Bulgaria alliances in 2000 and 2001, built around the BSP. Understanding party behavior (at least in Bulgaria) seems impossible without an appreciation for the important role foreign actors have played in it.

Further, the party-level analysis also suggested a clear divergence of general patterns of party behavior in Bulgaria and Hungary, indicating that factors at the system level similarly constrain political parties in their decision to form and their choice of electoral strategies. The effect of the electoral systems and the regulations of party financing on the political parties in the two systems was made clear both by data from the individual parties, as well as the trends in party behavior at the system level within the two countries. 
Parties in the Post-Communist World
Analysis of the implications of the theoretical model in a larger setting provided further support of the general applicability of the theoretical model to party behavior in the region, as well as more evidence about the importance of system-level factors in the process of party formation and electoral competition. Overall, the general conclusion that behavior of parties is driven by electoral concerns and that politicians choose strategies that best promise to realize their ambition is supported by the significance and the explanatory power of the model. 
The analysis further supported some earlier evidence about the stability of support of ethnic parties by finding a positive association between ethnic heterogeneity and the number of electoral competitors in the system. The impact of the electoral thresholds that was suggested by the Bulgarian and Hungarian patterns of party-system development was further sustained by finding an expected relationship between the level of threshold and the number of parties in the 12 party systems.  These two conclusions support a solid body of literature that had found similar relationships in other settings. 
More surprising, however, was the establishment of a significant relationship between the type of party financing available in the post-communist systems and the number of parties in each system. Although this proposition has recently been made in the literature (Roper 2003), its limited empirical tests had not shown the presence of a link between the two. However, using a new and arguably better operationalization of the provisions of party financing, the statistical analysis carried out here supported this proposition. The earlier detailed examination of the party financing regulations in Bulgarian and Hungary similarly supported the hypothesis that parties will be encouraged to remain outside Parliament but independent if party financing allows for their maintenance. This finding shows a need for a deeper understanding of the nature of party financing if its impact on party behavior is to be ascertained. 
However, the analysis also appointed to the need to account for the specific nature of each system by showing a correlation between consequent observations within panels. Despite its presence, however, the model estimates are highly significant and point to a common process of party development across states. This suggests that simply comparing post-communist systems cross-sectionally at a certain point in time and arguing that one party system is consolidating faster than another might not be warranted. As this analysis has shown, factors like ethnic heterogeneity might partly explain the higher number of parties in Latvia compared to those in Hungary, while party behavior might be otherwise driven by similar underlying motivations and decision processes.  
The evidence presented and analyzed in this work failed to support the proposition of the theoretical model that electoral volatility will be linked to a larger number of new entries into the system. However, this might be an artifact of the operationalization of the variable in the empirical analysis. Similarly, because of a lack of observations, the study provided only a limited test of Hypothesis 2, limiting the findings on the likelihood of mergers to Bulgaria and Hungary.  
Finally, the analysis provided clear system-level evidence but more mixed party- level evidence on the applicability of the model to party development in the post-communist world. This leads to a final observation. Parties might not all follow the proposed model of party behavior, but enough of them do, allowing us to adduce evidence to support the system-level implications of the model. Because the theoretical model we have developed has borrowed heavily from established theories of party behavior in established democracies, we can conclude with some degrees of confidence that for all practical purposes parties and party system development in the post-communist world are not as unique as party theorists have argued. Despite weaker organizations and elite dominance, in terms of their electoral behavior parties react to basically the same constraints as their Western counterparts. 
Figure 18: Process of Party Formation and Electoral Competition: Review
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� As a side point, Chapter 5 reported some previously unavailable data on party organization in Bulgaria. It also provided evidence that arguments based on patterns of party organization in Hungary and other Central European states might not be expandable to the whole region, as some of the existing literature on party organization  has been attempted to do. 





