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Project Description
Summary

The proposed project will assess U.S. democracy promotion programs in Serbia, Montenegro, Kosovo and Macedonia, analyzing in particular the politics and culture of program evaluation and its double duty as audit process and learning process. Taking as start point the creation of the Office of Transition Initiatives (OTI) within the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) in 1994, and drawing primarily on publicly available project reporting mandated by the Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA) of 1993, as well as congressional testimony and U.S. media coverage, the  research will trace changes and continuities in the explicit theory, methodology and reporting of democracy promotion initiatives,  focusing in particular on the extent to which the political, social and economic context of the region informed (or did not inform) programming. By focusing in particular on evaluations—produced in significant numbers, but seldom analyzed closely—the project will contribute both to scholarship on the impact of international intervention on the region, and to efforts by government and non-governmental agencies to capture “lessons learned” from a decade of engagement in democracy-building in the region.  It will yield policy-relevant publications which illuminate the ground-level realities behind polemical arguments which rush to judge democracy promotion as either success or failure.
Nature, Purpose and Scope of Project
Seven years after NATO’s air campaign in Kosovo, six years after the U.S.- supported ouster of Slobodan Milosevic in Serbia, and five years after the U.S. and the European Union persuaded Macedonia’s leaders to draw back from the brink of another ethnic conflict, the Western Balkans in 2006 remains in political transition. In the capital cities of Belgrade, Prishtina and Skopje, and in the small towns and villages where a substantial proportion of the region’s three largest ethnic groups—Serbs, Macedonians and Albanians—still live, an array of international organizations have devoted considerable time and energy to democracy promotion. A major strand of this work has comprised civil society assistance, increasingly targeted at the community level.
 Evaluations of their work are for the most part positive, providing indicators of increasing civic participation, reduced incidence of inter-ethnic violence, and socio-economic progress. Yet despite apparent progress—Macedonia’s achievement of EU pre-accession status, and the appointment of envoys by the UN and the U.S. to broker talks on Kosovo’s future status—skeptics question this rosy picture and highlight instead the bad news coming from the region. They point to the decline of reformist parties and the return to prominence of nationalists in Serbia; the widespread rioting in Kosovo in March 2004 in which internationals, Serbs and Roma were attacked, and the lingering resistance many Macedonians express to constitutional changes designed to grant ethnic Albanians greater rights. Far from seeing international intervention as a positive force, many of these critics see it as part of the problem.

The current situation in Kosovo, Serbia and Macedonia can be seen as posing a critical question: does foreign democracy assistance work? But framing the situation in those terms tends to engender partisan polemics rather than careful analysis, a phenomenon only increased by acrimonious debate over the current U.S. administration’s embrace of an ambitious program of democracy promotion in the Middle East. Between the rhetorical extremes which see in the Balkans either triumphant success or abject failure, and draw sweeping policy prescriptions from these conclusions, is ground for a serious examination of the data on which such judgments are based.  
In this regard, formal evaluations of international democracy assistance programming represent an invaluable resource. They represent vital data alongside the descriptive (and frequently prescriptive) work of journalists, pundits and scholars, yet have not been extensively examined or used.
  Clearly, they represent processes of knowledge production in which the interests of donors, implementing agencies and local populations are at stake: additionally, they are generally produced under strict time constraints. The partial pictures of reality they offer—in several senses of the word—are nonetheless called upon to play multiple roles, from demonstrating cost-effectiveness and financial correctness, to guiding future policy and expenditure. The window of time in which they play these roles is very short, after which they generally go unread.
This project, then, sets out to use this material as a start point to answer a set of questions that go beyond the unproductive and polarizing “does democracy assistance work?” Focusing on materials related to civil society programming, we ask, first, “What do ten years of evaluation materials tell us about the changing theory and practice of democracy assistance?” Second, we ask “To what extent do evaluations demonstrate individual or institutional learning about the importance of local context for democracy programming?” And third, we ask “What social and professional networks, if any, did civil society programming in the Western Balkans create, and with what consequences?”  
 These questions emerged from two phases of prior research and planning, led by the Watson Institute from November 2001 until June 2005, which brought together scholars and practitioners concerned with the work of democracy promotion in a variety of forums.
 What we learned was that practitioners and analysts identify a significant gap in monitoring and evaluation of the impacts of democracy assistance, especially in civil society programming, between two extreme forms: the journalistic type “success story” or “failure” based on a single case, and large-scale quantitative reports which track money flows and other pre-defined metrics.

The latter of these approaches, currently in use by the World Bank, the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) and other bilateral donors, as well as many of the non-governmental organizations who implement specific programs, draw on what are called logic framework models, introduced in the world of development aid in the 1970s. Such models were developed to track money flows and serve an auditing function: they provide measures of cost-effectiveness and the administration of funds, and focus on the tangible outputs of programs. This core approach remained constant in the 1980s, when USAID introduced its Performance Measurement System: the emphasis is on producing “hard”, countable data that can be subjected to quantitative analysis.

These approaches have increasingly been criticized for what they leave out. In a recent analysis, Basil Cracknell argues that in the rush to quantify outputs, evaluation can fail to take account of the original purpose of the project: additionally, he notes, the logical framework model does not do well at capturing unintended consequences. It engenders, he concludes, an inward-looking attitude, that can miss the larger picture.
 For example, a project might call for a road to be built between a village and a local market center, to strengthen local agri-business. What the project might not take into account is first, the collapse of the market for other reasons: so that the road’s completion (as output) might be triumphantly declared as success, but the failure to achieve underlying purpose lost in the process. In terms of unintended consequences, the (under-used) road might offer an attractive venue for cycling clubs, and thus have a knock-on effect on local tourism, or on participation in sporting clubs—considered by theorists of “social capital” as a vital building-block of civil society.
 In a bleaker vision, the new road also gives a regime’s police or paramilitary vehicles quicker and easier access to the village in question, thereby indirectly contributing to the possibility of oppression.

An aid project, obviously, cannot anticipate all eventualities. But the rigid framework of evaluation, according to many analysts, can discredit the practice of assistance. In the power system of donors, implementers and evaluators, there is a clear incentive for implementers to “teach to the test” and emphasize their achievement of pre-determined indicators even when, as may occur, their own experience in the field tells them that those indicators do not in an of themselves contribute to the program purpose. A case in point is the way in which democracy programs which aim at “strengthening civil society” use as a metric an increase in the number of non-governmental organizations—even as implementers are aware that many of the NGOs formed in such a context are one-person operations (so called “briefcase NGOs”) initiated primarily to attract foreign funding, rather than to mobilize citizens around a shared concern. Unintended consequences can include cynicism and distrust toward the NGO sector, both on the part of donors and local populations.
 
The anecdotal evidence—journalistic type “success stories”—increasingly used by donors and implementers alongside their quantitative analysis reflect awareness that new approaches are needed. However, these too focus on outputs rather than impact: they are also, for the most part, based on data gathered in very short site visits. They represent virtual “snapshots”—indeed, USAID guidelines ask program implementers to visually document their work—which provide color and human interest, but do not represent a challenge to the pre-eminence of quantitative data.
Despite these well-documented shortcomings, we argue in this project that evaluation materials nonetheless constitute a precious, under-utilized research resource. First, from our extended discussions with professionals in the field, we believe that no one has set out to collect and read a significant sample of these documents systematically. Practitioners, as noted by various observers, work on shorter time horizons than scholars, and have different priorities.
 Thus far, we have encountered enthusiasm and support for the broad project. Drawing on that goodwill, as well as a range of personal contacts already established, we have already identified, as well as USAID and OTI, a number of U.S. non-governmental organizations willing to make material available for this project. These include Cooperative Housing Foundation, Catholic Relief Services, Institute for Sustainable Communities, Mercy Corps, and Development Alternatives Inc. We anticipate working from at least thirty major evaluations:  our goal is to trace the arc of three kinds of knowledge, and explore their inter-relation in this literature. We analyze, first:
Technical (both theoretical and practical) knowledge about democratization. 
This would include, for example, substantive discussions of social scientific concepts such as social capital, stakeholding or civil society, as well as focus on the nuts-and-bolts of implementation, including town hall meeting organization or “technologies of participation.”  We will look for shifts or trends, especially to measure the extent to which common understandings are shared across documents describing different organizations operating in different environments.
Second, Contextual knowledge about social, political and economic specificities of the region. 
Here we will again look at the language of evaluations and, by comparing it with other contemporaneous sources of knowledge (such as journalism and scholarship), assess how responsive the account is to the wider context. Do evaluations note, for example, such aspects of political culture as liderstvo (roughly, respect for authority), veze/vrski (connections), the Albanian virtue of besa (trust), or, in Serbia, the infamous quality of inat (stubbornness, or spite)?
 Although non-inclusion need not signal ignorance, it suggests that such information is not seen as directly relevant, whereas many social scientists, in the region and beyond, would argue the opposite. 
Finally, we discuss social knowledge, composed of collegial or acquaintance networks. 
This form of knowledge will be traced through overlaps of authorship or other forms of contribution to evaluations, as well as through follow-up interviews with individuals named, and further biographical research. Our goal is to try to establish whether there are particular clusters of individuals who interact over an extended period, and whether those clusters then shape career trajectories. In this regard, we seek to track, for example, the movement of democratization professionals between different country settings in the Balkans and beyond, including (for example) Central Asia, East Timor and Iraq.

Plan of Work and Methodology
As noted above, the start-point for this work is a reassessment of evaluation material from recent years, including both publicly available material and documentation provided by colleagues and collaborators within organizations.  Combined with social and political analyses of the broader context of post-conflict transition in the region under analysis, this will constitute the core material for the research. Work has already begun on collecting this material, and will continue before the start-date of the research in January 2007. Beyond what is accessible on the internet (for the most part in non-searchable pdf format), we anticipate being provided with additional material from organizations with which contact has already been established. Where permission is granted, we will make materials available on a project website, which will be set up and maintained by one of the graduate research assistants (see below).
The core methodology of the research will be close, critical reading of these sources. The likely sample, in our view, is insufficiently large and homogenous to permit meaningful quantitative analysis: instead, we will emphasize methods from the qualitative social sciences, inspired in particular by ethnographic approaches. The evaluations are viewed, in this analysis, as primary sources on the processes and practices of knowledge-production by which they were generated. In this regard, our methods have some parallels with recent work by anthropologists like Ann Stoler, who advocate new forms of archival ethnography.

The first three months of the funded research period will be spent analyzing the evaluation documents, and fine-tuning the criteria for assessing the three forms of knowledge, noted above. Journalistic and scholarly accounts, as well as other government material, will also be consulted during this period. 

Attention will then focus on writing three policy-relevant papers, each of which is projected at around 25 pages in length. These will be the principal outputs of the research project: it is hoped, additionally, to turn all three into scholarly papers for submission to journals.  The working titles, projected content, and production schedule for these papers is as follows:
1) From theory to practice: building civil society in the Western Balkans. An analysis of the evolution of technical knowledge regarding democracy promotion—focusing, specifically, on the rationale behind community-level programming, and the origin of the methods used—in the Western Balkans as a region. The primary emphasis will be on U.S. government and NGO projects, and the paper will also discuss the methodology of the research project.  (April-August 2007)
2)  Revaluing impact: The specificity of Serbia, 2000-2004. This paper will chart changes in tone, outlook and recommendations in evaluations of U.S. democracy programming in Serbia after the ouster of Milosevic, beginning with the highly optimistic evaluations composed in 2000 and comparing them with assessments after the assassination of Djindjic and the parliamentary victory of the Serbian Radical Party. A particular focus will be on the presence or absence of discussion of Serbia’s political culture and economic conditions, (September 2007-January  2008)
3) Mapping the world of democracy promotion: the social production of knowledge in the Western Balkans. This paper will examine network clusters evidenced in the evaluation documents and other materials to build a systematic picture of professional mobility among democracy promotion personnel. It will focus in particular on the creation or consolidation of networks of individual and institutional knowledge in the Western Balkans in the late 1990s and early 2000s, and the subsequent extension of those networks to other parts of the world. (February-June 2008).
� Community-level, internationally-initiated democratization projects are the main focus of the essays in the forthcoming volume, Transacting Transition: the micropolitics of democracy assistance in the former Yugoslavia (Kumarian Press 2006, edited by Keith Brown).


� An early example of this kind of critique, written on the basis of evidence from Bosnia, is David Chandler, Bosnia: Faking Democracy After Dayton (Pluto Press, 1999). More recently, Marina Ottoway made a powerful and nuanced contribution in “Think Again: Nation-building” in Foreign Policy, September/October 2002. On the policy side, Kai Eide wrote a report for the UN after the March 2004 riots that was critical of international policy in Kosovo. 


� David Chandler’s most recent book, for example, From Kosovo to Kabul (Pluto Press 2003), draws extensively on academic and media sources, but makes no use of evaluations.


� This collaboration led to the edited volume, Transacting Transition, cited above.


� A key resource, in this regard, has been the extensive work by Thomas Carothers on the “democracy template” which relies on an institutional checklist to measure democracy’s progress. See for example Thomas Carothers, Aiding Democracy Abroad: The Learning Curve (Carnegie Endowment 1999) and Critical Mission: Essays on Democracy Promotion (Carnegie Endowment 2004). 


� Basil Cracknell, Evaluating Development Aid: Issues, Problems and Solutions (Sage 2000). 


� The significance of such non-political associations is emphasized in the classic work on social capital, Robert Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community (Simon & Schuster 2000)


� For a pioneering account of what happens “on the ground” during “civil society strengthening” see Steven Sampson, “The Social Life of Projects: Importing Civil Society to Albania". In C. Hann and E. Dunn (eds.) Civil Society: Rethinking Western Models. (Routledge, 1996)


� See for example, Alexander George’s Bridging the Gap (USIP Press, 1993).


� The importance in Serbian political culture of liderstvo and inat are discussed by Lenard Cohen in Serpent in the Bosom: The Rise and Fall of Slobodan Milosevic (Westview, 2002).


� See for example Ann Stoler, “Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance,” Archival Science 2 (2002): 87-109. More directly, the attention paid to evaluation documents is inspired by the work of Gordon Crawford, who has taken a similar approach in his work on British-funded democracy assistance in his recent work, “Promoting Democracy From Without - Learning From Within (Part I)” in Democratization Vol.10, No.1, pp.77-98, 2003
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