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How and why reforms fail or succeed is one of the fundamental questions in political science. Not
surprisingly, the research into reform failure is very extensive and covers entire regions (Hellman
1998; Cook 2007; Fish 1997; Gereffi and Wyman 2014; Drysdale 2000), countries (Shleifer and
Treisman 2000), and specific reform areas (Rozelle and Swinnen 2004; Caiden 1999; Dollar and
Svensson 2000). The interest towards the correlates of reform success stems from the normative
understanding of government as a mechanism used by the society to achieve collective goals
through public policies. Reforms are a way to introduce new policies or modify the existent ones,
and as such reform success can be perceived as a measure of the political system's value and
usefulness for the society.
Unfortunately, the downside to the deserved breadth of attention towards the problem of reform
success is the extreme diversity of explanations sometimes bordering with a differing understanding
of what is meant by reform success. Indeed, two schools of thought seem to exist here. The
maximalist definition seems to take a successful reform to mean a reform which installs a policy
better than the status quo. The measure of success here is the policy outcome. Thus, it is obviously a
failure when a reform aims at achieving certain societal or economic goals, but does not bring the
expected results owing to flaws in the design of the new policy. But it is also a failure when the
cleverly designed policy which could in principle solve the problems the society faces does not
achieve its goals because politicians fail to adopt it, or because bureaucracies fail to implement it
properly. In both cases the outcome is the same: the society fails to achieve a better policy, and this
is considered a reform failure.
The maximalist approach is intuitively attractive exactly because it defines the reform failure the
way that makes establishing the sources of such failure relevant and practically interesting from the
perspective of social development. However, to do so this approach has to embrace all possible
sources of reform failure, which, as we show below, is unpractical methodologically. This is why at
some point a narrower minimalist understanding of reform success has been introduced which only
deals with whether the reform succeeds at installing the policy envisaged by the reformers (and
leaves aside the consequences of the policy introduced that way to the society). We discuss the
methodological advantages of the minimalist approach below. Note, however, that normatively the
implications of such conceptualization can be contradictory in the sense that even a reform which
leads to societally adverse results could still be deemed successful.
One aspect of reform success understood minimalistically that we focus on in this paper is whether
the new policy sticks. Indeed, Theda Skocpol (1992) defines a successful policy as the one which
“enhances the kinds of state capacities that can promote [this policy's] future development” and
which “stimulates groups and political alliances to defend the policy's continuation and expansion”
(Skocpol 1992, 59). Whether a reform provides a policy it promotes with appropriate means of
enhancing the state capacity to implement this new policy, and with political stimuli for groups and
reform constituencies to defend the new policy from future reversal, is a sine qua non condition of
reform success here. This understanding provides for a distinct methodology of reform analysis
which emphasizes the role of such reform reinforcements in its future robustness.
We compare the minimalist and maximalist approaches in more detail and discuss their implications
in section one below. As we show, it is hard to argue conclusively in favour of either of these
approaches from the normative perspective as both seem substantively equivalent. At the same time
we note that the minimalist approach methodologically relies on an additional assumption about the
nature of the reform process – namely, that the reformers share the researchers' concern for reform
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robustness and put an effort into supplying the policy with the so called policy reinforcements
designed to protect it from reversal in the future. We discuss various possible types of policy
reinforcements in section two below by referring to the so called policy feedback literature (Pierson
1993; Schneider and Sidney 2009, 108–11). Importantly, as we show, only if the reformers embed
reinforcements into the policies they promote should the minimalist approach be considered
equivalent with the maximalist approach, but if they actually do is an empirical question.
To answer this question we focus on the new unique evidence collected in several post-Soviet states
in 2019 (altogether around 100 in depth interviews with reformers, bureaucrats, NGO and advocacy
group activists, and policy area specialists from Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Georgia, Armenia, and
Belarus). The main question we ask is how rational are the reformers, and do they care for their
reforms’ robustness? Do they introduce “reinforcements” in practice, and how they do so?
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