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•	Relations	with	Russia	play a key role both with 
regard to ‘hard security’, and to energy security, 
and to further enlargement agendas. The extent 
to which Russia will act as a change driver is 
open, and regional instability (e.g. in Belarus) 
has the potential to affect the EU in areas such 
as energy security. To what extent does Russia 
export an authoritarian model which competes 
with EU democratisation agendas in the European 
Neighbourhood Policy and Eastern Partnership 
area? Both the democratisation experiences of 
CEE states within the EU, and their expertise on 
the region, are key to successful future policy for-
mation.

•	Further	eastward	enlargement	of	the	EU is strongly 
supported by most ‘new’ member states in CEE. 
This is linked in part to the fact that ‘security 
through enlargement’ is of greater national inter-
est to the states concerned. Further research needs 
to be conducted, however, on linked security 
issues. In ‘soft security’ issues, such as controlling 
migration and terrorist threats, the openness of 
CEE states towards further EU enlargement may 
run counter to the security concerns of states fur-
ther west given that most of them are already in 
the Schengen zone.

4. Minorities, migration  
and ethnic diversity

Migration studies are already well developed within 
the EU, and have been assisted in CEE by exter-
nal funding from the EU and other Europe-wide 
funders. However, much research has been led by 
a Western European agenda, focused on control-
ling migration flows through CEE transit countries, 
the need to ensure adequate procedures for dealing 
with asylum-seekers in the state where they ini-
tially enter the EU, and to prepare CEE states for 
possible future larger inward migration flows from 
third countries (a point made salient by Scenario 4). 
Furthermore, how EU member states deal with 
existing minorities within their own states is not 
within EU competencies, and was addressed dur-
ing accession negotiations with CEE states largely in 
terms of the broad Copenhagen criteria on ensuring 
human and minority rights. The survey shows that 
this topic has been addressed in existing research, 
and more recent research focuses on CEE citizens 
as immigrants elsewhere in the EU, and also on the 
effects of out-migration on their home countries (see 
also Chapter 3 on Economics). However, a number 
of outstanding issues require further research.
•	Is	ethnic	conflict	in	CEE	a	thing	of	the	past?	The EU 

and OSCE helped the CEE states ‘solve’ minor-
ity problems prior to EU accession, and it was felt 
in the Forward Look that future agendas should 
look at rather different issues. Yet the possibility 
of ethnic conflict (e.g. in the Caucasus region or 
even further west) should not be ignored, and the 
experience of CEE states currently in the EU may 
assist with this. 

•	Social	inclusion	of	the	Roma	minorities	is an obvi-
ous outstanding issue of particular import to CEE 
states, where most of the major Roma communi-
ties within the EU currently live. Although the 
survey did not show Roma issues to be a promi-
nent topic, there is at present an increasing trend 
to highlight the issue (as in the 2012 FP call), yet 
care must be taken to ensure that research projects 
look at some of the broader underlying issues that 
affect Roma communities. The understanding of 
citizenship rights, and the internalisation of the 
rights of the individual vis-a-vis the state in an 
advanced democracy, is an area which requires 
further research in CEE in relation to both 
national and EU citizenship. The securitisation 
of minority rights may also detract from Roma 
questions as right-based issues. The strengthening, 
particularly in implementation, of anti-discrimi-
nation legislation remains an outstanding issue. 
Discrimination is still common, and intolerance 
of racism has yet to develop firm roots.

•	Inward	 immigration	 into	CEE	will also be an 
emerging topic since current political debate in 
CEE relates to social integration of indigenous 
minorities or the economic effects of outward 

Homeless Roma women
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migration. A background to this is asking what it 
takes to build a democratic political community. 
Defining the ‘demos’ – the political and social 
community (including both old and new groups) – 
is therefore a prerequisite for research on minority 
or migration topics.

5. Historical ‘turning points’

Debates throughout the Forward Look workshops 
always emphasised the issue of ‘historical legacies’ 
and the importance of the communist period for 
analysing contemporary political developments 
in CEE. The survey showed that much existing 
research conducted since 1990 focuses rather nar-
rowly on the communist legacy, looking at the 
politics of memory and dealing with the burden of 
the past. Yet the issue of political trust has a longer 
history than the communist and post-communist 
period, and the issue of historical legacies needs to 
be seen in a broader context of long-term regime 
discontinuity. This could be particularly helpful in 
using the democratisation experiences of CEE states 
currently in the EU to assist developments not only 
in the eastern Neighbourhood, but also given recent 
developments in North Africa and the Middle East.
•	Dealing	with	country-specific	factors	causes meth-

odological research problems that require further 
investigation. In multinational comparative 
research, ‘outliers’ among CEE states can fre-
quently only be explained by country-specific 
independent variables, and there are often remote 
and proximate causes. Yet ‘historical explanations’ 
of this kind are often not conducive to the for-
mation of policy conclusions. Consequently, the 
methodology of explaining radical change needs 
to be developed further.

•	Mapping	of	‘traumatic	events’	in	Europe has been 
under-researched, and is key to understanding 
many developments, including the formation 
of party systems, and the way that historical 
memories constrain behaviour. While many west 
European states underwent gradual political 
change, in CEE radical change has tended to be 
the norm, with many countries undergoing sud-
den regime change and major border changes 
several times during the twentieth century. How 
far back in history should political science research 
go? While many transnational projects undertake 
detailed empirical research, there is also a need 
for exploratory research that does not a priori set 
boundaries for explaining change.

•	Cross-regional	research	into democratisation is 
also necessary, since without explicit comparative 

research with countries outside the region  – 
including countries outside Europe – we cannot 
fully understand the specificities of regions.

6. Conclusions

In presenting themes that could be a useful focus 
for political science research on Central and Eastern 
Europe, it is noticeable that in all cases the findings 
are likely to be of broader relevance to contempo-
rary political analysis with a broader geographical 
scope. The interlinking of politics and economics is 
perhaps the only research field where the specifics 
of communist regimes – namely, the starting point 
at the beginning of the 1990s where the extent of 
state control of property and economic resources 
was quite exceptionally high – has led to develop-
ments that are (arguably) sui generis. In all other 
areas, a wider variety of historical and geographical 
factors and responses to contemporary processes of 
Europeanisation and globalisation more easily allow 
comparison with other regions in Europe and the 
world. Many of them can therefore be explored in 
transnational projects that are framed in an appro-
priate way that allows for the diversity of experience 
in the current European Union.

It should also be noted again that political sci-
ence research on Central and Eastern Europe is 
concerned with identifying solutions as well as 
challenges. Over the last 20 years, both politicians, 
policy makers and political scientists in the region 
have gained unique experience in tackling a broad 
range of political, economic and social problems 
under considerable pressure from the urgent need to 
implement and manage rapid change. The research 
directions suggested here should both develop and 
utilise this expertise. 
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51As an almost perpetual subject of empires, the 
countries of Central and Eastern Europe have for 
centuries been extremely centralised, which has 
afforded them less of a chance to develop organic 
local government systems. When this condition 
changed in the wake of 1989, legislators generally 
preferred the Western self-governmental model that 
provided autonomy for local societies, laying empha-
sis on local democracy rather than the “local state” 
or its local agent for service provision. Yet, although 
the countries of CEE have been relatively successful 
in completing the formal and institutional require-
ments for local and regional governance autonomy 
and democracy, several problems remain concerning 
both structures and inefficiency. 

The first question is whether ‘Europeanisation’ is 
the only future path or whether the region has spe-
cific characteristics linked to ‘path dependency’ that 
have to be considered in setting the research agenda. 
During the Soviet era the CEE countries were made 
to copy the Soviet type of local government system, 
which recognised neither the horizontal sharing 
nor the vertical division of power. This communist 
heritage and many elements stemming from the pre-
communist past meant that both local governments 
and civil society lacked the knowledge and ability 
to self-govern. This duality, therefore, of very spe-
cific historical legacies alongside equally tangible 
European influences became an important back-
ground theme for assessing future research agendas 
in the sphere of local governance.

During the horizon-scanning exercise that was 
conducted during the Forward Look’s first work-
shop in Bratislava, this framework became more 
explicit as some of the drivers that were identified 
reflected historical legacies (e.g. structural dispari-
ties across regions), while others pointed to new, 

dynamic factors of change (such as e-government 
or evolving public–private service provision part-
nerships). During the third Forward Look workshop 
in Sofia (which was devoted to political science 
and local governance), an introductory paper by 
Michal Illner provided additional insights such as 
the need to distinguish formal models from actu-
ally functioning ones in the region. He also pointed 
to the heterogeneity of local governmental systems 
throughout Europe, and to the need to identify 
“Eastern pathologies” or specific negative features 
in CEE such as lack of trust, low participation and 
corruption. 

At the Consensus Conference in Berlin, dis-
cussions concerning local governance sought 
specifically to address the EU dimension, as made 
prominent by the four scenarios. It was noted that 
since local government systems in CEE have been 
shaped or “Europeanised” under the regime of EU 
Structural Funds, the future of European inte-
gration and especially of the cohesion policy will 
be a significant determinant of progress in local 
governance in the region. On the European level, 
multilevel governance will remain a domain need-
ing further investigation: how are regions and local 
governments in CEE able to emerge in the system 
of multilevel governance? To what extent will EU 
cohesion policy influence regional ‘catching up’ pro-
cesses, and how could local governments become 
more involved in EU-wide policy learning?  If sce-
narios such as those that predict continued sluggish 
economic growth in Europe obtain, how will local 
governments deal with chronic under-funding 
for public services or improving infrastructure to 
attract new investment?

6.
Local Governance
l l l

Ilona Pálné Kovács
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1. Structural problems  
of local government systems 

The structures which existed at the outset of transi-
tion and the inherited centralisation in CEE became 
one of the main obstacles to adapting to a regional-
ised/decentralised Europe and to managing public 
services efficiently. The existing literature as well 
as the experts participating in the Forward Look 
usually emphasised the fragmented structure of local 
governance mostly in rural areas. Many (but not all) 
Central and Eastern European countries are strug-
gling with the fragmentation of local government 
which presents problems with capacity, finance, 
quality and accessibility. How to adapt the model 
which was the region’s starting point is a crucial 
question and depends on cultural, institutional, 
geographic, economic and infrastructural factors. 
The context dependency of local integrative policy 
needs a scientific foundation based on research 
because uniform solutions are not able to provide 
tailor-made models. 

The other common structural problem in CEE, 
with a few exceptions, is the weakness or complete 
lack of meso- and regional-level governance, despite 
the fact that a number of reform programmes have 
aimed to reconstruct the regions, mostly within new 
boundaries. This may be one of the most fundamen-
tal differences from Western models in relation 
to the movement for a Europe of Regions, which 
flourished in particular in the 1990s, although it is 
currently less popular. The rescaling process in CEE 
was mostly determined by the regime of Structural 
Funds (SF). Territorial reforms implemented in 
Poland, the Czech Republic and Slovakia were only 
partially successful because centre–local tensions 
remained problematic, and central governments 
had a dominant position in using Structural Funds. 
Other countries, like Hungary, Romania, Slovenia 
and Bulgaria suffered from an instable, floating 
“meso”, and established a jungle of institutions 
for absorbing the European funds, but the scale, 
boundaries, centres, competences, and the whole 
status of the new “meso” units were questionable 
and reforms seem to have come to a deadlock. The 
story of Central and Eastern European regionalism 
presents a situation where the rescaling process 
implemented in the last two decades in CEE has 
been motivated by European institutions that did 
not always take the special regional context and 
path dependency into consideration. It is not an 
accident that according to our survey (Chapter 1) 
urban and regional issues have been more frequent 
in the CEE research agenda. The urban and regional 
competitiveness of CEE depends heavily on the role 

of European regional policy, so the adaptation to 
the regime of Structural Funds was a “command” 
during the accession period. Likewise, as our sce-
narios revealed, EU integration and EU policies are 
very important change drivers for the future of CEE 
countries considering not just their economic but 
also political cohesion and governance.

Research is needed to determine how these struc-
tural problems could be solved in the future in a 
changing regime of Structural Funds and European 
governance in general. Research needs in particular 
to investigate:
•	Reforms	and	mechanisms	for	consolidating	the	

currently fragmented local governance structures;
•	Changing	boundaries	and	the	roles	of	meso-levels;
•	The	history	and	evolution	of	central–local	rela-

tions;
•	CEE	regions	in	the	European	multilevel	govern-

ance system;
•	The	impact	of	European	policies,	especially	of	the	

cohesion policy on territorial governance in CEE.

2. Local and regional  
public service provision

The provision of local public services that was inher-
ited mostly from the socialist “welfare state” system 
has many problems. First, smaller municipalities do 
not have the institutional and personnel capacity as 
well as the knowledge necessary for managing local 
affairs. They lack experts, information and profes-
sional assistance at the upper levels, and they are 
dependent on the very centralised redistribution of 
public resources.

Secondly, the institutions which provide public 
services are fighting with capacity problems: they 
are often too large in scale and have oversized capac-
ity, while in other cases they are suffering from a 
lack of finance, personnel and infrastructures. These 
problems stem from the past since most branches of 
public service inherited their scale and scope from 
the communist era: the entire public service sector 
remained almost untouched, although both the 
demand and the real circumstances had changed 
dramatically. The New Public Management para-
digm was unable to provide appropriate solutions 
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in countries where the business sector is weak and 
the public sector is not mature enough for estab-
lishing real partnerships, and where clients and civil 
society are too dependent on public services. All of 
these facts underline the recognition that CEE local 
governance is still in the middle of the public policy 
learning process and needs more evidence-based 
inputs to continue the modernisation of local public 
functions, which is also the question of leadership 
emphasised in the Chapter 5.

Participants at the Forward Look’s different 
workshops therefore identified a number of more 
specific research themes in this domain such as:
•	Systematising	modes	and	patterns	of	policy	trans-

fer;
•	Examining	the	evolution	of	management	struc-

tures and of e-governance;
•	Evaluating	the	most	appropriate	modes	of	capacity	

building and learning; 
•	Assessing	effective	budgetary	mechanisms	for	

public service provision.

3. Local society and  
local democracy 

As introduced already in Chapter 5, the issue of 
examining the structure of democratic attitudes 
in Central and Eastern Europe is as important for 
meso- and local-level government as it is for national 
administration. The political and administrative 
culture within CEE countries is related to deeply 
rooted values and norms of behaviour. In discussing 
cultural differences and attitudes we should not for-
get the fundamental gulf between the histories and 
culture of West and East. The organic, continuous 
development of the West and the continuous disrup-
tion in development in Eastern European countries 
has produced different bases for people’s identity 
and trust towards Europe, the nation (state) and 
local politics and public institutions. This fact has 
crucial consequences for the performance of local 
governments, not just because local and regional 
governments in CEE do not have stable civil and 
social backgrounds for governing, but also because 
local political and bureaucratic elites lack openness 
and the skills necessary for deliberative and par-
ticipative democracy and consensus, as well as for 
innovation and the inclination to change. Weaker 
legitimacy causes a loss of trust and civic support 
and also of social capital in a broader sense, and we 
have to emphasise local tensions such as the pres-
ence of minority conflicts (as mentioned in Chapters 
4 and 5). The question is whether the weaker legiti-
macy and the lower quality of democracy can be 

explained by historically postponed development 
alone, or whether it is embedded in deeper cultural 
roots? Another important question is whether the 
nation state frustration or identity conflicts which 
are common in CEE countries have any impact on 
central–local relationships and the strong tradition 
of centralisation?

If we agree that governance depends on the 
qualities of the governors, we have to investigate 
the local political and other elites (across parties, 
civil organisations, bureaucracies, entrepreneurs, 
etc.). The skills, knowledge and attitudes of these 
people determine the quality of local networks, the 
cohesiveness of local society. Research conducted 
in the region has found that the emerging networks 
are rather exclusive, and compared with public 
actors, civil and business stakeholders have very 
loose access to the centres of decision making. It 
is especially important to identify the new “project 
class” or development regimes emerging around the 
allocation and use of European Structural Funds. 
The experts involved in the Forward Look and con-
temporary literature also concur that local/regional 
politics is suffering from low civic participation and 
low turnout at local elections, from limited publicity, 
from a lack of trust and skills for “cognitive democ-
racy”, and from the decreasing prestige of careers in 
local politics, all of which lead to an entrenched local 
elite. In general, local government regimes in CEE 
show many specific features, and it makes sense to 
investigate them comparatively and in as complex 
and interdisciplinary a way as possible. 

Local society in CEE has remained weak: local 
elite networks are not transparent, and low turn-
out weakens legitimacy. Partnership mechanisms 
are not a solid basis for development coalitions and 
the relationship between business and politics is 
penetrated by corruption. Comparative research 
is needed to understand to what extent cultural 
differences determine the performance of local 
governments, which should include:
•	The	state	of	the	art	and	processes	in	local	democ-

racy;
•	Civic	participation	and	trust	and	the	political,	eco-

nomic and administrative elites;
•	Cognitive	aspects	of	local	decision	making.

4. The European context 

Starting from the original aim of the Forward 
Look, the European dimension is one of the 
most important aspects of the transition since 
measuring the progress of transition entails com-
parison of ‘Eastern’ performance and structures 
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with ‘European’ ones. Europeanisation may be the 
main driving force of changes occurring in Central 
and Eastern European countries as it was assumed 
by our scenarios (Chapter 2). This is not just because 
Western democracy and the market model was the 
only pattern to be followed during systemic change, 
but also because during the pre-accession and post-
accession periods the policy requirements shaped 
both the content and the institutionalisation of gov-
ernance in CEE as a result of conditionality and the 
European administrative space. 

European cohesion policy has not been par-
ticularly successful as an external driving force, 
especially with respect to the functioning of the 
new institutions and the utilisation of Structural 
Funds. Regional polarisation, the accelerated 
decline of rural, peripheral areas, and the segre-
gation of Roma populations are all indications of 
the much larger scale of regional problems in CEE. 
As a consequence (and as Scenario 2 highlighted), 
how regional disparities should be handled, and 
how the future of European cohesion will affect 
the regions in CEE, are crucial topics for research. 
The recent debate on territorial cohesion and the 
location-based (“place-based”) policy as well as the 
emergence of macro-regional co-operation as in the 
Baltic and Danube regions are big challenges fac-
ing local actors in CEE. European cohesion policy 
and its future are also relevant with regard to the 
institutional misfit of domestic development policy 
and public administration. The rescaling of territo-
rial governance could also lead to a shift in power 
to the higher levels governance and away from the 
democratically elected sector. This is the case in 
most of the CEE countries, where centralisation 
has remained the main logic of governance and the 
horizontal logic of partnership is emerging only 
superficially.

The specificity of the geographical situation of 
CEE means that there are unique challenges for 
local governments. For example, do the long Eastern 
European borders of the CEE countries entail a spe-
cial mission for neighbourhood policy, or do they 
simply mean a specific form of co-operation with 
countries and regions “beyond the EU” in the longer 
term? This borderland has many particularities that 
challenge not just the neighbouring local govern-
ments, but the European Union as well. We can 
refer here to Chapter 3 on Economics, which raises 
the question of structural weakness of CEE and its 
consequences for neighbouring countries, and also 
to migration problems mentioned in several parts 
in this report. 

How the local and regional levels of multilevel 
governance may or may not be partners of European 

and national “partners” is a general problem, but 
local governments in CEE are in a worse position 
since they are only loosely embedded in Europe-
wide local government networks and are more 
strongly dependent on central government. Urban 
governance matters are recognised in the West, 
but the question is how the leadership of the cit-
ies in the East can catch up. Only strong cities will 
be able to join to the European urban networks in 
reconstructing the European Space. The urban ques-
tion is also important from several other aspects: 
gentrification and segregation, social aspects of 
urbanisation, institutionalisation of agglomera-
tions, etc. Some specifically “Eastern” dimensions 
of the urban issue are postponed urban regenera-
tion, the controversial relationship between urban 
centres and rural peripheries, the limited access of 
rural society to urban jobs and services and even the 
loose links between cities.

5. Conclusions 

Although Central and Eastern European countries 
have already proceeded beyond transition in the 
sense that they have established institutions of local/
regional governance compatible with European 
standards, ‘beyond transition’ they are still suffering 
from many problems of capacity, function, struc-
ture and resources, which hinder genuine ‘catching 
up’ and which, as suggested in the scenarios, have 
the potential to undermine European integration. 
One of the main messages of the Forward Look is 
that legal regulation and institution building are 
not enough, since it was frequently not the model 
that failed, but rather the context was not ‘mature’ 
enough to operate it effectively. Capacity building 
and learning are keys to handling this misfit. Yet on 
the other hand, cultural differences matter, and it 
should not be the aim to eliminate the deeply rooted 
differences, but rather to adjust national systems as 
flexibly as possible in order to enable them to cooper-
ate with each other. Research focusing on CEE local 
governance is of vital importance not just for the 
countries and governments concerned; it can also 
make a valuable contribution through contextuali-
sation – by testing the paradigms and assumptions 
underpinning the governance debate by means of 
comparative investigation of governance under dif-
ferent conditions of societal transformation.
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55This Forward Look was designed to generate new 
thematic perspectives for social science research in 
and on Central and Eastern Europe. In this con-
cluding section, therefore, we would like not only 
to summarise the broad array of issues raised by the 
project, but also provide cross-disciplinary synthe-
ses of these topics into what we will call thematic 
clusters. We believe that researchers, funders and 
policy makers should look at not only individual 
topics of interest within each discipline, but also 
reflect on constellations of issues that could repre-
sent more synergetic research programmes. Below 
we lay out three such thematic clusters as the main 
conclusions of our work. We follow this up with 
recommendations as to what we think are the mini-
mum pre-conditions for such research.

This Forward Look was undertaken at a water-
shed moment for social science research on Central 
and Eastern Europe. The great financial and eco-
nomic crisis of 2008–2010 arguably set the scene 
for the region’s fourth period of societal develop-
ment and change since the fall of communism. The 
first phases were: establishing democracy in the first 
half of the 1990s; preparing for EU accession dur-
ing the latter half of the 1990s and early 2000s; and 
thereafter embarking on post-accession trajectories 
as of 2004. Now, the severe economic and political 
shocks that came after 2008 have placed the coun-
tries of Central and Eastern Europe in a wholly new 
and challenging development situation, where social 
science is needed to help understand problems and 
evaluate (and even propose) solutions. 

However, Central and Eastern Europe is itself a 
source of solutions as well as problems. Over the last 
two decades, it has been a ‘laboratory for change’ 
where a number of reform-minded governments 
thinking ‘outside the box’ have undertaken the 

most radical reforms seen in post-war Europe. For 
longer established democracies, where governments 
approach change more cautiously, this provides 
valuable lessons – for example, lessons on the conse-
quences of policy alternatives that other states have 
not dared to implement. It also sheds light on the 
extent to which states can adapt to external models 
and goals coming from Western Europe. 

In carrying out its task, the Forward Look 
relied on a number of analytical and informa-
tion gathering tools, including foresight methods, 
scenario-building, background research and tradi-
tional workshops and discussions. In summing up 
the application of these tools to the future-oriented 
task at hand, the Forward Look arrived at two kinds 
of conclusions and recommendations. Since this 
Forward Look was explicitly designed to examine 
the burgeoning agenda of social science research 
in Central and Eastern Europe, we will begin with 
the conclusions formed about this domain. At the 
same time, it will be no surprise that during the 
four workshops and conferences the Forward Look 
organised, with over 90 different participants, many 
issues were raised about the infrastructure for social 
science research in and on the region. As a result, 
this final chapter will also review the recommenda-
tions which address these points. 

1. Thematic clusters

As noted in the Introduction, as well as across 
many of the preceding scenarios and disciplinary 
overviews, participants in the Forward Look came 
to coalesce around an important axiom of change 
in Central and Eastern Europe encapsulated by the 
dual notions of convergence and divergence. A range 

7.
Conclusions and 
Recommendations 
l l l
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of phenomena in the region have shown signs of con-
vergence with similar indicators in Western Europe, 
though transnational research agendas must allow 
for the fact that the reunited Europe is structurally 
different from the former Western Europe. Indeed, 
a number of phenomena in Central and Eastern 
Europe have remained different, suggesting that 
the future development path in CEE states will not 
necessarily be an automatic and smooth transition 
toward the advanced industrial world. A number of 
disadvantages and inequalities in this region have 
prompted some analysts to apply the concept of 
‘dependent development’ to these societies, thereby 
capturing not only the economic difficulties of com-
peting with ‘core’ capitalist countries, but also the 
entrenched social and political consequences of such 
disparities – be they the emergence of a permanent 
social underclass or the rise of populism and chroni-
cally weak governance. 

The disciplinary chapters of this final report 
have already laid out some of the main directions 
in which participants in the Forward Look argued 
that social science research on Central and Eastern 
Europe should go over the next years. This final 
section of the report will therefore highlight cross-
cutting themes that appear across more than one 
discipline, and consider how these can be seen in 
terms of convergence or divergence.

1.1 Populations in change
Many aspects of social, political and economic 
change begin with the basic structure of our popu-
lations. Where the size, geographical distribution 
and composition of populations change, so too do 
the social relations, the governance challenges and 
the economic opportunities. This Forward Look 
brought these overarching connections into focus by 
highlighting issues such as out-migration, in-migra-
tion, regional population change, ethnic minorities 
and integration. 

New synergetic research on the broader effects 
of population change should begin with mapping 
out the patterns of out-migration that Central and 
Eastern Europe has seen over the last 3–4 years. 
Such trends have precipitated not only profoundly 
transformed labour forces, but also social conse-
quences for families and political challenges due to 
altered electorates and interests. By the same token, 
return migration has an equally important impact 
potential, including an influx of new skills, social 
networks and political awareness. 

Another dimension of population change is 
in-migration, defined as arrivals (often illegal or 
refugee) from third countries. While in CEE this 
phenomenon has so far been generally small in 

scale compared to some Western European coun-
tries, it was notable how many participants across 
the different disciplines raised this research topic 
as important for the future. Many CEE govern-
ments have already commissioned studies in this 
area, examining the need for social integration poli-
cies as well as economic measures. There is also a 
clear convergence dimension to this issue, as many 
Western European countries have long faced these 
same challenges. But more could be done in terms 
of examining likely political consequences, with 
reference to the possible divergences in priorities in 
different parts of Europe. 

Lastly, a number of these population shifts are 
taking place against the backdrop of still unresolved 
questions of ethnic minority integration. While the 
danger of direct ethnic conflict has in most areas 
subsided, the challenges of social and economic 
integration of minorities remain. Inevitably, policy 
debate and political rhetoric about migration issues 
becomes doubly problematic where ethnic minority 
problems exist on top.

1.2 New geographies of Europe
The prevailing perspective on transformation in 
Central and Eastern Europe has tended to exam-
ine the region’s success in ‘returning to Europe’, or 
in other words overcoming the West–East divide. 
In many respects this paradigm continues to be 
relevant, for example, as the countries of Central 
and Eastern Europe continue to develop their place 
within the European Union. The economic division 
of labour between Western and Eastern Europe will 
continue to evolve and need research. Likewise, 
local governance will profoundly be affected by 
how cohesion funds will be distributed and regional 
development promoted. 

At the same time, geographic imaginaries are 
changing in Europe. In part, factors such as migra-
tion, but also value structures and historical linkages 
are changing the axes of social, political and eco-
nomic relationships. Southern parts of Central and 
Eastern Europe sometimes evince more similarities 
with societies along the Mediterranean than with 
other erstwhile communist countries. The eco-
nomic or political pressures they may be under may 
be similar in structural terms, and therefore merit 
more comparison along these geographical lines 
than within some kind of outdated post-communist 
paradigm. Likewise, regional integration around the 
Baltic sea area has begun to change the relevant con-
text of social and economic development away from 
purely the ex-communist perspective. The recent 
financial and economic crisis has shown that the 
fates of many Western and Eastern European coun-
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tries were much more inter-woven than amongst the 
CEE countries themselves. Lastly, labour migration 
trends mean that many families’ or communities’ 
social imaginaries may involve wholly separated 
relationships, where some members remain in the 
home country and others seek work in an entirely 
different area of Europe. The scattered nature of 
these rapports means that the notion of Central and 
Eastern Europe will become more diffuse.

Lastly, the countries of Central and Eastern 
Europe have already and will continue to play a role 
in expanding Europe’s border further to the East 
and changing geographies in this manner. Both the 
broader process of democratisation as well as the 
more specific prospect of EU accession for some 
of the countries beyond CEE will affect the way in 
which future Europe integration will progress. The 
Balkans, for example, remain a European geography 
yet to be worked out. In this realm the interests of 
many CEE countries will at times be more united 
than across other issues. For example, there will 
be broad support for continuing the European 
Neighbourhood Policy, but unease toward deep-
ening cooperation with Russia. Still, the overall 
pattern of European geography will change.

1.3 Social cohesion
The degree of socio-economic transformation that 
post-communist Europe has undergone over the 
last 20 years has been astounding. Profound eco-
nomic reforms – including not only privatisation, 
but other forms of extensive capital and resource 
redistribution – have radically re-shaped the eco-
nomic foundations of these societies. These changes 
have helped to spur considerable economic growth, 
causing aggregate welfare to rise often quite dra-
matically. Yet, the deeper question remains what the 
effect of this change has been on social cohesion 
and harmony. What kind of new societal division of 
labour is emerging and what are the social relation-
ships stemming from that structure?

One prominent example involves new patterns 
of social stratification. Beyond the past discussions 
of ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ from the transformation, 
scholars need to begin to study how these dif-
ferences may (or may not) be now reproducing 
themselves across generations. Hence, a combina-
tion of economics and social change. Are teenagers 
from ‘winner’ parents continuing to be as success-
ful, while those from ‘loser’ families are stuck in 
lower social and educational strata? How will these 
hardening divisions play out politically in terms 
of electoral cleavages for parties? Will sharper 
stratification lead to tensions also in the economic 
realm? What will be the transnational impact of 

these developments?  In Western Europe there is 
also debate on decreased social mobility and chang-
ing party systems, and the international research 
agenda must effectively encompass and compare all 
such shifts. 

A second aspect of social cohesion concerns 
social trust. Clearly, the degree to which social 
relations have been transformed over the last two 
decades means that social trust has also been cast 
onto a new footing. Old stresses – be they political 
from the era of communist repression or economic 
from the waning days of planned economy – have 
eased, and new relationships based on autonomous 
opportunity and choice have emerged. Yet, general-
ised social trust across the region remains low, this 
despite the lapse of over two decades since change 
began. While low levels of social trust are often 
described as a generational issue, the fact that new 
generations are steadily maturing does not seem to 
have made much difference. Yet, as long as trust is 
low, civil society will be encumbered and society’s 
ability to stand for democracy will also be under-
mined. It should be noted, of course, that the issue of 
trust is not confined to CEE; yet it may take specific 
forms there given the backdrop of major societal 
change. Trust in institutions and in processes of all 
kinds is a useful topic for Europe-wide research; but 
projects must necessarily be framed with due con-
sideration to the specifics of developments in CEE, 
as well as in more established democracies. 

2. Recommendations

Recommendation 1
Ensure CEE issues are adequately 
addressed in European level funding 
opportunities
Given the particular focus of this Forward Look, 
the research themes that came forward have been 
focused on issues specific to Central and Eastern 
Europe. However, as this report has also sought to 
make clear, in all cases it is important that not only 
research be conducted within the CEE states them-
selves, but also that the specifics of the region be 
incorporated into transnational research agendas. 
In this respect, European-level funding for social 
science research continues to be essential, since most 
national-level research funding agencies in CEE 
do not have the resources to initiate international 
projects, and comparative international research is 
particularly important for a composite understand-
ing of social change and of the policy implications 
that derive from it.



Ce
n

tr
a

l 
a

n
d

 E
as

te
rn

 E
u

ro
pe

 B
ey

on
d

 T
ra

n
si

ti
on

: C
on

ve
rg

en
ce

 a
n

d
 D

iv
er

ge
n

ce
 in

 E
u

ro
pe

58

Recommendation 2
Support multinational comparative projects
In terms of methodological approaches, one of 
the most important outcomes to result from the 
Forward Look’s gathering of over 90 scholars and 
stakeholders interested in CEE research was a 
resounding reiteration of the need for continued 
comparative study of the region and of Europe as 
a whole. Successful and insightful research themes 
such as the ‘varieties of capitalism’ in CEE or post-
communist party system development have amply 
demonstrated how joint efforts among scholars can 
yield important theoretical and empirical insights. 
In this Report, also, all of the research priorities that 
have been listed call out for a comparative, multi-
country approach. Funders should clearly prioritise 
projects that apply such perspectives and do not 
limit themselves to purely national introspection. 

Recommendation 3
Invest in dedicated research infrastructures
For transnational research projects really to achieve 
comparative results, it is essential that scholars 
have access to cross-national data and that such 
data are comparable with the rest of Europe and 
globally. According to the Forward Look survey, 
‘infrastructure, data bases’ is the research topic 
where expenditure by West European foundations 
exceeds that of CEE foundations most conspicu-
ously (see p. 19). However, there have also been 
some notable achievements. For example, most 
ESF members from Central and Eastern Europe 
contribute to important international survey pro-
grammes such as the ESS (European Social Survey), 
ISSP (International Social Survey Project), EVS 
(European Values Study). Indeed, most of the CEE 
countries have confirmed their participation in 
Round 5 of the ESS, and the University of Ljubljana 
(Slovenia) is one of the six institutions represented 
in the coordinating team. However, on the other 
hand, there are several blind spots; for instance 
only Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Poland and 
Slovenia participate in SHARE (Survey of Health, 
Ageing and Retirement in Europe). 

A corollary issue to data collection is data pres-
ervation. Social science data archives are important 
facilities for empirical social research, and are of 
crucial importance for comparative studies. Very 
limited investment in academic data infrastructures 
such as local data collections and data archives has 
led to under-representation of Central and Eastern 
European data within pan-European projects and 
initiatives. Access to high quality national data 
resources from CEE requires targeted financial 
support for CEE data archives along with specific 

actions directed at such issues as standardisation, 
tools and services provision as well as training 
opportunities for data providers and users. 

Recommendation 4
Encourage academic independence  
and research excellence
Since a majority of participants in the Forward Look 
come from Central and Eastern Europe, discussions 
about research infrastructure often also touched 
on the local environment for scholarly research. 
Though not a uniform phenomenon across all dis-
ciplines or countries, some participants noted that 
in CEE research tends to be more dependent on 
political power. This can relate both to the partisan 
provision of financial resources and to researchers’ 
ambitions to convince political actors. Research 
ethics, tackling clientelism, and developing a new 
kind of standard research culture are of crucial 
importance for the quality of the general societal 
and political environment in which research takes 
place. The internal research environment and pol-
icy-driven projects require responsiveness to the 
funderś  needs which is linked to the needs of soci-
ety. It is therefore also of relevance, when assessing 
research conducted in CEE, to compare the influ-
ence and ‘political embeddedness’ of social scientists 
compared to Western Europe. How are academic 
freedom and independence guaranteed in CEE?  
What are the standards of research excellence, and 
how and where are they produced?   Why is natural 
and technical science research often privileged over 
the research into the social sciences, where unique 
CEE experiences have so much to offer?

Recommendation 5
Support CEE scholars in project leader 
positions
As highlighted in the MOCEE report, there is a par-
ticular need to strengthen participation of scholars 
from Central and Eastern Europe in comparative, 
international projects, specifically in leadership 
roles. The survey conducted as part of the Forward 
Look showed particularly low participation of CEE 
scholars as coordinators in EC-funded framework 
projects. It is likely that this is linked in part to 
underfunding and lack of infrastructure at their 
home institutions, which is an issue that has to be 
addressed primarily by individual states and higher 
education institutions, where administrative sup-
port could be strengthened. Some of the dearth 
of comparative data across CEE states as a whole 
reflects lack of investment in research and develop-
ment in the region. While this situation continues, 
governments and policy makers in CEE have only 
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reduced possibilities of influencing transnational 
research agendas. There is also a need for clear 
funding policy for social sciences in CEE, prefer-
ably coordinated when it comes to topics specific 
for CEE.

Recommendation 6
Strengthen the interaction of social 
scientists and society 
The contribution of social science research is always 
enhanced by strengthening the interaction of social 
scientists and society. This can be facilitated by 
establishing a stronger dialogue with policy makers 
and presenting to them the potential contribution 
of social sciences to social developments. Many 
academic researchers in CEE have good contacts 
with politicians and policy makers, and high level 
meetings with, for example, MPs and MEPs at 
national and regional levels can assist in develop-
ing such a dialogue. This can lead to the proposing 
of specific research projects which would strengthen 
the involvement of policy makers in the research 
process (from design to implementation) in order 
to improve the effectiveness of research impact on 
policy and practice (including such methods as for 
example participatory action research), but also to 
monitor the social science-policy-society interface 
itself. Policy makers (the research recipients) should 
be involved in particular with regard to the poten-
tial impact of applied research.

Recommendation 7
Develop good governance of science  
and resources
There should be regular meetings of researchers 
with research funders in CEE and the European 
Commission (ministries, research funding agen-
cies, EC Directorates General). These should include 
briefings about potential research directions both 
in basic and applied research; mobilisation of 
national support for scholarly data facilities and 
the launching of specific programmes focusing on 
research infrastructures and data collection based 
on national data sharing policies; and action to 
ensure that peer reviewers from CEE are adequately 
represented in transnational actions. 

Recommendation 8
Strengthen human capital and capacities
Training opportunities should continue to be cre-
ated for early career researchers. While many such 
initiatives have been implemented over the last 
20 years, they remain particularly important for 
young scholars from CEE. Care should be taken to 
ensure that young CEE scholars remain a priority in 

such provision, and that tendencies for such career 
development opportunities increasingly to target 
Eastern European scholars from non-EU Member 
States should not jeopardise training provision for 
young scholars in other CEE states. A particular 
focus should be on comparative research analysis: 
methodologies, design and techniques, statistics, 
data analysis and access. It should be recognised, 
however, that competence in quantitative analysis 
is already fairly widespread in CEE, and training in 
qualitative methods and analysis is also important.

As social science in and on Central and Eastern 
Europe moves into a new phase of development, it 
faces both old and new challenges in its work. This 
Forward Look has sought first and foremost to for-
mulate an innovative research agenda for the next 
ten years drawing on the analysis and reflections 
of social scientists themselves. Together with some 
additional infrastructural improvements (likewise 
identified in the course of the project as necessary), 
these conclusions and recommendations should 
allow funding agencies, policy makers, research-
ers and the public at large to understand better 
the stakes at hand for the next decade as well as to 
make sound decisions about how to continue soci-
etal development in the region. 
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Annexes
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Management Committee

Chair

Professor Bogdan Mach 

Polish Academy of Sciences (PAN),  
former SCSS member
Members

Mr Berry J. Bonenkamp

Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research 
(NWO)
Dr Patricia Georgieva 

National Science Fund of Bulgaria 
Ms Petra Grabner 

Austrian Science Fund (FWF)
Professor Everhard Holtmann 

German Research Foundation (DFG)
Dr Balázs Kiss 

Hungarian Academy of Sciences (MTA)  
and SCSS rapporteur
Professor Leo Mõtus 

Estonian Academy of Sciences 

Scientific Committee

Chair

Karen Henderson 

University of Leicester, United Kingdom
Members

Professor Dalina Dumitrescu 

ASEBUSS – The Institute for Business and Public 
Administration, Bucharest, Romania
Dr János Mátyás Kovács 

Institute for Human Sciences (IWM), Austria
Professor Silvia Miháliková 

Comenius University, Slovak Republic
Professor Ilona Pálné Kovács 

Regional Research Center, Hungarian Academy 
of Sciences, Hungary
Professor Vello Pettai 

University of Tartu, Estonia
Dr Agnieszka Wenninger 

Freie Universität Berlin, Germany
Foresight Methodology Consultant

Professor Ian Miles 

Manchester Institute of Innovation Research, 
University of Manchester, United Kingdom

ESF Office

Dr Balázs Kiss 

Head of Social Sciences Unit, until 2010
Dr Nina Kancewicz-Hoffman 

Head of Humanities and Social Sciences Unit
Mrs Rhona Heywood-Roos 

Senior Administrator, Humanities and Social 
Sciences Unit

Annex 1. Scientific and Management Committees 
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Survey 
October 2009 – September 2010
Professor Hans-Dieter Klingemann

Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin für Sozialforschung 
(WZB), Germany
Olivier Ruchet

Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin für Sozialforschung 
(WZB), Germany / Sciences Po Paris, France

Workshop 1
Bratislava,	Slovakia,	4-5	February	2010

Workshop 2: Economics, Regional 
Disparities, Social Structure 
Leicester,	UK,	12-14	May	2010
Keynote speakers:

Professor Lazar Vlasceanu 

Bucharest University, Romania
Professor Hans-Jürgen Wagener 

Germany

Workshop 3: Democratic Institutions,  
Local Governance, Political Culture 
Sofia,	Bulgaria,	23-25	June	2010
Keynote speakers:

Dr Martin Brusis 

University of Munich, Germany
Professor Michal Illner 

Academy of Sciences of the Czech Republic, 
Czech Republic

Consensus Conference 
Berlin, Germany, 16-17 February 2011
Keynote speakers:

Professor Poul Holm 

Trinity College Dublin, Ireland /  
Chair of EU METRIS report expert group
Professor George Kolankiewicz 

University College London, United Kingdom
Dr Domenico Rossetti di Valdalbero 

European Commission, Belgium

Annex 2. List of Events
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•	International	Council	for	Central	and	East	
European Studies – ICCEES

•	European	Commission,	DG	Research	&	
Innovation

•	European	Commission,	DG	Employment,	 
Social Affairs and Inclusion

•	European	Commission,	DG	Regional	Policy
•	Committee	of	the	Regions
•	European	Research	Council

•	ALLEA	–	Federation	of	National	Academies	 
of Sciences and of Humanities 

•	European	Confederation	of	Political	Sciences	
Associations

•	European	Consortium	for	Political	Research	
(ECPR)

•	European	Economic	Association	(EEA)	
•	European	Sociological	Association	(ESA)
•	European	University	Association	(EUA)
•	Science	Europe

•	The	Network	of	Institutes	and	Schools	of	Public	
Administration in Central and Eastern Europe 
(NISPACee)

•	Central	European	Political	Science	Association	
(CEPSA) 

•	ESF	Member	Organisations
•	National	professional	associations	 

(social sciences)

Annex 3. List of organisations potentially interested in the recommendations
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