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On Georgia’s Political Compass,
most parties are either left-wing
and culturally conservative or lib-
eral and right-wing. This means
that in the two-dimensional ideo-
logical field used in this study, two
ideological vacuums exist: Liberal
Left and Conservative Right. In
other words: Voters that hold val-
ues that place them in these areas
are under-represented in Geor-
gian politics.

%

Data used in this report does not
confirm the existence of extreme
polarization in Georgia. If we con-
sider the two largest political par-
ties — GD and UNM - the data
shows that out of 30 policy issues,
these two parties have the same
position on half of them.

%

A majority of the Georgian elec-
torate is in favor of minimum
wage regulation, prefers voluntary
participation in the cumulative
pension system, advocates higher
taxes for businesses that pollute
the environment, and have clear
and strong pro-Western and pro-
EU preferences.
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Executive Summary

The 2020 parliamentary election in Georgia was a highly con-
tested political event not only during the pre-election cam-
paign but also after the elections took place. Most opposition
parties boycotted Parliament for a few months, and a return to
parliamentary politics was only possible with mediation ef-
forts of the European Union. To help voters inform themselves
about various political parties and policy offers presented by
the parties, the Voting Advice Application (VAA) — Election
Compass of Georgia was created. The interactive tool was de-
signed to help voters navigate a complex political landscape
and at the same time collect unique data that allows for a com-
parison of th policy preferences of Georgian parties and vot-
ers. The Compass is composed of 30 questions covering five
different policy areas and making up two dimensions on an
ideological plane: a left-right nexus and a conservative-liberal
nexus. Given that between September 23, 2020 and Novem-
ber 22, 2020, the Compass was used about 38,000 times, the
resulting data has provided invaluable insights about voters’
policy preferences, patterns of positioning on the political
landscape, and party-voter proximity in Georgia.

Key findings: Voter preferences

e Theaverage Georgian voter tends to be left-leaning when
it comes to economic issues and liberal on the socio-cul-
tural dimension of the ideological plane. However, voters
are more dispersed along the left-right axis compared to
the conservative-liberal axis. At the same time, voters who
lean towards the right economically tend to be more lib-
eral.

e The aforementioned patterns are not significantly influ-
enced by geographic area or educational attainment.
However, voter preferences vary across gender, age, and
ethnicity. Women tend to have more leftist economic
preferences, while ethnic minorities tend to be more lib-
eral and people above age 50 are less liberal than their
younger counterparts. At the same time, right-wing eco-
nomic preferences are almost entirely professed by peo-
ple younger than 50.

e The most polarizing policy issues are related to land poli-
cy, drug policy, and state employment policy, while voter
positions tend to converge when it comes to taxing busi-
nesses that pollute the environment, making participa-

tion in the cumulative pension system voluntary, and pur-
suing a pro-Western foreign policy.

® Inpolicy areas related to the economy, healthcare and ed-
ucation, the average voter is left of center. This means that
the average voter believes, for example, that paying a
monthly wage below the subsistence level should be pro-
hibited by law; that the state should regulate the prices of
medicines; and that healthcare should be universal and
free. At the same time, women, those aged 35 and above,
ethnic Georgians, those with lower educational attain-
ment, and residents of rural areas lean towards the left.

e When it comes to judicial affairs, women, older genera-
tions, ethnic Georgians, people with higher educational
attainment, and the rural electorate tend to be more con-
servative, implying their opposition to ideas such as the
direct election of judges by the people or the legalization
of light drugs.

* Interms of foreign and security policy, overall, liberal posi-
tions such as supporting Georgia’s pro-Western foreign
policy, even if it risks worsening relations with Russia, are
prevalent and the trend strengthens among voters who
are men, those aged below 35, ethnic Georgians, the ur-
ban population, and those who have higher educational
attainment.

e Finally, when it comes to social and environmental issues,
women, younger voters, the population of Thilisi, and
people with higher educational attainment tend to be
more liberal. Some liberal positions include taxing busi-
nesses that pollute the environment; or excluding the fi-
nancing of religious institutions, including the Georgian
Orthodox Church, from the state budget.

Key findings: the Georgian Political land-
scape

® Georgian parties are mostly distributed along the two-di-
mensional ideological plane diagonally from the lower
left to the upper right corner. This means that two ideo-
logical vacuums are created: Liberal Left and Conservative
Right. These two quadrants are only occupied by two par-
ties: Free Democrats and Free Georgia, respectively. This



means that voters who hold values that place them in
these areas are under-represented in Georgian politics.
According to the data, almost 44% of voters are located in
the Liberal Left quadrant, while almost 3% are in the Con-
servative Right quadrant.

Georgian parties, apart from the aforementioned two,
can be divided into four ideological blocks: Left, Liberal
Right, Conservative left, and Center. Of these four group-
ings, the Left, which is the most numerous, encompasses
five parties including the Georgian Dream (GD), and
seems to be struggling to form a consistent ideology. The
Liberal Right, the second largest block of the four parties,
includes the United National Movement (UNM), and has
managed to consolidate its views relatively well.

Of the 30 policy issues, none is a valence issue, i.e. an issue
on which all parties have the same position. The closest to
such an issue include some questions regarding foreign
and security policy, yet the Conservative Left registers
unique positions. The most polarizing issue among par-
ties is the minimum wage, on which none of the party
blocks has a clear position that all members of a group
share.

The GD and the UNM offer distinct policies to voters. On
the left-right dimension, the GD supports welfare state
expansion, while the UNM favors welfare retrenchment.
On the conservative-liberal dimension, the GD tends to
be on the conservative side, while the UNM tends to be
liberal, but when it comes to the right of ethnic minorities
to receive state services in their own language, the posi-
tions of the two parties are reversed (on this issue, the GD
leans liberal, while the UNM adopts a conservative posi-
tion). Finally, the GD supports environmental protection
by supporting the introduction of new regulations, e.g.
taxes; while the UNM prefers a rather libertarian approach.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Key findings: Party-voter proximity

The ideological distance between parties and their sup-
porters varies. Of the nine parties that managed to obtain
at least one seat in parliament, the Left block — GD and LP
- have the shortest average distance from their voters.
The four parties from the Liberal Right — EG, Girchi, Citi-
zens, and UNM - are the furthest from their supporters,
respectively.

The data reveals some characteristics of unaffiliated vot-
ers as well, suggesting that older voters are less likely to be
affiliated with a party. At the same time, culturally liberal
voters tend to be unaffiliated, while those who support
limiting state intervention are more likely to be close to a
certain political party.
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INTRODUCTION

The importance of political parties is undeniable in a rep-
resentative democracy. Georgia is not an exception, even
though it has not yet consolidated its young democracy.
However, analyzing party politics is challenging. On one hand,
what political parties offer to voters before elections is often
regarded as ideologically inconsistent (Barkaia and Kvashilava
2020". On the other hand, there are voters with perceptions of
what parties have to offer. For example, a 2018 survey found
that only 13 percent of Georgians think parties represent the
interests of people like them (The Caucasus Research Resource
Centers? 2018), while according to a 2020 survey, only 20 per-
cent of Georgians think that electoral promises and platforms
are more important than the personal evaluations of individ-
ual party leaders (The Caucasus Research Resource Centers
32020). These findings suggest that party ideological positions
should not matter. However, the reality is that Georgian par-
ties do produce pre-election manifestos and make their policy
preferences public. This allows for calculating individual party
positions in a specific policy area and comparing different par-
ties with each other. At the same time, it is possible to ask vot-
ers some questions and calculate their ideological positions.
Finally, the two strands of data can be compared to draw in-
sights about the extent to which there are ideological linkages
between Georgian parties and voters.

Based on these considerations, the goal of this report is three-
fold. The report seeks to answer three main questions:

- How do voters place themselves regarding key policy
issues?

- How are major political parties situated relative to key
policy issues?

- How do parties and voters compare in terms of their
ideological standings?

1 https://eecmd.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/bsdsmo33emmb-
3mmo@03nM0-mobedsn@o_8gmMmg-3o0mEgds_2020_EECMD.pdf

2 https://caucasusbarometer.org/en/nd2018ge/PPINTER/
3 https://caucasusbarometer.org/en/na2020ge/PPROINLE/

We are uniquely positioned to answer these questions as the
analyses below are based on the data collected through the
process of developing the Voting Advice Application (VAA) -
Election Compass Georgia®. The Compass was developed by a
team of Georgian researchers from the Caucasus Research Re-
source Centers (CRRC) Georgia, the Georgian Institute of Pol-
itics (GIP) and the Policy Institute of the International School
of Economics at Thilisi State University (ISET-Policy Institute).
The project was supported by the United States Agency for
International Development, the German political foundations
and the Kingdom of the Netherlands, and the project is im-
plemented by the Eastern European Center for Multiparty
Democracy (EECMD), Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung, the Friedrich
Naumann Foundation for Freedom, the Heinrich-Boll-Stiftung,
Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung and the International Republican
Institute (IRI). Methodological expertise and IT security is pro-
vided by Kieskompas, a company specializing in developing
Voting Advice Applications based at Vrije Universiteit Amster-
dam.

The goal of Election Compass Georgia was two-fold: educa-
tional and academic. As an interactive tool, the Compass was
designed to help Georgian voters learn more about political
parties competing for their votes and to navigate the complex
political landscape. The Compass did not advise voters on who
to vote for but rather gave them the opportunity to see which
party or parties stand closest to them in terms of values and
ideological positions. Whether voters choose to use the new
information in deciding how to cast their votes is entirely up
to them. The Compeass is also a gamified survey tool. With the
use of the Compass, it is possible to gather data on both po-
litical parties and voters. The data can be analyzed, allowing
researchers to draw insightful conclusions about Georgian
party politics and party-voter interactions. Overall, between
September 23, 2020 and November 22, 2020, the Compass
was used about 38,000 times. Users answered 30 questions
designed to position parties and voters on a two-dimensional
ideological plane. The two dimensions included an economic
left-right dimension and a cultural conservative-liberal dimen-
sion.

4  https://kompasi.partiebi.ge/


https://eecmd.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/საქართველოს-პოლიტიკური-ლანდშაფტი_მეორე-გამოცემა_2020_EECMD.pdf
https://eecmd.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/საქართველოს-პოლიტიკური-ლანდშაფტი_მეორე-გამოცემა_2020_EECMD.pdf
https://caucasusbarometer.org/en/nd2018ge/PPINTER/
https://caucasusbarometer.org/en/na2020ge/PPROINLE/
https://kompasi.partiebi.ge/

The following section of the report briefly describes the most
important political dynamics throughout the year leading up
to the October 2020 elections, which is followed by a detailed
description of the methodology used for creating the Electoral
Compass Georgia as well as the limitations of the voter data
collected through the tool. The subsequent three sections
provide an analysis of the data. The section on the snapshot
of the Georgian electorate describes the trends and patterns
that emerged in terms of how voters position themselves in
key policy areas. This is followed by an analysis of the Georgian
political landscape and the party positions along the left-right
and conservative-liberal two-dimensional plane. The follow-
ing section connects the two strands of data and analyses the
ideological proximity of Georgian voters and parties. Finally,
the key findings of the report are summarized in the conclud-
ing section.

INTRODUCTION
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BACKGROUND

The 2020 elections took place in an unusual context. Although
highly contested as usual, two aspects made this election sea-
son special. First, new electoral rules for the first time made
the prospect of a coalition government real. Second, the on-
going COVID-19 pandemic disturbed the campaign process
and even raised questions about possibly postponing the
elections.

The new electoral rules that were introduced for the 2020
elections were interim rules. They were introduced as a result
of a long battle for reforming the electoral system. Although
the Georgian Dream (GD) government made constitutional
amendments switching from a mixed electoral system to an
entirely proportional representation system for the 2024 elec-
tions, a renewed push for the reform to apply to the 2020 elec-
tion came in June 2019. A large-scale protest started on June
20, after the Russian MP from the Communist Party, Sergei
Gavrilov, who was also the President of the General Assembly
of the Inter-parliamentary Assembly on Orthodoxy (IAO), ad-
dressed the delegates of the IAO in Russian from the seat of
the speaker of the Georgian Parliament.> Even though public
outrage was triggered by what was perceived as a symbolic
violation of Georgian sovereignty by Russia, the demands of
the protesters focused on domestic politics. One of the major
demands was to reform the electoral system and abolish sin-
gle-mandate districts. The GD conceded and agreed to make
the necessary constitutional amendments so that the 2020
elections would be a fully-proportional vote.

A few months later, in November 2019, the bill on the prom-
ised constitutional amendments failed to pass. The GD tried
to frame this unexpected development as an indication of the
intra-party democracy, but even if this was true, it would not
compensate for the frustration of voters. At the end of Novem-
ber 2019, GD and opposition parties started negotiations on
how to proceed after failing to change the electoral system.
The process was disrupted by the opposition parties in Feb-
ruary 2020 after Gigi Ugulava, one of the leaders of European
Georgia, was sentenced to over three years in prison. However,
following the intervention of US and European diplomats at
the end of the same month, negotiations were renewed. Even-

5  Civil Georgia. (2019). Opposition, Civic Activists Gather to Protest Rus-
sian Delegation’s Visit to Thilisi. [online]. Available at: https:/civil.ge/ar-
chives/309241

tually, the process resulted in an agreement on March 8.

The agreement put forward a few important points about
how the 2020 elections would be conducted:

- The number of majoritarian MPs would be reduced from
73 to 30;

- The electoral threshold for proportional elections was set
at 1%;

- A capping mechanism was introduced preventing a
single party that receives less than 40% of the votes cast
from receiving a majority of the seats in Parliament.®

The parliament adopted these proposed changes, and the
elections took place according to the new rules. These new
rules made a coalition government a real possibility for the
first time in the history of Georgian parliamentarism. As a re-
sult, opposition parties started negotiations on the most op-
timal ways of competing against the GD. In this regard, two
main avenues of cooperation can be identified. First, most op-
position parties agreed that they would support each other’s
candidates in Thilisi’s eight single-mandate districts. Second,
they achieved consensus on certain salient policy issues, such
as reforming the judiciary.”

In contexts such as Georgia, which is not a consolidated de-
mocracy, opposition parties are usually disadvantaged, while
ruling parties have administrative resources at their dispos-
al and significantly greater financial resources. Therefore,
pre-election campaigns are key in terms of appealing to un-
affiliated voters, who in Georgia make up a very large part of
society. For example, in August 2020, almost two-thirds of like-
ly voters could not answer which party they would vote for if
the elections were held the following day, while an additional
nine percent did not name any party (see Figure 1.1).2 How-
ever, Georgian parties’ attempts to attract votes through an
electoral campaign were halted by the COVID-19 pandemic.

The pandemic influenced the playing field of political compe-

6  https://ge.usembassy.gov/wp-content/uploads/sites/165/Memorand-
um-of-Understanding.pdf

7 https://tabula.ge/ge/news/641722-opozitsiuri-partiebi-sasamartlos-re-
pormaze

8 The Caucasus Research Resource Centers. (2020). ,NDI: Public attitudes
in Georgia, August 2020". Retrieved from: https://caucasusbarometer.
org/en/na2020ge/VOTPPEL/
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tition in two main ways. First, the measures introduced by the
government limited the traditional ways of political mobiliza-
tion such as public demonstrations. Even when such demon-
strations were organized, they would lead to controversial
opinions from the public. Second, the pandemic and the in-
itial effective response from the GD government to contain
the spread of the virus led to increased public trust in govern-
ment institutions.® Trust in government translates into trust in
the competence of the party that is in charge of forming the
government. In the area of healthcare, the most competent
party was the GD'°, according to public perception, and effec-
tiveness when dealing with the initial stage of the pandemic
was most likely a boost for the party. Opposition parties did
try to incite public discussions about the economic effects of
the lockdown and the additional strict measures introduced
by the government, however, it was not easy for these ideas
to gain momentum when there was already a dichotomous
understanding of saving lives versus saving the economy.

BACKGROUND

Overall, the pandemic impacted the campaign environment
as well as public attitudes towards the performance of the
parties, both ruling and opposition, but the side-effects of the
pandemic were likely politically beneficial for the GD. In the
end, the election date was not postponed. Notwithstanding
the pandemic and, in some cases, lines at polling stations, turn-
out reached over 56 percent, which is slightly higher than the
turnout in the 2016 election.

Overall, the Central Electoral Commission of Georgia an-
nounced the results of the vote with Georgian Dream receiv-
ing a majority of the vote without the need for a coalition gov-
ernment. The opposition, however, contested these results,
refusing to participate in the second round of the elections in
17 single-mandate districts, and started boycotting the new
Parliament.

Figure 1.1

If parliamentary elections were held tomorrow, which party would you vote for? (% of likely voters as of August 2020)

Don't know

Refuse to answer

40

United National Movement _ 5
Other _ 5
[0} 5 10 15

20 25 30 35 40 45

VOTPPEL/

Source: The Caucasus Research Resource Centers. (2020). ,NDI: Public attitudes in Georgia, August 2020". Retrieved from: https://caucasusbarometer.org/en/na2020ge/

Table 1.1
Results of the 2020 elections

Political party

in the proportional vote

Number of mandates
in the parliament

% of votes received

Georgian Dream 48.22 (60 with proportio?gI vote and 30 with
majoritarian vote)

United National Movement United National Movement 2718 36

European Georgia 3.79 5

Lelo 3.15 4

Strategy Aghmashenebeli 3.15 4

Alliance of Patriots 314 4

Girchi 2.89 4

Citizens 1.33 2

Labor Party 1.00 1

Source: Election Compass Georgia

9  https:/netgazeti.ge/news/469553/

10 http://gip.ge/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Policy-brief-17-Levan-Kak-
hishvili.pdf
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METHODOLOGY AND

LIMITATIONS

This report builds upon data obtained from the Election Com-
pass Georgia project (https:/kompasi.partiebi.ge). The Geor-
gia Party Compass is a Voting Advice Application (VAA) based
on the methodology developed by the Kieskompas team.!" 12
The tool allows users to assess their attitudes towards various
policy issues and to estimate their proximity to a particular po-
litical group. Answers to these statements allow for placing the
user on a two-dimensional plane of ideological dimensions.

The development of such an application requires several
steps. First, the project’s scientific team came up with a list of
fifty-five statements that measured attitudes towards various
policy issues relevant to the Georgian political debate. After
deliberation, the list of items was reduced to thirty-one. These
statements then were arranged thematically into five broader
categories: healthcare and education, judiciary, foreign policy
and security, social and environmental issues, and economic
development. Afterward, these statements were classified
along the economic left-right and the cultural liberal/conserv-
ative axes.

After finalizing the list of statements, the project team started
coding party positions on each of these issues. Coding team
members used official party documents, political leaders’
statements, or the latter’'s media commentary to classify the
political groups’ positions.

Unlike other voting advice applications, the Kieskompas
methodology allows for the further calibration of coding
based on the feedback received from political parties.' Such
an approach proved to be especially fruitful in the Georgian
case, as several political parties have not publicly disclosed
their positions towards several policy statements included in
the application.

11 Kieskompas, ‘Kieskompas Voting Aid Application’, 2021, https:/www.
kieskompas.nl/en/tools/

12 André Krouwel, Thomas Vitiello, and Matthew Wall, ‘The Practica-
lities of Issuing Vote Advice: A New Methodology for Profiling and
Matching’, International Journal of Electronic Governance 5, no. 3/4
(2012): 223, https://doi.org/10.1504/1JEG.2012.051308

13 A.P.M.Krouwel, THOMAS Vitiello, and M. T. Wall, ‘Voting Advice Appli-
cations as Campaign Actors: Mapping VAAs' Interactions with Parties,
Media and Voters', in Matching Voters with Parties and Candidates. Vo-
ting Advice Applications in a Comparative Perspective (ECPR Press,
2014), 67-78.

The 2020 parliamentary elections were among the most di-
verse polls in Georgia’s history,' with sixty political parties and
blocks running for seats.' Considering such diversity, the pro-
ject team decided to include only those political parties that
held specific nationwide name recognition. To be included
in the voting advice application, a political party should have
complied with one of the following criteria: the party should
either have polled greater than 1% in nationwide public opin-
ion polls held after October 2019, received 1% or higher of the
share of votes in the 2016 Parliamentary election, or have had
parliamentary representation in the 2016-2020 convocation of
the Georgian Parliament. As a result, sixteen political parties
were selected (Table 5.1).

After its launch on September 23 until November 22, 2020,
about 38 thousand internet users answered questions on the
platform, yielding about 19 thousand complete observations
in the database. Users provided their opinions to thirty-one
policy statements on a five-point Likert scale (Completely
Agree, Agree, Neutral, Disagree, Completely Disagree). Com-
plimentary demographic information, as well as respondents’
attitudes towards political parties, was also collected.

Unlike representative public opinion polls, where respond-
ents are selected randomly, Election Compass Georgia used a
convenience sample of self-selected internet users who saw
an advertisement of the portal online and were willing to par-
ticipate.

Thus, the external validity of results that would allow for an
estimate of what Georgia’s population thinks is low. Nonethe-
less, the richness and the uniqueness of the dataset, to some
extent compensates for such drawbacks. To account for the
shortcomings outlined above, and better reflect the structure
of Georgia’s population, the dataset was weighted using a
proportional iterative fitting (raking) algorithm. Survey results
were thus calibrated towards population counts derived from
the 2014 national census of Georgia and the results of propor-
tional voting in the 2016 parliamentary elections.

14 CEC of Georgia, ‘History of Elections in Georgia, 1919-2017 (bogoMm3g-
omb sMhg36300L nbGmMny, 1919-2017), 2018, https:/history.cec.gov.
ge/ENG/PDF/Elections.pdf

15 CEC of Georgia, ‘Party lists of registered parties (mggnl@momgdyamo
3oMmG0nmo bngon), cesko.ge, 2020, https://cesko.ge/geo/list/
show/120858-registrirebuli-partiuli-siebi-
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The analysis below makes use of several exploratory and con-
firmatory data analysis techniques. Binary logistic regression
models were used to identify variables predicting whether a
respondent is politically affiliated or not. Latent variables such
as statism, cultural liberalism, support for limited government,
and political impartiality are identified and calculated using
exploratory factor analysis. To better visualize variables that
are measured on intervals or ratio scales, the project team uti-
lized kernel density plots.

METHODOLOGY AND LIMITATIONS
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A SNAPSHOT OF THE

GEORGIAN ELECTORATE

4.1 IDEOLOGICAL ORIENTATION OF
VOTERS: LEFT-RIGHT VS CONSERVATIVE-
LIBERAL

The Figures below summarize the distribution of voters’ polit-
ical preferences across two ideological dimensions (economi-
cally left-right and socio-culturally conservative-liberal) based
on more than 19,000 responses from the Election Compass
Georgia platform. As described in the methodology section,
individual responses were weighted to obtain a generalized
picture of the Georgian electorate.

As Figure 4.1 reveals, voters in Georgia tend to position them-
selves as more socio-culturally liberal and are, on average,
economically leftist. Voter preferences are narrowly distribut-

ed across the socio-cultural dimension, while the economic
dimension is more widespread, meaning that the economic
views of Georgian voters are more diverse compared to their
socio-cultural attitudes. Moreover, the right-skewed distri-
bution of economic preferences demonstrates the existence
of the respondent group with extreme right-wing economic
views. Such a pattern was expected, considering the ideolog-
ical profile of the Liberal Right block of political parties (e.g.,
Girchi and European Georgia). On the contrary, the distribu-
tion across the socio-cultural dimension does not indicate the
existence of ideological extremes. The heatmap in Figure 4.1
shows the magnitude of the respondents’ preferences across
the two ideological dimensions, illustrating the intensity of lib-
eral and leftist views among Georgian voters.

Figure 4.1

conservative to liberal) among Georgian voters®

Kernel Density Graph
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Source: Election Compass Georgia

Additionally, the data reveals that the two ideological dimen-
sions are significantly (P-value=0.000) and positively (r=0.32)
correlated with each other. The correlation hints that for Geor-
gian voters, being right-leaning is associated with possessing
liberal socio-cultural views. This correlation is in line with the
ideological profiles of the Georgian political parties: the polit-
ical landscape produced by Election Compass Georgia shows
that the majority of parties (Citizens, Girchi, European Georgia,
United National Movement) with a very liberal agenda also
have right-wing economic policy preferences.
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The general pattern of the distribution across the two ideolog-
ical dimensions is largely similar across various demographic
groups: their economic preferences are more leftist, whereas
their socio-cultural views are liberal. A separate description of
respondents by settlement type and educational attainment
shows that voters with higher education tend to be slightly
more liberal and economically right-wing than voters with
lower education, while urban voters are more liberal and eco-
nomically right-wing than voters living in rural areas.
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Certain contrasts between responses can be noticed in dif-
ferent gender and ethnicity groups. Specifically, women tend
to have more leftist economic preferences than men, while
non-ethnic Georgians turn out to be more liberal than ethnic
Georgians (Figure 4.2).

Figure 4.2
Distribution of voter preferences across two ideological dimensions by gender, settlement type, level of educational attain-
ment, and ethnicity
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Source: Election Compass Georgia

Table 4.1 complements the distributions above by presenting
the differences between the average positioning of voters
across ideological dimensions by gender, settlement type,
level of educational attainment, and ethnicity. To summarize,
female voters are, on average, more liberal and leftist; rural
voters lean towards conservatism and leftism; higher educa-
tion is correlated with more liberal and rightwing preferences;
while non-ethnic Georgians are, on average, more liberal and
prefer rightwing policies.

Table 4.1
Differences between means of ideological dimensions by respondents’ gender, settlement type, level of educational attain-
ment, and ethnicity

Comparison Group Culturally Liberal Economically Right
Female Male 0.02 -0.19
Rural Urban -0.18 -0.22
Higher Education Lower Education 0.08 0.21
Ethnically non-Georgian Georgian 0.05 0.14
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Finally, Figure 4.3 presents the distribution of voter prefer-
ences across different age groups. We observe that the age of
the respondents seems to matter for voter positioning across
both ideological dimensions. As demonstrated in Figure 4.3,
respondents representing older age groups (people above
age 50) are less likely to be in favor of liberal policies and are
positioned relatively more towards the center. In addition, de-
spite the overall leftist economic profile of respondents, right-
wing ideological preferences are almost entirely captured in
the first two age categories (people below age 50).

Figure 4.3
Distribution of voter preferences across two ideological dimensions by respondent age.

18-34 35-49

50-64 65+

T
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Source: Election Compass Georgia

To conclude, when analyzing the average positioning of voters
across different groups, we observe that voters in older age
groups have consistently more conservative and leftist pref-
erences.

12
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4.2. VOTER PREFERENCES BY
INDIVIDUAL STATEMENTS

In this section, we analyze voter responses to individual state-
ments using a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 means “Strongly Dis-
agree”, and 5 means “Strongly Agree”. Table 4.2 summarizes
the top two most agreed-upon statements per each of the
4 ideological directions. The average scores of responses re-
affirm that the majority of the Georgian electorate is in favor
of minimum wage regulation, prefers voluntary participation
in the cumulative pension system, advocates for higher taxes
for businesses that pollute the environment, and has clear and
strong pro-Western and pro-EU preferences.

Table 4.2
The two most supported statements per each ideological direction
Ideological Direction Statement Average Score Standard Deviation
Paying a monthly wage below the subsistence level should be
e 3,94 1,30
prohibited by law
Economically Left
The state should regulate the prices of medicines 3,68 1,39
Participation in the cumulative pension system must be vo-
4,16 1,05
luntary
Economically Right
Privatization of state hospitals will reduce healthcare costs for 304 125
consumers ! !
Punishment should be tightened to reduce the level of crime 3,57 1,30
Socio-culturally Conservative
The sale of land to foreigners should be banned 3,15 1,48
Businesses that pollute the environment must pay additional 424 103
taxes to the state budget ! !
Socio-culturally Liberal
Georgia should have a pro-Western course even if it worsens
X X . 4,05 115
relations with Russia
Source: Election Compass Georgia

Moreover, the data reveals interesting patterns regarding sev-
eral important issues that have recently become part of the
Georgian political discourse. For instance, voters are skeptical
towards adopting binding gender quotas and, on average,
disagree with an idea that foreign judges might guarantee the
independence of the Georgian judicial system.

In addition to summarizing the level of agreement of respond-
ents for different statements (measured by the average score),
Table 4.3 below also presents the polarization level across
statements using the standard deviation of received respons-
es. Land policy, drug policy and state employment policy rep-
resent the most polarizing issues among respondents.

13
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Table 4.3
The two most supported statements per each ideological direction

Ideological direction of
the statement

Socio-culturally Conservative

Statement

The sale of land to foreigners should be banned

Average Score

Standard Deviation

Socio-culturally Liberal Light drugs should be legalized 3,01

Economically Left The state must ensure the employment of every citizen 314

Socio-culturally Conservative Teaching Orthodox Christianity in school should be man- 238
datory

Socio-culturally Liberal Compulsory military service should be abolished 3,39

Economically Left The rich must pay a larger share of their income to the state 3,39
budget

Economically Left The.s.tate sh.ould protgct local pros:lu.ctlon from foreign com- 321 1,40
petition by imposing import restrictions

Economically Left The state should regulate the prices of medicines 3,68 1,39

Economically Left Healthcare should be universal and free 3,65 1,38

Socio-culturally Conservative | Georgia must declare military neutrality 2,65 1,38

Economically Left Education in public schools should be free at all levels 3,32 1,37

. . Thilisi should sign a non-use of force agreement with

Socio-culturally Liberal Sokhumi and Tekhinvali 2,82 1,35

Economically Left Fundlng for hea.lth and education should be increased even if 327 134
it leads to a tax increase

Socio-culturally Liberal For the |ndepen('ien.ce of the judiciary, local judges must be 273 133
replaced by foreign judges

Economically Left The amount allocated by the state for agriculture should be 3,66 132
increased

Socio-culturally Conservative | Punishment should be tightened to reduce the level of crime 3,57 1,30

Economically Left Payerg.a monthly wage below the subsistence level should be 394 130
prohibited by law

Socio-culturally Liberal The cons.tructlon of large hydropower plants should be 325 130
banned in order to protect the environment

Socio-culturally Liberal Students must receive sex education at school 3,63 1,29

Socio-culturally Liberal In areas |nh{ibltgd by ethnic minorities, state services should 2,63 129
be allowed in minority languages

Socio-culturally Liberal Older cars should be banned to reduce emissions 3,46 1,28

Socio-culturally Liberal Judges should be elected by the people 3,49 1,27

Socio-culturally Liberal In every election, every second member of the party list must 253 127
be a woman

Economically Right Privatization of state hospitals will reduce healthcare costs for 3,04 125
consumers

Socio-culturally Liberal Religious institutions, including the Orthodox Church, should 3,97 1,25

not be funded from the state budget
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Ideological direction of

Statement Average Score Standard Deviation
the statement

Socio-culturally Liberal All criminal cases must be considered by a jury 3,06 1,21

Socio-culturally Liberal Geor.gla shquld ha\{e a pro-Western course even if it worsens 4,05 115
relations with Russia

Socio-culturally Conservative Iptegrétlon WIth the European Union threatens Georgian na- 179 111
tional identity

Economically Right Participation in the cumulative pension system must be vo- 416 1,05
luntary

Socio-culturally Liberal Businesses that pollute the environment must pay additional 4,24 103
taxes to the state budget

Source: Election Compass Georgia

4.3. VOTERS’ IDEOLOGICAL
ORIENTATION TOWARDS
DIFFERENT POLICY AREAS

In order to better capture the ideological standpoints of the
Georgian electorate, we analyzed received responses per the 5
thematic groups of statements identified by Election Compass
Georgia: Healthcare and Education; Judiciary; Foreign Policy
and Security; Social and Environmental Issues; and Economics.
Significantly, the statements in each of the identified thematic
groups measure voter preferences across specific dimensions.
In particular, all the statements in the groups of Healthcare
and Education and Economics contribute to voter placement
along a horizontal axis (from left to right-wing), while the rest
of the groups measure voter preferences along a vertical so-
cio-cultural dimension (from conservative to liberal wing).

Figure 4.4 below summarizes voter responses across different
policy dimensions. We can observe the clear left-leaning ten-
dencies for economic, health and education policies. Views
on judicial matters are mostly concentrated near the middle,
while more liberal tendencies are observed for social and envi-
ronmental, foreign policy and security issues. Appendix 2 pro-
vides the same distribution of each policy area segmented by
various demographic characteristics of voters.

Figure 4.4

0
X: Left-Right dimension

Healthcare and Education Economics

Bandwidth=0.3

Source: Election Compass Georgia and Authors’ calculations

Kernel Density: Distribution of voter preferences across ideological dimensions for different policy areas
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Bandwidth=0.3
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We further positioned the voters on an ideological scale of
1-5 from economically left and socio-culturally conservative
(1) to economically right and socio-culturally liberal (5), where
a score of “3” represents centrist views. Tables 4.4-4.9 below
present voter positions disaggregated by different demo-
graphic characteristics.

As shown in Table 4.4, electoral positions towards healthcare
and education are slightly left-leaning (2.6). However, this the-
matic group, in comparison with the other identified groups, is
characterized by the highest standard deviation (0.94).

Georgian women have somewhat more leftist policy prefer-
ences in terms of healthcare and education than men (Table
4.5). Support for leftist ideas towards education and health-
care increases dramatically among older age groups (above
age 35) (Table 4.6) and, interestingly, is more prevalent in i.
ethnic Georgian voters (Table 4.7), ii. respondents with lower
education (Table 4.9), and iii. the rural electorate (Table 4.8).

As the results show, the overall standpoint (Table 4.4) on eco-
nomic issues is left-leaning (mean=2.80; sd=0.91). Compared
to their counterparts, support for left-wing positions increases
among the female electorate, the older generation, the eth-
nically Georgian electorate, the rural population, and people
with lower education. Significantly, young people (those be-
tween the ages of 18-35) are positioned on the right, but very
close to the center (mean=3.03).

Electoral views regarding judicial issues are relatively less po-
larizing (sd=0.73), somewhat conservative (mean=2.94), and

very close to a neutral position (Table 4.4). This is especially
informative considering the latest discussion around potential
judicial reform; three integral points that have been integrat-
ed into Election Compass Georgia '®. Regarding judicial poli-
cies, men tend to be slightly more liberal, while women pro-
fess somewhat conservative views. Similarly, to some extent,
conservative standpoints towards judicial issues are more
widespread among i. older people, ii. ethnic Georgians, iii.
respondents with higher educational attainment, and iv. the
rural electorate.

Significant preferences for liberal foreign policy and securi-
ty are depicted among the electorate despite their different
demographic characteristics. Still, liberal views are slightly
stronger among men, younger people (ages 18-34), ethnic
Georgians, people living in urban areas, and among people
with higher education.

A similar picture is revealed for social and environmental is-
sues. Overall, voters have liberal standpoints (mean=3.31) and
they do not have strongly polarized views (sd=0.53) (Table 4.4).
In this case, women tend to be more liberal than men. Slightly
more liberal preferences are common among young citizens,
people living in Tbilisi and other urban areas, and people with
higher educational attainment.

16 Invitation of foreign judges, introduction of jury to consider all crimi-
nal cases, and election of judges were three frequently referred points
by certain representatives of Georgian opposition parties during the

pre-election phase across the country.

Table 4.4
Average score and standard deviation per statement theme
e 0

L-R Healthcare and Education 2.60 0.94
GL Judiciary 294 0.73
CGL Foreign Policy and Security 3.73 0.90
GL Social and Environmental Issues 3.31 0.53
L-R Economics 2.80 091
Source: Election Compass Georgia
Table 4.5
Average score and standard deviation per statement theme by gender
Gender Male Female

Mean SD Mean SD
Healthcare and Education 2.69 1,00 2,52 0,87
Judiciary 3,06 0,73 2,82 0,70
Foreign Policy and Security 3,79 0,94 3,67 0,86
Social and Environmental Issues 3,20 0,54 3,41 0,51
Economics 2,89 0,99 2,71 0,83
Source: Election Compass Georgia
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Table 4.6
Average score and standard deviation per statement theme by age

Age 18-34 35-49 50-64 65+

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Healthcare and Education 2,79 1,01 2,54 0,91 2,40 0,78 2,19 0,62
Judiciary 3,07 0,73 2,89 0,71 2,78 0,68 2,67 0,68
Foreign Policy and Security 3,96 0,82 3,68 0,89 3,33 0,93 3,35 0,94
Social and Environmental Issues 3,42 0,54 3,26 0,54 3,19 0,49 3,11 0,41
Economics 3,03 0,99 2,73 0,88 2,51 0,67 2,34 0,56

Source: Election Compass Georgia

Table 4.7
Average score and standard deviation per statement theme by ethnicity

Ethnicity Georgian Other

Mean SD Mean SD
Healthcare and Education 2,59 0,93 2,76 1,02
Judiciary 2,93 0,73 3,02 0,71
Foreign Policy and Security 3,74 0,89 3,60 0,96
Social and Environmental Issues 3,30 0,53 3,38 0,52
Economics 2,79 0,90 2,93 1,04

Source: Election Compass Georgia

Table 4.8
Average score and standard deviation per statement theme by settlement type

Settlement Type Thilisi urban Rural

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Healthcare and Education 2,70 0,94 2,58 0,92 2,48 0,94
Judiciary 3,02 0,74 291 0,74 2,85 0,69
Foreign Policy and Security 3,91 0,85 3,71 0,90 3,51 0,92
Social and Environmental Issues 3,40 0,51 3,30 0,55 3,19 0,52
Economics 2,95 0,91 2,74 0,88 2,65 0,91

Source: Election Compass Georgia

Table 4.9
Average score and standard deviation per statement theme by education attainment level

Education High Ed Low Ed

Mean SD Mean SD
Healthcare and Education 2,66 0,93 2,48 0,94
Judiciary 2,93 0,74 2,96 0,71
Foreign Policy and Security 3,84 0,85 3,51 0,95
Social and Environmental Issues 3,32 0,53 3,29 0,55
Economics 2,88 0,90 2,64 0,92

Source: Election Compass Georgia

17



FRIEDRICH-EBERT-STIFTUNG - GEORGIA'S POLITICAL LANDSCAPE: DIVERSITY, CONVERGENCE AND EMPTY SPOTS

5

POLITICAL LANDSCAPE IN GEORGIA:
PARTIES, IDEOLOGIES, AND POLICIES

Election Compass Georgia has produced an interesting pic-  parties have diverse positions on the 30 policy issues that were
ture of the political landscape. The two-dimensional plane  used to create the two dimensions. Overall, 16 political parties
consists of a left-right dimension (horizontal axis) and a con-  were included in the Compass (see Table 5.1 below).
servative-liberal dimension (vertical axis). Contrary to a stereo-

type persistent among voters and experts, Georgian political

Table 5.1
Differences between means of ideological dimensions by respondents’ gender, settlement type, level of educational attain-
ment, and ethnicity

Political Party

1 Alliance of Patriots (AP)

2 Citizens (C2Z)

3 Conservative Party (CP)

4 European Georgia (EG)

5 For Justice (FJ)

6 Free Democrats (FD) | matamacmn |

7 Free Georgia (FG)

8 Georgian Dream (GD)

9 Girchi

10 | Labor Party (LP)
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e

# Political Party

1 Lelo

Logo

12 Social Democrats (SD)

13 | Solidarity Alliance (SO)

14 | Strategy Aghmashenebeli (SA)

15 | United Georgia (UG)

16 United National Movement (UNM)

Conceptually, the question of why parties register different
positions and do not converge towards the center is a kind of
paradox. Given that in the Georgian context, ideologies are
relatively less important, the issue of diverging party positions
constitutes an unexpected phenomenon. In this regard, the
Election Compass offers interesting insights into the Georgian
political landscape. Three major patterns emerge. First, all four
quadrants of the plane include at least one party, even though

the distribution of parties is skewed, with liberal left and con-
servative right positions underrepresented. Second, in terms
of their ideological positioning, the sixteen parties selected for
the compass can be divided into four main groups of parties
and two more individual parties. Finally, when the two largest
parties, GD and UNM, are compared with each other, only four
economic issues set them apart, while many cultural issues
cause disagreements between the two largest parties.

Figure 5.1
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Political landscape in Georgia and party groupings in terms of ideological proximity
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Source: Election Compass Georgia and Authors’ calculations
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5.1. UNDERREPRESENTED IDEOLOGICAL
POSITIONS

Figure 5.1 above illustrates that Georgian parties are posi-
tioned along a diagonal line running from the lower-left cor-
ner to the upper-right corner of the plane. This means that
all four ideological views - leftist, rightist, conservative, and
liberal — are represented in the landscape. However, the pecu-
liar distribution means that liberal left and conservative right
is underrepresented — or that there is an ideological vacuum
in Georgian politics. Just under half of all voters fall into this
vacuum: almost 44% of them in the Liberal Left quadrant and
almost 3% in the Conservative Right quadrant.

The liberal left is only represented by the Free Democrats,
which is a party that fell apart in 2016 when they did not man-
age to gain any parliamentary seats. Since then, they have
failed to gain any significant momentum. Similarly, the only
party in the lower-right quadrant is Free Georgia — another
party unable to pass a 1 percent threshold in 2020. Conse-
quently, those voters who hold values that fall under these
two ideological umbrellas have three options when it comes
to voting. First, they could vote for a weak party knowing their
vote will be lost. Second, they could vote strategically for the
party they believe will manage to gain seats and compromise
on ideology and values. Finally, they can completely ignore
ideology and vote with an entirely different motivation.

In any scenario, these segments of the society are naturally un-
derrepresented not only in the parliament but also generally
in Georgian politics.

5.2. PARTY GROUPINGS

The four ideological groups or blocks of Georgian parties in-
clude Left, Liberal Right, Conservative Left, and Center. Addi-
tionally, two above-mentioned individual parties do not seem
to belong to any ideological group and stand alone. This sec-
tion omits the latter two parties from analysis and focuses on
the level of party groups to explore what issues lead to inter-
and intra-group convergence and divergence.

The left is the largest group in terms of the number of parties.
This group includes five political parties: Georgian Dream
(GD), Labor Party (LP), Social Democrats (SD), Solidarity Al-
liance (SoA), and For Justice (FJ). This group of parties is the
most diverse in terms of their positions. Out of 30 policy issues,
left-wing parties have similar positions, i.e. parties are not po-
sitioned on the opposite sides of the center on 13 issues only
(see table 5.2), which is less than half of all issues. In the field of
foreign policy and security, however, left-wing parties express
the same views, without any disagreement, while in the field
of the judiciary, there is not a single issue on which all parties
express the same position. Interestingly, foreign policy and
security — the policy area in which the Left has convergence
- does not belong to the left-right dimension; it is a rather cul-
turalissue. This is a little paradoxical because on the horizontal
axis all five parties are on the same side of the center, while
on the vertical axis they are on opposite sides or right in the
center. Therefore, it would have been more reasonable to ex-
pect that the Left would achieve convergence in areas such as
the economy, healthcare and education. These trends suggest
that there is more diversity among left-wing parties in Geor-
gia, which may imply that leftist ideologies have not yet been
consolidated and are still under formation.

Table 5.2
Issue convergence and issue divergence by policy area within ideological party groups

Party grouping in terms of ideological proximity

Source: Election Compass Georgia

Left Liberal Right Conservative Left Center
Policy Area Number of issues on Number of issues on Number of issues on Number of issues on
which party positions which party positions which party positions which party positions

converge diverge converge diverge converge diverge converge diverge
Healthcare and Education 4 3 5 2 4 3 5 2
Judiciary 1 4
Foreign Policy and Security 3 1
Social and Environmental is- 6 )
sues
Economy 3 3 4 2

Color codes: [COMpIEtEiconVergencalinalgivenipolicyiarea; tendency towards convergence; no tendency towards either direction;
tendency towards divergence; Complete divergenceina given policy areal
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The Liberal Right in Georgia includes parties such as United
National Movement (UNM), European Georgia (EG), Girchi, and
Citizens. This block of parties is the most consistent in terms
of their positions. On 24 out of 30 policy issues, their positions
converge. In two policy domains - the judiciary, foreign policy
and security - the Liberal Right speaks with one voice. There
is no policy area in which these four parties do not share posi-
tions on the majority of policy issues. This high degree of con-
vergence may be a result of the fact that three of the four par-
ties in this group — UNM, EG, and Girchi - used to be a single
political entity. These trends suggest that the political market
in Georgia is saturated with Liberal Right parties and that they
are likely to be competing for the same votes. Indeed, even
with the possible splitting of each other’s votes, all four Liberal
Right parties managed to gain parliamentary seats in October
2020.

The Conservative Left, which includes the Alliance of Patriots
(AP), United Georgia (UG), and Conservative Party (CP), is an-
other diverse group of parties. The positions of these three
tend to diverge on the majority of policy issues — 16, as op-
posed to 14 issues on which they converge. Unlike the Left,
however, there is no single policy area on which the three
would entirely converge. Furthermore, in terms of foreign
policy and security, the Conservative Left is unable to find any
common ground among its members. This group of parties is
electorally weak overall, as only one — AP — managed to gain
seats in the 2020 elections.

Finally, the fourth block of parties is the Center — the smallest
group in terms of the number of parties it includes. There are
only two parties in the Center: Lelo and Strategy Aghmashen-
ebeli (SA). Neither of these parties is exactly in the center of the
plane and both lean towards the Liberal Right. Like the Liberal

POLITICAL LANDSCAPE IN GEORGIA: PARTIES, IDEOLOGIES, AND POLICIES

Right, these two parties have similar positions on 19 of the 30
policy issues and tend to converge in all but one policy area -
the judiciary.

Overall, if the four blocks of parties are compared, there is not
a single issue of the 30 statements on which the positions of
all four groups would converge. Four statements came quite
close to consensus with only one group of parties diverging
from the converging positions of the other three (see table
5.3). Interestingly, three of the four are from the area of foreign
policy and security, which is a policy domain where the Con-
servative Left has differing stances. Therefore, their position as
a group is unclear, (i.e. not all parties within the group share
the same position), preventing these matters from becoming
valence issues, or an issue on which all parties have the same
position.

In general, it is hard to find issues on which all groups have
a clear position shared by all members of a respective party
group - only three issues belong to this category. However, it
is even harder to find an issue on which no group has a clear
position - there is only one such issue concerning minimum
wage (see Table 5.4). From the table below, it can be conclud-
ed that since all parties have clear positions on issues related
to the price of medicine, selling land to foreigners, and state
funding for agriculture, Georgian parties probably believe that
these topics are highly important to voters. These three top-
ics respectively may be proxies of importance for the welfare
state, cultural issues, and the economy. At the same time, the
idea and the size of the minimum wage is causing disturbanc-
es in all party groupings, as none of them has been able to
produce a common position. It is unclear, however, why the
issue of minimum wage is such a polarizing one.

Table 5.3

Policy issues on which the positions of the four party groups are closest to convergence

Party blocks and their positions

Policy issue Policy area
Ge'orgla should declare military neut- Fore|gn Policy and Disagree Disagree No gl.ear Disagree
rality Security position
Georgia should maintain a pro-western Foreian Policy and No clear
direction, even if it deteriorates relations 9 Y Agree Agree " Agree

- . Security position
with Russia
Closer integration with the EU threatens | Foreign Policy and . . No clear .

. - ) . ’ Disagree Disagree " Disagree

Georgian national identity Security position
§tate funding for agriculture should be Economy Agree Disagree Agree Agree
increased

Source: Election Compass Georgia
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Table 5.4

Policy issues on which all or none of the party groups have a clear position shared by all members of the respective group

Party blocks and their positions

Policy issue Policy area

The prices of medicine should be Healthcare and Adaree Disaaree Disaaree Aaree

regulated by the state Education 9 9 9 9

Selling land to foreigners should be Social and Environ- Agree Disagree Agree Disagree

banned mental Issues

§tate funding for agriculture should be Economy Agree Disagree Agree Agree

increased

It should be illegal to pay a wage below No clear No clear No clear No clear
- Economy o o o o

the subsistence level position position position position

Source: Election Compass Georgia

5.3. WHAT MAKES THEM DIFFERENT:
GEORGIAN DREAM VERSUS
UNITED NATIONAL MOVEMENT

The Georgian political space is often understood to be high-
ly polarized with the poles being the GD and UNM (see Casal
Bértoa 2019"7; Georgian Institute of Politics 2019'8). However,
the question of how these two parties differ in terms of their
positions on specific policy issues is rarely addressed. Given
the Election Compass data, it is possible to compare GD and
UNM side-by-side and identify which issues differentiate the
two.

Election Compass Georgia tracks 30 policy issues, of which
11 adhere to the left-right dimension and 19 to the conserv-
ative-liberal dimension. On seven of the 11 left-right issues,
GD and UNM agree with each other, while only four issues set
them apart. These four issues and respective party positions

are reported in Table 5.5 below. Even though these four issues
belong to different policy areas — healthcare, education, and
economic policies, all of them can be combined in the domain
of the welfare state. The positions of the two aforementioned
parties suggest that the GD advocates for welfare state expan-
sion in general, as a left-wing party typically would, while the
UNM advocates for welfare state limitation, as a right-wing
party would. It seems that welfare policies constitute a polit-
ical cleavage in Georgia and that the positions of the GD and
UNM are rather consistent with their declared ideologies.

When it comes to the cultural dimension, (i.e. the liberal-con-
servative nexus), the GD and UNM tend to have opposing
stances more often. On 11 out of 19 such issues, the GD and
UNM have opposing views. The GD tends to have conserva-
tive positions on 8 of the 11 issues and liberal positions on the
remaining three, while the UNM'’s positions are reversed (see
Table 5.6).

Table 5.5

Policy issues from the left-right dimension on which GD and UNM have opposing views

Party positions

Policy issue Policy area
Privatizing hospitals will reduce the costs of healthcare Healthcare and Education Disagree Strongly agree
The prices of medicine should be regulated by the state Healthcare and Education Agree Strongly disagree
At all three levels of the state educational institutions, educa- Healthcare and Education Agree Disagree
tion should be free of charge
Involvement in the accumulative pension system should be .

Economy Disagree Strongly agree
voluntary for everyone

Source: Election Compass Georgia

17 http://gip.ge/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Policy-Memo-30.pdf

18 http://gip.ge/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Expert-Polls9.pdf
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Table 5.6

Policy issues from the conservative-liberal dimension on which GD and UNM have opposing views

Policy issue

Policy area

Party positions

All students in high school should receive sex education Healthcare and Education Disagree Strongly agree
!Educat_ion about Orthodox Christianity should be compulsory Healthcare and Education Agree Strongly disagree
in all high schools

Iﬂgf,?gilhrzﬁgﬁglézsftoerzg:ﬂ[,zgffpendem' local judges Judiciary Disagree Strongly agree
Judges should be elected by the people Judiciary Disagree Agree

Soft drugs should be legalized Judiciary Strongly disagree Agree

Mandatory military service should be abolished

Foreign Policy and Security

Strongly disagree

Strongly agree

Selling land to foreigners should be banned

Social and Environmental
Issues

Agree

Strongly disagree

Religious institutions, including the Orthodox Church, should

Social and Environmental

not receive state funding Issues strongly disagree Agree
In areas populated with ethnic minorities, it should be allowed | Social and Environmental .
; L - Agree Disagree
to receive state services in their own languages Issues
To reduce carbon emissions, old cars should be banned f;;;':land Environmental Agree Strongly disagree
Companies responsible for environmental pollution should Social and Environmental .
Agree Disagree

Issues

pay additional taxes

Source: Election Compass Georgia

From these 11 issues, at least three clear themes emerge. First,
there is a theme of education and religion that is comprised of
issues related to sex education, teaching Orthodox Christiani-
ty, and funding the Georgian Orthodox Church from the state
budget. The GD is moderately conservative in this theme,
while the UNM is strongly liberal. The second theme is the
judiciary, in which the GD opposes two different proposals of
making Georgian courts more independent: inviting foreign
judges and making the judges’ office elective. The UNM is in
favor of both ideas. The third clear theme comprises green is-
sues relating to banning old cars for their high levels of carbon
emissions and introducing a corporate green tax for business-
es that cause environmental pollution. In this area, the GD has
rather progressive views and agrees with both ideas, while
the UNM opposes them. These issues are often presented as
a trade-off between environmental protection and econom-
ic development. If the GD focuses on the environment, the
UNM chooses the economy. Finally, four remaining issues are
stand-alone problems: the legalization of soft drugs; selling
land to foreigners; abolishing mandatory military service; and
allowing ethnic minorities in compact minority settlements
to receive state services in their own language. Except for the
latter, the UNM supports all of these ideas, while the GD holds
opposite views.
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Overall, the GD has rather conservative cultural values along
with progressive green values. The UNM, however, does not
support green ideas but has liberal values. The only issue that
does not fit this pattern concerns the rights of ethnic minor-
ities to receive state services in their own language. On this
particular issue, the UNM holds a conservative position, while
the GD holds a liberal position.

5.4. CONCLUSIONS

To conclude, this analysis has shown that the Georgian politi-
cal landscape can be described with the use of a two-dimen-
sional framework of left-right and conservative-liberal axes.
None of the four resulting quadrants is empty but at the same
time, the distribution of parties is rather skewed along a diag-
onal line from the lower-left corner to the upper-right corner.

This skewed distribution means that there are ideological vac-
uums in the Georgian political landscape since parliamentary
parties that would be characterized as Liberal Left or Conserv-
ative Right are absent. Consequently, voters who would end
up in these ideological spaces are underrepresented in Geor-
gian politics.
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In addition, the two-dimensional plane suggests that in terms
of ideological proximity, Georgian parties can be divided in-
to four larger categories: Left, Liberal Right, Conservative left,
and Center. However, these categories do not include two in-
dividual parties that are not ideologically close to other par-
ties: the Free Democrats and Free Georgia.

Of the four party blocks, the Liberal Right is the most ideolog-
ically consistent and the Left is the least ideologically consist-
ent, meaning that Liberal Right is well-consolidated in Geor-
gian politics, while the Left is still struggling ideologically.

Out of the 30 policy issues, there are no valence issues across
the four party blocks. However, the Conservative Left prevents
some issues in the area of foreign policy and security from be-
coming valence issues. This means that if anyone is interested
in alternative foreign policy ideas, they should explore what
the three parties in the Conservative Left block have to offer.

The most polarizing policy issue, on which none of the four
party blocks has a clear position, i.e. a shared position by all
members of the block, is the idea and amount of a minimum
wage. It is unclear, however, what about this specific issue
causes a divergence in all party blocks.

In the left-right dimension, the GD and UNM can be differenti-
ated by their views on the welfare state. The GD registers po-
sitions for welfare state expansion, while the UNM advocates
for welfare state limitations. These views fit the two parties’
ideological profiles.

In the conservative-liberal dimension, the GD and UNM are
different in terms of their views on education and religion, the
judiciary, and environmental issues. The GD, overall, tends to
express conservative values but supports environmental pro-
tection even if it negatively impacts the economy and individ-
ual members of society. The UNM, on the other hand, is rather
liberal in its values but prefers a libertarian approach towards
environmental protection.

The only issue that does not fit these patterns is the right of
ethnic minorities to receive state services in their own lan-
guage. On this issue, the GD has a liberal position, while the
UNM adopts a conservative position.
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VOTER-PARTY PROXIMITY

This section analyzes voters’ proximity to political parties in
the context of their preferences across two ideological di-
mensions (economically left-right and socio-culturally con-
servative-liberal) and their ideological distance from political
parties. This section also identifies factors associated with
party support and describes the characteristics of unaffiliated
voters. Note that this analysis is based on a smaller subset of
respondents (up to 1500 - 2000 participants) that were will-
ing to complete an additional questionnaire where they could
report their vote intention for the upcoming parliamentary
elections and/or their vote recall in the previous (2016) parlia-
mentary elections. Hence, this sub-sample is characterized by
a self-selection problem and is based on the respondents’ in-
terest in taking part in an extended version of the survey.

6.1. VOTERS’ IDEOLOGY AND PARTY
PREFERENCES

The Kernel density graphs below show the distribution of
voter preferences across the two ideological dimensions (left-
right and conservative-liberal) by their party preferences.

Based on information about the propensity to vote, we re-
coded the vote propensity variable into a binary form, which
would mean either “not likely to vote for a party”, or “likely to
vote for a party”. It is assumed that a person is “likely to vote
for a political party” if his/her vote propensity for this party is
the highest among all of the political parties and exceeds 5
(otherwise, the person is presumably not voting for a party).
In the following graphs (Figure 6.1), we present a distribution
across the two policy dimensions among likely voters of select
political parties (those who prefer certain parties)'. Table 6.1
reports the percentage of voters having more left-wing views
than the respective political parties. Appendix 3 contains sim-
ilar analyses using heatmaps.

While voters of all political parties hold relatively similar liberal
socio-cultural views (except voters of the Alliance of Patriots),
their preferences for economic policies tend to differ. As the
graphs show, Georgian Dream voters tend to have somewhat
centrist views on social-cultural issues, leaning slightly to-

19 The analysis is presented for parties that received more than 1 percent
of votes in the 2020 parliamentary elections.
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wards the liberal wing while being economically leftist. Nota-
bly, Georgian Dream, out of all parties, is located closest to the
median positioning of its electorate.

The potential voters of the United National Movement seem
to be more liberal and economically leftist, while the party it-
self favors right-wing economic policies (94.2% of UNM voters
have more left-wing views than the UNM itself, and 91.5% of
UNM voters have a more conservative ideology than the par-
ty). This could potentially be explained by the possibility of
voters placing more emphasis on the personal characteristics
of party leadership. The other two political parties displaying
a significant ideological mismatch in terms of economic mat-
ters between party and voters are Strategy Aghmashenebeli
and Citizens. These political parties identify themselves as eco-
nomically centrist (Citizens has more right-wing views, but are
still close to the center), while their voters display clear prefer-
ences for left-wing policies (Citizens displays a significant mis-
match in terms of cultural issues as well). Furthermore, Lelo,
the Labor Party and the Alliance of Patriots are more culturally
conservative than their voters.

Among the analyzed electorate, only voters of Girchi and Eu-
ropean Georgia have right-wing economic views. Importantly,
the latter is strongly in line with their party’s positions. Voters
of all other parties support leftist economic policies.
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Figure 6.1

Distribution of voters’ preferences across two ideological dimensions by party preference
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Table 6.1
Voter and party preferences across two ideological dimensions

Economically Left-Right Dimension
Percentage of party Percentage of party
voters whose ideology Average position of voters whose ideology Average position of
is located to the left of the political party is located to the left of the political party
the party ideology the party ideology
Alliance of Patriots 16.2% -118 11.1% -0.84
Labor Party 58.2% -0.73 25.6% 0.26
Georgian Dream 47.2% -0.64 56.9% 0.00
Lelo 67.9% 0.09 7.9% 0.05
Strategy Aghmashenebeli 83.5% 0.18 55.3% 0.37
Citizens 87.7% 0.73 83.7% 0.84
United National Movement 94.2% 0.91 91.5% 0.89
European Georgia 98.0% 1.91 42.0% 0.63
Girchi 100% 2 99.9% 1.5
Source: Election Compass Georgia
6.2. VOTERS’ IDEOLOGICAL Table 6.2

DISTANCE FROM PARTY POSITION

To observe how meaningful the voting choices of the Geor-
gian electorate are, we look at the ideological distance of
voters from their preferred party positions. The ‘Distance’
variables of the Election Compass Georgia data represent the
Euclidean distance between the positions of the respondents
and the party, taking into account two ideological dimensions.
Considering all political parties, this variable takes a value be-
tween 0 (lowest) and 4.52 (highest).

The histograms in Figure 6.2 below present the distribution of
likely voters of selected political parties? by their ideological
distance from these parties in a two-dimensional ideological
space. Notably, the ideological distance from Georgian Dream
is the smallest (average distance=0.69) among different party
voters. The greatest distance is depicted for voters of Europe-
an Georgia (average distance =1.6). Table 6.2 presents the av-
erage distance of voters from their preferred party positions.

20 Itisassumed that a person “votes for a political party” if his/her voting
propensity to this party is the highest among all of the political parties
and exceeds 5. Please see section 6.1 for more details.
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Voter and party preferences across two ideological dimen-

sions

Parties qualified for the Parliament

Average distance

Parties not qualified for the Parliament

Georgian Dream 0.69

Labor Party 0.83
Lelo 0.86
Strategy Aghmashenebeli 0.87
Alliance of Patriots 1.06
UNM 1.21
Citizens 1.30
Girchi 1.39
European Georgia 1.55

Average distance

Social Democrats 0.73
For Justice 0.89
Solidarity Alliance 1.06
Free Democrats 1.07
Free Georgia 1.15
United Georgia 1.74

Source: Election Compass Georgia
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Figure 6.2

Distribution of voters of political parties by their distance from the selected party’s position

o

w
~

Percent
0 2 4 6 8
| L h 1 1
Percent
0 5 10
| L
o
&

1 2 25
Distance: United National Movement

Distance: Georgian Ijream

Percent

2
Distance: European Georgia

2
Distance: Girchi

Percent

1 4 0
Distance: Lelo

d 1 1.5 2
Distance: Strategy Aghmashenebeli

15

15

Percent

Percent

il
Distance: Labor party

Distance: Citizens

28



VOTER-PARTY PROXIMITY

15
L

Percent
10
!

O T T T T

Distance: Alliance of Patriots

Source: Election Compass Georgia

6.3. UNAFFILIATED VOTERS

This section provides a regression analysis to examine the
association of respondents’ ideological profiles and demo-
graphic characteristics for unaffiliated voters. The latter term
refers to voters who did not report voting for any particular
party in the previous parliamentary elections.

To this end, we first conducted a factor analysis to identify
leading factors that explain the variability of voter preferences
across different policy statements and acquire specific mean-
ings when tracing their correlation with these statements. We
identified four distinct factors and included them in the re-
gression along with various demographic characteristics. The
first factor, étatism, or supporting the great role of the state,
is mostly associated with economically left-wing ideas (e.g.
support for a universal healthcare system, progressive taxa-
tion, etc.). The second factor, cultural liberalism, reflects the
culturally liberal values of respondents (e.g. introducing sex
education in schools, liberalizing the existing drug policy, etc.).
The third factor shows support for a limited state. The fourth
factor, external political impartiality, reflects firmly anti-west-
ern and militarily impartial preferences among the electorate.

As the regression output (1) in Table 6.3 shows, cultural liber-
alism is significantly positively correlated with being an unaf-
filiated voter. Support for a limited state is significantly and
negatively associated with unaffiliated voters. The remaining
two factors, external-political impartiality and supporting the
great role of the state, did not turn out to be significant de-
terminants of a voter’s lack of affiliation. Gender and ethnicity
also turned out to be insignificant variables. Interestingly, as
a potential voter’s age increases, the less likely they are to be
politically affiliated.

The regression analysis results are largely robust in different
specifications of the model. When controlling for two ideo-
logical dimensions (left-right and conservative-liberal views),
instead of four distinct factors in the regression model (2), it
is evident that supporting culturally liberal views increases
the likelihood of voters being unaffiliated, while the corre-
lation is insignificant for the economic left-right dimension.
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Table 6.3
Factors associated with unaffiliated voters

Logit Regression 1)

Unaffiliated

VARIABLES
voters

(2)
Unaffiliated
voters

fs:t;;:e— Supporting the great role of -0.0595
(0.0583)
Factor 2 - Cultural liberalism 0.297***
(0.0729)
Factor 3 - Limited state -0.172**
(0.0736)
r:qcpt:rrtgatixtemaI—political -0.00541
(0.0887)
Rural -0.230 -0.465%**
(0.229) (0.180)
East -0.693%** -0.598***
(0.223) (0.187)
Thilisi -0.218 -0.171
(0.152) (0.122)
Rural # East 0.712%* 0.887%**
(0.342) (0.287)
Rural # Thilisi -0.142 -0.0408
(0.522) (0.458)
Gender 0.183 0.255%**
(0.125) (0.0975)
Ethnicity -0.109 -0.171
(0.122) (0.108)
35-49 -0.958%** -0.938%**
(0.116) (0.0966)
50-64 -1.176%** -1.204%**
(0.190) (0.150)
65+ -1.770%** -2.132%**
(0.300) (0.241)
Economically Left-Right 0.0257
(0.0594)
Culturally Conservative-Liberal 0.417%**
(0.107)
Constant 1.159%** 1.127%**
(0.144) (0.122)
Observations 9,746 14,617
Pseudo R-squared 0.0936 0.0957

Robust standard errors in parentheses
***n<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

Source: Election Compass Georgia
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Election Compass Georgia has produced unparalleled
high-quality data. The tool was created in consultation with
political parties and enabled the collection of comparative
data for the first time, allowing us to analyze party and voter
positions on a two-dimensional ideological plane composed
of left-right and conservative-liberal nexuses. The data anal-
yses reveal several patterns characterizing the political land-
scape and the electorate. At the same time, the data has made
it possible to juxtapose party positions and voter positions
and explore party-voter proximity. In the concluding section,
we identify three aspects of Georgian party politics that are
thought-provoking and require further research. These in-
clude the consistency and importance of political ideologies,
polarization, and party-voter linkages. Our data provides valu-
able insights that may be counterintuitive at points and are a
matter of interpretation.

7.1 CONSISTENCY AND IMPORTANCE OF
POLITICAL IDEOLOGIES

It has been argued that Georgian parties are not ideological-
ly consistent, which implies that ideology is unimportant in
Georgian politics (Barkaia and Kvashilava 2020). This is a rather
general statement and can vary from party to party. Girchi, for
example, is one of the most ideologically consistent parties,
but they never presented a consolidated pre-election program
prior to the October 2020 election. The Labor Party, on the
other hand, is ideologically closest to the GD as demonstrated
by our data, but has managed to achieve an agreement with
the parties of the Liberal Right. Does our data strengthen the
claim about inconsistency and the insignificance of ideologies
in Georgian politics? This is an important question to which
there is no straightforward answer.

One way to look at this question is to take power status as the
primary marker that divides Georgian parties. This would give
us three types of parties. First, the party (and potentially par-
ties in case a coalition government is formed in the future) that
holds the majority in Parliament and forms the government.
Second, the opposition parties in Parliament. Finally, the op-
position parties outside Parliament. Perhaps the reason why
the Labor Party has managed to find common ground with
the Liberal Right and centrist parties is that they have the same
power status. This would indeed reinforce the idea that ideol-
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ogies are not of great importance in Georgian politics.

Another argument that can be used to argue that ideologies
are not important is that there are pairs of parties that are
very close to each other on the two-dimensional ideological
plane, which would mean that there is no real need for their
(separate) existence. What this means is that EG and Girchi;
UNM and Citizens; Lelo and SA are six parties. The ideological
proximity of each pair could suggest that if ideology mattered,
there should have been three parties instead of six. Lelo and
SA take up the center; UNM and Citizens take up the center-
right, and Girchi and EG take up the right. This line of thinking
is reinforced by the fact that none of the six parties is a margin-
al political entity — all of them managed to gain parliamentary
seats.

The third important aspect to consider when thinking about
the importance of ideologies is the high degree of internal
inconsistency of the Left block parties. At a glance, this may
seem to be a negative fact of Leftist ideologies. However, at
the same time, there are aggregated positions across 30 policy
issues from a range of different domains. We should remem-
ber that two parties can end up positioned very close to each
other on the final landscape, but have very different positions
on individual issues. This would be an ideological equifinality
of sorts (i.e. achieving the same outcome by following differ-
ent paths). This would be in line with the argument that the
left-right nexus does not work in post-communist countries
the way it works in western democracies (Rohrschneider and
Whitefield 2012). This brings us to a very important question:
should we expect Georgian political parties to have very clear
ideological profiles?

Although the idea that party platforms are shaped accord-
ing to consistent ideological profiles that are most useful for
transparent policy-making and the functioning of democ-
racy is widely accepted, Georgia is not in a part of the world
where this idea developed. What observers and commenta-
tors of Georgian politics often forget is that crystallization of
sets of values and policies into consistent political ideologies
has taken decades if not centuries in established western de-
mocracies. Expecting Georgian politics to function similarly to
western liberal democracies is rather unfair, as the country has
only had three decades to build a stable political system. Obvi-
ously, this is not to argue that flaws of Georgian politics should



be tolerated. Instead, the point here is that perhaps in the
foreseeable future, Georgian political parties are not going to
form the “consistent” ideological profiles that have emerged
in western democracies. The basis for this claim is the well-es-
tablished argument that in former communist countries, po-
litical ideologies do not function in exactly the same way as
in western democracies. There is a range of reasons for this,
including, but not limited to the difficulty of forming lasting
linkages between parties and voters (Toka 1998); the weak or-
ganizational capacity of post-communist parties (Kreuzer and
Pettai 2003); the low levels of party identification (Dalton and
Wattenberg 2000); and the need to re-invent interest struc-
tures following the collapse of the Soviet Union, which tried to
eradicate all sorts of societal differences over the course of 70
years (Bunce 2001).

As a result, the question is whether we should expect Geor-
gian parties to have consistent ideological profiles similar to
those we know exist in western democracies. Of course, hav-
ing a clearly identifiable policy platform is important for any
political party in any context, but at the same time, it might be
more useful to think about party platforms as they are, as op-
posed to comparing them to the pre-existing templates that
have emerged in the west. This approach would lead to a com-
pletely new set of questions and challenges. The first question
arising would be whether parties offer differentiable policies
to their voters in their pre-election programs. This is called
electoral decidability (Bartolini 2001). Without such differenti-
able platforms, the programmatic competition that Georgian
party politics should strive for cannot exist. If voters are not
supplied with different policy options, they will never be able
to vote based on programs and will continue to be influenced
by charismatic leaders or clientelistic networks (see Kitschelt
1995). The second question arising would be whether these
differentiable programs have internal consistency. Provided a
party has a pre-election manifesto that offers unique solutions
to policy problems, what we need to focus on is whether in-
dividual politicians communicate the content of this program
to voters; or whether the respective political party is using its
communication channels to bring its offer to voters. This is
an important challenge for Georgian parties in terms of their
organizational development. The third and final question
arising would be whether political parties remain consistent
as institutions. The issue here is whether an individual party
diametrically changes its positions from one election to an-
other. This is called leapfrogging in the spatial understanding
of party competition (Robertson 1976). This is an important
challenge for Georgian parties and it has been observed in
Georgia in the area of foreign policy (Kakhishvili 2020). Leap-
frogging is a problem because when it happens it complete-
ly dissipates the benefits of programmatic competition since
predictability and certainty are diminished as a consequence.
Voters no longer know whether a given party is going to sup-
port a certain policy that they used to support or not.

These three questions represent fundamental issues pre-
venting Georgian parties from developing western-style
consistent ideologies. More importantly, as long as electoral
decidability is present in Georgian party politics, the content
of pre-election programs is consistently and clearly commu-
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nicated with voters, and leapfrogging does not happen, there
may not be a need to have clearly identifiable ideologies on
the left and right. In other words, political ideologies in Geor-
gia do not have to express the exact same set of policy po-
sitions as Western democracies. The ideological spectrum is
always context-dependent and can vary not only from coun-
try to country but sometimes even within the same country
from region to region. The fact that Georgian political parties
do offer voters policy options to choose from is already a good
start and should not be underestimated. What parties need to
do next is two-fold. First, parties need to increase the quality
of their offers, invest more time and resources to make their
offers feasible and predictable from a long-term perspective,
and make their offers appealing to voters. Second, parties
need to ensure that their offers play an important role in their
campaigning and communication with voters. For the time
being, we can observe electoral decidability, but the internal
consistency of programs and the stability and organizational
capacity of parties do not inspire full confidence and need
more research.

7.2. POLARIZATION

In recent years, polarization has become a buzzword, perhaps
along with populism, that is often used to argue that Geor-
gian politics does not function as it should. Consequently,
polarization has become an “alarming challenge” for Georgia’s
young democracy. However, against the proliferation of anal-
yses of societal, media, and political polarization in Georgia,
few authors have defined what the term actually refers to in
the Georgian context and even fewer have measured it. More
often than not, it is simply assumed that Georgia is polarized.
Therefore, analyses focus on how to minimize its effects on the
process of democratization in Georgia.

One report has claimed that the 2018 presidential election in
Georgia was “a textbook example of the pernicious nature of
polarization.”?' Another argued that Georgia “has become one
of the most polarized democracies in Europe”.2? Experts have
identified “public antagonism and hostility, worsening of the
economic situation [and] destabilization of political processes”
as some results of “acute polarization and radicalization”?® and
warned against “Georgia becoming a failed state again”2*
These arguments are based on the idea that Georgian pol-
iticians use emotional rhetoric and negative campaigning
against their opponents. Some experts have emphasized that
politics and elections are often seen as a zero-sum game, in
which the winner takes all.?> Although these ideas are not

21 https://medium.com/strengthening-political-pluralism-in-ge-
orgia/tearing-apart-what-drives-political-polarisation-in-geor-
gia-f40088e5a5a2# ftn6
https://democracy-reporting.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/DRI-
GE-The-high-price-of-extreme-political-polarisation-in-Georgia-and-
what-to-do-about-it_Fact-Finding-Report.pdf
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https://nsf.com.ge/en/news/97/political-polarization-in-georgia

http://gip.ge/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/GIP-Expert-comment-16-1.
pdf
http://gip.ge/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/GIP-Expert-comment-16-1.
pdf
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groundless, the language used in these reports is often too
alarming. In scholarly literature, such a phenomenon would
be called radicalization rather than polarization.?

Polarization can be defined as the ideological distance be-
tween two groups within a society.?” However, it is the crys-
tallization of mutually exclusive identities of these groups that
poses a threat to a political system.?® One common polarizing
rhetoric in today’s world is employed by populists who juxta-
pose the “good” people and the “evil” political elite against
each other.?° Taking this framework into account, our data does
not confirm the existence of extreme polarization in Georgia.
If we consider the two largest political parties — GD and UNM
- the data shows that out of 30 policy issues, these two parties
have the same position on half of them. This cannot be consid-
ered to be a sign of extreme political polarization. Additionally,
voter preferences do not suggest the existence of two clearly
identifiable societal groups that would have mutually exclu-
sive preferences.

These findings reassert the results of the report by CRRC,
which finds no evidence of the division of Georgian society
into two political groups with mutually exclusive policy pref-
erences.>® Furthermore, if we explore the Who Governs data,
which measures polarization as a percentage of votes received
by anti-elitist parties in a given election, we will see that Geor-
gia is not a polarized society. In the five elections that the
dataset provides figures for, the measure of polarization has
ranged from as low as 1.3 percent in 2012 to 15.4 percent in
2016 (see Figure 7.1). For comparison, in Germany, for example,
the same measure has been steadily rising throughout the last
five elections, and this figure has increased from 6.5 percent in

2002 to 25.7 percent in 20173

As a result, the data suggests that the talk of political polari-
zation in Georgia is largely exaggerated. Instead, experts and
commentators should perhaps focus on radical political rhet-
oric that involves negative electoral campaigning from both
the ruling party and the opposition, as well as presenting elec-
tions as a zero-sum game.

7.3 PARTY-VOTER LINKAGES

The final and perhaps most important issue in Georgian party
politics is the way parties try to connect with voters. The link
between parties and voters can be influenced by the commu-
nication strategies parties adopt. If parties clearly communi-
cate their policies to voters and only sparingly use radicalizing
rhetoric and negative campaigning, they will be able to estab-
lish a positive link with voters. Additionally, if parties remain
faithful to their policies across and between elections and do
not engage in leapfrogging, voters will have a clear idea about
what a particular party seeks to achieve. However, these are
supply-side actions. The other side of the coin is what voters
demand from parties. In other words, we can explore whether
there is a connection between the ideological links of voters
and parties on one hand, and which parties voters reward and
which parties they punish, on the other hand.

It has been argued that in post-communist societies, the par-
ty-voter linkage can be of three types: charismatic, clientelis-
tic, and programmatic (Kitschelt 1995). A charismatic linkage is
related to the situation in which a given party has a following
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Figure 7.1
Measure of polarization in Georgia according to Who Governs data
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due to the popularity of its leader. Consequently, the perfor-
mance of the leader determines the performance of his or her
party. A clientelist linkage is about direct and tangible individ-
ual benefits that voters receive from a given party in exchange
for their votes. Clientelism can be financed by the state or pri-
vate resources and can have either positive or negative incen-

31 Casal Bértoa, F. (2021): Database on WHO GOVERNS in Europe and
beyond, PSGo. Available at: whogoverns.eu.
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tives (Mares and Young 2019). A programmatic linkage forms
when voters vote for a party because of the policies the party
presents. In such a case, voters receive indirect benefits in the
form of public goods after the winning party assumes pow-
er. By definition, a programmatic linkage can only happen if
a party offers voters a range of policies that voters want. Of
course, the reality is never unidimensional and voting behav-
ior is influenced by a myriad of factors including the leader’s
charisma and an expectation of positive or negative clientelist
incentives. However, our data lets us explore whether there
are any signs of programmatic party-voter linkages in Georgia.

We can calculate the position of a median voter on a two-di-
mensional ideological plane and explore how the politi-
cal landscape changes when we center party positions not
around the ideological center but around the median voter.
The median voter is the position on a given dimension with
the preferences of exactly half of all voters on one side and the
preferences of the other half of voters on the other side. Given
that Election Compass Georgia has two dimensions, the me-
dian voter is a position composed of two coordinates: [-0.45;
0.32]. If we treat the median voter as the center of the politi-
cal landscape, we have a slightly different picture. Figure 7.2
below does exactly this. The size of the logo of each party is
proportionate to the share of votes received in the elections.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Furthermore, the GD approaches the median voter from the
left, while its main competition is quite far on the right side of
the left-right dimension (the horizontal X-axis). Provided that
policy preferences matter to voters, the GD has a significant
amount of space for maneuvering and can in fact move to the
right side of the horizontal axis. As long as the GD stays on the
left side of the UNM, it will remain closer to the Median voter.
This sort of behavior is expected according to the spatial mod-
el of party competition pioneered by Downs (1957), and would
in theory bring more votes to the GD.

The fact that the UNM is not nearly as close to the median vot-
er as the GD is partly responsible for the greater average dis-
tance between the UNM and its supporters when compared
to the GD. In fact, the GD is the closest to its voters, while the
UNM is the sixth closest of all parliamentary parties. If we apply
the spatial model of party competition to what we observe in
Georgia, the current state of affairs provides significant incen-
tives for the UNM to move towards the left, closer to the me-
dian voter and its own supporters. This would not be unheard
of, as the UNM started out ideologically closer to the center
and was characterized as “center-left” by some observers (see
European Stability Initiative 201032).

Figure 7.2
Parliamentary parties and their distance from the median voter
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This figure shows that we have two centers of political pow-
er in Georgia — GD and UNM. However, the GD is much closer
to the median voter, i.e. the center of the plane - [0; 0]. This
result does not allow us to exclude the possibility that policy
preferences or ideologies actually matter to Georgian voters.
If we had a situation in which one of the two main contend-
ers for political power was further from the median voter and
received more votes, then we would be able to exclude the
importance of ideology in voting behavior in Georgia (or ques-
tion the instrument we have used to measure party positions
and voter preferences).

33

Being ideologically far from one’s own voters and yet receiv-
ing the second-largest share of votes implies that voters do not
necessarily care much about policy preferences and ideologi-
cal positions when they choose a party to vote for. However,
this argument should be made cautiously. It is one thing to
place parties and voters on ideological dimensions and anoth-
er thing to determine how the same parties decide to mobilize

32 https://www.esiweb.org/sites/default/files/reports/pdf/esi - geor-
gias_libertarian_revolution - part three - jacobins in tbilisi - 25

april_2010.pdf
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their voters during an electoral campaign. We argued in the
previous section that Georgian politics is full of radicalizing
rhetoric that is often mistaken for extreme polarization. This
radicalizing rhetoric can lead to emotional and protest voting.
Such voting behavior is common in established democracies,
too, and is a part of an explanation for the electoral success
of right-wing populist parties in the West. At the same time,
Georgian voters are used to charismatic leaders, which par-
ties still use to connect with their voters. All these aspects of
voting behavior and party-voter linkages in general co-exist.
Therefore, it is not reasonable to either entirely dismiss the im-
portance of ideologies in Georgian elections or to expect that
Georgian voters should only pay attention to policy offerings.
The reality is more complex.

With these concluding remarks, we have shed a little more
light on those aspects of Georgian party politics that are often
either misjudged or essentially inaccessible for analysis. We
believe all these aspects would benefit from further research.
Given the unique data collected through Election Compass
Georgia, we have uncovered patterns that were previously
inaccessible for analysts. Using the Compass, which included
30 questions across five different policy areas, we were able to
provide insights into the policy preferences of Georgian vot-
ers, as well as the policy stances of 16 Georgian political par-
ties. Considering that these preferences were collected using
the same questions, we were able to explore the ideological
party-voter linkage in Georgia. These insights are of great im-
portance not only for students of Georgian politics and polit-
ical parties but also for individual political parties and those
who plan and implement electoral strategies to engage with
the electorate.
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Appendix 1
The list of 30 statements across five policy areas and the respective positions of the parties that received at least one mandate
in the Parliament.

Party grouping in terms of ideological proximity

Policy Area

Privatizing hospitals will reduce the
costs of healthcare

The prices of medicine should be re-
gulated by the state

Universal Healthcare should be free
for everyone

Healthcare and education funding
should be increased even if it results
in higher taxes

At all three levels of the state educ-
tional institutions, education should
be free of charge

Healthcare and Education

All students in highschool should
receive sex education

Education about Orthodox religion
should be compulsory in all high
schools

To make the judicial system more in-
dependent, local judges should be
replaced by foreign judges

All criminal court cases should be di-
scussed by the jury

Judges should be elected by people

Judiciary

Soft drugs should be legalized

To reduce crime, punishments
should become more severe
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T

Georgia should declare military neu-
trality

Georgia should maintain a pro-western
direction, even if it deteriorates rela-
tions with Russia

Mandatory military service should be
abolished

Foreign Policy and Security

Closer integration with the EU threa-
tens Georgian national identity

In every election, every second person
on the party list should be a woman

Selling land to foreigners should be
banned

Religious institutions, including the
Orthodox Church, should not receive
state funding

Thilisi should sign the agreement on
the non-use of force with Sokhumi and
Tskhinvali

In areas populated by ethnic minorities,
it should be allowed to receive state
services in their own languages

To protect the environment, the con-
struction of large hydropower plants
should be banned

Social and Environmental Issues

To reduce carbon emissions, old cars
should be banned

Companies responsible for environ-
mental pollution should pay additio-
nal taxes

To protect local production from fo-
reign competition, the government
should introduce import restrictions

Rich people should pay more share of
theirincome in taxes to the state

Involvement in the accumulative pen-
sion system should be voluntary for
everyone

Economy

State funding for agriculture should be
increased

It should be illegal to pay a wage below
the subsistence level

The state should guarantee a job for
each citizen

Note on color codes:

1 Agree;
0 - Neither agree nor disagree or no opinion;
-1 - Disagree;
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Appendix 2
Appendix 2.1
Health and Education - distribution of ideological dimensions for different policy areas by demographic characteristics (gender,
education, settlement, age and ethnicity)
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Appendix 2.2
Judiciary - distribution of ideological dimensions for different policy areas by demographic characteristics (gender, education,
settlement, age and ethnicity)
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Appendix 2.3

Foreign Policy and Security - distribution of ideological dimensions for different policy areas by demographic characteristics

(gender, education, settlement, age and ethnicity)
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Appendix 2.4

Social and Environmental Issues - distribution of ideological dimensions for different policy areas by demographic characteris-

tics (gender, education, settlement, age and ethnicity)
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Appendix 2.5

Economics - distribution of ideological dimensions for different policy areas by demographic characteristics (gender, education,

settlement, age and ethnicity)

M [F Low_ed High_ed
@ @
& .l 4 5l
£ - =
s} S
= =
8 8
b 3
o o
z z
2 T
o o
T T T T s T T T T T T T T = T T T T
2 -1 0 1 2 2 -1 0 1 2 2 -1 0 il 2 2 -1 0 1 2
X
Graphs by Gender Graphs by Education: two groups
Thilisi Other urban 18-34 35-49
©
©
<
<«
o~
8 8 o
= =
2 <1 g o
T T T T T q
3 2 4 (] 1 2 8
o I 50-64 65+
3 Rural o3
.‘é‘ © - ‘? © -
@ @ =
T 5]
(4}
T < Lo
o o
o+ o
T T T T T T T T T ™ T T T T T
2 -1 0 1 2 =2 -1 0 1 2 -2 -1 0 1 2
X X
Graphs by Settlement recoded Graphs by Age groups: four categories
Georgian Other
w
@
i
E
S
=
aQ
o
[}
o
=
‘@
=
[}
kel
X
o4
T T T T ™ T T T T T
2 -1 0 1 2 -2 -1 0 1 2
X

Graphs by Ethnicity (recoded)

41



FRIEDRICH-EBERT-STIFTUNG - GEORGIA'S POLITICAL LANDSCAPE: DIVERSITY, CONVERGENCE AND EMPTY SPOTS

Appendix 3

Ideological distribution of respondents with positive attitudes towards political parties
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The potential voters of the United Na-
tional Movement seem to be more liber-
al and economically leftist, while the
party itself favors right-wing economic
policies: 94.2% of UNM voters have
more left-wing views than the UNM it-
self, and 91.5% of UNM voters have a
more conservative ideology than the

party.

%

The winning party in the 2020 elections,
the Georgian Dream, is also the party
that is closest to the “average”, or the
median voter.

%

Data used in this report does not con-
firm the existence of extreme polariza-
tion in Georgia. Additionally, voter pref-
erences do not suggest the existence of
two clearly identifiable societal groups
that would have mutually exclusive
preferences.
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