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Large parties versus small parties in Georgia: Do party 

manifestos vary across parties? 
 

Levan Kakhishvili1 

 

Executive Summary 

 

The manifestos of Georgian political parties are often overlooked by researchers. The 

documents are important because they offer insights into how parties position themselves and 

to what extent these positions are consistent with their claimed ideologies, however. An 

analysis of party manifestos and the results of the 2016 election can provide a baseline for the 

upcoming 2020 elections—as well as insightful recommendations for the competing political 

parties. This paper analyzes only those parties that have gained at least one mandate in the 

2016 election and explores six dimensions of political competition: foreign policy orientation, 

democracy and human rights, distribution of power, economy, welfare state, and nationalism. 

The paper also provides recommendations for Georgian political parties, civil society 

organizations and donor organizations. 
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Introduction 

 

Political parties are vitally important for a functioning representative democracy. They play 

a fundament role in translating voters’ preferences into policy. Therefore, presenting an 

elaborate program focused on the promise of what each political party will deliver in terms of 

public goods is a key in this process. While in challenging contexts, such as Georgia, pre-

election party manifestos are often considered to be unimportant, these are documents that 

describe a party's political promise to the public. Even if the average voter does not read the 

 
1 Levan Kakhishvili is a policy analyst at Georgian Institute of Politics (GIP) and a doctoral fellow in political science 

at Bamberg Graduate School of Social Sciences (BAGSS). The analysis in this paper is based on the data processed 

in the framework of the doctoral dissertation research: “Nature of party competition in post-Soviet hybrid regimes.” 
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manifestos, they serve as a framework for parties to communicate their political vision for the 

country. Building on this premise, this paper explores the party manifestos of the Georgian 

political parties that won at least one seat in parliament following the 2016 election: Georgian 

Dream (GD), United National Movement (UNM), Alliance of Patriots of Georgia (APG), and 

Industry Will Save Georgia (IWSG). The manifestos are compared and contrasted with each 

other to determine whether different parties present different policy offers or whether party 

positions converge in specific policy areas. The 2016 manifesto analysis offers some lessons to 

be learned by political parties. Furthermore, increasingly both Georgia media and Georgian 

think-tanks argue that right-wing populism is on the rise in the country. One such party that 

is often labeled as populist is the APG. Therefore, comparing APG’s manifesto to mainstream 

party manifestos will help understand how the most important populist actor in Georgia 

positions itself. This will also promote understanding of Georgian populism as a political 

phenomenon. 

 

The discussion below is based on a content analysis of party manifestos. Every sentence of 

each manifesto has been coded into one of the 66 coding categories that cover seven policy 

domains: external relations, freedom and democracy, political system, economy, welfare and 

quality of life, social fabric, and social groups.2 Following the coding procedure, six main 

dimensions of political competition have been constructed by aggregating selected coding 

categories: foreign policy orientation, democracy and human rights, distribution of power, 

economic system, welfare state, and nationalism.3 The positions of each of the four political 

parties have been estimated using a logarithmic method.4 The paper concludes that the 

positions of the mainstream parties, i.e. the GD and UNM, converge on all dimensions of 

competition. However, smaller parties, i.e. the APG and IWSG, register different positions 

from the mainstream parties in the areas of foreign policy, welfare state, and nationalism. 

 

Convergence of party positions in the 2016 election 

 

Out of the six policy areas listed above, parties offer the same promises across three. These 

include democracy and human rights, distribution of power, and economic system. 

Distribution of power, i.e. whether parties advocate for a more hierarchical structuring of 

political power or a more horizontal one, is the least interesting out of the three. However, 

the areas of democracy and economy offer insightful findings discussed below. 

 

 
2 On coding procedures that guides this analysis see: Werner, A., Lacewell, O. and Volkens, A. (2011). “Manifesto 

coding instructions.” [online] Available at: https://manifesto-project.wzb.eu/down/papers/handbook_v4.pdf 

Accessed: 28 February 2020. The framework offered by Werner, Lacewell and Volkens (2011) has been adapted for 

the purposes of this analysis. 
3 See the Appendix for details on what coding categories constitute each dimension of competition. 
4 For a detailed discussion of the logarithmic method of estimating party positions on the basis of textual data and its 

superiority over other methods see: Lowe, W., Benoit, K., Mikhaylov, S. and Laver, M. (2011). “Scaling policy 

preferences from coded political texts.” Legislative Studies Quarterly, 36(1), pp: 123-155. 

https://manifesto-project.wzb.eu/down/papers/handbook_v4.pdf


3 
 

Direct democracy 

 

All four parties register positions that favor democracy and human rights. However, although 

no party opposes these ideas, this policy domain is interesting for a different reason. The APG 

is the only party that includes negative references to freedom and human rights and the only 

party that strongly advocates for ideas related to direct democracy. Almost half of the 

references falling under the policy domain of freedom and democracy are positive references 

of direct democracy. One of the vivid illustrations of this is the following statement from the 

APG manifesto: 

 

The people should be able to dismiss any government official, including the 

President, the Prime Minister, or the Cabinet Minister. The people should be able 

to recall deputies and to dismiss mayors and governors. The people should be able 

to cancel unacceptable laws and to change destructive decisions.5 

 

Moreover, the manifesto describes a plan to organize the government in Georgia by creating 

micro-districts of, on average, 2,000 families, which would have an appointed state 

representative so that decisions are made at a grassroots level.6 This can be interpreted as an 

idea related to the unchallenged rule of the people, which is characteristic for populism.7 

 

Economic system 

 

The economic system was always a subject of party competition in Georgia in parliamentary 

elections during 1992-2012. However, in 2016 for the first time, all party positions converged 

and favored position of free market instead of market regulation. Interestingly, even the GD, 

which self-identifies as social democratic, advocated for the free market. This is an important 

development because from 2012 to 2016 the positioning of the GD changed diametrically:  the 

GD offered a manifesto that leaned toward market regulation in 2012 and leaned toward the 

free market in 2016. It has to be mentioned that slight changes in party positions from election 

to election should be expected. However, when the change happens to the extent that the 

party crosses the center of the dimension and adopts an opposite position, which is what 

happened with the GD, this indicates ideological inconsistencies. The reasons for this 

 
5 Patriots.ge. (n.d.). “Our vision and program.” [online] Available at: http://patriots.ge/our-vision-program/ Accessed: 

28 February 2020. 
6 Patriots.ge. (n.d.). “Our vision and program.” [online] Available at: http://patriots.ge/our-vision-program/ Accessed: 

28 February 2020. 
7 For a discussion on populist actors and their narratives in Georgia, see: Silagadze, G. (2020). “Who is (not) populist 

in Georgia? Making sense of the buzzword.” [online] GIP Policy Memo, 32. Available at: http://gip.ge/wp-

content/uploads/2020/02/policy-memo-32.pdf Accessed: 28 February 2020. Samkharadze, N. (2020). 

“Deconstructing Modern Georgian Populism: Narratives from Political Parties to Social Movements.” [online] GIP 

Policy Memo, 33. Available at: http://gip.ge/deconstructing-modern-georgian-populism-narratives-from-political-

parties-to-social-movements/ Accessed: 28 February 2020. 

http://patriots.ge/our-vision-program/
http://patriots.ge/our-vision-program/
http://gip.ge/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/policy-memo-32.pdf
http://gip.ge/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/policy-memo-32.pdf
http://gip.ge/deconstructing-modern-georgian-populism-narratives-from-political-parties-to-social-movements/
http://gip.ge/deconstructing-modern-georgian-populism-narratives-from-political-parties-to-social-movements/
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unexpected shift require further research but it can be hypothesized that the GD did not want 

to lose the support of Georgian businesses. In 2012, the GD was a challenger of the incumbent 

UNM and Bidzina Ivanishvili, along with his financial resources, was personally invested in 

the campaign. In 2016, however, the GD was the incumbent and could have compromised on 

the ideological stance in exchange of the support of the businesses that would not favor a 

ruling party in favor of regulatory policies. 

 

Overall, even though party positions converge in these areas of competition, party manifestos 

can still provide useful insights on how Georgian politics work. The APG, often considered as 

populist, advocates for direct democracy, while the GD, a left-leaning social-democratic party, 

registered a position supporting free market economy instead of regulation. 

 

Divergence of party positions in the 2016 election 

 

The remaining three areas—foreign policy orientation, welfare state, and nationalism—are 

subjects of political competition but this competition is limited to large parties versus small 

parties. 

 

Foreign policy orientation 

 

Although foreign policy orientation in Georgian politics seems to be a topic on which all actors 

agree, analysis of party manifestos reveals a different story (see Figure 1). Larger parties 

register strongly pro-Western positions. The UNM puts a relatively stronger emphasis on pro-

Western foreign policy orientation than the GD and is the only party that does not include 

any positive references to Russia. On the other hand, smaller parties offer voters an 

alternative. Industry Will Save Georgia (IWSG) advocates for a pro-Western position but its 

emphasis is muted compared to its larger counterparts (the estimated position is close to zero 

on the chart below). On the other hand, the APG registers a weakly pro-Russian position, 

again close to zero but leaning towards Russia, unlike the IWSG. 

 

Figure 1. Party positions on the dimension of foreign policy orientation 

 

 
Source: The author’s own calculations based on the coded data from the manifestos. 
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It should be noted that the APG’s manifesto includes positive references to the West as well. 

However, the aggregated data suggests that the overall preferred orientation is pro-Russian. 

Furthermore, the APG expresses skepticism about Georgia’s chances of joining NATO and the 

EU. Additionally, the manifesto argues that in the unlikely scenario of Georgia gaining a 

membership prospect, the party fears that such developments would cause another 

devastating war with Russia. Such a manner of positioning pushes the aggregated position 

towards pro-Russian. As a result, the APG is the only party out of the four parliamentary 

parties that offers Georgian voters an alternative vision of Georgian foreign policy. It is, of 

course, another matter whether the Georgian voter is interested in such an alternative but 

completely excluding voters who would support a pro-Russian foreign policy is impossible. 

For example, according to the 2019 representative opinion poll, 21 percent of respondents 

agreed with the statement “Georgia will benefit more if the country says no to the EU and 

NATO at the expense of improving relations with Russia.”8 Therefore, the APG with this 

alternative offer likely represents this segment of Georgian society. 

 

Welfare state 

 

Welfare state is the second dimension in which only one small party registers a different 

position. The IWSG leans towards the position of welfare state limitation. This is not 

surprising considering that the IWSG is a right-leaning political actor. The GD, on the other 

hand, proposes focusing on expanding the welfare state more than any other party. Again, for 

a left-leaning political party, this is not surprising. However, the UNM and the APG are more 

interesting cases. 

 

Figure 2. Party positions on the dimension of welfare state 

 

 
 

Source: The author’s own calculations based on the coded data from the manifestos. 

 

The UNM put significantly higher emphasis on a pro-market economy than any other party. 

Similarly, the APG self-identifies as “a center-right political party, which aims to promote in 

society [sic] moderate conservative ideology.”9 However, when it comes to the welfare state, 

 
8 Caucasus Research Resource Centers. (2019). Caucasus Barometer. [online] Available at: 

http://caucasusbarometer.org Accessed: 17 February 2020. 
9 Patriots.ge. (n.d.). “Our party.” [online] Available at: http://patriots.ge/about-temp/ Accessed: 28 February 2020. 

http://caucasusbarometer.org/
http://patriots.ge/about-temp/
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they have offered left-leaning policies. This is ideologically inconsistent but can be explained. 

In a country such as Georgia, where social-economic problems are the top concerns of 

voters—a fact that has been demonstrated repeatedly by public opinion polls throughout the 

last few years—a party aiming at attracting more votes tends to compromise on ideology and 

offer voters what they want. What they will deliver to the public if they come to power in 

another matter, but designing an appealing manifesto is a strategic move. 

 

Nationalism 

 

The final area where the parties offer different policies is nationalism. This dimension clearly 

delimits the positions of small parties and those of large parties. The GD and UNM offer clear 

preference for civic nationalism, while the IWSG and APG advocate for ethnic nationalism. 

 

Figure 3. Party positions on the dimension of nationalism 

 

 
 

Source: The author’s own calculations based on the coded data from the manifestos. 

 

The share of ideas related to nationalism was high in the 2016 Georgian elections. Overall, 

considering all manifestos and all coded segments, 12 percent of sentences related to 

nationalism, which puts this policy area well above others, such as welfare state and economy, 

which represented 9.8 and 9 percent respectively. The 2016 elections were the first when 

nationalism was more important than other issues. This significant surge should be attributed 

to a single party, however. The APG’s manifesto dedicates 35 percent of the text to 

nationalism, pushing the issue up in terms of importance. Although the IWSG is close to the 

APG in terms of position estimations, these are logged proportions, which takes into account 

the length of a manifesto. The IWSG manifesto is more than six times shorter than that of the 

APG. The APG’s overwhelming focus on nationalism further explains why the party may be 

labeled as populist. 

 

Conclusion and recommendations 

 

Overall, Georgian political parties in the 2016 election did offer alternative policies in some 

areas although their positions converged in others. Interestingly, in the 2012 election the GD 
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and UNM registered different positions only in the area of economy. In 2016, however, parties 

differed in three areas—foreign policy orientation, welfare state, and nationalism. The fact 

that the vacuum was filled by smaller parties indicates that there are voters in Georgia 

adopting more extreme positions than mainstream parties can offer. The preferences of these 

voters have been satisfied by smaller parties.  

 

It has to be mentioned, however, that this conclusion is only relevant for the APG because 

the IWSG managed to gain only one seat through the majoritarian vote, while the APG was 

able to overcome the electoral threshold of five percent and won seats through the 

proportional vote. 

 

The inability of mainstream parties to attract extreme voters of any dimension of competition 

is not surprising as they tend to target the median voter. However, if increasing number of 

voters become disenchanted with the center, extreme positions may become new points of 

attraction, which will further polarize the political environment in Georgia. Therefore, 

stakeholders interested in the stability and consolidation of Georgian democracy should 

consider the following recommendations. 

 

For Georgian political parties 

 

• Ensure increased consistency between the policy offer of manifestos and self-identified 

ideological stance—In the 2016 election, some party manifestos in some policy areas 

offered promises that were inconsistent with the overall ideological claim. Parties 

should make sure that such inconsistency does not dominate manifesto formation and 

policy offers are within the ideological limits of a given party as much as possible. 

 

• Make sure manifestos reflect public preferences—Georgian voters are primarily 

concerned with the state of economic and social affairs. Party manifestos should reflect 

these concerns and offer voters solutions to the problems that concern them. 

 

• Ensure that manifestos provide specific steps on how to solve bigger problems—

Georgian parties tend to provide overall general promise, e.g. economic growth, but it 

is even more important to also provide specific steps of ensuring delivery of the 

promise. 

 

• Avoid extreme positions and polarization but do not ignore the concerns of voters—

Extremism and polarization are rising challenges for the Georgian democracy. Parties 

should avoid registering extreme positions that would nurture further extremism. 

However, voters who have extreme positions on any dimension of competition should 
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not be left outside of the political process, their concerns should be addressed by the 

whole political spectrum. This does not mean shifting an overall position of a given 

party to the extreme, but rather constructive communication with such voters. 

 

• Focus more on a policy offer rather than leaders, use leaders in terms of how they fit 

in the plan of implementing the policy offer of the manifesto—Party leaders are often 

the way voters identify parties. This is a result of personalistic politics. In order to 

change such practice, parties should focus more on the policy offer of their manifesto 

instead of specific leaders. Leaders, however, should be utilized in terms of their 

experience and expertise and how this expertise fits in the plan of policy 

implementation. 

 

For civil society organizations and think tanks in Georgia 

 

• Continue monitoring and watchdog activities—A number of Georgian civil society 

organizations conduct monitoring and watchdog activities. It would be beneficial if 

such activities include monitoring of pre-election promises, analyzing how consistent 

they are in terms of a given party’s ideology, and how the victorious party follows its 

own promises in the post-election period. 

 

• Offer voting assistance applications—Civil society organizations have the capacity to 

not only provide explanations of manifestos in an accessible language but also offer 

voters voting assistance applications. Such applications are already present in Georgia, 

but their further promotion and/or proliferation is desirable. 

 

For donor organizations 

 

• Continue supporting political parties directly and/or through civil society 

organizations in designing manifestos and translating public preferences into policy 

offers—Georgian political parties do not have sufficient resources financial or 

otherwise to fulfill their democratic function to the fullest. Therefore, it is vital for 

them, especially for opposition parties, to receive support in at least these areas prior 

to the elections. 
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Appendix. Composition of dimensions of competition. 

 

1. Foreign policy orientation 

a. Pro-Western: a sum of favorable mentions of EU, NATO, USA and other 

western countries, mobilization of Western support for conflict resolution; and 

unfavorable mentions of Russia, USSR, FSU, Eurasian Economic Union, Russia’s 

role in the territorial conflicts, imperialism. 

b. Pro-Russian: a sum of favorable mentions of Russia, USSR, FSU, Eurasian 

Economic Union, Russia’s role in the territorial conflicts; and unfavorable 

mentions of EU, NATO, USA and other western countries, mobilization of 

Western support for conflict resolution. 

2. Democracy and human rights 

a. For: a sum of favorable mentions of democracy (general), human rights, 

freedom. 

b. Against: a sum of unfavorable mentions of democracy (general), human rights, 

freedom. 

3. Power distribution 

a. Horizontal: a sum of favorable mentions of decentralization; and unfavorable 

mentions of strong government; law and order; corruption, nepotism and abuse 

of power.  

b. Vertical: a sum of favorable mentions of strong government; law and order; and 

unfavorable mentions of decentralization. 

4. Organization of the economic system 

a. Free market economy: a sum of favorable mentions of free market economy; 

incentives; privatization; and unfavorable mentions of protectionism; taxes; 

controlled economy. 

b. Market regulation: a sum of favorable mentions of protectionism; taxes; 

controlled economy; and unfavorable mentions of free market economy; 

incentives; privatization. 

5. Welfare state 

a. Expansion: a sum of favorable mentions of social policies expansion; and 

equality. 

b. Limitation: a sum of favorable mentions of private-public mix in welfare; social 

policies limitation; and unfavorable mentions of equality. 

6. Nationalism 

a. Ethnic: a sum of favorable mentions of nationalism and national way of life; 

traditional morality; and unfavorable mentions of multiculturalism; civic 

mindedness. 
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b. Civic: a sum of favorable mentions of mentions of multiculturalism; civic 

mindedness; and unfavorable mentions of nationalism and national way of life; 

traditional morality. 
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