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This study examines the nature of election promises made by political parties in Bulgaria
during the 1997 and 2001 elections, and evaluates the factors that determine pledge
fulfilment. The seven parties that took part in these elections made 792 pledges and fulfilled
an average of 60% of them. A combination of institutional characteristics, i.e. size of the
party, the nature of the pledges, as well as the agreement between pledges made by different
parties, explains the probability of fulfilment. Election promises related to European Union
accession are also more likely to be fulfilled than other types of pledges.

Keywords: election promises; pledge fulfilment; mandate theory of democracy; post-
communist democracy

Introduction

The ability of political parties to articulate coherent and succinct electoral platforms and to act on
their pre-election promises is a fundamental component of the mandate theory of democracy.
While studies in developed democracies consistently show that, despite differences in insti-
tutional structures and economic conditions, parties fulfil the majority of their pre-election
pledges (Artés and Bustos 2008; Costello and Thomson 2008; Moury 2011; Naurin 2011;
Royed 1996; Thomson 2001), pledge fulfilment by post-communist parties remains questionable.
Empirically, the evidence that the assumptions of mandate theory are valid in the post-communist
countries is mixed. While some studies (Roberts 2010) present mandate responsiveness as a
missing element in post-communist democracies, others (Lipsmeyer 2009) show that mandate
politics is manifested not through specific promises but by the extent to which parties favour
their countries’ communist past. Thus, additional research, utilising new data and applying the
mandate theory framework to other post-communist countries is needed to reconcile the different
conclusions of existing studies focused on these new democracies.

This article uses data on pledges made by seven political parties in Bulgaria during the 1997
and 2001 elections to estimate their rates of fulfilment at the end of the respective legislative terms
and to test what factors affect levels of fulfilment. Several characteristics of Bulgaria’s democracy
make this country a good comparative case for pledge fulfilment among the new post-communist
democracies. Like Poland, Bulgaria underwent several transformations of its party system, and
continues to experience high degree of electoral volatility and a great turnover of short-lived
(and often populist) parties. Bulgarian democracy, however, consolidated relatively late, as it
was only in 1997 that the former communist party was completely ousted from power for the
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first time, a situation similar to that in Slovakia and Romania. Lastly, the currency board, estab-
lished in 1997 with a peg to the euro, constrains monetary policy in the country just as it does in
the Baltic countries of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania.

The article is organised as follows. The next section summarises the literature on conceptua-
lising and measuring pledges, and elaborates on the factors that affect fulfilment of election prom-
ises, paying special attention to the role of such factors in the post-communist region. Following
the articulation of hypotheses, the research design section defines the concepts of election pledge
and pledge fulfilment, and operationalises each of the independent variables. The study then pro-
ceeds with a discussion of the characteristics of pledges made by political parties in Bulgaria and
the expected role that these attributes play in affecting pledge fulfilment. The statistical part of the
analysis utilises bivariate and multivariate logistic regressions and evaluates what factors explain
the fulfilment of the 792 pledges made by the seven political parties that won seats in the national
legislature after the 1997 and 2001 elections. The final section concludes and draws suggestions
for future research. The appendix elaborates on the coding and measurement decisions utilised in
the analysis and provides examples of pledges and their fulfilment.

Pledge fulfilment in established and newer democracies

Some of the fundamental questions in the study of modern representative democracy include the
factors that shape democratic performance and thus the implications of mandate theory for the
quality of democracy (APSA 1950; Klingemann, Hofferbert, and Budge 1990; McDonald and
Budge 2005). Within the context of such studies, scholars increasingly pay more attention to
the functions that election promises play in representative democracies (Artés and Bustos
2008; Costello and Thomson 2008; Lipsmeyer 2009; Moury 2011; Naurin 2011; Roberts
2008, 2010; Royed 1996; Thomson 2001). By evaluating the factors that affect the fulfilment
of pledges made by seven political parties participating in two elections in Bulgaria during the
period 1997–2005, this article tests expectations derived from the pledge studies and mandate
theory literature in the context of a post-communist democracy. Below, I first describe the
ways that scholars define and measure party positions and election promises, a discussion that
is relevant to the differences between the empirical results produced by the studies cited below.
I then outline the major factors expected to affect pledge fulfilment in modern representative
democracies, based on studies using different approaches to measure pledges, mandates, and
their fulfilment.

Capturing pledges and fulfilment

Perhaps the best-known approach for studying party programmes is the comparative manifesto
project (CMP), which codes quasi-sentences contained in election manifestos into 114 policy cat-
egories, generating dozens of variables per election year and country to indicate the policy pos-
itions of parties on a wide array of issues. The basic assumption of CMP data is that the greater the
share of quasi-sentences dedicated to a particular policy, the greater the party’s commitment to
this policy.1 Numerous studies, primarily focused on Western democracies, utilising these data
consistently show a great level of congruence between the policy positions of parties and
policy outcomes such as budgetary allocations (Klingemann, Hofferbert, and Budge 1990;
McDonald and Budge 2005). In the context of the post-communist countries, this approach to
capture election promises is used by Lipsmeyer (2009) whose findings differ from research on
established democracies.

A second approach to capturing party positions and promises – popularised by Royed (1996)
and Thomson (2001) and utilised by a growing number of scholars – focuses on content analysis
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of party programmes and on the specific pledges (rather than general policy direction) that parties
make. Scholars using this approach then track whether each pledge has been fulfilled or not during
the duration of each government, and can judge how promise fulfilment differs between parties
and across elections. In the post-communist context, this approach is used by Roberts (2008)
in the case of the Czech Republic and in this article.2

Louwerse (2011) combines the advantages of the CMP and pledge methods to develop a
spatial approach to testing the mandate theory across different types of democracies. This
approach utilises coding of both manifestos and of parliamentary speeches, estimation of party
positions based on this coding, and then combining these positions “into one spatial represen-
tation of the political competition in each election and each parliament” (436). Through this
approach, a researcher can compare parties’ positions before and after elections and judge
mandate fulfilment “when parties talk about the same issues and say similar things on these
issues during the elections and in parliament or government” (433). Thus, this approach,
unlike the CMP and pledge ones, looks beyond government spending or activities to estimate
mandate fulfilment. Finally, a more limited way to define pledges relies on assessing parties’ pos-
itions on a dimension of particular interest to the scholar, for example, economic reform, as shown
in Latin America by Stokes (2001) and in the post-communist countries by Roberts (2010).
Studies using this method then compare the scholar’s assessment of party stances to the
general policy direction of a country over a given period of time to evaluate fulfilment.

These complementary approaches of utilising party platforms to estimate policy positions,
define election promises, and measure their fulfilment serve different purposes, i.e. capturing
the general direction of one or several policies, tracking government actions with respect to a par-
ticular policy or a specific election pledge, or comparing pre- and post-election party positions on
a series of issues. Thus, it is not surprising that scholars often reach conflicting results, depending
on what questions they ask, what methodology they utilise, and what region they study. For
example, studies from Western democracies based on CMP data confirm a strong congruence
between manifesto policy statements and levels of government spending (Klingemann,
Hofferbert, and Budge 1990). Also using CMP data, Lipsmeyer (2009), however, finds that prom-
ises with respect to economic reforms in the post-communist countries do not lead to higher
reform levels; what matters instead in the context of these new democracies is the parties’
positions on support for communism.

Studies that focus on a single policy aspect but code parties’ positions qualitatively (as pro- or
against reform) also find weak linkages between election platforms and policy outcomes (Roberts
2010; Stokes 2001). On the other hand, scholars utilising the Royed (1996) and Thomson (2001)
approaches to tracking the fulfilment of individual pledges through specific government actions
generally find stronger evidence that parties on average fulfil the majority of their election prom-
ises. A significant exception from this trend is Roberts’s (2008) study of Czech political parties
where the average level of fulfilment is 32%.3

Factors shaping pledge fulfilment

Despite the strong research tradition on mandate theory and some conclusive studies about how the
emphasis that party platforms place on a range of policies shapes subsequent policy outcomes, the
factors that affect fulfilment of specific pledges have been studied to a lesser extent in some estab-
lished democracies (e.g. France, Greece, Italy, Ireland, US, The Netherlands, Sweden, and Spain),
and have been addressed only marginally in new democracies. The rest of this section summarises
expectations with respect to variations in pledge fulfilment that are drawn from studies using differ-
ent approaches to measure election promises and their fulfilment. In the next section, these expec-
tations are tested (both separately and simultaneously) in the Bulgarian context. The discussion
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focuses on three sets of factors: participation in government; type of pledges and relations among
them; and specific conditions experienced by the country or countries used in the analysis.

Participation in government gives parties a number of advantages in the ability to implement
their election manifestos. For example, government parties have control over ministerial and
bureaucratic appointments that facilitate their ability to follow through on election promises.
Parties participating in government also have access to budgetary resources at their disposal
that they can channel towards achieving goals specified in their manifestos. Thus, research on
Western European democracies consistently shows that election promises made by parties that
participate in government are more likely to be fulfilled than pledges made by the parties remain-
ing in opposition (Royed 1996; Thomson 2001; Thomson et al. 2011). Roberts’s (2008) study of
the Czech Republic, which does not find significantly higher fulfilment rates by government
parties, is an exception from this trend.4 While the expected impact of government participation
on pledge fulfilment might be too obvious, the conflicting conclusions of research focused on
established and new democracies bring up the need for continued testing of this proposition
across a variety of countries and contexts.

Additionally, studies often also show significant rates of fulfilment of pledges made by the
opposition parties, especially in presidential systems (Royed 1996) and multi-party democracies
(Artés and Bustos 2008; Thomson 2001). For example, Royed (1996) finds that in the USA
during the Reagan years, pledges made by the Democratic Party were fulfilled at a 50% rate,
and in a recent comparative study of the USA, UK, Ireland, and the Netherlands, Thomson,
Royed, and Naurin (2010) show that across a number of countries, the fulfilment rates of opposi-
tion parties’ pledges is around 45%. These findings are also supported by Louwerse (2011), who
shows that opposition parties in the Netherlands are able to fulfil their mandates “at least as well as
the government parties” (442). Thus, two sets of studies utilising different approaches, coding of
pledges, and spatial modelling, respectively, reach different conclusions about the role of partici-
pation in government. While scholars following the pledge studies tradition acknowledge that
opposition parties also fulfil a share of their pledges, such authors place greater emphasis on par-
ticipation in government as a factor affecting likelihood of pledge fulfilment. On the other hand,
Louwerse (2011) shows that there is no difference in mandate fulfilment between government and
opposition parties. These contrasting propositions are further explored in the analysis section.

A second set of factors that affects pledge fulfilment is related to the characteristics of pledges.
In particular, scholars highlight the type of pledges and their relations with each other. Studies
consistently show that pledges that promise no change from the status quo in a given policy
area have a higher chance of being fulfilled due to policy inertia (Costello and Thomson 2008;
Roberts 2008; Royed 1996; Thomson et al. 2011). In other words, it is expected that it is
easier for governments to hold the status quo than to undertake substantial changes in policies,
many of which are entrenched in bureaucratic procedures. This expectation is confirmed by
Louwerse’s (2011) analysis of congruence between election manifestos and parliamentary
speeches, where he finds that in the UK the government’s position on a series of issues after
the 2001 elections did not fully overlap with the party’s pre-election manifesto. Thus, in
essence, in addition to striving to fulfil a particular mandate, “governments are in a sense also
defenders of the status quo” (442).

Another pledge characteristic that matters for level of fulfilment is the extent to which
pledges made by different parties agree with each other. An expectation of the saliency
theory – that parties try to distinguish themselves from competitors by emphasising particular
policy areas without being in direct opposition to other parties (Klingemann, Hofferbert, and
Budge 1990; McDonald and Budge 2005) – is confirmed by studies showing that most
pledges made by parties are not related to each other (Costello and Thomson 2008; Royed
1996). Yet, when parties agree on a particular policy direction, the above scholars find that
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those pledges have a greater likelihood of being fulfilled than pledges that are important only to
one party.

In addition to the above considerations, drawn primarily from the study of established democ-
racies, the context of post-communist countries warrants discussion of additional factors that affect
level of pledge or mandate fulfilment. For much of the period since the end of communism, econ-
omic transformation leading to the creation of market economy was the most salient domestic issue,
heavily reflected in the election manifestos of political parties. Thus, failing to account for election
promises related to policy positions with respect to economic matters would miss a critical factor
shaping the behaviour and activities of post-communist political parties. There is conflicting evi-
dence, however, as to if and how political parties’ support for economic transformation affects
pro-market government activities.5 For example, Roberts (2010), who uses qualitative coding of
election platforms to evaluate parties’ stance with respect to economic transformation, shows
that pro-reform positions of political parties do not lead to higher rates of market reforms, thus
suggesting that factors other than party programmes drive the transformation from command to
market economy. On the other hand, Lipsmeyer (2009) conducts a more fine-tuned analysis
looking at the interaction between the economic reform positions of political parties and the
latter’s stance on support for communism, and concludes that parties that are favourable to the coun-
try’s communist past are less likely to undertake market-oriented reforms. In other words, parties’
positions on whether and to what extent to liberalise the economy by themselves do not significantly
impact economic transformation, as Roberts (2010) shows; what also broadly matters is the ideo-
logical position of the party that makes economic pledges. Thus, the Lipsmeyer (2009) study, which
uses CMP data on programmatic emphasis, and not specific election promises, provides an impor-
tant insight as to the role of both party ideology and policy positions on policy outcomes. While
there is no evidence from studies on Western democracies that the ideological position of parties
matters for determining levels of pledge fulfilment, accounting both the substance of election
pledges related to economic matters as well as the ideological position of parties towards these
pledges is necessary in the context of the new democracies from Central and Eastern Europe.

The above discussion leads to the following expectations summarised here. H1 is split into
two sub-sections with alternative phrasings to reflect the conflicting predictions made by the
pledge and spatial approaches, respectively.

H1a: Election pledges made by parties that enter government have a higher likelihood of being ful-
filled than pledges made by parties that stay in opposition.

H1b: There is no difference in mandate fulfilment between government and opposition parties.

H2: Election pledges that promise to maintain the status quo have a higher likelihood of being fulfilled
than pledges promising a change in policy.

H3: Election promises that are subject of consensus between parties have a higher likelihood of being
fulfilled than promises that are not.

H4: Pledges to increase the role of government in economic matters have a higher likelihood of being
fulfilled if made by left-wing parties than such pledges made by right-wing parties.

Research design

Case selection

To test the propositions outlined in the previous section, the analysis focuses on the election
pledges made by the political parties that gained seats in the Bulgarian legislature during the
1997 and 2001 elections and their rates of fulfilment as measured prior to the subsequent
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elections. These parties are Bulgarian Business Bloc (BBB), Bulgarian Socialist Party (BSP),
Euroleft (EL), Movement for Rights and Freedoms (DPS), National Movement Simeon the
Second (NDSV), United Democratic Forces (ODS), and the Union of National Slavation
(ONS). The elections chosen for this analysis represent the first two times in the history of the
new democracy when the legislature completed its four-year term, thus allowing for more accu-
rate cross-national comparison with pledge studies on other countries. Additionally, these two
time periods, 1997–2001 and 2001–2005, reflect the last two legislatures prior to Bulgaria’s
accession to the European Union (EU), thus also controlling for a major factor that affects
pledge fulfilment, membership in a supranational organisation.

Third, the parties represented in Bulgaria’s legislature during 1997–2005 cover a wide ideo-
logical spectrum, including former communists (BSP), an ethnic-minority party (DPS), and the
pro-business (BBB), thus allowing for a more comprehensive testing of H4. Three political
groups, ODS, BSP, and DPS, were represented in the legislature after both the 1997 and the
2001 elections, while three other parties, BBB, EL, and NDSV, participated in only one of the
two legislatures. Three of the parties, ODS (1997), NDSV (2001), and DPS (2001) were part
of a government during one of the two time periods, while the other three parties remained in
opposition. Thus, the analytical discussion below includes pledges made by government as
well as opposition parties, by parties participating in two different elections, and by both estab-
lished and short-lived parties.

Dependent variable

The unit of analysis is each pledge made by the parties elected to the Bulgarian legislature after
the 1997 and 2001 elections, and the dependent variable captures pledge fulfilment. This research
follows Thomson’s (2001) definition of pledges as “statements in which parties express unequi-
vocal support for proposed government policy actions or non-actions that are testable” (180).
Consistent with other research (Roberts 2008; Royed 1996; Thomson 2001), fulfilment is
measured by the end of respective government’s term. The dependent variable (Fulfilment) is a
dichotomous measure, which takes the value of one (1) if a pledge is coded as fulfilled and as
zero (0) otherwise. The appendix discusses in more detail how fulfilment is measured.

Independent variables

To capture the role of factors affecting pledge fulfilment, this analysis utilises the following
measures. Pledges made by government parties (Govt) are coded as one (1) and those by opposi-
tion parties as zero (0). As an alternative specification to participation in government, the analysis
also accounts for party strength measured by the share of seats in the legislature that each party
received in the respective elections (Seat share). Additionally, pledges that called for maintaining
the status quo are coded as one (1) and as zero (0) otherwise. Agree others is coded as one (1)
when a pledge made by a given party agreed with statements made by at least one other party,
otherwise as zero (0). The above independent variables are used to test H1, H2, and H3, respect-
ively. The following two variables are used in the qualitative analysis on types of pledges and are
coded as follows. Agree opposn is coded as one (1) when a pledge made by a government party
was in agreement with a statement made by at least one opposition party and as zero (0) otherwise.
Lastly, Agree govt is coded as one (1) when a pledge made by an opposition party was in agree-
ment with a statement made by at least one of the government parties and as zero (0) otherwise.

To test H4 and to account for the role of ideology, and its interaction with the content of
pledges on pledge fulfilment, the analysis utilises the following variables. Pledges calling for
expansion of government spending or increasing taxes (Expand) are coded as one (1) to reflect
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a promise towards bigger government and as zero (0) otherwise. Additionally, parties are coded
according to the extent they support planned economy (Planeco), utilising data from the CMP.6

Per Lipsmeyer (2009) and the expectations of H4, the statistical analysis also includes an inter-
action term between these two variables (Planeco × Expand). Finally, as a control measure, cap-
turing the importance of the EU conditionality for accession countries, if a pledge specifically
mentions EU membership or requirements for such (EU), it is coded as one (1) and as zero (0)
otherwise. The appendix discusses the coding decisions for all variables and provides sources
of data further as well as examples of pledges and their coding.7

Methodology and models

The analysis presented in the next section utilises several approaches. It starts with a description
of the two pledge characteristics, status quo and relations among pledges that are expected to
impact level of pledge fulfilment. The next section presents a tabulation of level of fulfilment
by type of explanatory variable. The core of the analysis consists of bivariate as well as multi-
variate logistic regressions (using Stata 11.1) to separately as well as simultaneously test H1–
H4. The interpretation of the results is done with the help of Spost software (Long and Freese
2006). The specification of the two full regression models utilising different measures for party
strength, participation in government and share of seats in the legislature, respectively, is as
follows:

Fulfilment = a + b1 Govt + b2 Status quo + b3 Agree others

+ b4 Expand + b5 Planeco + b6 Planeco × Expand + b7 EU + e,

Fulfilment = a + b1 Seat share + b2 Status quo + b3 Agree others

+ b4 Expand + b5 Planeco + b6 Planeco × Expand + b7 EU + e.

Analysis

Characteristics of election pledges

Before proceeding with the statistical analysis of determinants of fulfilment, the remainder of this
section discusses two characteristics of the pledges made by political parties in Bulgaria during
the 1997 and 2001 election campaigns, (1) whether or not a pledge called for maintaining the
status quo and (2) the relationship between pledges made by different parties, since both features
are expected to predict fulfilment. The goal of this descriptive analysis is twofold: to highlight the
characteristics of pledges made by Bulgarian parties that are later used in the statistical analysis
and to show that these characteristics are comparable to pledges that parties in other democracies
make.

Status quo pledges

The parties elected to the legislature after the 1997 and 2001 elections in Bulgaria made a total of
792 pledges, 590 of which were during the 2001 election campaign. Overall, across all parties and
both elections, an average of 3.1% of the pledges called for maintaining the status quo. Research
on other countries also shows that election promises calling for maintaining the status quo con-
stitute the smallest category of pledges, with a variety of action pledges (e.g. increase or cut in
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government spending, tax cuts, or tax raises) dominating party manifestos.8 While evaluating the
reasons that motivate the drafting of electoral programmes is beyond the scope of this article,
some conclusions could be drawn from the presence or absence of status quo pledges in the elec-
tion manifestos of political parties.

First, status quo pledges are an indicator and a public expression of the extent to which a party
is satisfied with the economic and political situation in the country. Incumbent parties tend to
emphasise their accomplishments while in office and are thus more likely to devote a greater
share of their election manifestos to statements about keeping things the way they are. For
example, the study pursued here shows a sharp difference in the share of status quo pledges
made by government and opposition parties. Across both elections, the two incumbent parties,
BSP 1997 and ODS 2001, made an average of 8.7% of status quo pledges, while the share of
such statements is much lower for parties that ran campaigns challenging the governing
parties, an average of 1% and 1.6% of all pledges for the 1997 and the 2001 elections,
respectively.

Additionally, status quo pledges are a proxy for the level of activity that political parties plan
to undertake once in power. A greater share of such pledges implies a less-activist government.
Therefore, status quo pledges are theoretically easier to fulfil: they do not require the government
to do anything in many cases. Finally, status quo pledges are an expression of the institutional
constraints that parties face. It is not surprising that parties in presidential democracies such as
the USA, characterised by checks and balances and often a divided government, make a
greater share of status quo pledges than parties in parliamentary systems. Thus, overall, the rela-
tively small share of status quo pledges made by parties in Bulgaria as well as the distribution of
such pledges between government and opposition parties are a reflection on the economic and
political changes associated with post-communist transition and EU accession as well as on
the nature of the political system in the country.

Relations among pledges

In addition to comparing the emphasis that parties place on whether they will undertake an activist
agenda or will keep the status quo, identifying the extent to which pledges made by one party are
supported or opposed by other parties provides a further insight into the nature of a country’s party
system and is a powerful predictor for level of fulfilment. Table 1 shows the relations between
pledges in the 1997 and 2001 Bulgarian elections, reflecting promises made by all parties,
only government parties, and only opposition parties, respectively. The first row of the table rep-
resents the percentage of pledges (with number of pledges in parentheses) made by any party that
are in agreement with at least one pledge made by another party in the same election year. Of the
202 pledges made during the 1997 election campaign, 54% agreed with at least one pledge made

Table 1. Relations between pledges, 1997 and 2001 elections.

1997 % (#) 2001 % (#)

Agree others 54% (109) 28.3% (167)
Agree govt 24.3% (49) 10.8% (64)
Agree opposn 15.8% (32) 9.2% (54)

Note: Agree others: percentage of pledges (number in parentheses) made by any party that is in agreement with at least one
pledge made by another party in the same election year. Agree govt: percentage (number) of pledges made by a governing
party that agree with a pledge made by at least one opposition party in the same election year. Agree opposn: percentage
(number) of pledges made by an opposition party that agree with a pledge made by at least one government party in the
same election year. See appendix for additional description of coding.
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by another party during the same elections. The share of agreement among all parties declined
almost in half, to 28% of all pledges, during the 2001 elections. The second row of Table 1
shows the percentage (and number) of pledges made by a party that subsequently entered govern-
ment and that are in agreement with at least one party that remained in opposition. In particular,
during the 1997 elections, one quarter of ODS’s pledges agreed with promises made by opposi-
tion parties, while in the next elections, only 10% of the pledges made by NDSV or DPS agreed
with pledges by opposition parties. Finally, the last row summarises the percentage (and number)
of pledges made by parties that remained in opposition, that agree with pledges made by at least
one party that subsequently entered government. The share of such pledges declines from close to
16% in 1997 to a little over 9% in 2001.

Two main conclusions stand out from analysing the relationship between pledges made by
different parties in Bulgaria during the 1997 and 2001 elections. The relatively high level of
agreement between pledges made by all parties representing a wide range of ideologies in
1997 reflects the level of political consensus present in the country following the financial
crisis that precipitated the elections. Additionally, the decrease in agreement between pledges
(across all parties or between government and opposition parties) over time indicates greater
differentiation in parties’ positions over time. Such differentiation is also supported by the distan-
cing of parties’ ideological positions of Bulgarian parties between the two elections. Per the CMP
rile measure, where the higher the negative value of the index, the further on the left a party is
placed, no parties elected in the 1997 National Assembly were categorised as “left”. EL has
the highest CMP right2left score (26.15) and BSP and ODS are basically ideologically indistin-
guishable, 21.92 and 21.76, respectively. ONS with a score of 13.51 and BBB with 5.7 are the
most centrist parties in the 1997 National Assembly. The 2001 elections reflected both
growing distinctions between parties. For example, the CMP scores for ODS and BSP were
13.53 and 2.79, respectively, and there was a move to the left in the politics of the NDSV,
which is the only legislative party in Bulgaria in the period 1997–2005 that was given a negative
CMP score (210.78).

Level of pledge fulfilment

Table 2 shows the share of fulfilled and unfulfilled pledges in the period under investigation, with
data presented in several groups: pledges made by government parties, those by opposition
parties, and the following categories of types of pledges, i.e. status quo, those in agreement
with statements made by other parties, EU-related promises, and finally election statements prom-
ising expansion of government spending. The top section of Table 2 shows the data for the first
government period, 1997–2001, the middle section – for the 2001–2005 period, while the
bottom section reflects the overall rates of fulfilment across both time periods. One immediate
conclusion from Table 2 is the relatively high share of pledges that are fulfilled across all cat-
egories. Parties in government fulfil an average of 60% of their election promises, and the rate
of fulfilment is higher (65%) for the first government in this study. Pledges by opposition
parties are also fulfilled at a high rate of between 58% and 60%. Such high rates of pledge fulfil-
ment by opposition parties are not unusual, as shown, for examples by studies on the USA and
Ireland (Royed 1996; Thomson et al. 2011) and as supported by Louwerse’s (2011) analysis of
mandate fulfilment by Dutch opposition parties.

Turning to fulfilment by type of pledge, status quo pledges have the highest fulfilment rate
from among all categories, an average of 91%, and as high as 94% in the period 2001–2005.
Pledges that agree with statements made by other parties also have a high rate of fulfilment,
ranging between 69.7% and 73.1% for the two government periods included in this study.
Additionally, a little over three-quarters (77%) of pledges related to Bulgaria’s negotiations for
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EU accession are fulfilled during the 1997–2005 period, with the rate being slightly higher during
2001–2005, when accession talks peaked and were successfully concluded. Finally, pledges
promising expansion of government spending are fulfilled at a rate lower than that of other
types of pledges, 56% across the entire period of study. This rate was especially low during
the 1997–2001 period (39.5%), when the country was struggling with difficult economic
conditions.

Analysis of pledge fulfilment in Bulgaria, 1997–2005

The theoretical discussion in a previous section led to the following expectations. Pledges made
by government parties (H1a), status quo pledges (H2), and those that agree with statements made
by other parties (H3) are expected to be fulfilled at higher rates than other pledges, while H1b
specifies that there should be no difference in mandate fulfilment between parties in government
and those in opposition. Following Lipsmeyer (2009), the analysis also includes an interaction
term between government expansion pledges and a variable reflecting parties’ positions on econ-
omic liberalisation (H4). Finally, a control variable for pledges related to EU accession is also
included. Table 3 presents the results of logistic regressions testing these propositions, starting
with regressions to test the independent impact of each of the explanatory and control variables
(Models 1–6), and then proceeding with the two models (7 and 8) that include all explanatory
variables. Models 1 and 2 and 7 and 8 test the two sub-components of H1, using alternative spe-
cifications for party strength, inclusion in government, and share of legislative seats, respectively.
As Table 3 shows, the variable capturing participation in government (Govt in Models 1 and 7) is
not significant indicating that this factor does not play a significant role in affecting likelihood of
pledge fulfilment, thus indirectly supporting H1b that there is no difference in mandate fulfilment
between government and opposition parties. The alternative specification, Seat share in Models 2
and 7, suggests that greater legislative strength is associated with higher likelihood of pledge ful-
filment. Models 3–6 justify the inclusion of the remaining explanatory variables testing H2–H4
as well as the control variable for EU accession, in the final model (Model 8), which is used for
interpretation of the results below.

For ease of interpreting the logistic regression coefficients in Table 3, the discussion below
provides several examples representing specific configurations of determinants and shows the

Table 2. Fulfilment of election pledges in Bulgaria.

Govt % (#) Opposn % (#)
Status quo

% (#)
Agree others

% (#) EU % (#) Expand % (#)

1997–2001
Fulfilled 65% (39) 60.5% (86) 80% (4) 69.7% (76) 66.6% (2) 39.5% (19)
Not fulfilled 35% (21) 39.4% (56) 20% (1) 30.2% (33) 33.3% (1) 60.4% (29)
Total pledges 100% (60) 100% (142) 100% (5) 100% (109) 100% (3) 100% (48)

2001–2005
Fulfilled 59.2% (126) 58.1% (219) 94.4% (17) 73.1% (122) 77.4% (24) 59.5% (128)
Not fulfilled 40.8% (87) 41.9% (158) 5.6% (1) 26.9% (45) 22.6% (7) 40.5% (87)
Total pledges 100% (213) 100% (377) 100% (18) 100% (167) 100% (31) 100% (215)

1997–2005
Fulfilled 60.4% (165) 58.5% (305) 91.3% (21) 71.7% (198) 76.5% (26) 55.9% (147)
Not fulfilled 39.6% (108) 41.2% (214) 8.7% (2) 28.3% (78) 23.5% (8) 44.1% (116)
Total pledges 100% (273) 100% (519) 100% (23) 100% (276) 100% (34) 100% (263)

Note: Percentage of pledges per category and time period, with number of pledges in parentheses.
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Table 3. Factors determining pledge fulfilment in Bulgaria, 1997–2005.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

Govt 0.07 (0.25) 20.09 (0.23)
Seats share 0.01∗∗∗ (0.003) 0.01∗∗ (0.004)
Status quo 2.01∗∗ (0.86) 2.12∗∗ (0.86) 2.15∗∗ (0.85)
Agree others 0.82∗∗∗ (0.18) 0.91∗∗∗ (0.18) 0.9∗∗∗ (0.17)
Expand 20.81∗∗ (0.4) 20.74∗∗ (0.33) 20.7∗ (0.36)
Planeco 20.005 (0.04) 0.02 (0.04) 20.02 (0.02)
Planeco × Expand 0.13∗∗ (0.05) 0.13∗∗∗ (0.05) 0.12∗∗ (0.05)
EU 0.83∗∗∗ (0.31) 0.84∗∗ (0.35) 0.92∗∗∗ (0.31)
Constant 0.35∗∗∗ (0.04) 0.09 (0.13) 0.34∗∗∗ (0.09) 0.11 (0.13) 0.47∗∗∗ (0.24) 0.35∗∗∗ (0.1) 20.017 (0.2) 20.11 (0.19)
N 792 792 792 792 792 792 792 792
Log pseudolikelihood 2534.96 2531.82 2528.95 2521.23 2530.38 2532.75 2506.35 2504.89
Wald chi-squared 0.08 12.14 5.54 21.13 18.24 7.19 92.37 145.58

Note: Entries are logistic regression coefficients, standard errors in parentheses.
∗p ≤ 0.10.
∗∗p≤ 0.05.
∗∗∗p≤ 0.01.
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associated predicted probabilities of fulfilment. The predicted probabilities of pledge fulfilment
associated with the dichotomous variables, testing H2 and H3, as well as the control for EU
type of pledge, while reflecting changes in party strength are graphically represented in
Figure 1.9 As a starting point in the comparison, the first two columns in Figure 1 show the like-
lihood of fulfilment, and how it varies between the two most extreme values of Seat share of an
reference pledge, i.e. one that is not status quo, does not agree with statements by other parties, is
not EU-related, and does not concern expansion of the economy.10 Such a pledge made by a party
with a weak presence in the legislature (5% Seat share) has a probability of fulfilment of 0.51
(95% confidence interval (CI) 0.41, 0.61), which increases to 0.64 (95% CI 0.58, 0.7) for the
largest party in the sample (controlling 57% of the seats in legislature).

The remaining bars in Figure 1 continue to show differences in likelihood of pledge fulfilment
between the smallest and the largest parties, while at the same time varying one of the other expla-
natory or control factors. Pledges that promise to keep the status quo have a significantly higher
likelihood of fulfilment, with predicted probabilities of 0.9 (95% CI 0.74, 1.05) for the smallest
party and 0.94 (95% CI 0.84, 1.03) for the largest party, respectively. As the middle set of columns
on Figure 1 show, pledges that agree with statements made by other parties have a predicted prob-
ability of fulfilment of 0.71 (95% CI 0.63, 0.80) for the smallest party, which increases to 0.81
(95% CI 0.74, 0.88) for the largest party in the sample. Additionally, a pledge that both agrees
with statements made by at least one other party in the same election year and stands for main-
taining the status quo has the highest likelihood of being fulfilled, regardless of the legislative
strength of the party that made the pledge. Predicted probability of fulfilment for such a pledge
is 0.96 (95% CI 0.88, 1.03) for the smallest party and 0.97 (95% CI 0.93, 1.02) for the largest,
indicating that in this situation the characteristics of the pledge (status quo and in agreement
with others) matter more than the legislative strength of the party that made the pledge.

The final set of columns in Figure 1 shows the predicted probabilities of fulfilment for pledges
that are related to negotiations for accession to the EU, which are 0.72 (95% CI 0.58, 0.86) for the
smallest party and 0.82 (95% CI 0.72, 0.92) for the largest party, respectively. Overall, Figure 1
graphically shows that across different types of election promises, parties with greater legislative
presence are more likely to fulfil their pledges than smaller parties, even if this advantage is very
slight. As expected, status quo pledges (H2), pledges that are in agreement with other parties
(H3), as well as those related to Bulgaria’s accession negotiations with the EU are more likely
to be fulfilled than other types of election promises.

To evaluate the role of the economic orientation of political parties, the analysis utilises an
interaction term between a variable capturing each party’s support for a planned economy and
the dichotomous measure for expansion pledges. As it is needed for regressions involving an
interaction term, the model also includes each of the variables that comprise the interaction
term.11 Thus, for non-expansion pledges (e.g. when Expand ¼ 0), the interaction term
(Planeco × Expand) equals zero, and the variable capturing a party’s economic orientation

Figure 1. Predicted probabilities of pledge fulfilment, specific examples.
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(Planeco) does not significantly affect pledge fulfilment. The interaction effect (Planeco ×
Expand) is interpreted when Expand equals one, in which case both variables, Planeco ×
Expand and Expand, are statistically significant as indicated in Table 3. Figure 2 graphically rep-
resents the impact of a party’s position regarding support for planned economy on the likelihood
of fulfilment of its pledges related to expanding the economy. The horizontal axis reflects the
values of Planeco × Expand, which range from 0.34 (for BSP 1997) to 9.45 (for NDSV
2001), while the vertical axis measures predicted probabilities of fulfilment when Expand
equals one. The solid line in Figure 2 shows the value of predicted probability of fulfilment for
each value of Planeco × Expand, while the dotted lines indicate their 95% CI. As indicated
by the results in Table 3 and shown graphically in Figure 2, an increased emphasis on planned
economy is associated with a higher probability of fulfilment for pledges calling for expansion
of government, thus confirming H4. Substantively, expansion pledges made by a party that
places a weak emphasis on planned economy have a predicted probability of being fulfilled of
0.34 (95% CI 0.21, 0.49). Expansion pledges made by parties further on the left, represented
by high values of the Planeco × Expand variable, have a predicted probability of fulfilment of
0.62 (95% CI 0.54, 0.70).

Conclusions

The main purpose of this study is to empirically test conflicting propositions regarding the factors
that affect pledge fulfilment in the context of two Bulgarian legislatures, in the periods 1997–
2001 and 2001–2005, respectively. This was done through qualitative assessment of election
promises and quantitative analysis of pledge fulfilment examines the types of pledges, as well
as their fulfilment rates, made by seven parties, three (ODS, NDSV, and DPS) that were part
of government, and four (BSP, ONS, EL, and BBB) that remained in opposition during these
time periods.

The results presented in this article indicate that during the two elections considered here, in
1997 and 2001, political parties in Bulgaria made only a small share (3.1% overall) of pledges
promising to uphold the status quo, a finding which is consistent with results from other parlia-
mentary democracies such as Ireland and Spain. Parties that were running as incumbents,
however, devoted a higher share of their election manifesto to status quo pledges, while many
of the parties challenging the governing ones refrained from promising to uphold the status
quo. Additionally, the article shows that, similar to studies on established democracies, many
of the election promises made by political parties were in agreement with statements by other
parties, although the share of such pledges declined over time.

This study also finds a relatively high level of pledge fulfilment across parties, which stayed
relatively stable between the two elections. Overall, across both periods, there is not much

Figure 2. Impact of party’s position regarding planned economy on probability of fulfilment.
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difference in fulfilment rates between government (60.4%) and opposition parties (58.5%), a con-
clusion that is confirmed by the multivariate logistic regression analysis. Such a conclusion is at
odds with a number of pledge studies such as, for example, Royed (1996), Thomson (2001), and
Thomson, Royed, and Naurin (2010) but supports the results of Roberts (2008) and Louwerse
(2011).

This article indicates the impact of a combination of variables, such as party size and types of
pledges, are factors that affect levels of pledge fulfilment. In particular, the results highlight the
role of party ideology in fulfilling pledges related to macro-economic matters. This finding
also differs from studies on established democracy, where ideology is not considered a factor
shaping the ability of governments to fulfil specific pledges. Thus, overall, the results of this
study indicate that while many of the propositions regarding pledge fulfilment, developed from
the study of established democracies, are applicable to a new democracy, features of the post-
communist context also shape the ability of parties to enact election promises.

Finally, the high level of pledge fulfilment among political parties in Bulgaria is interesting
considering the low level of trust in political parties among the post-communist countries, as
shown, for example, by the 2003 Candidate Countries Eurobarometer study indicating that
only 9% of Bulgarians trust the political parties in the country, compared to 14% of citizens
across all EU accession countries and 18% of those living in the EU-15 countries. Therefore,
while the conclusions of this study are consistent with findings from established democracies
that parties in Bulgaria fulfil a high share of their promises, they also reveal a discrepancy
between the activities of political institutions and citizens’ perceptions of them, and generate
further research questions. Possible explanations for this discrepancy are: voters’ lack of famili-
arity with actual election manifestos; selective emphasis by the media on only certain aspects of
the programmes thus skewing voters’ perceptions; and voters attributing different levels of sal-
ience to different aspects of party manifestos and their respective fulfilment. These questions
raised by the conclusions of this study remain to be explored in future research.

Notes
1. For further details on the methodology of the CMP data, see https://manifesto-project.wzb.eu/
2. The research design section and the appendix explain the coding of pledges and their fulfilment used

by this approach.
3. Roberts (2008), however, uses opinions of party experts to measure fulfilment, an approach that is

different from the one used in the pledge studies literature, which relies on fact checking through gov-
ernment and legislative documents. Thus, the comparison between Roberts’s (2008) results and those
generated by the rest of the pledge studies literature should be interpreted with caution.

4. Lipsmeyer (2009), another study applying the mandate framework to the post-communist countries,
does not account for government participation.

5. There are no other studies focused on the post-communist countries that measure and test pledge ful-
filment with respect to more general economic policies advocated by political parties.

6. Lipsmeyer (2009) uses CMP data for favourability to communism. However, during the time periods
analysed here, parties in Bulgaria did not mention the communist past very much (CMP data this vari-
able includes mostly zeros); using the same data is thus not possible in this analysis. Bulgarian parties
differed greatly on their positions with regards to favouring a planned (or a market) economy. To facili-
tate the interpretation of the regression coefficients later in the analysis, i.e. that pledges favouring gov-
ernment expansion are more likely to be fulfilled if the party has a higher favourability to planned
economy, I have selected to use the CMP Planeco variable. Replacing it with a variable to capture
support for market economy instead does not change the substantive conclusions of the analysis.

7. Nine of the 11 variables used in the analysis are dichotomous, taking on a value of either zero (0) or one
(1), thus not warranting a separate table for descriptive statistics. Their frequencies are as follows: Ful-
filled: 470; Govt: 273; Single: 60; Status quo: 23; Agree others: 276; Agree opposn: 86; Agree govt 113;
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Expand: 263; EU: 34. Only the variables reflecting the legislative strength of the party or its position on
support for planned economy are continuous, with the following descriptive statistics. Seat share has a
minimum value of five and a maximum of 57.08, with a mean of 25.52 and a standard deviation of
16.71. Planeco has a minimum value of 0.34 and a maximum of 9.45, with a mean of 4.45 and a stan-
dard deviation of 2.82.

8. For example, political parties in Spain in the period 1989–2000 devoted only 1.4% of their pledges to
status quo statements, while Ireland (in 2002) with 5% of such pledges is comparable to Bulgaria. Only
election manifestos in older democracies, such as the USA and the UK, are characterised by a relatively
large share of status quo promises, 19.5% and 11.8%, respectively. The percentages comparing Bul-
garia to other democracies are the author’s calculations from studies on Western democracies cited
through the text and listed in the bibliography section. Roberts (2008) includes status quo pledges
made by Czech parties in the statistical analysis but does not provide descriptive statistics.

9. Figure 2, which is discussed below, highlights the impact of party ideology through the programmatic
emphasis on planned economy on pledge fulfilment.

10. In other words, the predicted probabilities graphed in the first two columns of Figure 1 reflect a situ-
ation when the dichotomous variables are held at zero, and the continuous ones – at their means. Due
to space limitations, the narrative of the analysis cannot provide examples of all possible combinations
of the explanatory variables. Figure 1 thus highlights differences in likelihood of pledge fulfilment
when Seat share is varied, while at the same time changing the values of one other dichotomous expla-
natory variable. Showing differences in likelihood of pledge fulfilment when Seat share is varied
between the two extremes (the smallest and the largest party in the sample) highlights the greatest
change in the impact of the Seat share variable. The likelihood of the Seat share variable for
parties whose legislative strength falls between these two extremes would fall between the estimated
predicted probabilities.

11. As with the previous variables, the discussion and interpretation of results focus on the full model spe-
cification, utilising the Seat share measure, and are presented in Model 8.
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Appendix. Description of variables and sources

A.1 Dependent variable

Fulfilled equals one and zero otherwise. All platforms of the parties that gained seats in the 1997 and 2001
legislatures are available in their original and were coded by a native speaker. Both soft (“we should”, “we
support”) and hard (“we will”, “we must”) types of statements are considered as pledges, and both action
(e.g. “we will support the introduction of currency board” by the ODS in 1997) and outcome (e.g. “our
goal is an economic growth of 5–7%” by the BSP in 2001) statements are included in the analysis. A critical
feature of this definition is that the testability is determined by criteria included in the pledge statement, i.e.
parties are judged precisely for what they explicitly said that they would do, and using the criteria that they
provided for judgement. By this definition of testability, a statement that the government aims to “provide
additional sources of income for those working in the agriculture sector” is too vague to merit an objective
evaluation whether it is fulfilled or not. On the other hand, a promise to “allocate one-third of agricultural
subsidies to the mountainous regions” indicates the exact criteria to test fulfilment. Inter-coder reliability
tests with three other native speakers were performed on 30% of the pledges, which exceeds recommen-
dations in the content analysis literature (Lacy and Riffe 1996). The agreement between the author and
each coder was between 83% and 86%, which is comparable to Royed (1996) and Thomson (2001) and con-
sistent with Krippendorff (1980) and Riffe, Lacy, and Fico (2005).

Pledges made during the 1997 election campaign are coded as fulfilled if by June 2001 action was taken
towards accomplishing the goal stated in each pledge; for pledges made during the 2001 elections, fulfilment
was expected by June 2005. The default source of information to determine if a pledge was fulfilled or not
was the online information system of the Bulgarian government’s website which contains a searchable data-
base of all government decisions and communication since 1990. For pledges concerning economic out-
comes such as inflation and unemployment rates, data from the EU agency Eurostat were used to verify
fulfilment. Examples of coding for fulfilment include the following. In 2001, NDSV made a pledge to estab-
lish an agency regulating the financial sector. The Commission for Financial Regulations was created in 2003
and its functions focus on supervision of the financial institutions. Therefore, this pledge was coded as ful-
filled. In 1997, ODS promised to provide tax deduction to state parks. After consulting the annual central
government budgets and the legislative acts for the 1997–2001 period, no evidence of tax breaks for
state parks was found and this pledge was coded as not fulfilled. To verify fulfilment coding, 20% of the
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pledges were given to two native speakers to test for reliability of the fulfilment measure. Coders were pro-
vided with the pledges and with the corresponding information, i.e. law, government decision, budget, or
statistical data. The coding decisions of both coders were unanimous with those of the author.

A.2 Govt

This equals one (1) if the pledge was made by a party that subsequently entered government and zero (0)
otherwise. Only those parties that either formed a single party government (ODS 1997–2001) or entered
a formal coalition agreement (NDSV–DPS 2001–2005) are counted as government parties. A change in
government is defined as a change in the parties that participated in it. In the time periods covered here,
both governments lasted a full four-year term and there were no changes in government composition.

A.3 Seat share

For each party, variable reflects the share of seats it had in the respective legislature. Sources: http://www2.
essex.ac.uk/elect/electer/bg_er_nl.htm and http://www.ipu.org/parline-e/reports/arc/2045_01.htm.

A.4 Status quo

This equals one (1) if a pledge called for keeping the status quo and zero (0) otherwise. Example: “We will
keep prescription medications free” (BSP 1997).

For all variables capturing relations among pledges, each pledge was compared to pledges made by parties
competing in the same elections, e.g. ODS 2001 pledges were compared with those made by BSP, NDSV,
and DPS during the 2001 election campaign. Such coding is consistent with other pledge studies work.

A.5 Agree others

This equals one (1) when a pledge made by any party agreed with statements made by at least one other party
and zero (0) otherwise. Example: “We support new financing agreements with international organizations”
(BBB 1997, in agreement with pledges by BSP, EL, and ODS in the same election year).

A.6 Agree govt

This equals one (1) when a pledge made by a party that ended up as opposition was in agreement with a
statement made by at least one of the parties that entered government and zero (0) otherwise. Example:
“We support the introduction of the new quality control systems ISO 9000 and ISO 14000” (ODS 2001
in agreement with DPS 2001).

A.7 Agree opposn

This equals one (1) when a pledge made by a party that entered government was in agreement with a state-
ment made by at least one party that ended up in opposition and zero (0) otherwise. Example: “We support
abolishing the capital income tax” (NDSV 2001, in agreement with ODS 2001).

A.8 Expand

This equals one (1) when a pledge called for expansion of government spending or increasing taxes and zero
(0) otherwise. Example: “We support an increase in the child support benefits to equal four times the
minimum wage” (BBB 1997).
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http://www.ipu.org/parline-e/reports/arc/2045_01.htm.


A.9 Planeco

CMP rile measure, reflecting the position of each party regarding its support for planned economy. Source:
Volkens et al. (2011).

A.10 EU

This equals one (1) if a pledge specifically mentions EU membership or requirements for such and zero (0)
otherwise. Example: “Our priority is the transposition of the EU acquis related to insurance legislation”.

East European Politics 207

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

T
he

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
B

ri
tis

h 
C

ol
um

bi
a]

 a
t 1

9:
03

 2
9 

O
ct

ob
er

 2
01

4 


