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Preface 
Political parties form a cornerstone of democratic society.  They aggregate the interests of the public, 
articulate them in the form of policy options and provide structures for political participation. In addi-
tion, they train political leaders and contest elections to seek a measure of control over government in-
stitutions. 
 
For over 25 years, the National Democratic Institute (NDI) has worked with political parties from 
across the political spectrum in more than 60 countries around the world.  The Institute’s programs aim 
to deepen and expand democratic values and practices by enhancing political parties’ capacity to oper-
ate in a professional, transparent and peaceful manner.  The Institute provides information and techni-
cal assistance in the following principal areas on an inclusive and multipartisan basis: 

 
• Election preparation and accountability; 
• Internal operational and structural development; 
• Political parties in parliament; and 
• Legal frameworks for party and electoral operations. 
 
As a party institute, NDI approaches its party strengthening from a practical perspective that recognizes 
and builds upon incentives for reforms that promote parties’ long-term organizational development, 
enhance their competitiveness in local and national elections, and help them participate constructively 
in government.  This programming lies at the heart of the Institute’s mission and goals. 
 
This guide is intended to provide practical insight into political party development programming.  Like 
earlier editions, it attempts to address why political party development is important, how party pro-
grams can be conducted and how to tailor projects to specific political environments.*  In addition, this 
third edition reflects some of the more recent trends in the Institute’s political party development work.  
These include an increased emphasis on tailoring assistance to the individual needs of political parties 
operating within the same political context as well as greater use of guided practice to achieve more sus-
tainable results and impact.  Incorporating public opinion research and information communication 
technology have also become stronger foci in programs, as have policy development, caucus-
strengthening. 
 
As more organizations become involved in party development, programs continue to evolve, and fur-
ther lessons are learned, future editions may be necessary. As such, this handbook is not intended to be 
the last or the exhaustive word on this important aspect of expanding democracy.  NDI would like to 
thank all who assisted in the development of this guide and welcomes any feedback. 

* In 2001, NDI held a conference of party experts and experienced staff in Vienna, Austria to collect and examine best practices in party programs. 
Based on the discussion and analysis, the Parties team developed the first edition of this handbook.  It was updated in a second edition in 2003. 



~ 2 ~ 

Political parties are a central feature of any 
modern democracy.  They are the vehicles by 
which citizens come together freely to cam-
paign for public office and win seats in a legis-
lative body, to express their interests and needs, 
and define their aspirations for their society.  
Democracy can only exist and thrive where 
parties play their critical – even unique – roles 
in politics. 
 
NDI partners with democratic, nonviolent, and 
viable political parties to enhance their ability to 
play these roles.  The Institute’s programs sup-
port efforts to improve internal operations and 
procedures; campaign strategies, messages, and 
platforms; and parties’ work in the legislature.  
The overall goal is to foster a vibrant, multi-
party system, with parties that are: 
 
• Representative – Parties aggregate and clarify 

the public interest, defining and developing 
common ideas about a country’s future that 
can be enacted through the legislature. 

• Transparent – They provide opportunities 
for the public to learn about their political 
system, participate in politics, and monitor 
the government. 

• Foster Accountability – They present mean-
ingful political choices to the public, allow-
ing them to choose between different gov-
ernments, policies, and leaders in elections. 

• Effective – They are able to better compete 
for elected office by reaching out to the 
public and advocating for policies to im-
prove their society. 

 
While in the 1980s and 1990s many organiza-
tions and funders focused on fostering civil 
society, increasingly these groups have come to 

NDI’s Approach to Working 
with Political Parties 

Chapter One 

“[Democracy requires an] institution that will 
sort out, weigh, and, to the extent possible, rec-
oncile the myriad of  conflicting demands of  
individuals, groups, interests, communities and 
regions…; organize them for the contest of  
public office; and then serve as a link between 
the constituencies and the [people] chosen to 
govern.  When the parties fill their mission 
well, they tend to serve both a unifying and a 
clarifying function for the country.” 
 
~ David Broder 
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recognize that domestic NGOs do not and cannot 
perform the functions that parties do.  As political 
organizations, with access to the national and local 
legislatures and budgets, parties have a unique role 
in aggregating a broad range of public priorities 
and balancing competing interests.  Even organi-
zations which focus on public works, health, and 
infrastructure have begun to see parties as invalu-
able in overseeing the government, checking cor-
ruption, and ensuring that their assistance is dis-
tributed in an equitable manner. 
 
Individually, parties are the main avenues for pub-
lic political participation, and they also provide 
channels for citizens to influence their govern-
ment.  In a healthy, competitive multiparty system, 
each party must constantly reach out to the public 
to remain relevant and continually improve its op-
erations and practices. The presentation of and 
debate over different policy proposals also forces 
each party to refine its own ideas and seek com-
mon ground with others, resulting in better out-
comes for the public.  Parties’ success in conduct-
ing these tasks is measured in several ways, most 
critically in an election. 

 
As such, a key distinction between parties and 
NGOs is that the former are driven by the desire 
to seek and hold public office.  In competing for 
these positions, parties have important incentives 
to perform a variety of political functions and to 
do them well, like nominating popular candidates, 
organizing political competition, unifying portions 
of the electorate, and translating policy prefer-
ences into public policies.  They actively search for 
better practices that will allow them to capture 
more votes, and are naturally concerned with 
keeping certain information – like campaign 
strategies – away from their competitors. 
 
NDI’S APPROACH TO PARTY  
PROGRAMMING 
 

In many of the countries where the Institute 
works, parties are confronting a transition from 
authoritarian to democratic government.  In other 
countries, well-established electoral and party sys-
tems are undergoing substantial changes, and par-
ties are being challenged by new political actors. 
 

 

PRINCIPLES OF NDI PARTY PROGRAMS 
 
The Multipartisan Approach 
NDI typically works with a range of viable, nonviolent, and democratically-oriented parties in a country, regardless of 
ideology.  The Institute’s goal is to create a vibrant and sustainable party system by enhancing each individual party’s 
capacity to compete and represent the public. 
 
Understanding Party Interests 
As competitive organizations, parties have a fundamental interest in winning or maintaining political power.  NDI 
builds the incentives for internal reform by shaping its programs around these interests.  In addition, the Institute 
keeps its partners’ sensitive procedures, strategies, and challenges confidential. 
 
Building Partnerships Based on Trust 
The Institute seeks to foster a genuine partnership with the parties it works with, especially by communicating and 
collaborating with party leaders about program activities and strategy. 
 

Comparative Perspectives 
NDI can draw upon its years of global political party experience to provide partners with examples of party reform 
from similar political and electoral systems. 
 
Tailored Packages of Assistance 
NDI assistance on improving party operations and procedures is most effective and will generate the most support 
when it is tailored to the specific needs of our partners. 
 
Guided Practice and Follow-On Assistance 
In order to foster sustainable practices, NDI provides partners with opportunities to apply skills, receive feedback, 
and become more confident in implementing change. 
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Parties often find themselves ill-equipped to un-
derstand and adjust to these political changes.  
Some may find themselves in opposition after 
years of unchallenged government, operating in a 
political environment where their history is itself a 
liability.  Others may concentrate so much on the 
new electoral system that they ignore the internal 
capacity building needed for their party to develop 
over the longer term.  Such changes to the status 
quo throw up new challenges for all parties in-
volved. 
 
These challenges also present important opportu-
nities and “points of entry” for NDI to engage 
with parties.  Drawing upon over 20 years of ex-
perience in diverse political environments, the In-
stitute can provide critical insight into more effec-
tive and democratic party operations and prac-
tices.  To do this, NDI has developed a compre-
hensive approach to working with parties, based 
on the following general principles: 
 

• Multipartisan Programs 
• Understanding Party Interests 
• Building Partnerships Based on Trust 
• Comparative Perspectives 
• Tailored Assistance 
• Guided Practice 

 
Multipartisan Programs 
NDI works with the non-violent, democratic, and 
viable parties in a country to enhance their individ-
ual operations and ability to compete in elections.  
Its approach is multipartisan:  seeking to foster a 
variety of political ideologies and parties capable 
of advocating effectively for their positions. 

 
Also, unlike the German party foundations – 
which only work with the parties that match their 
ideology – NDI does not advise parties on specific 
policies.  Rather, it works on the “nuts and bolts” 
of party practices:  establishing the internal mecha-
nisms to reach out to the voters, incorporating 
public opinion into their policies, and representing 
constituents in the legislature.  The long-term goal 
of the Institute’s work is to foster a competitive 
multiparty system, rather than advance a particular 
ideological position. 
 
Understanding Party Interests 

As competitive organizations, parties share a fun-
damental concern for winning or maintaining po-
litical power.  Their operations—and any changes 
or reforms they consider adopting—are evaluated 
based on whether it helps them meet this goal. 
NDI designs its programs to account for these 
interests.  Activities create incentives for internal 
reform by demonstrating how new practices can 
help them win over a greater share of the elector-
ate, pass legislation, or meet other objectives. 
 
NDI’s work is often a matter of balancing inter-
ests:  managing a party’s desire to become more 
operationally effective alongside the Institute ob-
jectives in promoting democratic values.  The 
overall goal is to demonstrate that grassroots out-
reach, open accountability, and greater representa-
tion of the public – in short, democratic practice – 
have themselves given parties a competitive edge 
in countries around the world. 
 
In addition, while parties perform many unique 
and vital functions for democratic governance, 
they have strong interests in keeping certain infor-
mation confidential.  In some cases, this impulse is 
reasonable and necessary.  For example, revealing 

The long-term goal of  NDI’s work is to foster 
a competitive multiparty system by building a 
range of  parties’ abilities to effectively cam-
paign, represent the public, and develop and 

implement effective policies. 

 

THE PARTY INTERNATIONALS 
 
NDI has buttressed its multipartisan approach through 
its relationship with the three largest party internationals.  
These organizations – Centrist Democrat International, 
Liberal International, and Socialist International – are 
large groupings of like-minded parties. 
 
The Institute is the only organization to have official 
standing in all three bodies.  Together they represent 
more over 325 parties from 150 countries from across 
the ideological spectrum. 

https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/what_we_do/promote_pp_develop_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/what_we_do/manage_ndi_relation_index.asp�
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fundamentally harm the party’s ability to operate 
effectively. 
 
The Institute accounts for these interests by tailor-
ing its strategies to the parties’ individual circum-
stances.  For example, many programs begin by 
working with groups or organs within the party to 
generate momentum for adopting new practices.  
Or, while the Institute often uses multiparty meet-
ings to build confidence among partners and fos-
ter discussion on common issues, it switches to 
single party consultations in order to discuss sensi-
tive subjects like electoral strategies.  Knowing 
when to make this move to tailored, bilateral assis-
tance with individual parties is a key element in 
demonstrating the Institute’s regard for the par-
ties’ interests. 
 
Building Partnership Based on Trust 
For the Institute’s programming to be effective, 
parties must see NDI as a competent and trusted 
source of information and assistance.  The multi-
partisan approach allows NDI to act as a neutral 
broker and partner, while our understanding of 
partner interests allows us to more effectively align 
our goals with parties’ needs. 
 
Leadership Buy-In 
The Institute also stresses the importance of party 
leadership support for its programs, even when 
not working with the party headquarters or na-
tional officials.  Staff should discuss program de-
tails with party leaders – particularly during the 
initial stages of a project.  These can include:  
 

1. Program goals and the benefits they can ex-
pect to see; 

2. The limits to NDI’s assistance and partner-
ship; 

3. Their party’s responsibilities; 
4. How success will be measured. 

 
Many programs have also established formal chan-

nels or periodic meetings where party leaders can 
provide input on program direction and content.  
In addition, strong buy-in can be an excellent asset 
to draw upon while conducting activities.  Party 
leaders are often instrumental in clearing bureau-
cratic hurdles and generating internal support for 
NDI’s projects. 
 
Confidentiality 
In addition, because NDI works with parties that 
compete against each other, staff should assure 
our partners that their conversations and any strat-
egy documents they share will not be passed to 

other parties or organizations.  Keeping their con-
fidence is often a prerequisite for working with 
partners on more sensitive issues of strategy.  Fur-
thermore, NDI’s work is most effective when 
partners trust the Institute enough to openly share 
their concerns and operational challenges. 
 
Party Ownership 
NDI plays, at most, a facilitative role for parties.  
Their support for Institute activities – and their 
belief that these practices will help their party – 
drives the success of programs.  Ideally, party ac-
tivists and leaders will take ownership of the initia-
tives and results of reform, developing a genuine 
commitment to reevaluate their existing opera-
tions and apply new practices. 
 
Comparative Perspectives 
NDI relies upon its global experience to provide 
comparative examples of party development and 
reform—particularly between countries with simi-
lar electoral structures or parties that faced compa-
rable challenges.  The Institute’s network of party 
trainers and practitioners can also present a di-
verse range of party experiences.  Providing part-

Strong leadership buy-in is an excellent asset to 
draw upon while conducting activities. 

Having a core group advocating for NDI’s assistance to address critical party needs can be an excellent way to gain 
greater support for activities.  While the leadership is important, staff should also build relationships with activists on 
different party levels (local, provincial, etc.) or within specific organs like the research departments and training cen-
ters.  They often have a more detailed understanding of how assistance will improve operations and can be more ef-
fective in appealing to party leaders. 
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A useful tool to build on NDI’s trust with partners is the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU).  Once 
program strategy and activities have been determined, NDI often negotiates an MOU with each party.  This 
document outlines the nature of the Institute’s partnership with the parties, respective areas of responsibili-
ties, and expected outcomes.  A sensitively-drafted and properly-used MOU is an exceptionally useful tool for 
building and maintaining relationships with political parties. 
 
An MOU lays out the agreements and obligations made between the parties and NDI.  Its value is in clarify-
ing this shared understanding and commitment to the program activities.  The piece should be viewed by 
each partner as a goodwill gesture, not as a legally enforceable document that will expose the party to sanc-
tions.  Instead, it presents an opportunity for partner parties and 
NDI to pursue deeper interactions and more strategic relation-
ships. 
 
As such, it is important to consider at what point an MOU 
should be entered into.  Since these documents are predicated 
on NDI having an established credibility and the parties’ confi-
dence, they should not be negotiated at the very start of our relationship with partners. 
 
Also, the MOU should never be presented as a “formality” or “technical requirement.”  It is an opportunity 
to cement and then develop an already-established relationship.  The idea should be introduced verbally and 
discussed before a draft document is produced. 
 
While the document should be as explicit as reasonable, it should not be legalistic.  The language should be 
informal but very clear, and should allow for flexibility and changes in the ongoing relationship.  Ideally, it will 
be entered into at a stage where a significant number of party leaders and activists know NDI well and can act 
as contact persons or liaisons. 
 
NDI can take the initiative by providing a sample first 
draft of an MOU, but it is important that the party has 
a role in shaping the final document.  A significant 
amount of time should be invested in the negotiation 
of the final version.  In addition, publicizing the sign-
ing of an MOU must be entirely at the discretion of 
the party concerned.  Moreover, MOUs should be 
written documents and not oral agreements.  They are 
needed as a written record that one side can use to 
gently prod the other. 
 
There is no reason why an MOU should not be en-
tered into with a regional or local division of a party.  
However steps should be taken to avoid any potential 
conflicts with the national HQ.  Indeed, MOUs at this 
level are probably highly desirable, and even necessary 
in the case of a decentralized party organisation. 

CASE STUDY:  COLOMBIA AND MEMORANDUMS OF 
UNDERSTANDING 

NDI signed MOUs with six Colombian political parties 
in September 2005.  Like most MOUs, it outlined the 
program’s objectives, areas where the Institute would 
provide support, and the parties’ responsibilities in im-
plementing the workplan. 

However, through the negotiations with NDI, the party 
presidents organically decided to compose a public dec-
laration, committing their parties to democratic political 
reform, and various parties referenced the event on 
their websites and party bulletins. 

In addition, the declaration informed the public of 
NDI’s assistance.  By establishing community awareness 
about the MOU as a key part of the agreement, the par-
ties and NDI created a public enforcement mechanism 
to keep all participants accountable.  

It is vitally important that the document 
does not become a negative or constricting 

instrument with legalistic undertones. 

THE MEMORANDUM OF UNDERSTANDING 

https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/mous/mous_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/mous/colombia_private_mou.doc�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/mous/colombia_public_mou.doc�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/mous/colombia_public_mou.doc�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/mous/colombia_public_mou.doc�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/mous/colombia_public_mou.doc�
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ners with these views can help them think through 
the benefits and disadvantages of a particular 
course of action and allow them to more carefully 
tailor operational changes to their specific needs. 
 
Tailoring Assistance to Partner Needs 
It is almost universally accepted that there is no 
single, definitive “right” way to organize a political 
party.  Consequently, NDI tailors its assistance to 
each partner’s individual needs, as well as to a 
country’s overall political circumstances.  Pro-
grams typically start by conducting a baseline as-
sessment (covered on page 21) to discuss the par-
ties’ particular challenges and issues.  Activities are 
also evaluated periodically to ensure that NDI is 
providing the most appropriate assistance for the 
partner’s circumstances. 
 
Guided Practice and Follow-On Assistance 
Thomas Carothers has criticized democracy assis-
tance providers for “workshop fatigue” among 
party partners:  offering one-shot trainings without 
the sustained support necessary for a genuine part-
nership.  NDI has found that assistance is more 
likely to bring about change if party members sub-
sequently put the ideas and concepts into practice 
through specific projects designed to encourage 
reforms. 
 
To facilitate these behavioral and organizational 
changes, NDI uses the concept of “guided prac-
tice,” a learning-by-doing process whereby the 
Institute offers guidance to parties as they develop 
and put newly acquired ideas and techniques to 
use.  NDI facilitates this process by providing in-
formation and ideas, coaching, structured feed-
back, and hands-on assistance.  The Institute has 
also found that having in-country experts is an 
excellent asset to draw upon in guiding discussions 
about party reforms and operational changes.  
 
Guided practice is built on the understanding that 
active participation and experiential learning are 
powerful ways to teach new skills and influence 
behaviors.  As NDI supports the parties as they 
begin to take action, they are generally more confi-
dent and are less risk averse in considering reform. 
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NDI has used its approach to focus on four 
areas of political party development: 
 
• Internal Operational and Structural Devel-

opment 
• Election Preparation and Accountability 
• Political Parties in Parliament 
• Legal Frameworks for Party and Electoral 

Operations 
 
Each of these contributes to effective parties in 
unique and complementary ways.  While fun-
ders and the parties themselves often focus on 

election-related activities, it is important to em-
bed these programs within a larger strategy of 
long-term, sustainable party development. 
 
This strategy will also be affected by the politi-
cal timeline/cycle in a country.  Knowing when 
to switch from internal reforms to campaign 
activities to advice on legislative action is criti-
cal to fostering trust and tailoring assistance to 
partner needs. 
 
OPERATIONAL AND STRUCTURAL  
DEVELOPMENT 
 

Under ideal circumstances, NDI would begin 
its party partnerships by working on basic 
structural development issues.  While parties 
(and funders) typically focus on election prepa-
ration, effective party operations are the key to 
creating sustainable practices and a healthy 
party system. 
 
This area of development encompasses the 
practices needed to have the party grow as an 
organization, such as establishing branches, 
policy making procedures, and membership 
management structures.  NDI also helps parties 
develop channels of communication between 

Program Areas for Political 
Party Development 

Chapter Two 

ACTIVITY AREAS IN OPERATIONAL AND 
STRUCTURAL DEVELOPMENT 

 

• Membership development and management – 
recruitment strategies, information management, 
database development 

• Improving lines of communication and coordina-
tion between local, regional, and national party 
offices  

• Outreach to the public and building relationships 
with civil society 

• Policy making – Establishing procedures, gather-
ing input from the public 

• Party finance regulations and procedures 

https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/membership_volunteers/membership_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/branch_rel/branch_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/branch_rel/branch_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/branch_rel/branch_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/branch_rel/branch_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/outreach/outreach_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/civil_society_rels/civil-society_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/civil_society_rels/civil-society_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/civil_society_rels/civil-society_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/civil_society_rels/civil-society_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/policy_platform_dev/policy_platform_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/party_finance/party_finance_index.asp�
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internal party organs (like in financial and branch-
headquarters reporting), as well as between the 
party and the public.  These “nuts and bolts” op-
erations enable leaders and activists to continually 
reevaluate their operations, seek out input from 
the public, and develop more effective ways to 
respond to citizen demands. 
 
NDI frequently works on structural development 
at multiple levels within the party.  For example, 
the Institute can work with local activists on mem-
bership recruitment, while helping national leaders 
establish the systems to track member informa-
tion.  Effective communication and coordination 
between these different efforts are especially im-
portant to developing effective and sustainable 
practices. 
 

Operational and structural development programs 
can also lay the foundation for election and legisla-
tive work.  For example, membership and volun-
teer management is essential to mobilizing man-
power during a campaign.  Similarly, advancing 
legislative priorities and building the party’s profile 
outside of an election help differentiate a party 
from its competitors. 

 

ACTIVITY AREAS TO IMPROVE CAMPAIGNS 
 

• Campaign planning and strategies 
• Developing messages and platforms 
• Media relations 
• Public speaking, speechwriting, and debating 
• Fundraising 
• Establishing more effective candidate selection pro-

cedures 

CASE STUDY:  AZERBAIJAN POLICY WORKING GROUPS 
 

Azerbaijan’s democratic opposition parties have had difficulty in formulating coherent policies, shifting from person-
ality-based to platform-based campaign operations, and collaborating with each other on legislative issues.  To address 
this, NDI designed a program to assist the opposition parties in formulating joint policy plans during the lead-up to 
the 2003 presidential election.  The program’s objectives were to provide mid-level party activists with communication 
skills to enable effective coalition-building and to provide parties with tools to develop policy and strengthen internal 
party structures through the increased involvement of mid-level activists in developing policy agendas.  To reach these 
goals, NDI brought together representatives from four opposition parties to form ten multiparty Policy Working 
Groups (PWGs). 
 
Each PWG was composed of three activists from each party and was charged with developing positions on a particu-
lar policy area.  These included economic reform, foreign relations, education, and social and healthcare issues.  NDI 
held two-day training sessions with each group on drafting policies and platforms and on effective communica-
tion.  Each team of three party representatives then worked out policy positions for their individual party.  NDI facili-
tated bi-weekly meetings for each PWG, where the party teams would outline their recommendations to address these 
issues to each other and identify joint recommendations. 
 
During the training sessions, many team members laid foundations for further collaboration with activists from other 
parties.  For example, one PWG organized meetings with their leaders and began to create messages on the joint work 
of the four parties.  They conducted their own survey within the four parties and helped to improve communication 
among the parties’ leaders.  Another group hosted a debate on a local television station with members from the gov-
ernment on economic development issues, a first of its kind in Azerbaijan.  The Institute also hosted meetings be-
tween the heads of each PWG to allow for better comparison of work.   
 
As a result of the program, participants enhanced their communication skills and also grew more willing to build coa-
litions.  Working relationships between the parties improved dramatically, as did collaboration on common policy 
objectives.  Mid-level activists became more involved in shaping party policy— some even took prominent roles in 
the election campaign based on the expertise they developed through the program.  In addition, trainees also im-
proved their policy development skills.  Several began leading research projects and initiating legislative action on their 
issue areas.   In addition, participants also requested that NDI conduct a follow-up program to include government 
representatives and local and international experts in issue-oriented policy discussions. 

https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/campaign_planning_strategy/campaign_planning_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/message/message_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/media/media_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/prof_dev/prof_dev_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/fundraising/fundraising_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/candidate_select/candidate_selection_index.asp�
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ELECTION PREPARATION AND  
ACCOUNTABILITY 
 

As elections approach, NDI shifts gears to pro-
vide campaign-related assistance.  Parties the 
world over are galvanized into action by an elec-
tion – it inevitably consumes the energies of the 
leadership and membership alike.  It is the time 
when members are most energized, when they are 
open to assistance, and, importantly, most defen-
sive about their behavior. 
 
Parties are usually eager to take advantage of the 

Institute’s comparative perspective on effective 
campaign techniques in the run-up to Election 
Day.  NDI can use these opportunities to help a 
party become more representative of public opin-
ion and offer more meaningful political choices.  
This can include, for example, incorporating pub-
lic opinion to form messages, as well as clearly 

defining party platforms and election promises. 
 
NDI’s election-related party programming falls 
into two types of work.  First, the Institute assists 
parties to establish the institutions and foster the 
practices to conduct effective election cam-
paigns—supporting the capacity of each individual 
party to compete against the others.  Activities can 
include training on fundraising, campaign strategy, 
and message development.  Oftentimes, activities 
on these topics benefit from a single party training 
format, where leaders and activists can feel more 
comfortable discussing sensitive strategy and plan-
ning issues. 
 
Second, NDI works to enhance and safeguard the 
transparency and accountability of the electoral 
process as a whole.  Through party pollwatching 
programs, for example, the Institute helps parties 
train and strategic deploy pollwatching agents to 
ensure that their supporters can freely vote and 
the final results are accurate.  In contrast to poll-
watching conducted by NGOs or international 
observers, parties often have greater access to 
polling stations and the counting process.  These 
activities can also encourage greater cooperation 
between parties. 
 
Similarly, the Institute also facilitates the develop-
ment of “Codes of Conduct” among political par-

 

ACTIVITY AREAS TO SAFEGUARD ELECTIONS 
 

• Pollwatching 
• Hosting debates and public fora 
• Facilitating a Code of Conduct 

THE 30-DAY RULE 
 

In the run-up to an election, parties are understandably focused on gaining an advantage over their opponents, and 
there is sometimes a danger that NDI will be pulled into intra- or inter-party wrangling.  In response, the Institute has 
adopted a “30-Day Rule” to avoid the “cut and thrust” of election dynamics.  This rule also helps NDI maintain its 
political neutrality and protects staff from charges of favoritism.  The NED and USAID have also adopted similar 
guidelines. 
 
The rule suspends any NDI party strengthening or campaign-related programming with political parties at least 30 
days prior to an election.  These activities include workshops, training seminars, and other activities that could be per-
ceived as helping to enhance party competitiveness in the elections.  Conducting campaign trainings, for example, may 
be perceived as NDI throwing its support behind one party immediately before polling day. 
 
However, the rule does not apply to activities which foster constructive dialogue among parties and safeguard the 
legitimacy of an election.  Pollwatcher trainings and Code of Conduct meetings, for example, facilitate the necessary 
conditions for free and fair elections and are not barred by the rule.  NDI has also hosted multi-party debates, provid-
ing the public with more opportunities to gain insight on the candidates and the key electoral issues. 
 
For additional information, please see the Parties team’s 30-Day Rule Overview. 

https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/party_pollwatching/party_pollwatch_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/codes_of_conduct/codes_conduct_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/funder_policy/30_day_rule.doc�
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In the run-up to the 2006 Macedonia parliamentary 
elections, there was increasing concern about the 
possibility of violence, voter intimidation, and fraud 
carried out by political parties and individuals act-
ing on their behalf. 
 
In response, NDI launched a Code of Conduct 
initiative to establish common rules for campaign 
behavior.  The Institute held initial meetings with 
the four major parties to explain the concept and 
gauge their interest in the project. 
 
NDI then organized a series of meetings to work 
out the content and language of the Code among 
the parties.  Former Assistant Secretary General of 
the United Nations Cedric Thornberry traveled to 
Skopje to assist with this process and build party 
support. 
 

After securing each parties’ agreement, NDI hosted 
a public signing ceremony for the Code.  Notably, 
the leaders of the two main parties, who had previ-
ously never been in the same room together, both 
appeared for the signing.  In all, 36 parties signed 
NDI’s Code of Conduct for Free and Fair Elections on 
June 13 in a widely televised signing ceremony held at 
the Parliamentarians’ Club in Skopje. 
 
Equally important, the signing raised public aware-
ness of the Code.  NDI, along with civic partner, 
Citizens Association MOST (MOST), launched a voter 
education campaign.  The campaign—and peoples’ 

knowledge of the Code—reinforced the parties’ 
commitment to uphold democratic values and 
practices during the campaign. 
 
NDI published 240,000 brochures on the Code in 
daily and weekly newspapers and gave copies to 
several parties to distribute among their members 
and the general public.  NDI also prepared a televi-
sion advertisement, and the media regularly refer-
enced the Code in its reports.  In all, it became part 
of the public discourse of the election campaign.   
 
For additional information on Codes of Conduct, 
please see this overview prepared by NDI’s West 
Bank/Gaza team.  Sample Codes can be found on 
our Intranet site.  

CASE STUDY:  MACEDONIA CODE OF CONDUCT  

 

ELEMENTS OF A CODE OF CONDUCT 
 

• Inter-party negotiations to define the Code, and 
voluntary acceptance of its provisions. 

• Public awareness of the Code. 
• Some means of enforcement, either through media 

using it as a reference in their reporting, impartial 
monitoring, or multiparty negotiations. 

The public signing ceremony, with NDI-Macedonia Director Chris 
Henshaw and political party leaders. 

A billboard advertisement commissioned by NDI to promote public 
awareness of the Code of Conduct. 

https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/codes_of_conduct/wbg_coc_english.doc�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/codes_of_conduct/codes_conduct_index.asp�
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ties.  These establish ground rules for party behav-
iour during an election, and help  mitigate electoral 
violence and promote public confidence in the 
credibility of the election itself. 
 
 
ASSISTING POLITICAL PARTIES IN  
PARLIAMENT 
 

In new and transitional democracies, parties often 
have little experience in organizing their parlia-
mentary activities.  They often lack services to 
train new MPs on their role in the legislature, es-
tablishing and managing a constituent office, and 
collaborating in a party caucus. 
 
In response, NDI works with MPs on organizing 
themselves to operate effectively as a group within 

the legislature.  By working with caucuses on or-
ganization and legislative strategy, for example, the 
Institute can help these groups more effectively 
represent their party’s interests and policies.  For 
example, NDI has trained MPs in Kenya on nego-
tiation skills, and worked with caucuses on strat-
egy, rules of procedure, and policy research in Mo-
rocco and much of Eastern Europe.  Other areas 
of work can include clarifying decision-making 
structures, improving discipline and group cohe-
sion, and strategizing on the distribution of legisla-
tive resources. 
 
The Institute also focuses on MP relations with 
several groups – constituents, the executive 
branch, party headquarters, and each other – 
which includes activities on coalition building, ex-
ecutive oversight, and conducting constituent out-
reach and services.  For example, over the course 
of many years, the Romania team has worked with 
MPs on developing constituent offices, drafting 
two manuals through the course of this project. 
 
In addition, many of NDI parties in parliament 
programs concentrate on “helping democracy de-
liver:” passing legislation and implementing poli-
cies that respond to the public’s needs and posi-
tively affect their lives.  Parties are in a solid posi-
tion to influence the disbursement of state funds 

 

ACTIVITY AREAS FOR PARTIES IN PARLIAMENT 
 

• Role, rights, and responsibilities of the parties in 
opposition and government 

• Party discipline and the role of the whip 
• Managing inter-party relations and coalition building 
• Party caucus decision-making and rules of procedure 
• Constituent relations 
• Communications between caucus members, party 

headquarters, and the public 

CASE STUDY: POLAND POST-ELECTION ASSESSMENT 
 

A series of “lessons learned” meetings with parties immediately after an election is an extremely valuable 
program tool.  For both winners and losers, a post-election meeting can help them analyze the new political 
environment and consider the ways, if any, that partnership with NDI can be continued. 
 
For example, prior to the 1998 Polish election, the Institute conducted campaign trainings in six of the 
country’s 16 regions.  During post-election assessment meetings with the parties, activists in the targeted 
regions used literature and election results data to show that the training improved their campaigns and al-
lowed them to attain better results relative to other regions.  This “show and tell” helped convince other 
branches to adopt the techniques. 
 
It is important to react quickly as the new status quo can become entrenched quite rapidly following the 
announcement of election results.  There is a short window of opportunity to become involved in support-
ing parties’ reactions and plans.  Obviously, the mood and agenda of each meeting will greatly depend upon 
whether the outcome for the party was successful or unsuccessful.  The worst scenario is a party that has or 
is about to lose its leadership position and a substantial part of its electoral base, and which may therefore 
be facing the prospect of extinction.  Learning to live with a bad election result, accept the consequences, 
and begin the process of rebuilding is an important maturing experience for any political party. 

http://www.accessdemocracy.org/library/380_ro_conrelparl.pdf�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/parties_in_parlia/romania_constituency_manual_2006.pdf�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/coalition_building/coalition_buidling_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/party_caucuses/party_caucuses_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/parties_in_parlia/parties_parliament_index.asp�
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while in the legislature, and can have a greater im-
pact on the electorate.  In addition, a party’s ability 
to develop a credible record of consistent, effec-
tively implemented policy initiatives can be a 
strong selling point during a campaign and greatly 
influences public perception of the party.  
COMPARATIVE APPROACHES TO THE 
PARTY SYSTEM 
 

Leaders in post-authoritarian political environ-
ments often seek to reform the system of electoral 
and political party laws.  These rules have an inte-
gral effect on the structure and framework for po-
litical participation.  Where appropriate, NDI can 
assist these efforts by providing comparative ex-
amples of legal regulations that encourage more 
open political participation or clearer channels of 
party responsibility and accountability to the pub-
lic. 
 
This can include examples of: 
 
• Electoral Laws – This can include issues like 

legislative thresholds (the percentage of the 
vote that a party needs in order to have seats 

in parliament), the advantages and disadvan-
tages of Proportional Representation versus 
First-Past-the-Post systems, and public fund-
ing. 

• Party Registration Regulations – Some political 
systems require parties to demonstrate that 
they have offices across the nation, a certain 
number of members, or guaranteed funds. 

• Quotas – Many political systems require parties 
to field a certain number of women or minor-
ity candidates.  These can also be great ways to 
enhance their participation in the political 
process. 

 
Changes to these rules are typically politically con-
tentious, and staff need to carefully evaluate 
whether the changes proposed by party leaders 
would help or hurt wider democratic political par-
ticipation.  The Institute can work with party part-
ners to clarify the policy options available and co-
ordinate their legislative and public advocacy ef-
forts. 
 
In addition, the Parties team collaborated with Dr. 

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER 
 
In an ideal setting, NDI’s efforts would be sequenced so that the Institute would first work with partners on creating 
effective party organs and communications channels.  Parties would draw upon these during their election campaign, 
where NDI would provide assistance on strategy and related activities.  Once elected, the Institute could shift to par-
liamentary support, helping parties to deliver on their campaign and policy promises.  Of course, this pathway is usu-
ally complicated by challenges within the political environment, funder requirements, NDI’s resource limitations, and 
the interests of the parties themselves, among many other factors. 
 
Despite these challenges, it is important to keep the longer term goals in 
mind.  Even short-term projects can be crafted with an eye towards fos-
tering sustainable practices or keeping the door open for potential follow-
on work if additional funding becomes available. 
 
For example, as mentioned, parties are often tightly focused on elections 
and campaigning, sometimes to the detriment of wider organization and 
capacity strengthening.  In these situations, NDI has emphasized how the 
general principles and techniques being worked on during an election can 
also help the party outside of an election.  When working on public canvassing and outreach, staff can stress the bene-
fits these activities – in increased knowledge about public concerns and greater connection to citizens – can have out-
side of the election cycle, for instance through better legislative strategy and policy making. 
 
In sum, keep in mind that activities which focus on one aspect of party development can be used to lay the strategic 
groundwork for additional areas of training. 

Even short-term projects can be 
crafted with an eye towards fostering 
sustainable practices or keeping the 
door open for potential follow-on 

work if  additional funding becomes 
available. 

https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/party_law/party_law_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/party_law/party_law_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/party_law/party_law_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/party_law/party_law_index.asp�
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Ken Janda to produce a research paper on differ-
ent kinds of party law.  Through the course of the 
project, Dr. Janda also developed a database of 
party laws from around the world. 
 
CROSS-CUTTING AREAS OF ASSISTANCE 
 

Many NDI activities focus specifically on the con-
tributions that women and youth wings can make 
to their parties.  This approach can cut across ac-
tivities with parties on election strategy, in the leg-
islature, or on their internal operations, and staff 
have constructed entire programs around increas-
ing the participation of these groups within par-
ties. 
 
Women and youth often face special challenges to 
working and advancing within their parties, like 
perceptions of inexperience or a prevailing attitude 
that associates political leadership with older men. 
Buy-in by party officials is particularly important 
to overcoming these obstacles. 
 
In addition, women and youth typically face very 
different problems within the party.  For example, 
working to overcome perceptions of youth activ-
ists’ inexperience will not help older women activ-
ists looking to advance within the party leadership.  
Activities therefore need to be tailored to the spe-
cific (and sometimes divergent) interests and 
needs that women and youth have. 
 
Women’s Participation 
Women often face unique barriers to political par-
ticipation, and increasing and enhancing the op-
portunities for their participation in parties is a key 
avenue to promoting women’s role in politics 
more generally.  Increased women’s participation 
often has electoral benefits for the party as well, as 
they can be perceived as being more open and 
inclusive.  NDI can play a key role in helping par-
ties address internal barriers to women’s participa-
tion as activists, candidates, and party officials. 
 
While there are no hard rules about how to facili-
tate women’s participation in program activities, 
NDI has found several methods which may be 
helpful: 
 

1. Trainings should aim, where possible, to pro-
vide a setting for women activists to feel safe 
and comfortable about getting involved.  For 
example, specific times can be set apart for 
work with women. 

2. It is often helpful to get participants results-
oriented (e.g. focused on the benefits they can 
bring to their party), rather than dealing with 
ideological or systemic issues.  Focusing on 
practical targets will build critical skills and 
create the incentives for party leaders to sup-
port greater women’s participation. 

3. Seminar participants can be invited so as to 
create a gender balance reflective of the society 
at large. The argument that “the demography 
of the party participants should reflect the de-
mography of voters targeted” can be crucial 
for convincing some party leaders to involve 
more women.  

4. The gender composition of the training team 
needs to be carefully considered.  Women 
trainers should be actively sought – particularly 
for countries where the promotion of women 
is a priority. 

5. Active party leadership support is integral to 
these women’s participation projects.  With a 
clearer understanding of women’s potential 
contributions to the party, party leaders can 
take more effective steps to open up leader-
ship opportunities and decision-making posi-
tions for women. 

 
There is of course a need to be sensitive to cul-
tural barriers to women’s participation, at the very 
least because too actively promoting their involve-
ment in politics could undermine NDI’s relations 
with key political actors.  However, these concerns 
should be balanced against the need to confront 
fears or perceptions that it is inappropriate for 
women to be involved in politics. 
 
Youth 
Like women, youth typically face obstacles to 
deeper participation in political parties.  Party lead-
ers and the public frequently associate political 
acumen with age, and youth are often overlooked 

http://www.accessdemocracy.org/library/1948_polpart_janda_110105.pdf�
http://www.accessdemocracy.org/library/1948_polpart_janda_110105.pdf�
http://www.accessdemocracy.org/library/1948_polpart_janda_110105.pdf�
http://www.accessdemocracy.org/library/1948_polpart_janda_110105.pdf�
http://www.ndi.org/globalp/polparties/programspp/db.asp�
http://www.ndi.org/globalp/polparties/programspp/db.asp�
http://www.ndi.org/globalp/polparties/programspp/db.asp�
http://www.ndi.org/globalp/polparties/programspp/db.asp�
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Kenya emerged from almost 40 years of one-party rule in 
1991.  This signaled the potential for major change within 
Kenya’s political system, and civil society, religious, and 
political groups began to mobilize for a more democratic 
and representative government. 
 
However, women had largely been excluded from this 
democratization process, even though they represented 
over half the voting population.  They were also under-
represented in formal political institutions, with only 3.2 
percent of parliamentarians being women.  (Only five 
African countries had smaller percentages of women in 
their parliaments.) 

To address these issues, NDI initiated a three-year, three-
phase program in 1995 to enhance Kenyan women’s po-
litical participation.  In the first phase, the Institute 
worked with a local partner to host seminars on cross-
party women’s collaboration.  The second phase saw 
NDI assisting women candidates and their management 
teams to prepare for the 1997 Presidential and Parliamen-
tary elections.  Institute staff held a series of national-
level trainings on campaign planning and strategy, and 
they invited African and international experts to share 
how women in similar political systems have increased 
their political profile within parties. 
 
In the third phase, NDI extended the program down to 
the grassroots level to promote broad-based support for 
the women candidates.  In local seminars, the Institute 

tailored discussions to address the problems specific to 
each to region.  This included the social construction of 
gender and its effect on women’s political participation; 
explaining the electoral and nomination process in 
Kenya; and leadership development. 
 
The program increased women’s representation in the 
Kenyan parliament, as well as women’s political participa-
tion overall.  Over 4000 women had participated in the 
training workshops.  One attendee, Charity Kaluki Ngilu, 
placed fifth out of fifteen candidates running for presi-
dent and now serves as the country’s health minister. 
 
Many participants continue to be active leaders in pro-
moting legislative initiatives of critical importance to 
women, and have established groups such as the Friends 
of Esther and Deborah to further enhance women’s par-
ticipation. 
 
Moreover, as the phase two national-level workshops 
were conducted, the participants and trainers noticed a 
pronounced need for assistance to young women.  Based 
on the progress made in these workshops, NDI secured 
additional funding in 2002 to form a Young Women’s 
Academy.  The Institute works with young women—
both inside and outside of parties—in seven regions to 
sensitize their peers on the importance of women’s in-
volvement in politics, particularly the electoral process.  
In addition, NDI is currently running women’s programs 
with seven major political parties in Kenya. 

Case Study:  Women Political Leadership 

 1992 1997 

Women declaring candidacy 182 415 

Women nominated by their parties 149 189 

Women elected to office 51 87 

“The Institute’s support has contributed to the positive results 
we achieved in our party elections.  11 out of 31 elected Na-
tional Executive Committee members were women.” 
 

~ Lydia Mukhongo 
Ford-Kenya Taita Branch Secretary 

Program participants from the Women’s Secretariat of the Democratic Party, along with NDI trainers and staff. 
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in party decision making and for leadership posi-
tions. 
 
However, parties need to engage youth for a vari-
ety of reasons.  Their energy and motivation make 
them ideal activists and party supporters.  Youth 
leaders also form the basis for the next generation 
of party leaders, although they can usually benefit 
from trainings cultivating their political skills and 
expertise.  Finally, because they are less tied to 
patronage networks, young activists are a great 
vehicle for fostering party reform and introducing 
new practices. 
 
NDI typically works on three areas in its youth in 
party programs: 
 
1. Enhancing the organizational capacity and 

political skills of young party activists; 

2. Assisting youth in advocating for more promi-
nent roles through activities like trainings on 
negotiation and strategy.  Quite often this is 
accomplished by building institutional organs 
– like youth wings – to sustain young activists’ 
roles and party participation; 

3. Working with party leaders to understand the 
roles youth can play in party operations and to 
expand the opportunities for them to take on 
leadership or decision-making positions. 

 
These activities work on both the “demand” side 
of youth activism – enhancing youth skills – but 
also on the “supply” side by working with leaders 
to recognize youth contributions and take steps to 
more actively engage them. 
 
In addition, the most successful youth programs 
have combined practical skills training with strate-
gies to help youth secure leaders’ recognition for 
the valuable contributions they make.  Working 
with young activists on local level party operations 
can also be an easier way to gain leadership buy-in 
to the program. 
 
Please see our Overview of Youth Development Pro-
grams for additional information. 

Case Study:  Romania Political Party Exchange 
Program (PPE) 
 
Romania’s 1996 elections brought democratic-minded 
politicians to power.  However, by 1998 only eight per-
cent of the public had confidence in parties, and a third 
of them thought the country should return to one-party 
rule.  NDI determined that parties faced critical weak-
nesses in communication:  they were ineffective in pub-
licizing their efforts and achievements, as well as in 
drawing in public opinion to inform policy decisions. 
 
Young party activists can be particularly effective at 
helping political parties perform these functions.  How-
ever, in Romania, rigid structures, limited skills, and 
other constraints prevented them from playing this role.  
In response, NDI developed the PPE program to assist 
youth in meeting this challenge, enhancing their out-
reach and communications skills and helping parties to 

recognize the contributions that youth can make. 
Over the course of two years, NDI organized four study 
missions to the United States.  During each two week-
mission, 12 youth activists from multiple parties met 
with party, government, and NGO representatives; ob-
served election and party building processes; and partici-
pated in interactive workshops to enhance their own 
skills.  Like the LP, during the study mission, NDI as-
sisted participants in preparing capacity-building projects 
for their parties.  Upon return to Romania, the Institute 
provided participants and their party leaders with one-
on-one consultations and supplemental training on me-
dia outreach, strategic planning, and negotiations to 
carry out their projects. 
 
The PPE succeeded in establishing new practices to 
connect parties with the public.  Of the 47 total partici-
pants, 40 implemented new training programs, and over 
half were promoted to more senior positions within 
their parties.  Two participants even established a new 
system of caucuses and primaries to select candidates 
for the 2000 election.  This project was formally en-
dorsed by the party leadership and was the most open 
and transparent candidate selection process in Romania 
at the time. 

“[I applied to the program because] I knew [participants 
from the second study mission] before they went.  When 
they returned, they were totally different.  They knew 

how to run professional campaigns.” 

https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/youth/overview_of_youth_development_programs.doc�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/youth/overview_of_youth_development_programs.doc�
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Latin American countries enjoy a tradition of some of the oldest and 
most sophisticated political parties in the world. In recent years, how-
ever, public opinion polls have reflected a growing “crisis of confi-
dence” in parties. To respond to this, in 1995 NDI and the Chilean 
Ministry of the Presidency  brought together senior political party lead-
ers from 14 countries to discuss common challenges throughout the 
hemisphere and to recommend initiatives for party reform and re-
newal. Based on the recommendations from participants, NDI devel-
oped a long-term regional initiative, the Political Leadership Program 
(LP), to promote political party reform and renewal and foster rela-
tions among parties in the hemisphere.  In implementing the LP, NDI 
adopted a region-wide approach to foster the exchange of experiences 
and best practices among emerging political leaders from different 
countries and to achieve the best impact with limited available funding for single-country party work. 
 
The LP is conducted annually and begins with an intensive, week-long leadership development seminar focused on po-
litical leadership techniques, skill-building, negotiation, strategic planning, outreach to new sectors and communication.  
Each participant develops a proposal to implement a party strengthening program over the following year.  In turn, 
NDI provides materials and strategic advice to assist participants and also facilitates a mentorship program in which 
youth are paired with party leaders to bolster party leadership buy-in for youth activities.  To date, the LP has facilitated 
255 reform projects within 49 parties across the political spectrum from 10 countries in Latin America (Bolivia, Brazil, 

Colombia, Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Mexico, Nicaragua, Para-
guay, Peru and Venezuela).   
 
NDI identified several lessons learned in implementing the LP program 
in Latin America and simultaneously developed innovative program 
ideas:  
 

Mentoring as a Way to Promote Buy-In from Party Leaders 
Mentoring relationships were initiated in the LP program to bolster leaders buy-in regarding parties participating in 
the LP.  Mentors have played key roles in building internal party support for participant projects and participants 
have been able to draw upon their relationships with their mentors to secure higher positions within their party.  
NDI learned that the LP program was a successful way for youth to apply the skills imparted by NDI and to show-
case their capabilities.  This in turn allowed other party activists and leaders to observe the benefits of involving 
youth, leading to youth advancement within parties.  Securing leadership buy-in for youth activities is essential to 
program effectiveness in order to prepare party leaders to work with youth in innovative ways.  

 
Learning by Doing 

NDI found that it was more beneficial to provide support and 
training over the long-term instead of over the short-term.  This 
way, NDI was able to monitor the progress of emerging leaders 
and provide assistance as problems or questions arose in the devel-
opment of their projects. 

 
Hosting Trainings in the Region 

NDI moved the LP program from Washington, DC to Latin 
America to become more cost-efficient. 

ILLUSTRATIVE LEADERSHIP  
PROGRAM RESULTS  

 

• Number promoted due to LP participa-
tion: 58 (26%) 

• Number elected to local office: 14 (6%) 
• Number elected to National Congress: 12 

(5%) 
• Number selected for government posts: 

25 (11%) 

“The LP seminar is like finding one of  
those books that has everything you ever 
wanted to learn but nobody had the 
decency to tell you of  its existence.”  

CASE STUDY:  LAC LEADERSHIP PROGRAM 

LP participants practicing their skills in a mock interview. 
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Developing a comprehensive program strategy is 
the first and key step to putting NDI’s approach 
to party programming in action.  This can often be 
quite challenging.  An effective strategy must be 
tailored to a country’s political environment and 
our party partners’ needs.  Issues like the election 
cycle, the ability for parties to absorb assistance, 
and the Institute’s relationship with the host gov-
ernment also can affect your strategy. 
 
A carefully crafted strategy will facilitate in build-
ing a program’s individual activities, incorporate 
new or subsequent funding, and allow you to bet-
ter manage unexpected political changes. 
 
This chapter will help you work through some of 
the major strategic issues encountered by NDI 
programs, including: 
 
• Strategic Vision for Party Assistance:  What are the 

best ways for NDI to engage with parties and 
the political context to promote more democ-
ratic practices? 

• Partner Selection:  How does NDI decide which 
parties to work with? 

• Measurement and Evaluation:  How does the In-
stitute measure the success or failure of its 

programs?  How can programs be built with 
evaluation in mind? 

• Resources:  How can we effectively employ lim-
ited resources to have a significant impact with 
our partner parties? 

• Sustainability:  How can NDI ensure that its 
impact will be maintained by and be spread 
throughout the party, particularly after NDI 
has ended its programming? 

• Structure and Focus:  At what level within the 
parties should we conduct programming (e.g. 
local branches, national leaders, multi-country 
activities)?  How will this shape the nature and 
framework for our activities? 

 
The answers to these questions can help form the 
strategic foundation for your program.  Be sure to 
reassess them periodically as the political and 
funding environments change. 
 
CRITERIA FOR SELECTING POLITICAL 
PARTY PARTNERS 
 

In following the multipartisan approach, NDI at-
tempts to work with a range of parties.  However, 
the Institute rarely partners – and in certain cases 
should not work – with all parties in a country, 

Strategic Issues 

Chapter Three 
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particularly those that espouse, for example, non- 
democratic values. 
 
Instead, staff should outline specific and clearly 
detailed criteria separating those parties that are 
eligible for assistance from those that are not.  At 
a minimum, partner parties should be: 
 
1. Nonviolent – They should not have ties to 

armed militias. 
2. Viable and Relevant – They should be able to 

compete in elections, sustain themselves inde-
pendently, and have a significant impact or 
influence on the political system. 

3. Democratic – They support open political com-
petition and public input to the government. 

 
Naturally, country teams will want to consider ad-
ditional factors to develop clear justifications for 
selecting partners or possibly denying assistance.  
NDI often consults widely with analysts, practitio-
ners, and funding organizations to obtain their 
impressions of the parties and determine which 
ones are eligible for Institute assistance. 
 
In addition, these criteria should be periodically 
reevaluated, especially if there is a significant 
change to the political landscape.  Staff may want 

to reconsider their list of partner parties if ineligi-
ble parties adopt new practices or gain significant 
electoral support, or if new parties emerge. 
 
Exceptions to Assistance Criteria 
Occasionally, a party will meet many of the criteria 
for assistance, but there are compelling reasons for 
NDI to withhold assistance from them.  For ex-
ample, extremist parties may have democratic in-
ternal procedures or significant public support, 
but advocate policies that would pose a threat to 
or endanger certain minorities or ethnicities. 
 
Alternatively, a party may not meet NDI’s selec-
tion standards, but there may nevertheless be po-
litical or programmatic justifications for working 
with them.  In several Middle Eastern and Eura-
sian countries, for instance, non-democratic par-
ties dominate the political system.  Refusing to 

OTHER POSSIBLE SELECTION CRITERIA 
 

• Receptivity to/ability to absorb assistance 
• Geographic reach/representation in all regions 
• Representation in critical regions 
• Base of popular support 
• Representation of specific minority/politically mar-

ginalized groups 

THE FUNDAMENTAL QUESTIONS 
 

• What is NDI’s overall strategy for the country?  (i.e.  Where do we hope to see the party system in five years?) 
 

• What are the goals of the specific program, and how does it fit into this strategy?  
 

• How is the program tailored to the country’s political context and timeframes (like the electoral cycle), as well as to 
each of our partner’s needs?  Is NDI making full use of the opportunities presented? 

 

• How are results measured?  How can NDI demonstrate progress towards building democratic institutions and 
operations? 

 

• Does the Institute have sufficient resources (funding, personnel, etc.) to carry out the program and meet the objec-
tives? 

 

• Are there clear criteria for evaluating which parties are eligible for NDI assistance and which are not? 
 

• How does NDI ensure that the skills and capacity provided will endure once the activities and program are over? 
 

• Will NDI’s activities spread improved party operations and procedures beyond the individuals it is working with? 
 

• Are party leaders bought into the program?  Do they support our initiatives and activities? 
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provide them with assistance would limit the Insti-
tute’s ability to work with parties that do meet our 
criteria.  In some cases, this could jeopardize 
NDI’s work with civic and legislative partners, or 
the Institute may be barred from working in the 
country altogether.  
 
In both these cases, NDI must consider how the 
participation or absence of a particular party 
would affect its objectives.  At base, the broad 
goal of supporting a competitive, multiparty sys-
tem needs to be kept in mind.  Even when parties 
manifestly fail to meet certain fundamental criteria, 
there is often value in developing a relationship 
with them.  This could be informal and might ex-
pressly exclude any kind of formal partnership. 
 
If staff decide to work with a party that would 
normally not be eligible for assistance, they need 
to delineate clear justifications for doing so.  
These exceptions should only be made under spe-
cial circumstances, and funding agencies often 
have additional rules and procedures. 
 
In certain cases, parties may also refuse NDI assis-
tance.  In those circumstances, staff should keep 
channels of communication open to those parties. 
 
Tiers 
The tiered approach is often used in countries 
where a large number of parties (dozens, some-
times even hundreds) meet NDI’s criteria.  In 

those situations, working with all the viable parties 
would only have limited impact and could become 
a prohibitive drain on resources.  Using multiparty 
forums or trainings can overcome some of these 
issues, but may prevent a deeper engagement on 
sensitive topics like campaign planning or legisla-
tive strategy. 
 
Staff have often turned to a tiered approach to 
meet these challenges.  NDI divides the parties 
into groups based on specific criteria.  These can 
include: 
 
1. The parties’ performance in the last election 

(e.g. meeting a specific electoral threshold); 
2. The size of their representation in the legisla-

ture (e.g. any parties with at least five MPs); 
3. Their geographic penetration (Do they have 

offices or support in every province?) 
 
The Institute still provides training on similar top-
ics to each of the parties, but the level of NDI’s 
engagement depends on the tiers.  The Institute 
works closely with Tier 1 parties, tailoring assis-
tance to their particular political circumstances.  
Any reforms they adopt usually have a large im-
pact on the democratic space and development of 
the country. 
 
For lower tier parties, NDI provides less compre-
hensive assistance.  This can include individual 
consultations and general multiparty discussion 

TAILORING PARTNER SELECTION 
 
Post-conflict and transitional environments can make it difficult to apply clear selection criteria.  For example, certain 
factions within a party may have a violent past, but the wider party supports democratic values. 
 
Your team may want to consider the following questions when determining which parties to work with: 
 
• If a political party does not qualify for participation in a program, are there individuals associated with the party 

who should nevertheless be included in programs in their individual capacity (e.g. reform-minded individuals 
within a problematic party)? 

 
• If a political party does qualify for participation in a program, are there individuals or factions within the party 

who should not be included? 
 
• Is it appropriate to focus program work primarily or exclusively on new political parties in an effort to promote 

equitable competition and a more genuinely competitive multiparty system?  For example, in immediate post-
apartheid South Africa, NDI did not work with parties which had been part of the previous government. 
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forums.  As with the partner selection criteria, 
staff should periodically reevaluate the tiered 
structure to determine if any parties are eligible for 
deeper assistance. 
 
THE PURPOSE AND PROCESS OF BASE-

LINE ASSESSMENTS 
 

The Institute often conducts a baseline assessment  
of the parties, which can serve several important 
functions: 
 
1. Identifying appropriate partners for assistance, 

2. Providing information for program and activ-
ity design, by delineating party strengths and 
weaknesses, 

3. Assist in monitoring and evaluation by estab-
lishing the initial conditions and benchmarks 
against which assistance can be measured, 

4. Fostering constructive relationships with the 
parties concerned. 

 
Assessments are not simply questionnaires, and 
NDI has found that sending around lists of ques-

tions rarely gets the information that is needed to 
effectively design programs and achieve other as-
sessment goals.  Rather, they should be centered 
on participatory dialogue.  For example, NDI’s 
Guide to Conducting a Political Party Baseline Assessment 
contains general questions and waypoints for a 
discussion.  It is most effective when used to or-
ganize interviews and meetings with party leaders 
and activists, rather than being handed out for a 
written response. 
 
Similarly, the parties should be involved in deliber-
ating on and discussing their assistance needs.  
Staff can also talk with local level leaders and ac-
tivists to gain a deeper and more detailed picture 
of the party.  You may also find it useful to speak 
with youth and women’s wings or with the party’s 
training institute and policy department.  The 
process can help all concerned form a mutual un-

Tier Types of Parties Types of Assistance 

1 The largest, most powerful parties, as identified through 
legislative strength, finances, or national presence. 
  
Typically around 2-5 parties. 

• Close consultations with leaders and 
activists 

• Party-specific trainings 
• Follow-on consultations 
• Directed projects 
• Distribution of NDI resources and 

training materials 
2 Still significant political actors, but usually holding only 

a few seats in the legislature or capturing a small share 
of votes in an election. 
  
Typically around 3-6 parties. 

• Trainings set in small multiparty 
groups 

• Some follow-on and consultation 
with party leaders 

• Distribution of NDI resources and 
training materials 

3 Fairly minor political players, often focused on specific 
regions or groups.  No seats within legislature, little 
electoral success. 

• General meetings and roundtables on 
basic party building issues 

• Seminars on the party/electoral sys-
tem 

• Distribution of NDI resources and 
training materials 

 

Assessments are not simply questionnaires, but op-
portunities for participatory dialogue. Ideally, the 
baseline assessment process becomes that of a self-
assessment by the party, where leaders and activists 
reflect on their situation and needs. 

https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/party_assess/party_assess_index.asp�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/party_assess/conducting_a_baseline_assessment.doc�
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derstanding of where the party’s structure, inter-
ests, and developmental needs. 
 
In addition, interviews with people outside the 
party – journalists, academics, civic leaders, busi-
nesspeople and labor leaders – can provide a well-
rounded perspective of the parties.  These indi-
viduals can help verify assessments and ensure 
both a depth of understanding and an honest set 
of conclusions. 
 
Ideally, the baseline assessment process becomes 
that of a self-assessment by the party, where lead-
ers and activists reflect on their situation and 
needs.  When done systematically and purpose-
fully, the result can be an honest, fact-based ap-
praisal of a party’s preparation to receive assis-
tance and participate in NDI projects, serving as a 
critical tool in program design and evaluation. 
 
BUILDING ONGOING EVALUATION INTO 
THE PROGRAM 
 

Like any institution, NDI can only grow and de-
velop better practices if it has a clear picture of 
which techniques work and which ones do not.  
An increasing number of political development 
organizations are working with parties, and fun-

ders are looking for demonstrated success to de-
cide to whom to provide funds.  The Institute 
must incorporate monitoring and evaluation 
(M&E) strategies, plans, and tools from the very 
start of program design to continually and effec-
tively assess the results of party work. 
 
A baseline assessment can help staff develop a 
picture of a party’s “starting conditions.”  But a 
continuous evaluation process needs to be built 
into a program in order to capture party change 
and the impact of NDI’s activities.  Programs are 

BUILDING AN ASSESSMENT PROCESS 
 

√ Start with clear, realistic, and measurable program objectives.   
 

√ Be explicit about underlying assumptions and expectations. 
 

√ Clarify expected outcomes with partners at the beginning.  Be sure to have party leaders and activists buy-into the 
program goals and objectives. 

 

√ Define benchmarks of progress, including a programmatic beginning, middle and end. (e.g. effective message devel-
opment and delivery, creation of newsletter, development of membership lists, door-to-door campaign activity, 
recruitment of women members, coalition viability, candidates elected, campaign plan developed, etc.) 

 

√ Based on the objectives, benchmarks and activities, determine the specific types of qualitative and quantitative information 
that need to be gathered.  For example, if the objective is strengthening the party’s capacity to recruit new mem-
bers, it may be necessary to monitor the number of new members, as well as analyze the quality of the member-
ship recruitment process. 

 

√ Build relationships with the specific party activists responsible for gathering the information that your team needs. 
 

√ Create a system to analyze and distribute information. 
 

√ Time – It can take party staff some time to gather the necessary information.  Be sure to plan accordingly, espe-
cially when it comes time to writing reports. 

CRITICAL M&E QUESTIONS 
 

1. How do the activities get our partner parties closer to 
the program goals, and what results do we expect? 
These goals are the end points against which program 
activities and their impact are measured.  Ideally, 
every activity moves a program closer to the stated 
objectives. 

 

2. How can we measure those results?  What informa-
tion is needed to assess the penetration, sustainability, 
and substantive changes that come from NDI’s work 
with a partner party? 

 

3. Have we budgeted enough resources and personnel 
to carry out consistent M&E?  Do we have a way to 
feed that information back into our program to im-
prove our activities and partnership with the parties? 
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usually most effective when M&E forms the first 
step of program design, rather than the last. 
 
By illuminating strengths and weaknesses, these 
periodic measurements help promote continual 
programmatic improvement by assisting program 
planners and implementers with decision making.  
The results help determine if activities are work-
ing, if they are still practical and pertinent, and if 
the program merits future resources. 
 
Feeding M&E Back into the Program 
Regular self-evaluation is a critical element of ef-
fective programs, but it can only function if the 
results of M&E are continuously fed back into the 
activities and general strategy.  Program managers 
and implementers should design clear plans to 
accomplish this, and for practical purposes, this 
should be done immediately at the beginning of 
any program.  M&E is easiest and most effective 
when designed as an integral day-to-day compo-
nent of a program. 
 
Also, be mindful of changes to the operating envi-
ronment and any assumptions which your pro-
gram is based on:  they may require a rethinking of 
objectives, activities, and possibly even the overall 
program strategy. 
 
Getting Partners Involved 

Ideally, staff members will not take total responsi-
bility for assessing a program.  Party partners and 
program participants can and should be involved 
in the process. 
 
Institute staff should work with partners to help 
them establish a system to assess themselves and 

CASE STUDY:  THE UKRAINE 
 

Since 1993, the NDI office in the Ukraine has been 
keeping track of all activists participating in political 
training sessions.  Currently, this database stores over 
3,500 people and is used primarily for post-program 
communication with trainees.  The main communication 
tool used is the “Democrat” a bi-monthly newsletter that 
covers all aspects of NDI’s activities in the Ukraine in-
cluding an overview of upcoming programs and hand-
outs of relevant materials.  It also provides an outlet for 
feedback from participants on specific issues. 
 

In the spring of 2001, together with “Democrat,” NDI 
trainees received a questionnaire devoted to the Insti-
tute’s program.  Readers were asked to assess their pro-
gress related to the sessions they received from NDI as 
well as any feedback they could give on areas that needed 
improvement.  A considerable number of the readers 
sent their responses back to the NDI office in Kyiv.  The 
information was systemized and used in reporting and 
planning NDI activities in the Ukraine.  Likewise, data 
taken from the survey was compiled into a paper “NDI 
as it is viewed by Ukrainians” that was enclosed in the 
July issue of the “Democrat.” 

MONITORING PROCESSES 
 

The actual monitoring process can be as simple as talking with activity participants and providing evaluation forms for 
them to fill out.  Between 1-6 months after an event, conduct interviews with selected participants to see how they 
have used the trainings, and collect anecdotes for your reports.  Even in this simple model, however, it is important 
for NDI to collect not only participants’ reactions to a training, but also actual demonstrations of the Institute’s 
impact on their practices. 
 

Other approaches can include: 
• Quantitative:  Track the number of training sessions conducted, participants attending, consultations held, or 

materials distributed.  Note that these are measurements are much stronger when your team has a baseline to 
compare the numbers against. 

• Outputs:  Collect any materials created by the parties as a result of activities.  This can include newsletters, citi-
zen questionnaires, policy documents, meeting minutes, and membership recruitment forms. 

• Dialogue:  Collect participants’ testimonials using focus groups or informant interviews.  Discuss the direction 
and usefulness of the program with party leadership.  Ask participants of each study mission or special program 
to prepare a report on lessons learned and plans on implementing the best ideas. 

• Outside Sources:  Gather media reports related to program activities and results.  Discuss the program’s impact 
with other local and international organizations. 
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their accomplishments periodically.  For example, 
this could include occasional roundtable discus-
sions with party leaders and primary program par-
ticipants, followed by written reports of select ac-
complishments to be published in the party’s 
newsletter.  Any information generated during 
these assessment activities can then be fed back 
into the program and used to measure impact. 
 

BALANCING PRINCIPLES AND  
RESOURCES 
 

Following NDI’s partner selection criteria can 
pose special problems for programming.  As men-
tioned, dozens or even hundreds of legally regis-
tered parties may fit our minimum standards and 
need assistance in basic organizing, communica-
tion and planning skills.  A major challenge in 
these situations is to utilize NDI’s limited re-
sources in such a way as to maximize our impact 
on democratic development. 
 
Tiered approaches, as described earlier, can allow 
the Institute to focus resources on specific, signifi-
cant parties, while meeting the need for multiparti-
sanship.  Other techniques include pilot projects 
or the establishment of party resource centers. 
 
Pilot Projects 
Strengthening grassroots capacity – through con-
stituency office development, municipal election 
preparation, or local level outreach – is a great way 
to help parties respond to public concerns, in-
crease political participation, and build a stronger 
electoral base.  Except in the smallest countries, 
however, this requires a lot of money, time, and 
personnel, and funders often do not have the re-
sources to support local party building on a na-
tional scale. 
 
Establishing pilot projects is especially useful here.  
Under this approach, the Institute would still work 
with all our partners, but only within a few specific 
localities.  That way, staff can ensure that activities 

will have an impact, without spreading the pro-
gram too thinly.  The districts or provinces that 
NDI will work in should be selected based on 
clear criteria and a solid understanding of the po-
litical environment. 
 
Successful pilot programs can be used to build 
support within the party for more widespread 
changes.  Party activists can point to improved 
operations in targeted branches to demonstrate 
the effectiveness of our work.  Because of their 
limited scope, these activities are also less likely to 
face internal party resistance.  They can also be an 
excellent way to convince skeptical party leaders to 
support NDI initiatives. 
 
In addition, pilots can often serve as a basis to 
press funders for additional resources to expand 
the activities to other districts. 
 
Resource Centers 
Programs in Afghanistan, Sierra Leone, and the 
DRC have established party resource centers, 
which have increased the geographic reach of 
NDI’s programs.  These centers generally serve 
three functions: 
 
1. A “library” role, being a central repository for 

party development documents and resources.  
This is especially helpful for countries with 
limited funding, equipment, and office space 
for parties. 

2. Providing office space and equipment for par-
ties to meet and strategize on their campaigns 
and operations.  (This is particularly useful for 
smaller parties) 

3. Using the center(s) to host trainings for party 
participants. 

M&E is easiest and most effective when de-
signed as an integral day-to-day component of  

a program. 

“The value of a party resource center in a post-conflict, 
under resourced environment cannot be overstated.  
The most significant result is that we were able to keep 
dialogue and communication alive between parties, the 
CEC [Central Election Commission], the government 
and the international community.” 
 

~ Vandetta Sawyer,  
NDI-Sierra Leone 
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By 2004 under President Perez Musharraf, the national 
government had centralized control of local govern-
ments.  Political parties were prohibited from competing 
in local elections and had little reason to maintain con-
nections to the grassroots public. 
 
NDI-Pakistan received funding from the UK Depart-
ment for International Development (DFID) to help 
parties remain engaged on the local level.  Launched in 
2004, the program has assisted parties to improve their 
citizen outreach, discuss policy options, and work with 
federal, district and provincial authorities to create solu-
tions. 
 
The project was launched as a pilot in three districts that 
were chosen based on clear criteria.  For example, the 
Khairpur district had clear infrastructural and transpor-

tation problems on which the parties could come to a 
consensus.  One district in Punjab had rural-urban po-
litical tensions that reflected broader issues in local poli-
tics.  Each district had a high level of  political activism, 
necessary to develop connections between the parties 
and the public. 
 
The team first convened “District Steering Commit-
tees” (DSC) composed of local party representatives.  
The Institute held political skills workshops for the 
DSCs with assistance from the Center for Civic Educa-
tion (CCE), a local partner NGO.  They also prepared a 
variety of training materials on party building, campaign-
ing, branch management, leadership, local government 
structures, and negotiations. 
 
CCE and NDI then hosted public fora on specific pol-
icy questions, like sanitation and public safety.  Hun-
dreds of people participated, including civil society activ-
ists, lawyers, and government officials.  The DSCs could 
directly hear citizen concerns and suggestions to resolve 
the local issues. 
 

NDI-Pakistan followed the fora by working with DSCs 
to develop consensus-based solutions and present them 
to district, provincial, and even federal officials. 
 
Through these efforts, the parties improved the quality 
of the drinking water in one district, while successfully 
reducing sectarian violence in another.  These tangible 
benefits also allowed them to increase their profile at the 
grassroots level. 
 
Consensus approach was also important for their future 
ability to work as a team of key-players in the political 
process.  To further strengthen relations between the 
party leaders, NDI held stakeholders meetings with na-
tional leaders from the four major parties. 
 
Due to NDI-Pakistan’s success in the pilot districts, 
DFID provided additional funding for the program, 
enough to expand it to ten districts total.  Party leaders 
were also impressed with the results, and the pilot dem-
onstrated how more participatory or representative op-
erations can have a positive impact on party support. 

Case Study:  Pakistan Pilot Programs 

“NDI has brought together political groups who 
didn’t even want to see each others’ faces. Now we 
all agree to conduct combined activities to address 
the issues of  citizens and strengthen inter-party 

relations.” 

Training participants engaging in a role playing exercise on negotia-
tion skills. 

Participants analyzing their party’s strengths and weaknesses. 

http://www.ndipakistan.org/index.asp?lang=en�
http://www.ndipakistan.org/content/downloads/manual_pp_train_en.pdf�
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The centers can also help to reduce inter-party 
tensions by serving as a neutral space where par-
ties can discuss and negotiate political issues. 
However, resource centers can be rather expen-
sive, particularly in countries with security con-
cerns.  Careful consideration must be given to the 
“end goals” of a resource center: what to do with 
them once the program is completed. 
 
• Are the rental/lease terms aligned with our 

program timeline? 
• What happens to the center’s equipment when 

it closes? 
• Will the resource centers be turned over to 

and managed by another organization after 
NDI completes its program? 

• Are there credible partners that can take over, 
whether local CSOs, a consortium of funders, 
or international NGOs? 

For additional information on resource centers, 
please consult our overview of resource center 
considerations. 
 
FOCUS:  LOCAL, PROVINCIAL, AND  
NATIONAL LEVELS 
 

It can often be tempting to work exclusively with 
national political party leaders.  They are the ones 
best placed and responsible for approving and 
enacting many procedural and policy changes. 
 
However, working only at the national headquar-
ters is usually counterproductive to building wide-
spread and effective party operations.  In most 
emerging democracies the size of the headquarters 
operation is quite modest, and some parties can 
depend heavily on local-level volunteers and mem-
bers to manage their operations.  Having national 
leaders announce new procedures without giving 
local staff the skills to implement them typically 
results in the new procedures being dropped. 
 
As a result, training that is confined to the national 
level is not as effective as bringing the message to 
a wider audience in the regions.  NDI will gener-
ally work with multiple levels of a party’s organiza-
tion.  This grassroots focus helps to channel local 

citizen concerns to the national policy agenda, en-
courage broader political participation, spur party 
reforms, and train a wider base of party leaders. 
 
There is no uniform set of guidelines to decide 
where in the party structure assistance should be 
concentrated, and how other organs can be 
brought in.  Rather, as an institution, NDI de-
pends on its field staff’s judgements and political 
sense to finding the right mix of activities on the 
national, regional and local levels.  Some points to 
consider are: 
 
• Available funding (large scale regional and lo-

cal programming tends to be more expensive, 
although tiered approaches and pilot programs 
can help address this). 

• The amount of political sophistication and 
capability at the various levels. 

• The amount of party activist interest at each 
level. 

• Potential logistical difficulties, like travel and 
communications. 

Naturally, the balance of activities among party 
national, regional and local offices should be con-
tinually re-evaluated, especially when it comes time 
to develop new program proposals and assess the 
NDI’s overall strategy and direction within a 
country. 
 
Working on Different Levels and with  
National Leaders 
Concentrating on the local level can also help cir-
cumvent a lack of support by certain national lead-
ers in a similar way to pilot programs.  Where 
party leadership is indifferent or doubtful of 
NDI’s activities or incapable of spreading training 
and skills to other party organs, moving the focus 
to lower levels of the party structure has proven 
very successful. 
 
However, it is important to maintain clear lines of 
communication to keep party leaders in the loop 
on program decisions and manage expectations.  
At the very least, party leaders need to buy into 
the program concepts and can be helpful in clear-
ing bureaucratic hurdles among other party units. 

https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/resource_centers/resource_center_program_considerations.doc�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/resource_centers/resource_center_program_considerations.doc�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/resource_centers/resource_center_program_considerations.doc�
https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/resource_centers/resource_center_program_considerations.doc�
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In addition, trained activists can appear to be a 
threat to the party leadership.  Discretion and care 
must always be exercised to ensure that resources 
are not being misdirected, and there should be 
regular contact with party headquarters to keep 
them informed of activities and results.  Staff 
should also emphasize the benefits that training 
local activists will have for the party more gener-
ally. 
 
Even when working on the regional or local level, 
your team may want to provide some complemen-
tary support to national leaders.  For example, as-
sisting local branches on issues like reporting or 
membership development will generate new infor-
mation that may need to be coordinated at the 
party headquarters.  Your program may need to 
provide some training so that national level offi-
cials are prepared to absorb and use this informa-
tion. 
 
FOCUS:  REGIONAL PROGRAMS 
 

In some cases, it can be helpful for NDI to forego 
its regular, country-specific focus and instead work 
with parties from several countries within a region.  
These regional programs can be great vehicles for: 
 
1. Encouraging cross-border networks of party 

activists; 
2. Sharing lessons learned and best practices; 
3. Working in a particular country even when 

funds are not available. 

These kinds of projects are particularly useful in 
places with common historical, linguistic, and po-
litical circumstances.  The participants’ perspec-
tives often lead to better discussions and brain-
storming of solutions to party concerns. 
 
However, regional programs can also be a chal-
lenge to implement.  Information and personnel 
are usually spread out in several different field of-
fices, requiring more time and resources be de-
voted to coordination.  Also, NDI sometimes uses 
these activities to engage parties in countries 
where we do not have a permanent office, which 
can create logistics challenges.  It is important to 

carefully weigh these resource and personnel re-
quirements against the benefits that this approach 
will bring. 
 
See the LAC Leadership Program case study on 
page 17 for more on regional programs. 

 
INTERNAL CAPACITY AND  
SUSTAINABILITY 
 

NDI’s programs aim to enhance internal party 
capacity over the long-term—creating a sustain-
able culture of democratic politics that persists 
after the Institute has left.  Guided practice and 
follow-on assistance can certainly help parties 
build these sustainable operations and pass skills 
down to new members and activists.  You may 
also want to consider the following approaches: 
 
Training of Trainers (TOT) 
Under a TOT approach, NDI works with a group 
of key party members to enhance their political 
skills and knowledge of adult education tech-
niques.  This core group of “Master Trainers” 
then fans out to provide “step down” trainings 
and impart their political skills to other activists, 
typically at the regional or branch level. 
 
This method allows experience to be passed on to 
in-country trainers that can continue building ca-
pacity and transfer skills to the wider party mem-
bership in a relatively short period of time.  A key 
issue is to select the right people as Master Train-
ers:  those with a solid commitment to a political 
party and to working in democratic politics.  Oth-
erwise, participants may use the training to en-
hance their personal career prospects, rather than 
also contributing to their party’s development. 
 

REGIONAL PROGRAMS ALLOW NDI TO: 
 

• Stay engaged in places where funding is less 
available 

• Be more flexible in selecting partners to work 
with 

• Augment the resources available to in-country 
programs 
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NDI has frequently used the TOT method to as-
sist parties in preparing for large-scale mobiliza-
tion work, like GOTV or pollwatching.  The ap-
proach is particularly well-suited to these grass-
roots party building activities, as activists need to 
quickly and widely disseminate skills without large 
financial and personnel costs. 
 
Training Institutes 
Parties often establish internal training institutes to 
continuously identify, develop, and spread lessons 
learned and best practices.  These bodies do re-
quire some investment of party time and resources 
to initiate and maintain.  However, the benefits of 
having an institutional organ devoted to training 
make the effort worthwhile.  They spread capacity
-building skills throughout a party and are often 
tasked with collecting and developing new opera-
tional methods.  An institute can also be a great, 
sustainable location to compile resources and in-
formation on party best practices. 
 
Training institute programs most often begin by 
focusing on basic organizational and campaign 
skills.  However, it is important that they move 
progressively towards more advanced and strategic 
activities as soon as practicable, including develop-
ing a full skills-building curriculum and adult edu-
cation techniques. 
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Over its decades of experience, NDI has devel-
oped a range of techniques to engage political 
parties in development programs.  Particularly 
after opening field offices in the 1990s, the In-
stitute has focused on on-the-ground assistance 
programs and longer-term, sustained activities. 
 
Many of these methodologies were created to 
address the particular political contexts of part-
ner parties, along with the challenge of meeting 
funder requirements with available resources.  
Carefully employing these techniques will maxi-
mize the impact of NDI’s work, particularly by 
fostering sustainable and practical changes that 
parties can use to evaluate their own opera-
tions. 
 
TRAINING SEMINARS 
 
Training seminars and workshops have formed 
the foundation for many of NDI’s past party 
programs.  However, the Institute has increas-
ingly moved away from single, discrete semi-
nars, as these tend to have only a limited, short-
term impact on party operations.  Without sus-
tained engagement, parties quickly revert to old 
practices rather than see reforms through.  In 
response, staff have embedded training semi-

nars within a wider program encompassing fol-
low-on work, guided practice programs, and 
other techniques detailed later on. 
 
Nevertheless, seminars remain an important 
part of NDI programs, with a number of op-
erational questions to consider: 
 
Who to Work with? 
Make sure your team is targeting the right peo-
ple within a party for training.  Oftentimes, 
working with grassroots activists can have a 
greater impact on party practice than conduct-
ing trainings at the national headquarters. 
 
Also, seminars can take a good amount of time, 
so be sure to take the impact on participants’ 
schedules into consideration.  For example, 
when working with women, some NDI pro-
grams have opted for providing several short 
trainings rather than one long, multi-day semi-
nar, since women often face additional time 
constraints because of their responsibilities at 
home or with children. 
 
Single Party or Multiparty? 
A key decision is whether meetings should be 
held in a multiparty or single party format.  The 

Principal Techniques for Party 
Development Programs 

Chapter Four 
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Institute has found that multiparty settings facili-
tate confidence building and trust between parties.  
This is particularly important for Code of Conduct 
or coalition building activities, which seek to en-
hance party cooperation.  This can also help rein-
force NDI’s position that it provides equitable 
assistance to all parties. 
 
However, parties will naturally be reluctant to dis-
cuss more sensitive topics – like campaign or legis-
lative strategies – in front of their competitors.  In 
those situations, it is more productive to work 
with parties individually.  This allows participants 
to be more open about their party’s strengths, 
weaknesses, and plans, which lead to deeper dis-
cussions and better opportunities for providing 
detailed advice.  Recognizing the strengths and 
weaknesses of these two approaches – and the 
situations in which they may or may not be appro-
priate – is essential to building effective programs 
and enhancing party capacity. 
 
Outside Expertise 
In many cases, international experts are called in 
to share their knowledge and opinions with par-
ticipants.  Their experience can often lend added 
credibility or weight to the activity, especially if 
their party dealt with similar political circum-
stances.  
 
FOLLOW-UP AND GUIDED PRACTICE 
 

The most effective seminars not only offer a fo-
rum to discuss and share ideas, but also allow par-
ticipants to apply the information received.  NDI 
staff have added breakout sessions and simula-
tions to allow participants to immediately practice 
their new skills. 
 
However, while this format is useful, participants 
often need sustained – and ideally, real-world – 
opportunities to fully employ and incorporate 
their new skills into their party’s operations.  NDI 
can help foster these opportunities by encouraging 
party leaders to provide those opportunities, pro-
viding follow-on events for participants to brush 
up on skills, and offer consultations and advice to 
address particular issues.  These meetings can also 
be useful for gathering information for program 

evaluation. 
 
The Institute has also worked intensively with a 
small group of party activists on long-term, 
“guided projects.”  Lasting anywhere from several 
months to a year, NDI begins these programs by 
hosting seminars to improve political skills like 
communications and negotiations.  Building on 
these trainings, participants then design projects to  
address critical issues in their party’s operations or 
structure.  The Institute – either by itself or 
through expert trainers – maintains an advisory 
and “hand holding” role, providing in-depth ad-
vice and resources to help participants in strategic 
planning.  The LAC Leadership Program de-
scribed on page 17 is a notable example of this 
kind of approach. 
 
These guided projects are an excellent vehicle for 
instilling better practices among party activists and 
subsequently effecting wider reform.  It is very 
important to pick the right participants, as the 
program – and the impact it will have on the party 
more generally – largely depends on their initia-
tive, creativity, and skills. 
 
CONSULTATIONS AND WORKING GROUPS 
 

Obtaining party leadership buy-in is integral to 
getting institutional support for NDI’s activities 
and fostering sustainable changes in operations.  
This support is usually gained through personal 
consultations with party leaders in order to explain 
program objectives, activities, and expected re-
sults. 
 
Some programs have opted to establish all-party 
working groups of senior leaders instead of single 
party consultations.  Participants offer advice on 
the overall direction of the program and act as 
liaisons for their respective parties.  These groups 
can be excellent fora for demonstrating NDI’s 
neutrality, building trust in the program, and pro-
viding key political actors with an opportunity dis-
cuss the broad themes of the activities. 
 
In addition, on some occasions, modest programs 
can be carried out solely through consultations 
with officials at party headquarters.  Strategic ad-
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vice can be given to a small group of key person-
nel who in turn take action at other levels in the 
party.  Informal talks can be especially useful in 
difficult political environments, particularly when 
it may not be appropriate or possible for party 
leaders to attend formal training sessions. 
 
FACILITATION, MEDIATION, AND HOST-

ING EVENTS 
 

NDI will often use its position as a neutral and 
outside partner to host dialogue within a particular 
party (between different party organs, for exam-
ple), between parties, and between parties and the 
public.  These activities are often very useful in 
generating greater buy-in to program objectives, 
widening the scope of engagement within a party, 
and fostering communication. 
 
Within a Party 
Arranging and hosting internal dialogue has been 
an effective vehicle for building linkages between 
party leaders, MPs, branches, and members.   
 
This kind of activity can be particularly helpful 
when parties are considering significant internal 
reforms in their decision making process and 
grassroots engagement.  Facilitating internal dis-
cussions can help ease the initial steps and difficul-
ties that parties face in undertaking these changes. 
 
It can also be useful to draw upon the Institute’s 
network of  experts.  NDI-Kosovo, for example, 
paired each main party with a long-term consult-
ant whose party had faced similar challenges.  
With NDI support, these individuals helped the 
parties devise solutions and strategies to meet 
these problems. 
 
Multiparty Meetings 
NDI has found that multiparty meetings can be 
very useful in reducing tensions in post-conflict 
environments or during elections.  Some Code of 
Conduct programs, for example, have established 
fora where parties can discuss possible violations 
of the Code and air grievances.  These meetings 
must be carefully mediated to avoid harming both 
NDI-party and inter-party relations. 
 

The Institute has also fostered dialogue and col-
laboration among parties on issues of common 
concern.  This can include things like changes to 
the party law, financial disclosure guidelines, or 
even the entire electoral system.  In these situa-
tions, parties can have a shared interest in devel-
oping a set of common positions, and advocating 
for those points to the electoral commission or 
other relevant body.  For example, NDI convened 
a multiparty forum in Morocco to clarify their un-
derstanding and positions on the King’s initiative 
to reform the political party law. 
 
Party-Citizen Dialogue 
Public events generally serve two purposes for 
parties:  gathering information and opinions from 
the public, and publicizing their messages and pol-
icy positions.  During elections, these events can 
include candidate fora and debates.  Outside the 
election cycle, parties can use these opportunities 
to test opinion on public concerns and form pol-
icy positions. 
 
NDI can support these initiatives in a variety of 
ways.  First, of course, is setting up and hosting 
the gatherings themselves.  In addition, the Insti-
tute will usually provide preparatory trainings for 
participants (such as in public speaking or in clari-
fying policy stances), and staff can also moderate 
discussions. 
 
Furthermore, for both multiparty meetings and 
public events, a critical sensitivity is the media.  
While there may be some incentive in publicizing 
these events as widely as possible, live media may 
prompt participants to avoid speaking openly and 
candidly.  Also, there is the danger of “spoilers,” 
individuals who will use a public forum as a plat-
form to inflame the political situation.  This can be 
especially problematic if NDI is working in a post-
conflict environment or where there have been 
incidents of political and electoral violence.  In the 
end, these political sensitivities need to be care-
fully balanced against the benefits that publicity 
can provide, and all participants should be com-
fortable with the presence and nature of the media 
coverage. 
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STUDY MISSIONS 
 

NDI has conducted study missions for party activ-
ists from dozens of countries.  While the Institute 
concentrates on in-country activities, a well-
planned, strategically relevant mission can be a 
useful and integral part of party programming. 
 
The main benefit of study missions is in getting 
participants out of their normal political environ-

ment and into a neutral setting.  By removing 
them from their daily responsibilities, they can 
have more open discussions and be exposed to 
different methods for tackling political challenges. 
 
As such, the Institute has used study missions for 
three general purposes: 
 
1.  Exposure to Different Operations 

CASE STUDY:  MACEDONIAN AND CROATIAN STUDY MISSION TO N. IRELAND 

In 1998, a group of ten Macedonians from five 
main political parties and a group of seven Croa-
tian political party representatives took part in an 
NDI Study Mission to Dublin and Belfast to par-
ticipate in the historic Assembly elections in 
Northern Ireland. The program sought to achieve 
the following objectives: increase the participants’ 
knowledge of conducting a democratic election 
campaign in a divided society; expose the partici-
pants to the mechanics of a proportional represen-
tation electoral system; witness the implementa-
tion of democratic elections as a result of negotia-
tion between two factions and increase the cam-
paign skills of participants in areas such as voter 
contact, media relations, party organization, and 
“get out the vote” techniques. 
 
The program had two main components. The first 
component comprised an orientation and briefing 
in Dublin with the main political players, including 
political parties, academics, journalists, and com-
munity leaders to provide an Irish perspective of 
the situation in Northern Ireland.  The second 
component of the study mission involved expos-
ing the participants to the workings of election 
campaigns in Belfast.  Participants were assigned 
to various parties to act as volunteer campaign 
workers. In these roles, the participants actually 
took part in campaign activities, such as door-to-
door canvassing. As noted by many of the partici-
pants, this was an experience that made a signifi-
cant impact upon them. 
  
While in Belfast, the participants resided in the 
same hotel so that they could share their experi-
ences with each other at the end of each campaign 
day. 

The NDI representative facilitated discussions 
about their experiences and explained anything 
they did not understand. During the program, 
members of the two groups admitted that at first 
they had little faith in door-to-door canvassing and 
believed it would not work in Macedonia or Croa-
tia, but now they saw the benefits of it and agreed 
it could work in their respective countries. 
  
NDI required that the Macedonians and Croats 
send an equal number of males and females to Ire-
land. Ironically, the Irish remarked upon the gen-
der balance and asked for advice on how to attract 
more women into politics. 
  
Perhaps the best evaluation comes from seeing 
how the participants have applied their experience 
since their return to Macedonia and Croatia. For 
instance, the Macedonians have been organizing 
training activities for other party activists, designing 
leaflets, briefing candidates, and generally passing 
on everything they learned.  The Croat participants 
thought that the most important benefits of the 
trip were from learning about and actually per-
forming the door-to-door method of direct com-
munication with voters. 
 
Another important result of the study mission was 
that the participants successfully worked as a team. 
They did not represent their ethnic group or their 
political party, but their country.  At the counting 
of votes in Northern Ireland, they saw how oppo-
sition party activists and candidates worked to-
gether and got along well on a personal level. 

 

https://portal.ndi.org/teams/polparties/Materials/study_missions/study_missions_index.asp�
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Study missions allow politicians and party officials 
to interact with their counterparts in countries 
who have faced similar challenges.  Ideally, this 
leads to the development of innovative solutions 
to the participants’ political challenges.  At the 
same time, participants form vital personal bonds 
with each other and their foreign counterparts. 
 
2.  Neutral Settings for Discussion 
In countries where the governments severely re-
strict political space, study missions can help par-
ticipants feel more comfortable about interacting 
and speaking openly.  In Guinea, NDI hosted two 
study missions to Morocco and Ireland (in 1999 
and 2000, respectively) to foster dialogue and 
open space for cooperation among eight high-
level party leaders. 
 
3.  Consolidating Democratic Practices 
Talking about party operations in another country 
is helpful, but actually seeing them in practice – or 
even better, trying them out – typically makes a 
stronger impact on participants. 
 
DEVELOPMENT OF PUBLICATIONS 
 

As part of its party programs, NDI often drafts 

manuals to reinforce guided practice or serve as 
references for party activists.  The documents can 
even form the core focus of the Institute’s pro-
gram, as in party pollwatching activities. 
 
In general, manuals and handbooks should be tai-
lored to address a country’s specific electoral and 
political environment.  Party activists also benefit 
from having examples of party operations in other 
countries to determine best practices and demonstrate 
how proposed operational reforms can enhance their 
party. 
 
More recently, NDI has produced a variety of in-
depth research on comparative political systems, 
corruption and party finance, and internal party 
organization.  These more academic pieces draw 
upon the Institute’s global expertise and experi-
ence, and serve as solid resources and tools to gain 
party and funder support. 
 
For example, the Southern and East Africa team 
published two pieces on corruption and political 
funding as part of the African Political Party Finance 
Initiative, while the Governance team examined incen-
tives and disincentives for anti-poverty reform in Bo-
livia and Peru.  In addition to supporting party building 
or policy making activities, these documents can be 

CASE STUDY:  PERU PRO-POOR POLICY REFORM PROGRAM 
 

After the 2001 elections, NDI found that Peruvian voters were disappointed with their parties’ delivery of pro-poor 
legislation.  To understand why—and help parties develop solutions—NDI conducted a wide-ranging research pro-
ject analyzing how anti-poverty policies are enacted and maintained. 
 
Securing funding from DFID, the Institute combined desk research and interviews with key political leaders to ana-
lyze the problem.  NDI drew upon its relationships with all the major political parties, Congress, and leading civic 
organizations to gather data, as well as information that emerged from the Institute’s pilot projects in the country. 
 
The Institute’s report found that Peru’s overall political system created several disincentives to supporting economic 
reform.  Public expectations about the government’s ability to reduce poverty were very high, and the parties felt that 
the poverty issue was largely being driven by the international donor community.  Consequently, politicians had few 
incentives from their core constituencies to pursue anti-poverty legislation. As a result, the parties have been unable to 
organize and coordinate policy responses to this challenge, and the public “continues to view parties as an unneces-
sary vehicle for ‘real’ reform.” 
 
NDI convened 26 forums to discuss the study’s results with 14 Peruvian parties and develop ways to circumvent 
these institutional obstacles.  The Institute also worked with UNICEF and local NGOs to host additional meetings, 
develop an internet course on “Poverty and Political Parties,” and broadcast radio programs on the subject.  
 
Representatives from all the participating parties commented that the forums were the first time they had conducted 
activities that focused on a specific policy issue.  Party members subsequently demanded greater inclusion in the pol-
icy alleviation debate.   
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used as a tool to leverage parties to adopt reforms. 
 
The Institute frequently consults with outside re-
searchers, academics, and politicians when devel-
oping these types of materials.  For example, in 
November 2005, the Political Parties Team re-
leased a series of research papers – Political Parties 
and Democracy in Theoretical and Practical Perspec-
tives – that examine four topics central to the role and 
function of political parties.  Two of the papers, party 
law and party finance, discuss regulatory mechanisms 
that directly impact parties, while the other two, intra-
party democracy and communications, relate to parties' 
internal governance and organization. 
 
OPINION POLLS AND RESEARCH 
 

Gathering, understanding, and incorporating data 
on public opinion are necessary tasks for any po-
litical party.  That information allows them to de-
velop more effective platforms and strategies.  In 
addition, during an election campaign, it is useful 
to have periodic assessments of the parties’ stand-
ing and popularity in order to adjust messages and 
campaign tactics. 
 
As such, political leaders often find formal focus 
group and survey research very attractive, and this 
work can be a great way to capture leadership in-
terest in NDI’s work.  However, the Institute’s 
work on public opinion polling (almost always con-
ducted in partnership with a polling contractor) should 
not simply provide “horse race” numbers to party part-
ners.  While useful, they generally provide little infor-
mation about the trends and reasons behind the public’s 
concerns.  Instead, NDI uses research to enhance its 
efforts to create sustainable organizational reforms and 
capacity. 

 
For example, many programs have trained party 
activists and officials on reading and interpreting 
polls, as well as developing the systems and opera-
tions to effectively incorporate the results into 
more effective targeting methods, campaign strate-
gies, and policies.  Opinion research can also be 
used to demonstrate the importance of public out-
reach and urge parties to try techniques like door-
to-door canvassing and voter contact.  These 
methods can also provide parties with useful in-
formation on public opinion, as well as being far 
cheaper.  They can provide additional benefits 
beyond formal polling, including enhancing the 

WHY NDI DOES NOT TRAIN PARTIES TO  
CONDUCT PUBLIC OPINION RESEARCH 

 
Party Bias 
Parties may bias the data.  This is especially the case 
where the party must identify and ask about itself (i.e. 
“What do you think about our policy?”).  Research de-
partments often have difficulty maintaining their inde-
pendence from internal party politics. 
 
Capacity 
Polling is a highly technical skill, requiring experienced 
personnel.  Poorly designed research can return mislead-
ing data that can harm the party’s strategy.  In addition, 
the party needs to have the systems in place to effectively 
adjust their operations and messages based on the data. 
 
Expense 
Research is generally very expensive, and parties can un-
derstand public opinion through similar – but less expen-
sive – methods like door-to-door canvassing.  These 
activities also raise the party’s profile, which polling can-
not do. 

LESSONS LEARNED:  PUBLIC OPINION POLLING 
 
“Research should not be a stand-alone project. The results of polling and focus groups should be worked into many 
aspects of the overall country program. 
 
In Serbia and Indonesia, we have shared polling and focus group results with national leaders, to be sure, but real value 
comes from using the information in other settings as well. Working the data into message development seminars, 
voter contact training sessions and Get Out The Vote workshops gave our programs consistency and magnified the 
impact of the research. 
 
We used the research results in the design of our own programs. Research has helped us understand the electorate in 
Serbia and in Indonesia better, thus helping us to put together programs that are directly relevant to political party 
members.” 
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party’s image and increasing its ties to the grass-
roots public, among others. 
 
However, NDI generally does not encourage or 
train parties on conducting formal public opinion 
research by themselves.  Programs do occasionally 
help parties develop simple surveys to gauge grass-
roots policy concerns (generally asking “What is-
sues are you concerned about?”).  Beyond that, 
there are serious methodological and operations 
challenges which make this type of programming 
inadvisable. 
 
Additional information on public opinion research 
– including contract issues, methodology, and in-
ternal procedures – can be found in the two From 
Proposal to Presentation manuals, one on focus groups 
and the other on survey research. 
 
INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATIONS 
TECHNOLOGY 
 

Providing training on using technology can be a 

great way to engage party activists at all levels.  
Many parties are very interested in acquiring and 
using new technology in their election and internal 
operations, primarily the ability to communicate 
with a wide number of people very cheaply. 
 
However, the actual technical piece – a member-
ship database, for example, or a casework tracking 
system – must be embedded with a wider party 
building strategy.  Too often, parties will obtain a 
computer program and try to incorporate it into 
their operations on an ad hoc basis.  The typical 
result is that, after a few months, people simply 
stop using it and revert to their old techniques. 
 
Parties often need to plan for preparatory training 
for their staff, strengthen internal communications 
to delineate new standards for operation, and cre-
ate feedback channels to effectively incorporate 
new technology.  All of this is to ensure that activ-
ists are using the tools new properly, that they are 
having the desired impact, and to make any neces-
sary changes to party operations.  By incorporat-

CASE STUDY:  MACEDONIA CONSTITUENCY CASEWORK DATABASE 
 

Since 2003, NDI-Macedonia has helped MPs strengthen their connection to constituents by responding to their opin-
ions and interests.  In a broad effort to increase communication between Macedonia’s elected officials and citizens, NDI 
is working with the Macedonian parliament and the Association of Mayors (ZELS) to re-open 65 constituency offices 
throughout the country.  When completed, no Macedonian citizen will have to travel more than 30 km to reach an of-
fice where they can voice concerns with their elected leaders.  Through 
these efforts, the constituency offices have received more than 120,000 
individual visits, held 520 constituent relations events, and registered 
9,720 cases on such issues as unemployment and public works projects. 
In total, 4,589 have been resolved with 323 MP questions put forth in 
parliament on behalf of citizens. 
 

Technology played a key role in enabling NDI to enhance the parties’ 
capacities.  The Institute’s Information and Communications Technol-
ogy team created a database that local MPs offices could use to organize, 
track, and resolve constituent complaints and issues.  Of around 10,000 
cases entered into the databases, staff were able to resolve nearly half of 
them.  In addition, the database was designed so that users could input 
data in Macedonian, Albanian, and English. 
 

The component also fit into NDI’s larger program objectives.  Staff could use the database to develop a better picture 
of public concerns and collaborate with the public on solutions to issues like social services, housing, and property regu-
lations.  In addition, MPs could target their messages and communication to specific sectors of the population. 
 

The Canadian government originally funded the project, providing computers and other equipment, and USAID then 
took up the program.  Building on these achievements, the team recently  received support from the Swiss Agency for 
Development and Cooperation (SDC) in August 2007 to continue the work for another two years.  
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ing these technical trainings into a wider frame-
work, technology can be a great incentive for par-
ties to create sustainable systems and practices. 
 
Alternatively, technology can enhance NDI activi-
ties themselves.  In Latin America, the Political 
Party Network was established to complement the 
regional Leadership Program by providing an 
online forum for LP participants to share re-
sources, gain feedback on challenges and opportu-
nities, and allow NDI staff to monitor progress on 
individual projects.  The MENA team has also 
launched the Aswat online forum to promote dia-
logue on democratic reform in the Middle East. 
 
In addition, in Serbia, a combination of voter 
mapping and targeting technology was used to 
assist parties in identifying geographic areas of 
support and regions where more work was 
needed. 
 
MATERIAL ASSISTANCE  
 

NDI often covers some expenses for participants 
in the Institute’s activities.  These are incidental to 
NDI’s program (participants are coming to Insti-
tute events for training), and can include small 
travel allowances and providing refreshments. 
 
However, in extremely rare circumstances, NDI 
may provide direct material assistance to partner 
parties.  Rather than helping to cover the costs of 
individuals’ participation in Institute programs, 
NDI help to fund a party’s operations.  This can 
sometimes be necessary in particularly difficult 
political environments, where, for example, a sin-
gle, non-democratic party dominates.  While op-
position parties can demonstrate the potential and 
drive to develop democratic practices, the restric-
tions placed upon them prevent them from having 
any meaningful chance of developing functioning 
institutions and procedures. 
 
The level and type of assistance depends a great 
deal on the parties’ individual circumstances and 
the political environment as a whole, but is usually 
geared towards covering specific logistics, rental, 
or equipment costs, rather than a direct disburse-
ment to pay salaries. 

 
A waiver from the funding agency may be re-
quired and is given only in especially difficult po-
litical circumstances.  By and large, however, the 
overwhelming majority of NDI’s programs do not 
– and should not – include direct assistance.* 
 
 

* The Political Parties team will soon release an overview of NDI’s policy on material assistance to parties. 
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