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CHAPTER EIGHT:

THE QUEST FOR SUSTAINABILITY: SOME CONCLUDING COMMENTS

DOES AID WORK?

The research reported in this dissertation began as a direct result of my experience working at KIMEP for over four years.  As an American working in the newly emerging Republic of Kazakhstan, I began to ponder the future fate of KIMEP.  Would the efforts of various developmental agencies all come to naught or would KIMEP continue to provide a western-style education for the citizens of Kazakhstan?  In a larger context, many other groups were asking similar questions.  Multilateral donors, bilateral donors, and many members of the U.S. Congress were posing key questions.  When donor funds are exhausted, are the projects left behind viable?  In the short term, do the targets of aid projects benefit from the investment?  In the long term, are the projects sustainable?  Does aid work? 

Questions regarding the successfulness of foreign assistance programs can be approached in a number of ways most of which are very much dependent upon not only how one defines success but also on the time frame success is measured by. Given my own interest in the future viability of KIMEP, institutional sustainability became the research focus of my dissertation.   As discussed earlier in this dissertation, there are a large number of variables that can be considered important when evaluating the likely long-term sustainability of an institution.  As a political scientist, however, it became clear that there was a paucity of research focusing directly on factors external to developmental projects.  In particular, political factors generally have not been the focus of most prior research undertakings. Even though most research suggests that political variables are crucial to understanding sustainability, most stop short of directly analyzing these factors. The research reported in this dissertation attempts to fill this void by focusing on political factors external to KIMEP that can be consider important to its sustainability.  As such, most of the research hypotheses analyzed in this dissertation incorporate political variables.

THE STAKEHOLDER-SYSTEMS MODEL

The model used in this dissertation to analyze the issue of KIMEP’s sustainability can be seen as a synthesis of two major schools of thought:  systems theory and stakeholder analysis. Specifically, the systems model utilized by the University of Maryland’s International Development Management Center was combined with stakeholder analysis.  This allowed the development of research hypotheses that combined systemic political factors with actual stakeholder behavior and preferences.  Prior research made many references to the importance of both systemic political factors and stakeholder relationships when considering institutional sustainability.  Thus, the melding of the two analytical approaches offered a way of analyzing sustainability in a succinct manner. The model can be seen as parsimonious because it can be shown that stakeholder analysis can be seen as subsumed in systems theory. Stakeholder analysis explicates specific “players” important to an organization’s or institution’s operations and systems theory lays out the process by which the institution and stakeholders interact. In the case of KIMEP, the model proved useful because it allowed for the successful combination of presidential compliance dynamics and ethno-politics (external systemic political variables) with specific stakeholder reactions and preferences such as the hiring KIMEP students and the behavior of donors to KIMEP. The model clearly demonstrated how stakeholders of KIMEP perceive the importance of external political dynamics and how these linkages affect specific interactions with KIMEP.

MAJOR FINDINGS

There are two significant overall findings reported in this dissertation.   First, in general, compliance with presidential policies currently has a positive influence upon the likely sustainability of KIMEP. Second, the production of high quality outputs can also be seen as important to the sustainability of KIMEP.   All nine research hypotheses, which support these two general conclusions, did receive overall support in the analyses.  In the context of the model developed earlier in the dissertation, the analyses suggest that KIMEP’s stakeholder dynamics portray a rather positive picture for KIMEP’s sustainability in terms of stakeholder behavior juxtaposed with key political forces. This also seems to hold true for the demand environment associated with outputs from KIMEP.  It appears that, at this time, KIMEP’s operating environment is enhanced by stakeholder compliance with the preferences of President Nazarbayev.  KIMEP faces an environment in which their students have a reasonable chance of obtaining employment. Stakeholders are pleased with the quality of KIMEP and KIMEP graduates. 

In terms of the specific hypotheses analyzed in this dissertation, it appears that a high awareness of the political association between KIMEP and the president seems to help in attracting donations and having stakeholders hire KIMEP graduates. In addition, this awareness appears to affect the ethnic background of students hired by business stakeholders. There is a clear preference for hiring Kazakh students due to the awareness of the wider political dynamics associated with  preferential treatment in favor of ethnic Kazakhs.    President Nazarbayev has made advancement of Kazaks  a key policy of his regime and it serves as a basis of legitimacy for the regime. Many stakeholders practice discriminatory hiring practices in lieu of simple merit-based hiring practices because of this political awareness.

 KIMEP itself also can be seen as operating within the larger political dynamic of ethnic Kazakhs coming into increasing prominence. Enrollment statistics demonstrate that KIMEP is dominated by Kazakh students.  Curriculum mandates (i.e. Kazakh History classes, Kazakh Literature classes, etc.) and Kazakh language dictates from the Ministry of Education (which is part of the presidential apparatus) also show how KIMEP continues to operate within the context of the overall ethno-political structure of Kazakhstan. 

In terms of sustainability, a cautionary note is evident when one considers student attitudes towards presidential policy.   Overall, there does not appear to be a great deal of support among KIMEP students for Nazarbayev and his policies.  The significance of this discontent, however, is qualified by the overall apathy of KIMEP students. Because of the high level of apathy, negative student political attitudes do not appear to pose an immediate threat to KIMEP’s sustainability that could result from antagonizing President Nazarbayev and engendering environmental hostility.  Student attitudes are only likely to become an issue for KIMEP’s sustainability, therefore, if they begin to act upon their discontent, an unlikely event. 

Overall, it appears that the most important factor currently affecting KIMEP’s sustainability is stakeholder compliance with President Nazarbayev’s policies. This compliance helps create conditions conducive to KIMEP’s sustainability. As long as KIMEP and KIMEP’s stakeholders comply with presidential policies,  it is likely that the institution will continue to receive support from the presidential apparatus.  In addition,

KIMEP’s close association with the president can be used to protect itself from other potential negative forces in the environment.

THEORETICAL LIMITS OF THE DISSERTATION AND THE NEED FOR FUTURE RESEARCH


This dissertation has focused on the importance of political factors to the sustainability of one institution, KIMEP.  Research on sustainability has generally not focused directly on the importance of political factors.  The focus and strength of this dissertation, however, is also one of its weaknesses.  Prior research on institutional sustainability has analyzed factors internal to the institution such as management styles, organizational structure, and training.  And, such analyses have clearly shown the importance of these factors to the sustainability of an institution.   Thus, to gain a comprehensive understanding of sustainability, it will be necessary to address these additional factors.   

In the context of KIMEP, for example, TACIS did an internal evaluation of their MBA program at KIMEP.   However, it focused exclusively issues such as the attainment of certain quantitative goals and curriculum development and did not delve into any serious research questions about management or organizational behavior.  One might enhance such as analysis by blending a focus on management issues with political issues and stakeholder analysis to better understand the interaction of management issues with political issues as they are likely to affect sustainability.  

Another factor often seen as important to sustainability that was not addressed in the dissertation is the legal environment in which development projects exist.  As suggested a number of times in the dissertation, donations from important stakeholders, especially corporations, can be seen as critical to KIMEP’s sustainability.  Two aspects of the legal environment, which were not considered in this dissertation, can be seen as avenues for future research.  First, a host country’s tax policies concerning charities and civil society development can be seen as affecting corporate giving.  In a comparative context, therefore, one would expect that tax policies could either enhance or diminish corporate giving.  Such tax policies can thus be seen as indirectly affecting institutional sustainability depending upon the degree to which any given institution is dependent upon donations for its sustainability. 

The second characteristic of the legal environment that can be considered important to issues of sustainability is the problem of predatory bureaucracies and corruption. It is clear that many development projects’ sustainability prospects are often affected negatively by this type of external, political variable.  It is clear that this remains a problem in many of the old Soviet republics and it is a variable that is clearly important in Kazakhstan.  It is also an issue that is extremely difficult to document and analyze. 

Of interest to KIMEP and certainly to other developmental challenges, such as those facing policy makers in Afghanistan and Iraq, is the notion of donor conflict and problems associated with this principle-agent dilemma. KIMEP obtained funding sources and management teams from many different sources.  In many cases the conflicts generated from the machinations of the European and American development agencies (plus the Soros Foundation) clearly obfuscated the long-term goals of KIMEP.  From a management perspective, the organizational structure resulting from these donors conflicts resulted in a confederation of sorts that did not lend itself to the implementation  of a long-term strategic plan. Many times, KIMEP found itself listening to three or four sets of development agencies and donors; all of which had decidedly different visions and goals for KIMEP. Of course, KIMEP needed the resources provided by these different agencies and was not in a position to dictate terms. In the context of the model developed earlier in the dissertation, these donor agencies could be conceptualized as key stakeholders.   As stakeholders, they could be directly brought into a more fully developed analysis of KIMEP.

Management and organizational issues, the legal environment, and donor conflict are clearly issues that are important to sustainability but not directly evaluated in this dissertation.  Other concerns could also be suggested;  the affects of macro economic conditions upon donor behavior and the ability of Kazakh students to pay tuition, the difficulty of attracting foreign faculty and the conflicts inherent in the hiring of foreign faculty,  and the domestic economy of Kazakhstan.  But, perhaps the most important issue of sustainability for KIMEP that was not addressed in this dissertation is the inevitable change of power that will occur in Kazakhstan after President Nazarbayev leaves office.

Throughout this dissertation President Nazarbayev was seen as a critical component that currently enhanced the likelihood of KIMEP’s sustainability.  After he leaves office, he is in his late sixties, it is not clear that KIMEP’s close association with Nazarbayev will necessary enhance KIMEP’s continuing sustainability.  A change in political fortunes in Kazakhstan could create a hostile environment for KIMEP.  KIMEP may be seen as a vestige of Nazarbayev’s regime which could be either directly opposed by any new leader or be opposed as a symbol of the authoritarian past.  Another factor that must be considered is the issue of clan structure in Kazakhstan. Within ehnic Kazakhs, there are three major clans to which all Kazakhs belong. This is a sensitive issue that is unknown in terms of its salience in everyday Kazakh life and in Presidential succession. This research effort was unable to glean how this issue of clans impacts KIMEP’s sustainability.  In any case, it is clear that political factors must be directly incorporated into any evaluation of institutional sustainability.  As political considerations change, the likelihood of sustainability will also change.   

RESEARCH CHALLENGES IN AN AUTHORITARIAN SYSTEM

There are unique challenges of conducting social science research in an authoritarian regime, where there is a long history of oppression, cruelty, and tyranny.  I was able to overcome some of the obvious obstacles by having worked for four years at KIMEP in various capacities. During that time, I developed “insider” knowledge of the working of the organization which would have been unattainable through any official documents or any short research trips.  I benefited enormously from informants within the organization, many of whom wish to remain anonymous due to the sensitive political environment of an authoritarian regime.  I respect their wishes.  I was also to observe change in the organization over time which is often invisible to researchers who do not enjoy the luxury of a long-term perspective. Yet, I also sought to conduct more than an ethnographic study of one institution.

To answer questions of sustainability, I developed several systematic research instruments, including questionnaires for stakeholders and survey instruments for students.  As other social scientists have found who have conducted research in authoritarian systems, respondents are not used to being asked their opinions and are often timid in responding.  For those who agree to answer, there is a tendency to support the middle.  More forced responses should have been included to help eliminate acquiescence bias.  Others chose not to respond, either because they were not used to having an opportunity to voice their opinions or out of fear of repercussions should the opinions be attached to an individual.   

Given these difficulties of conducting systematic social science research in an authoritarian environment, I also relied heavily on personal interviews and other qualitative information.  As a participant observer, I had access to individuals.  With multiple interviews, I was able to glean a “story” and opinions that complemented and clarified the systematic research findings.  Thus, this research clearly demonstrates the utility of using both quantitative research techniques and instruments and qualitative interview information.    
      

POLICY IMPLICATIONS FOR THE DEVELOPMENT ASSISTANCE COMMUNITY

The stakeholder-systems model as developed in this dissertation proves to be a useful theoretical tool to analyze institutional sustainability.  The model forces the researcher to examine all of the relevant actors in development assistance and it necessitates that the researcher analyze not only the internal environment for the project (the target of most development assistance practitioners) but also the external environment, including key political forces emanating from the immediate operating environment of the development project.  It is those latter factors which have been so often neglected by the development assistance community.  This particular case finds that two factors in that external political environment are key factors in insuring sustainability, namely, the close relationship between the institution and the country’s leader and the institution’s attention to the sensitivities of ethnic politics.   In other settings, other political factors may be equally as salient.  The point is that the development assistance community cannot continue to ignore these key environmental factors and pretend that development assistance can be sustainable in a neutral political environment. 

Indeed, findings about the external environment from this study contradict at least two of the various understandings held dear in the development assistance community.  The first relates to ethnicity.  Practitioners have asserted that development assistance should be administered in a manner that is as “ethnically neutral” as possible, so as not to exacerbate ethnic conflicts in the recipient nation. It is suggested that a stable ethnic environment supported by development assistance will more likely to enhance institutional sustainability. But the research findings here show that in order to increase its chances for sustainability, the foreign aid intervention must be in favor of the dominant ethnic group, one which has suffered discrimination in the past. If the development project does not demonstrate immediate, favorable political and economic affects to the dominant ethnic group, then project sustainability is untenable at least in the short run.   Indeed, development assistance efforts may have to tolerate ethnic imbalances in order to assure long-term stability and increase the sustainability of these projects. 

The second finding relates to the relationship between the institution and top political leadership.  Again, the conventional wisdom in the development community is to support projects as politically neutral as possible.  Support of KIMEP is not a politically neutral act, yet as shown, it may be sustainable, as least in the short run, because of the institution’s relationship with the president. In the long term, however, the admonition of the development community may be the prudent approach.

The stake-holder systems model is compatible with the development assistance community’s emphasis on institutional capacity building.   In both the literature and policy studies, there is increasing emphasis on capacity development as the key to making development assistance more effective. One of the key features of capacity development is sustainability and the literature makes clear that there is a compelling need for exploring the various ingredients of capacity development and sustainability measures.  As stated throughout the dissertation, contextual or external factors surrounding development projects have a significant impact on sustainability.  More effort is needed to understand these more clearly. This stakeholder-systems model seems to fill this gap and can be a useful tool in analyzing sustainability. 

This intensive case study of one development project in one country provides us with a theoretical approach applicable to other research settings.  It moves the research enterprise ahead for other scholars seeking to explore sustainability questions in other projects and in other countries around the world. 
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