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THE FORENSICS OF PATRONAGE: 
IDENTIFYING THE LINKAGE BETWEEN PARTIES 
AND PUBLIC SECTOR EMPLOYMENT IN SERBIA

While interest in political patronage continues to grow within popular and elite discourses
and in academic circles, researchers still face daunting measurement challenges. Focusing on the
case of Serbia, we propose a possible solution to the measurement challenge by examining the
association between the size of local coalitions and employment in public enterprises in 165+
municipalities in Serbia. Using municipal-level public employment data from 2007 to 2009 and
local election and coalition data from 2004 and 2008, this study identifies a relationship between
the level of public employment and local government coalition size and composition in the after-
math of the 2008 local elections. The results not only provide support for popular and elite dis-
courses about patronage in Serbia, but they also serve as a pilot test for a methodology that can
be applied to other cases.
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Introduction

During the 2012 Serbian Parliamentary and Presidential election campaigns,
political parties, regardless of their respective attitudes towards the role of the state in
the economy, focused heavily on the issue of “departicization” - a catchphrase for
eliminating the practice of filling positions in public enterprises according to party
membership. In a visit to a factory in the Serbian town of Velika Plana, Tomislav
Nikolić, the leader of the strongest opposition party, the Serbian Progressive Party
(SNS, Srpska napredna stranka), stated that party and family ties should not figure in
business transactions and that all enterprises in Serbia should follow the given facto-
ry’s example of how privatization should be carried out.1 Former Assistant Minister
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1 “Nema posla preko stranke” [“There should be no employment through a political party”], Večern-
je Novosti, 22.03.2012, p.3. 



of Education, Srbijanka Turajlić acknowledged that the practice was well entrenched
in the country's political system: “Worst of all is that our politicians and party repre-
sentatives openly speak about positions in public enterprises and institutions as politi-
cal spoils…For them, political spoils include everything that is not in private owner-
ship, from schools to health clinics to public enterprises.”2 The turmoil over party
patronage was perhaps best manifested in an initiative undertaken by the national
newspaper Blic calling on parties to sign a pledge to eliminate party patronage after
the upcoming elections. By the end of March of 2012, all major parties had signed the
document.3 Clearly the issue of party patronage is playing an increasingly salient role
in the Serbian public discourse and has established itself as a popular gambit among
Serbia’s key political actors. 

However, while mass media, political actors and anecdotal evidence streaming
through familial and social networks suggests the pervasive nature of particization in
the public sector, there have been no known efforts to rigorously assess the extent and
nature of Serbian party patronage beyond directorships and boards of public enterpris-
es.4 As the literature on issue framing and public opinion formation tells us, media and
elite discourses are not always true to the reality of issues in question (Hetherington,
1996; Schneider and Jacoby, 2005; Zaller, 1992). In the case of Serbia, elites in both
the government and opposition have reasons to misrepresent the extent and nature of
patronage in the system. Media outlets may also be prone to misrepresent the issue
because they carry the messages of elites, are politically aligned, or have a commer-
cial interest in presenting sensational accounts of a sensitive topic.

With this in mind, the purpose of this paper is to begin addressing the lack of rig-
orous empirical research on Serbian party patronage. In order to do so we examine
subnational covariance between changes in local government coalitions and changes
in local public enterprise employment and explore the extent to which public sector
jobs are linked to party patronage. Based on municipal-level public employment data
from the Agency for Business Registry (APR, Agencija za privredne registre) for the
period from 2007 through 2009, as well as local election and coalition data for 2004
and 2008, we find substantial empirical support for the linkage between party mem-
bership and employment in public enterprises. The level of public employment in 2009
was greater in municipalities where more sizeable coalitions formed following the
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2 “Partije su postale agencije za zapošljavanje i bizniz” [“Parties became employment and business
agencies”], Blic, 25.01.2012, p.4.

3 Ivana Mastilović Jasnić, “Pet stranaka potpisalo,” [“Five parties have signed”] Blic 28 March 2012;
Ivana Mastilović Jasnić, “I Dačić ce staviti potpis,” [“And Dačić will sign”] 30 March 2012; Željka Jevtić
and Marija Maleš, “Inicijativu potpisao i Dačić,” [“Dačić also signed the initiative”] 31 March 2012.

4 Examples of studies which focus on boards of directors and directorships include (Arsić and Vasil-
jević, 2007; Milosavljević, 2000; Pešić, 2012).



local elections in 2008, even when we controlled for the level of economic develop-
ment. Findings for models testing the relationship between changes in coalition com-
position and employment volatility were more ambivalent but still suggestive of a rela-
tionship where employment falls immediately following the change in the composition
of coalition governments (consistent with the firing of supporters of previous govern-
ing parties), but rises in the year following (consistent with the hiring of supporters of
the new governing parties). Overall, our approach draws out the linkage between the
nature of coalitions and public sector employment in Serbia, confirms certain hypothe-
ses about the behavior of Serbian political parties, and also provides a test for a new
method of assessing patronage which can be applied to other countries for broader
cross-national analyses.

Conceptualizing and Theorizing Party Patronage

We begin by defining the concept of patronage. Kopecky and Scherlis define
patronage as “the power of the party to appoint people to position in public and semi-
public life, considering patronage to be the range of positions so distributed” (Kopecky
and Scherlis, 2008: 356). Examples of such positions include “posts in the civil serv-
ice, public sector companies and their governing boards, universities, advisory com-
mittees and commissions, quangos and regulatory bodies” (Kopecky and Scherlis,
2008: 356). This and similar definitions contain a number of noteworthy implications.
First, the relationship between politicians and voters is distinct from the programmat-
ic redistributive policies of political parties, which qualify as public goods since they
do not exclude particular classes of beneficiaries (Stokes, 2011: 605). Second, patron
client relationship is inherently asymmetrical. Patrons, who command both political
and economic power, offer material benefits to clients in exchange for their political
support (Scott, 1972: 92; Lemarchand, 1972: 69). 

Furthermore, in defining party patronage, one must also emphasize the key char-
acteristics of contingency, predictability, and monitoring (Kitschelt and Wilkinson,
2007: 9-19). First, unlike the programmatic appeals to voters in exchange for votes,
this is a “contingent direct exchange” because the “politicians target a range of bene-
fits only to individuals or identifiable small groups who have already delivered or who
promise to deliver their electoral support to their partisan benefactor” while the voters
support only those who promise to deliver a particular benefit (Kitschelt and Wilkin-
son, 2007: 10). Second, politicians need to be able to predict with confidence that vot-
ers who received the benefits will support them (Kitschelt and Wilkinson, 2007: 12).
Third, parties monitor supporters to ensure that those who received benefits do not
change sides (Kitschelt and Wilkinson, 2007: 14-19). While it may be more difficult
to monitor whether the recipients actually voted for the party from which they received
benefits, it is easier to do so in situations when individual citizens receive private
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goods, such as in the situations examined in this study when public sector jobs are
exchanged for party membership. 

Although not the main focus of this essay, a brief review of the literature exam-
ining causes of patronage is warranted. The roots of political patronage have been
found in structural factors such as lower levels of economic development and poverty
(Kitschelt, 2000; Kitschelt and Wilkinson, 2007; Lemarchand, 1972; Scott, 1972;
Calvo and Murillo, 2004; Stokes, 2011; Wantchekon, 2003; Weitz-Shapiro, 2012), his-
torical legacies such as the close state-society linkages in post-communist states
(Kopecky and Spirova, 2011; Sehring, 2009: 76) and in the timing and nature of polit-
ical party system development as well as the sequencing of the creation of party sys-
tems and professional bureaucracies (O'Dwyer, 2004; Shefter, 1994). While most
studies have focused on patronage as being endemic to less developed countries, a
growing body of work has examined its continued presence in modern Europe and
Asia and its rise and persistence in the former-communist countries of Eastern Europe
and the former Soviet Union (Kopecky, Mair and Spirova, 2012; Kopecky and Spiro-
va, 2011; O'Dwyer, 2006). 

Turning to the main focus of this essay, an ongoing challenge for all studies of
patronage is the issue of measurement. As stated previously, patronage is a phenome-
non that few political actors or parties would prefer to document except in the context
of making short-term gains against political rivals. Students of patronage practices are
thus forced to use proxies or other methodological compromises in order to identify
and assess their topic of interest. One such comprise is to use national-level aggregate
numbers of employees or national-level expenditures on payrolls or projects as an indi-
cation of higher levels of patronage (Gordin, 2002; O'Dwyer, 2004). Such studies are
subject to criticism regarding the validity of measures (aggregate payroll and employ-
ment measures could vary for any number of reasons other than patronage) and the
small-N problem inherent in treating a small number of states as a single unit of analy-
sis. Another approach is represented by studies using interviews and analysis of pri-
mary sources to assess the nature and extent of patronage in a country (Berman, 1998;
Fox, 1994; Kopecky and Scherlis, 2008; Piattoni, 2001). These studies, in turn, are
subject to well-worn criticism regarding the reliability of sources, measurement and
the difficulty of assessing qualitative evidence across different political and cultural
milieus. 

More recently, studies of patronage have tried to overcome these weaknesses by
moving the analysis to a micro-level with sub-national comparisons (Calvo and Muril-
lo, 2004; Eisenstadt, 2003; Cammett and Issar, 2010; Weitz-Shapiro, 2012), or using
other innovative approaches, such as field experiments (Wantchekon, 2003), to study
patronage. The strengths of these approaches are twofold. First, they rely on quantita-
tive data, which, while certainly not entirely accurate, is less subject to the multiple
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biases inherent in interviews and primary source data. When combined with interview
and primary source data, a well-informed quantitative analysis provides a very con-
vincing assessment of the reality of patronage in a given polity. Second, by shifting to
the subnational level, researchers gain significantly more cases, and likely variance,
which helps resolve the “many variables, few cases” problem of single or small-N case
studies (King, Keohane and Verba, 1994). Recognizing the benefits of this approach,
our study continues in this vein by drawing on county-level (opštine) governance, pub-
lic enterprise and socio-economic data. 

Talking about Patronage in Post-2000 Serbia

As previously stated, party patronage and public sector employment plays a
salient role in Serbia’s elite discourse. The trend of greater public concern for curbing
party patronage was evident in the results of the search of the term partijsko zapošlja-
vanje (i.e. employment in public enterprises based on party membership) in the major
newspapers in Serbia, including Politika, Večernje Novosti, Dnevnik, Danas, Blic, and
others, from January 2003 through April 2012. Between 2003 and 2008 the term only
appeared once. After 2008 the term became more popular being mentioned five times
in 2009, three times in 2010 and again five times in 2011. Tellingly, in only the first
four months of 2012, the term was mentioned thirteen times, usually in the context of
various parties’ campaign promises. 

It is now widely accepted amongst observers of Serbian politics that party con-
trol over public enterprises at both the republican and local levels is an important
aspect of post-election coalition negotiations (Orlović, 2008: 553-66; Pavlović and
Antonić, 2007; Pešić, 2012: 196-203). On the national level the outcome of these
negotiations determines control over 14 public enterprises, which employ 89,521
employees (as of December 2011). Observers of electoral and coalition politics in Ser-
bia frequently cite bargaining over control of these key enterprises as one of the main
factors contributing to the extended coalition negotiations (and resulting political inac-
tivity) that has marked post-2000 parliamentary elections (Orlović, 2008: 548-57;
Pešić, 2012: 196-203). This dynamic is reproduced on a smaller scale in each of Ser-
bia’s 165+ municipalities that are home to the country’s remaining 400-500 public
enterprises. For example, in the municipality of Novi Sad, when the governing party
in 2004 became the SRS (Serbian Radical Party, Srpska radikalna stranka), 24 mem-
bers of the parliament in the coalition under the leadership of the SRS from the total
of 42 received functions of directors, members of the board of directors, and other
leading functions of public enterprises (Pešić, 2012: 202). During the first year of the
SRS’s government, 965 members of the SRS obtained employment in public enter-
prises, while the previous governing coalition that was led by the DS (Democratic
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Party, Demokratska stranka) employed 654 party members in public enterprises
(Pešić, 2012: 202). 

What is evident from an overview of media reports and the above-cited research
is that the mass political (as opposed to elite) expression of patronage politics in Ser-
bian elite and popular discourse involves an exchange of party membership for
employment in public enterprises. In other words, the discourse holds that membership
in parties controlling public enterprises is now a prerequisite for employment in these
enterprises. This is a common theme in nearly any discussion of the particization of
public enterprises, and anecdotally, seems to be one of the most frequently encoun-
tered narratives in informal discussions of party patronage in different social settings. 

However, as the extensive literature on elite discourse, public opinion and issue
framing tells us, the salience of a particular issue is not necessarily indicative of the
extent or nature of the problem in society (Hetherington, 1996; Schneider and Jacoby,
2005; Zaller, 1992). More specifically for our purposes, the coincidence of increases
in elite rhetoric about party-based employment with electoral contests raises doubts as
to whether party-based hiring is indeed as prevalent as this discourse claims or
whether this discourse is simply a useful political gambit for opposition parties hop-
ing to capitalize on a consistently disgruntled and distrustful electorate. Unfortunate-
ly, the growing concern within elite discourses about the expansion of the state sector
and the growing role of political parties in public sector decisions has not been paral-
leled by efforts to measure and rigorously analyze the phenomena. Existing studies
either rely on conjecture based on evidence of rising public employment rolls or focus
exclusively on the composition of governing boards of various state enterprises (Arsić
and Vasiljević, 2007; Milosavljević, 2000; Pešić, 2012). 

Thus, our purpose is to develop a means to test hypotheses about the relationship
between political parties and public sector employment. Since popular sentiment in
Serbia is that parties are gatekeepers for public sector employment then by extension,
one would expect that employment patterns in the public sector would vary in some
manner following a change in the composition or size of governments. In a case where
the number of parties remained the same, but the actual parties in the ruling coalition
changed, we would expect to see supporters of the losing party replaced by support-
ers of the winning party. In instances where the ruling coalition changed in terms of
size (here, the number of parties in the government) we would expect to see an
increase in the number of employees in public enterprises (more parties mean more
supporters to award.) 

However, as previously indicated, one cannot validly test popular sentiments of
this type by treating the country in question as a single case. With these points in mind,
we join the above-mentioned researchers who use subnational data as a means to both
disaggregate the data and increase the number of cases (Calvo and Murillo, 2004;
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Eisenstadt, 2003; Cammett and Issar, 2010; Weitz-Shapiro, 2012). By focusing on
Serbia’s 165+ localities, we expand our number of cases sufficiently to employ multi-
variate regression analyses, shift the level of analysis closer to the individual interac-
tions that are the domain of patronage practices, and control for various historical lega-
cies and cultural factors. While such an approach does not fully resolve the measure-
ment issue, it offers a distinct advantage in terms of the validity of measures and our
confidence in our results. 

Having moved to the level of opštine we apply the same logic to the level of local
governance and local public enterprises. Hence, if the popular sentiment holds, then
we should see changes in the nature and size of public sector employment depending
upon the size and composition of the local government. All other factors held equal,
local government coalitions featuring more parties will likely correspond to higher lev-
els of local public enterprise employment since these parties will have more support-
ers to award with public sector employment. Furthermore, if the number of parties
remained roughly the same, but new major political parties replaced old ones we
should witness some volatility (increase or decrease beyond the average) as old party
supporters are replaced by new ones. 

To put this in terms of working hypotheses, the previous considerations can be
rephrased in the following way:

H1: Localities with larger (in the sense of more participating parties) coalition
governments will have larger numbers of employees in public enterprises

H2: Localities where coalition size increased during the most recent elections
will have larger numbers of employees in public enterprises

H3: Localities where the composition of the ruling coalition changed should
experience higher levels of employment (increase or decrease) volatility than ones
where the composition of the ruling coalition remained largely the same.

Aside from the impact of changes in the ruling coalition, we also anticipate that
public enterprise employment will also vary by the level of economic development in
the region and by population size. For the former, in keeping with the extensive liter-
ature, we expect poorer regions to exhibit higher numbers of public enterprise employ-
ment. Logically, we also expect higher numbers of public sector employees in regions
with larger populations. 

Data and Methodology 

As indicated above, we define party patronage in the Serbian case as the
exchange of public employment in return for party membership (Stokes, 2011: 605).
To cast this in more social scientific terminology, the dependent variable in our analy-
sis thus becomes a measure of total employment during a given year in public enter-
prises located on the territory of each of Serbia’s 165+ opština. Public employment
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data at this level for the period from 2007 through 2009 is collected by the APR from
annual reports by public enterprises.5 It should be noted that some public enterprises
report these figures to the Treasury Office in the Ministry of Finance and Business
instead of the APR.6 However, the overwhelming majority of public enterprises report
this data to APR and the decision to report to either APR or the Ministry of Finance
is taken in an arbitrary manner.7 Therefore we are confident that this provides the best
available representation of public enterprise employment levels. 

Figure 1. Registered Public Enterprises 2000-20108

Having settled on this particular measure, we can then present both more gen-
eral and more nuanced pictures of the state of public enterprises in Serbia. While
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5 The Article 32 of the Law on Accounting and Revision requires public enterprises to file their busi-
ness reports, including employment levels and profitability, with the APR (See Zakon o računovodstvu i
reviziji, Službeni glasnik RS, No. 46/06 and 111/09). 

6 The Law on the Budget System requires some public enterprises to file their annual reports with
the Treasury (See Zakon o budžetskom sistemu, Službeni glasnik RS, No. 54/2009, 73/2010 (Articles 42
-44) and 101/2010.

7 Based on the interview with two representatives of the Ministry of Finance, Dijana Ilić-Zogović
and Leposava Popović.

8 Source: APR (Agencija za privredne registre, Agency for Business Registry) 



the 2012 campaign rhetoric and surrounding media discourse suggests that Ser-
bia’s public sector is a steadily expanding and malignant component of Serbia’s
economy, an overview of Republic-level data trends suggests a more complex pic-
ture. Serbia seems to be ripe ground for party patronage of this type, but is the
problem really growing? According to APR data, between 2003 and 2010, the
number of registered public enterprises declined on a nearly annual basis from a
peak 645 enterprises in 2003 to a minimum of 450 enterprises in 2010. In terms
of the proportion of total enterprises registered in Serbia, public enterprises
declined from a high of 0.94% in 2003 to a low of 0.49% in 2010.

However, while the overall number of enterprises and these enterprises’ share
of the total number of all types of enterprises in the country is not increasing, the
impact of the remaining enterprises on the aspect of the economy which citizens
experience most directly – i.e. employment – has grown. Thus, the importance of
public enterprises for the Serbian economy, and for our study, is more clearly
demonstrated by the proportion of the total workforce employed in public enter-
prises. Table 1 presents data on total numbers of workers employed in public
enterprises and workers employed in public enterprises as a percentage of total
employment.9 As evidenced in Figure 2, employment in public enterprises as a
share of total employment had steadily fallen from 2003 to 2008. However, coin-
ciding with the global economic crisis, that share rose by one percentage point
from 2009-2010 – a rather significant increase considering the range of change (a
little under 6%) over the period under examination. Thus, while the number of
public enterprises and their share of the total number are perhaps declining, the
public sector is an increasingly important factor in the labor market.

Shifting to the local level, which is the main grounds for our exploration, APR
statistics allow us to paint of clearer picture of the variation of employment across Ser-
bia’s opštine. Based on the records of public enterprises of APR, which are included
in the analyses of this paper, the average number of employees in public enterprises
was 182 in 2008 and 181 in 2009 (Table 1). 
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9 One should also note the significant ripple effect that such a proportion of the total work force can
impose on the entire economy. As one example, during the extended coalition negotiations that occurred
following the 2008 parliamentary elections, public enterprises in the municipality of Kikinda significantly
scaled back their activities and spending. This had a marked impact on local suppliers and service indus-
tries like restaurants and retailers, which in turn affected small tradespeople and farmers. 



Figure 2. Employment and Employment as Percentage of Total10

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Employment in Public Enterprises and Population 

The maximum number of employees was 795 in 2008 and 822 in 2009. Consid-
ering that the average size of municipality is only 55,835 people, the employment in
public enterprises constitutes a significant proportion of the employment in Serbia. 

Mila Dragojević, Andy Konitzer, The Forensics of Patronage: Identifying the Linkage between...

12

10 Source: APR 

 
Variables Observations Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max. 

 

Number of 

employees in public 

enterprises in 2008 

141 

 

182 

 

198 0 795 

 

Number of 

employees in public 

enterprises in 2009 

139 181 200 0 822 

 

Total population 

 

167 55836 127490 2563 1576124 

 



Moving to our dependent variable, Coalition Size is a count of the number of
political parties participating in the local government formed following the 2004 and
2008 local government elections. The local election data for 2004 and 2008 comes
from the Institute for Statistics of the Republic of Serbia (RZS, Republički zavod za
statistiku) and the Center for Free Elections and Democracy (CeSID, Centar za slo-
bodne izbore i demokratiju).11 The average coalition on the local level following the
2008 elections included five parties (Table 2). The smallest coalition consisted of one
party and the largest of nineteen. If we take out the outlier Bela Crkva municipality,
the largest coalition includes twelve parties. 

Table 2. The Size of Coalition Governments in 2008

The Coalition Size  represents the change in the number of parties participating
in local government coalitions between the 2004 and 2008 elections. It is derived by
simply subtracting the Coalition Size variable from the 2008 elections from the Coali-
tion Size variable from the 2004 elections. The average change in the size of the coali-
tion was one party. The minimum change was a decrease in ten parties and the maxi-
mum change was an increase in fifteen parties. 

Finally, the Coalition Composition   measures whether the parties in the local
coalition changed after the 2008 elections even in the cases where the size of the local
coalition remained the same (Table 3). The change in the composition of local coali-
tions is an ordinal variable ranging from 0 to 6, where 0 represents no change in the
coalition partners, 1 represents a change of three or fewer new and small parties, 2 rep-
resents a change of more than three new and small parties, 3 represents the change of
at least one new large party, 4 represents the change of two major parties, 5 represents
the change of three major parties, and 6 represents a change that results in a complete-
ly new set of parties. 
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Descriptive Statistics  
“Largest” 

Governments (#)12 

“Smallest” 

Governments (#)3 

Median # Parties 6 Bela Crkva (19) Doljevac (1) 

Mean # Parties 5.37 Zaje ar (12) Vra ar (2) 

St. Dev. 2.49 Novi Sad (10) Sopot (2) 

Max # Parties 19 Pirot (10) Kova ica (2) 

Minimum # Parties 1 Niška Banja (10) Ba  (2) 

  Smederovo (10) Ba ki Petrovac (2) 



Table 3. The Change in the Composition of Coalition Governments
from 2004 to 2008

In only one county, Topola, there was no change in the local coalition following
2008 elections, while in 10 percent of 159 counties that were coded, or 16 counties,
the change in the composition of local coalitions resulted in a complete set of new par-
ties (Table 3). Change in two to three major parties was the average type of change in
the composition of local coalitions (Table 3).

Our measure of the level of local economic development is drawn from APR
data. APR divides Serbia’s opštine into four categories of development based upon the
per capita gross local product as a percentage of Republican average. First category
localities are those with a per capita gross local product that is above the Republican
average. Second category localities feature per capita gross local products, which are
between 80% and 100% of the Republican average. Third category localities are those
whose per capita gross local products are from 60%-80% of the Republican average
and Fourth category localities are those with per capita gross local products that are
below 60% of the Republican average. The average level of economic development
was the category three. This study, thus, uses principally the data from the APR on
economic development and the number of employees in local public enterprises from
2007 to 2009, as well as the data from the RZS and CeSID on the coalitions that
formed following the 2004 and 2008 local elections. 

Linkages Between Local Coalitions 
and Employment in Public Enterprises

The results of statistical analyses show strong support for the first hypothesis and
tentative support for the second and third hypotheses. Localities with coalition govern-
ments consisting of more participating parties have larger numbers of employees in
public enterprises both in 2008 and in 2009. Localities where coalition size increased
following the 2008 elections have larger numbers of employees in public enterprises in
2009. Our results also provide tentative evidence of a pattern of personnel changes fol-
lowing a change in the composition of government that is consistent with party-mem-
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Descriptive Statistics 

Mean 4.64 

St. Dev. 0.98 

Number of counties coded 159 

Counties with maximum change in coalition composition (6) 
16  

(10%) 

Counties with no change in coalition composition (0) 
1 

(1%) 



bership based patronage. Employment levels declined during the year of the election
in localities where there was the highest turnover of parties across the outgoing in
incoming governments. Furthermore, employment levels increased during the year fol-
lowing elections in localities where there was the highest turnover of parties. This sug-
gests that the inclusion of new parties in incoming coalition governments result in an
exodus (either voluntarily or through firings) of old party supporters from public enter-
prises, followed by the hiring of new party supporters in the year following the elec-
tion. 

Beginning with the first two hypotheses tests, in Models 1 and 2 in Table 4, the
dependent variable is the number of employees in public enterprises in 2008, and in
Models 3 and 4, it is the number of employees in public enterprises in 2009. Models
1 and 3 test the first hypothesis (effect of new coalition size) and Models 2 and 4 test
the second hypothesis (effect of change in coalition size). In addition to the key
explanatory variables, such as the local coalition size in Models 1 and 3, and change
in the local coalition size in Models 2 and 4, we also include the following controls in
the first four models: local economic development, population size, and whether or not
the locality in question is located in the Autonomous District of Vojvodina.12 The vari-
able Vojvodina controls for historical, economic, and cultural factors, which are spe-
cific to the region of Vojvodina and may influence informal institutions, such as
patronage practices. The rationale for using the population size is that larger localities
may have more employees in public enterprises, and if despite including this variable,
we still find a significant and positive relationship between coalition size and public
employment, we can conclude that it is not merely because the locality is demograph-
ically larger. 

Our analysis in all models excludes Belgrade because we lack the data on the
number of employees in public enterprises in 2009. As indicated in Table 2, Bela
Crkva stands out as an outlier in terms of coalition size for the 2008 elections. Subse-
quent analyses indicated that the exceptionally large number of parties in Bela Crkva’s
government made this a statistically influential case.13 Therefore, Bela Crkva was
dropped from the analyses in all models. 
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ipalities returned strong results for the Hungarian minority. We found that a dummy indicating whether a
municipality was located in Vojvodina provided even greater explanatory power than the highly correlat-
ed measure of the percentage of Hungarians living in a region. There are a number of potential reasons
why the linkage between coalition size and public sector employment might be weaker in the Autonomous
District of Vojvodina. We will investigate these in future stages of our research. 

13 Influential cases are ones whose values on specific variables are such that they have an inordinate
impact on regression results. 



Coalition Size 

We now turn to the interpretation of our results. With regard to the first hypothe-
sis, which posits a link between coalition size and local public enterprise employment,
the results indicate a statistically significant and positive relationship between coalition
size and employment in local public enterprises (Table 4, Models 1 and 3). Control-
ling for economic development, population size and regional factors, for every addi-
tional party in a local coalition local enterprise employment increases by 13 employ-
ees in 2008 and 14 in 2009. 

The second hypothesis positing a linkage between the magnitude of change in
coalition size and change in local government employment received tentative support
(Table 4, Models 2 and 4). A one-party increase in the number of parties in specific
municipality’s ruling coalition after the 2008 election predicts an increase in employ-
ment numbers in public enterprises of 9 in 2009. However, the marginal level of sta-
tistical significance (p.=0.09) raises some questions about the strength and validity of
this relationship.

Table 4. Local Employment in Public Enterprises and Local Coalitions

Findings for the control variables also present interesting results for future
consideration. Models 1-4 show that, contrary to much of the literature on patron-
age, poorer municipalities, or those with a larger value of the APR index, have
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Model 1 

Employ08 

Model 2 

Employ08 

Model 3 

Employ09 

Model 4 

Employ09 

 Coef. Coef. Coef. Coef. 

Coalition Size 
12.66 

(6.27) 
* ---  

13.82 

(6.40) 
* 

--- 

 
 

Coalition Size  ---  
8.27 

(5.40) 
 --- 

 
 

9.41 

(5.48)
a 

Coalition 

Composition  
---  ---  ---  ---  

Development 
-38.46 

(12.32) 
** 

-39.36 

(12.38)
** 

-38.90 

(12.40) 
** 

-39.85

(12.46)

** 

 

Population 
0.00 

(0.00) 
*** 

0.00 

(0.00) 
*** 

0.00 

(0.00) 
*** 

0.00 

(0.00)
*** 

Vojvodina 
-55.68 

(32.08) 
a -55.75 

(32.31)
a -55.39 

(32.33) 
a -55.55

(32.56)
a 

Adjusted R2 0.41  0.40  0.41  0.40  

N 135  135  134  134  

Note: All models are ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions. Coefficients are listed  

in the cells with corresponding standard errors in the parentheses.  

***p<.001 **p<.01, *p<.05, a p=0.09. 



lower levels of public employment. This trend could be explained by the availabil-
ity of resources meaning that public sector jobs are more plentiful in those locali-
ties that have larger budgets. While this requires further examination, such a find-
ing seems to raise another challenge to the traditional linkage between poverty and
patronage. Perhaps the presence of resources to fund public sector jobs is sufficient
incentive for parties to pursue patronage regardless of the overall level of econom-
ic development in a particular case. Finally, with all other factors taken into
account, counties in Vojvodina appear to have lower levels of public employment
compared to counties in the rest of Serbia, as evident in Models 1-4. Possible
sources of this interesting regional variation will require additional research and
will be explored in the extensions of this study.

Coalition Composition

At this stage our findings suggest a link between coalition size and the num-
ber of workers employed in public enterprises. Our next question focuses on
whether changes in the composition of coalitions have an appreciable effect on
turnover in public enterprises immediately following elections. In Models 5 and 6
in Table 5, the dependent variable is the percent change in employment from 2007
to 2008 and from 2008 to 2009, respectively. Both models test the third hypothe-
sis positing a relationship between the change in the composition of the local coali-
tion following the 2008 elections and the year-to-year volatility in the level of
employment in public enterprises. In both models we include a control for the per-
cent change in the number of public enterprises in the region over the year in ques-
tion. If a significant relationship between change in public employment levels and
the change in the composition of coalitions is still evident, we will be able to con-
clude that the change in employment levels did not occur just because of a change
in the number of public enterprises operating in the region. 

As indicated earlier, the results of the analysis in Model 5 provide tentative
support for the third hypothesis (Table 5). In Model 5, the direction of the change
in public employment in 2008 following the elections is negative in those munici-
palities where the composition of coalitions changed the most. These results are
consistent with our initial hypothesis that there is a link between the composition
of local coalitions and the post-electoral volatility in employment levels in public
enterprises. However, with a p-value of .27 the relationship falls short of standard
criteria for statistical significance. In Model 6, the public enterprise employment
levels in 2009 increased, when compared to the employment numbers in 2008, in
those municipalities where the composition of coalitions changed the most follow-
ing the 2008 elections. 
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Table 5. Volatility of Local Employment in Public Enterprises 
and Coalition Composition Change

The tentative nature of these findings warrants further comment. Explanations for
the low p-value in Model 5 include issues regarding the method applied, the context
of the 2008 local elections, and the simple challenge of accounting for employment
volatility. With regard to the method, a more precise measure of change in coalition
composition or the inclusion of other relevant controls might yield a clearer relation-
ship. We will continue to develop this part of the analysis in future work. Regarding
the electoral context, it should be noted that the split within the Serbian Radical Party
and the subsequent rise of the Serbian Progressive Party following the 2008 local elec-
tions created considerable delay and fluctuations in the formation of local government
coalitions throughout the fall of 2008. Thus, the weakness of the relationship in Model
5 could be attributed to the fact that many localities did not establish stable coalition
governments until late 2008 and early 2009. Delayed coalition formation would thus
delay changes to employment in local public enterprises. In light of this argument we
will apply a similar model in the post-2012 local election context once the data is avail-
able. Finally, we should point out that the many potential factors impacting employ-
ment volatility are likely to always yield somewhat weaker results for these models.
Therefore, we feel that the existing outcomes are sufficiently encouraging to warrant
continued development. Our analysis thus indicates that party patronage, defined as
the exchange of public sector jobs for party membership, is a reality that exists beyond
the instrumental rhetoric of elite discourses. Hence, our approach of measuring the
linkage between local coalition governments and subnational public sector employ-
ment appears to provide a useful means for uncovering patronage practices. 
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Model 5 

Employ07-08 

Model 6 

Employ08-09 

 Coef. Coef. 

Change in Coalition Composition 
-0.02 

(0.02) 
 

0.03 

(0.01) 
* 

% Change in Public Enterprises 07-08 
0.32 

(0.04) 
*** 

--- 

 
 

% Change in Public Enterprises  08-09 
--- 

 
 

0.49 

(0.06) 
*** 

     

Adjusted R2 0.33  0.34  

N 129  128  

Note: All models are ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions. Coefficients are listed  

in the cells with corresponding standard errors in the parentheses. Preševo and Senta  

dropped from both analysis as influential cases.  

***p<.001 **p<.01, *p<.05. 



Conclusion

In this article we applied a new methodology to test the validity of popular and
elite discourses regarding party patronage in Serbia. Our findings strongly suggest that
employment in local public enterprise is positively related to the number of parties in
local coalition governments and that patterns of hiring and firing are correlated with
the magnitude of change in local coalition composition following elections. Thus, we
can conclude that rhetoric about partijsko zapošljavanje reflects a consistent reality
throughout Serbia’s political system. Furthermore, the success of this initial applica-
tion of our methodology to the Serbian case encourages us to apply the model to other
political systems, thus contributing to a growing social science literature on party
patronage.

From the policy standpoint, this exploration provides fresh evidence regarding the
challenges facing the development of western-style party systems and bureaucracies
within the context of the Balkans and Eastern Europe. In terms of party development,
the findings do not bode well for the development of program-based party system
structures. Parties in Serbia show an increasing tendency to join with parties of near-
ly any stripe in coalitions designed more to carve up bureaucratic spoils than to chart
out new policy directions. The prospects for the development of a professional, merit
based bureaucracy are equally dim: Conspicuously absent from this story is a strong
role for expertise and any means to shield bureaucrats from the wrath of new political
bosses. 

On a final note, our findings further question the effectiveness of EU condition-
ality in promoting the development of stronger party systems and professionalized
bureaucracies. While Serbia’s membership to the EU is a distant and perhaps even
dwindling prospect, strong evidence of continuing party patronage during a period
when Serbia’s leaders are ostensibly trying to woo European leaders suggests that cer-
tain, more immediate, payoffs are stronger than the longer terms payoff of meeting
European standards. However, anecdotal and even more systematic evidence of
patronage practices in recent EU members suggests that such a finding is perhaps less
surprising than one might expect.
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СУДСКО ПОКРОВИТЕЉСТВО: ИДЕНТИФИКАЦИЈА
ВЕЗЕ ИЗМЕЂУ ПАРТИЈА И ЈАВНОГ

СЕКТОРА У СРБИЈИ

Постојеће студије o партократији, или партијском запошљавању, се суочавају
са двоструким изазовом. Једна од тешкоћа је мерење с обзиром да владајуће елите,
посебно током избора, имају тенденцију да сакрију увид у податке о учесталости пар-
тијског запошљавања, док опозиционе странке имају тенденцију да увеличају обим
партократије као један од проблема који се приписује владајућим странакама. Другу
препреку имају студије са малим узорком јер су ограничене малим бројем опсервација
и великим бројем потенцијалних чиниоца. Ова студија превазилази оба проблема пред-
лажући да се измери учесталост партијског запошљаваља на локалном, или под-наци-
оналном нивоу, мерећи корелацију између величине локалних коалиција и запошљавања
у јавним предузећима у 165 општина у Србији. Статистичка анализа података о ни-
воу јавног запошљаваља по општинама од 2007. до 2009. и резултата локалних избора
из 2004. и 2008. показује да је ниво јавног запошљавања у 2009. био већи у оним општи-
нама у којима су формиране веће коалиције након локалних избора у 2008, без обзира
на ниво економског развоја у датој општини.

Кључне речи: партократија, коалиције, ибори, јавна предузећа, Србија

Mila Dragojević, Andy Konitzer, The Forensics of Patronage: Identifying the Linkage between...

22


	socioloski pregled br 01 2013

