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AUTHOR’S MAIN MESSAGE 
It is entirely justifiable to ask whether the post-communist transition, which began in 1989 in Central and Eastern 
Europe and Central Asia, can be considered to be over. Perhaps equally important is to understand the impact 
and perception of reforms implemented since then. Interestingly, reform success seems to weaken societal support 
for future reform. In contrast, experiencing the consequences of reform reversals (corruption, inequality of 
opportunity) appears to strengthen support for reforms. A key takeaway is that new waves of economic reforms 
should aim not only at high GDP growth but also at eradicating corruption and cronyism, strengthening the rule 
of law, and strengthening social mobility.

ELEVATOR PITCH 
An extensive program of economic liberalization 
reforms, even when it generates positive outcomes, 
does not automatically generate support for further 
reforms. Societies respond with strong support only 
after experiencing the effects of reversing these reforms 
(i.e. corruption, inequality of opportunity). This point is 
illustrated through the example of the post-communist 
transformation in Eastern Europe and Central Asia—
arguably a context where the end point of reforms was 
never clearly defined, and even successful reforms are 
now associated with a degree of reform suspicion.

KEY FINDINGS

Cons

Transition paths in the region overall have been 
very diverse and outcomes unequal.

Reforms have often been associated with 
perceived unfairness, and the perception of 
corruption has increased in some countries.

Corruption contributes to inequality of 
opportunity, which is higher in transition 
countries than elsewhere.

Even when reform outcomes have been positive, 
support for reforms has fallen. 

Pros

The majority of transition countries have 
grown economically, and they have all become 
functioning markets.

Transition countries have become institutionally 
more similar to countries at their level of GDP per 
capita, and many, but not all, have become more 
democratic.

Inequality, as measured by Gini, is today fairly low 
by world standards in transition economies.

Support for economic liberalization reforms only 
increased in societies that experienced the effects 
of reversing these reforms (corruption, inequality 
of opportunity).

Catching up with the West
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Source: Authors’ own calculations based on data from the Maddison project.
Online at: https://www.rug.nl/ggdc/historicaldevelopment/maddison/releases/
maddison-project-database-2020?lang=en


