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The Evolving Process of Party Leader Selection 
in the Baltic States: Institutions, Dynamics, and 

Intra-party Democracy*

Ryo Nakai

1. Introduction

Leaders and their selection methods are important in party politics across 
democracies, including the Baltic States. While there are studies on leader-
ship selection in Central and Eastern European countries,1 a limited number of 
studies exist regarding the Baltic countries.2 Hence, there is little information 
about how the major political parties in Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania have 
evolved and changed the way of choosing their leaders, and the mechanisms 
that underlie these changes. This study addresses these gaps by organizing
the records of nominations and elections of party leaders, including press data, 
and examining the possibility of different institutional factors (electoral systems, 
election laws, and party regulations) introducing different methods for select-
ing leaders for each political party.

*  This work was supported by JSPS KAKENHI Grant Number JP18H00818. I would also like 
to thank the Slavic-Eurasian Research Center at Hokkaido University for hosting me under 
its visiting program in 2022–2023, which enabled me to conduct this research.

1  Mihail Chiru and Sergiu Gherghina, “Keeping the Doors Closed: Leadership Selection in 
Post-Communist Romania,” East European Politics and Societies 26, no.3 (2012), pp. 510–537; 
Sergiu Gherghina and Peter Spáč, “Democratising Candidate Selection in Romania and 
Slovakia,” in Giulia Sandri, Antonella Seddone and Fulvio Venturino, eds., Party Primaries 
in Comparative Perspective (New York: Ashgate, 2015), pp. 145–160; Michał Radecki, “Party 
Leadership in Poland in Comparative Perspective,” Annales Universitatis Mariae Curie-
Skłodowska. Sectio K, Politologia 22, no.1 (2015), pp. 135–149.

2  A notable exception is the work by Algis Krupavičius and Vitalijain Simonaitytė “Organi-
zation of Political Parties: The Case of Lithuania,” in Katarzyna Sobolewska-Myslik, Beata 
Kosowska-Gastol, and Piotr Borowiec, eds., Organizational Structures of Political Parties in 
Central and Eastern European Countries (Krakow: Jagiellonian University Press, 2016), pp. 
251–276. It contains the detailed record of party leader elections until 2015.
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While studies on party organization in the Baltic countries have examined 
candidate selection,3 party memberships,4 and party structures,5 only a few have 
focused on party leader selection, long-term data, and the process of diachronic 
change. In several cases, the political parties in the Baltic States have failed 
to systematically disclose the results of party leader elections, including in-
formation regarding whether the elections were competitive and, if so, how 
many votes went to each candidate. This study reconstructs such data from 
available records (particularly news agency materials) and analyzes their long-
term fluctuations. Furthermore, it analyzes these evolutions in the context of the 
institutions of each Baltic country by examining a comprehensive set of press 
materials.

Among the same Baltic countries, the strategies for electing the party 
leaders of major parties vary, with three variants. Lithuania often uses inter-
nal party elections, Latvia rarely uses internal party elections and the party 
leader is almost always nominated, and Estonia follows a combination of the 
two systems. Although individual case studies and media reports exist for 
the systematic cause-and-effect of these differences, no long-term analyses 
exist. This is partly because past party leader selection data is scattered and 
unaccumulated. This paper fills this gap by systematically accumulating his-
torical party leader selection data and discussing the changes in the actual sit-
uation concerning institutional differences between countries.

In the following sections, this study summarizes the characteristics of par-
ty politics in Baltic countries and their institutional and social backgrounds. 
Furthermore, it reviews the party leadership election records of the main parties 
in the three countries and describes associated political phenomena. More-
over, it examines Lithuania, where party primaries are adopted, Estonia, where 
competitive elections are occasionally observed, albeit not party primaries, 
and Latvia, where they are rarely observed; in that sequence. It concludes by 
reviewing the overall situation and presenting the scope of future research 
regarding party leader selection and intra-party democracy in the Baltic States 
and Central and Eastern Europe.

3  Algis Krupavičius and Giedrius Žvaliauskas, “Political Parties and Elite Recruitment in 
   Lithuania,” in Sten Berglund and Kjetil Duvold, eds., Baltic Democracy at the Crossroads: An 
   Elite Perspective, (Kristiansand S.: Hoyskoleforlage, 2003), pp. 105–140; Alison F. Smith, 

Political Party Member-ship in New Democracies: Electoral Rules in Central and East Europe 
(Cham: Palgrave Mcmillan, 2020).

4  Alison F. Smith, “Political Parties and their Members in Lithuania,” Journal of Baltic Studies 
51, no.1 (2020), 51–68; Smith, Political Party Membership.

5  Allan Sikk, “Party Financing Regimes and Emergence of New Parties in Latvia and Esto-
nia,” paper presented at the ECPR Joint Sessions workshop Uppsala, 13–18 April 2004; 
Jānis Ikstens, “Leader-Centered and Power-Hungry: Party Organizations in Latvia,” in 
Sobolewska-Myslik et al., Organizational Structures, pp. 231–250; Rein Toomla, “Organi-

   zational Structures of Political Parties in Estonia,” in Sobolewska-Myslik et al., Organizational 
Structures, pp. 159–183; Daunis Auers, “Populism and Political Party Institutionalisation in 
the Three Baltic States of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania,” Fudan Journal of the Humanities and 
Social Science 11 (2018), pp. 341–355.
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1-1. Institutional Background of Party Organization and Systems in the Baltic 
States
Not limited to the Baltic States, party organizations in the post-communist 
period exhibited considerable weakness, characterized by limited internal 
party bases.6 Thus, top-down initiatives by political elites were important for 
the development and growth of party membership.7 As countries transitioned 
from the post-communist period to consolidated democracies, it was important 
to determine whether such parties could maintain an organizational structure, 
including the election of the next leader, when the entrepreneurial leader left 
the party. Establishing a formal leadership succession process and providing 
the opportunity to elect a new leader every few years was crucial for main-
taining party strength.8

Intra-party democracy is a method for electing the next leader without 
relying on the popularity of a particular individual, yet its electoral advantages 
remain unclear. In general, intra-party democracy empowers party leaders, 
contingent upon their popularity among voters and party members; never-
theless, the loss of this power can jeopardize the leader’s position.9 Further-
more, some parties in post-communist countries, which have followed an 
overly democratic internal decision-making process, have become less re-
sponsive to change and have perished politically.10 Therefore, parties have 
chosen different methods of electing party leaders—either through executive 
nomination of successors or through election by party members (or some 

6  Herbert Kitschelt, Zdenka Mansfeldova, Radoslaw Markowski and Gabor Toka, Post-
Communist Party Systems: Competition, Representation, and Inter-Party Cooperation (New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999); Paul G. Lewis, Political Parties in Post-Communist Eastern 
Europe (London: Routledge, 2000).

7  Maria Spirova, “Political Parties in Bulgaria: Organizational Trends in Comparative Per-
spective,” Party Politics 11, no.5 (2005), pp. 601–622; Katarzyna Sobolewska-Myślik, Beata 
Kosowska-Gąstoł and Piotr Borowiec, “Developing Party Structures in Central and Eastern 
Europe” in Sobolewska-Myslik et al., pp. 11–20.

8  Tim Haughton and Kevin Deegan-Krause, The New Party Challenge: Changing Cycles of Party 
Birth and Death in Central Europe and Beyond (New York: Oxford University Press, 2020), pp. 
163–164.

9  Paul Webb and Thomas Poguntke, “The Presidentialization of Contemporary Democratic 
Politics: Evidence, Causes and Consequence,” in Paul Webb and Thomas Poguntke, eds., 

  The Presidentialization of Politics: A Comparative Study of Modern Democracies (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 336–356.

10  John T. Ishiyama, “Party Organization and the Political Success of the Communist Successor 
Parties,” Social Science Quarterly 82, issue 4 (2004), pp. 844–864; Dan Hough, “Third Ways or 
New Ways? The Post-Communist Left in Central Europe,” The Political Quarterly 76, issue 2 
(2005), pp. 253–263.
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forms in between).11 Whether the leader selection is bottom-up or top-down is 
decided by the individual strategies of each party and institutional influences. 
Smith emphasized the significance of electoral quotas (electoral magnitude) and 
argued that even within the same post-communist countries, party membership 
organizations are more developed.12 Moreover, bottom-up electoral strategies 
are adopted in countries with small electoral quotas, while national electoral 
strategies are adopted by party executives in countries with large electoral sys-
tems. This logic is similar to Shugart and Carey, who argued that elections 
tend to be either party executive-centered or individual-centered depending 
on the electoral system.13 Lithuania, Estonia, and Latvia have different electoral 
systems—mixed-member majoritarianism (MMM) in Lithuania, proportional 
representation (PR) with a small electoral magnitude in Latvia, and PR with a 
large electoral magnitude in Estonia.

Institutions affect the party systems as well. Each of the three Baltic coun-
tries has unique characteristics; hence, the development of their party systems 
differs. Lithuania established a party system similar to a two-party (or two-
bloc) system, Estonia developed a moderate multiparty system with a small 
number of parties, and Latvia established a party system that was highly fluid 
and subject to high electoral volatility. This was partly owing to the historical 
background and social cleavage14 of each country; however, the electoral system 
and political party laws had a major influence.

Given that Lithuania has a MMM, where a parallel system of single-
member district (SMD) and PR, and SMD constituencies are decided through 
an absolute majority (two-round system: TRS), the system favors larger par-
ties. Although the system allows mini-parties created by local elites with bases
in specific constituencies to survive, the overall effect favors its two major 

11  There are various methods, for example, voting by caucus made up of MPs, or different 
weighting of the votes of ordinary party members and the executives. See Ofer Kenig, 
“Classifying Party Leaders’ Selection Methods in Parliamentary Democracies,” Journal 
of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties 19, issue 4 (2009), pp. 433–447; Sandri et al., Party 
Primaries; Marco Lisi, André Freire, and Oscar Barberà, “Leadership Selection Methods and 
Party Types,” William P. Cross and Jean-Benoit Pilet, eds., The Politics of Party Leadership: A 
Cross-National Perspective (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), pp. 12–30.

12  Smith, Political Party Membership.
13  Matthew S. Shugart and John M. Carey, “Incentives to Cultivate a Personal Vote: A Rank 

Order of Electoral Formulas,” Electoral Studies 14, no.4 (1995), pp. 417–439.
14  Regarding social cleavage, early party politics in all three countries revolved around the 

transition between forces that actively promoted the transition and those that took a cau-
tious attitude toward it. The major issues were economic issues, such as the transition from 
a planned to a market economy and the subsequent second-generation liberal reforms. 
However, there were issues of nation and ethnicity, such as the construction of a new 
nation-state (or nationhood). See, Taras Kuzio, “Transition in Post-Communist States: Triple 
or Quadruple?” Politics 21 (2001), pp. 168–177; Stephen Whitefield, “Political Cleavages and 
Post-Communist Politics,” Annual Review of Political Science 5 (2002) pp. 181–200.
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parties. Estonia uses a PR system (the d’Hondt system) and has strict require-
ments for party registration, making it difficult for new or small parties to 
enter and survive in a multiparty system. The situation in Latvia is unique 
as it is the only emerging democracy in Central and Eastern Europe that 
has not had a political party subsidy system for a long time.15 Consequently, 
political parties sought funding for their activities from the business sector, 
which led to corruption scandals. The lack of or inability to develop political 
party organizations meant that new parties were regularly launched and dis-
appeared with each election. In the 2010s, with the introduction of the party 
subsidy system, the situation began to change, with the same parties winning 
multiple elections and developing competition.

1-2. Major Political Party Characteristics of Each Country
The two main parties in Lithuania are the center-left Lithuania Social Demo-
cratic Party (Lietuvos Socialdemokratų partija: LSDP) and the center-right Home-
land Union (Tėvynės Sąjunga: TS and the Christian Democratic Party [Lietuvos 
Krikščionys Demokratai: LKD]), the successor of the hardline independence move-
ment Sąjūdis. An established pattern of inter-bloc competition exists between 
the two blocs, with these two parties at the core and in coalition with other
medium-sized parties. These two parties are outstanding in terms of member-
ship,16 and the head of the government most often belongs to one of them.

The current LSDP was formed in 2001 through the merger of the former 
Social Democratic Party for Lithuania and the communist successor, the Demo-
cratic Labour Party of Lithuania (Lietuvos Demokratinė Darbo Partija: LDDP). 
The two parties had different origins. The Social Democrats had originally 
been hostile to the ex-communist LDDP, as it was committed to reviving the
interwar parties. Although they took over the LSDP label, they were effec-
tively overwhelmed by the LDDP in terms of membership and number of mem-
bers.17 The Homeland Union-Christian Democrats (TS-LKD) was formed in 
2008 through the formal merger of the TS and LKD, which had previously 
cooperated.

In Estonia, a moderate multiparty system was established with competi-
tive relationships between four or five parties. The two parties with a signifi-
cant long-term presence were the Reform Party (Reformierakond) and the Centre 
Party (Keskerakond), which consistently enjoyed high voter support and the 
largest party membership.18 Regarding broad policy orientation, the former 

15  Anna M. Grzymała-Busse, Rebuilding Leviathan: Party Competition and State Exploitation in 
Post-Communist Democracies (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007), pp. 188–193; 
Fernando Casal-Bértoa and Maria Spirova, “Get a Subsidy or Perish! Public Funding and 
Party Survival in Eastern Europe,” Working Paper Series on the Legal Regulation of Politi-
cal Parties, no. 29 (2013). 

16  Algis Krupavičius and Vitalijain Simonaitytė, “Organization of Political Parties: The Case 
of Lithuania,” in Sobolewska-Myslik et al., Organizational Structures, pp. 251–276.

17  Krupavičius et al., “Political Parties and Elite Recruitment.”
18  Toomla, “Organizational Structure.”
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promotes liberal reforms in Estonia, while the latter consolidates the voices 
of the marginalized and those who object to reforms. The two parties form 
the relationship between the center-right and the center-left. Furthermore, the
Centre Party is well supported by Estonia’s Russian-speaking population.  Es-
tonia’s multiparty system includes a social cleavage between Russian-speaking 
minorities and an ethnic Estonian-first policy.

Latvia does not have a political party that has long been a mainstay of 
inter-party competition. Furthermore, a multi-layered intertwining of “parties” 
and “party alliance” exists in the official organizational register. Hence, even 
local voters do not have a clear idea about a party (not a party alliance) and 
its leader (not as a prime minister candidate of an alliance). Nevertheless, 
four political groups have maintained their organization for a relatively long 
time, although they have changed their party labels—Unity (Vienotība), Har-
mony (Saskaņa), National Alliance (Nacionālā Apvienība: NA), and Greens and 
Farmers (Zaļo un Zemnieku savienība: ZZS). The first two, center-right Unity 
and left-wing Harmony, are particularly prominent because of their large 
number of party members.19 Unity was formed in the early 2000s as a neoliberal 
New Era party (Jaunais Laiks: JL) and has been the longest-serving party in 
government, albeit not a major party. Harmony has a strong Russian-speaking 
support base and has won top seats in several elections. Although excluded 
with a cordon sanitaire from the national coalition by other Latvian parties20 
owing to its policy stance, it is the core party on the left, with experience of 
holding the capital city of Riga for some time. The party retained its support in 
the 2024 European Parliamentary elections.

2. Subjects and Methods for the Analysis of  
Baltic Party Leader Selection

This study summarizes and analyzes the situation of and changes in the elec-
tion of party leaders of major political parties in the Baltic States. Six political 
parties (and their predecessors), two from each country, were included in the 
analysis.21 Selected parties were the LSDP and TS-LKD in Lithuania, Unity 
and Harmony in Latvia, and the Reform Party and the Centre Party in Estonia. 
This study analyzed the process, results, and impact of the election of party 
leaders for these six parties in the three countries. All the parties were analyzed 
from 2000 onwards since the data from earlier periods were limited, and party 
organizations did not exist.

19  Ikstens, “Leader-Centered and Power-Hungry.”
20  Daunis Auers and Andres Kasekamp, “The Impact of Radical Right Parties in the Baltic 

States,” in Michael Minkenberg, eds., Transforming the Transformation? The East European 
Radical Right in the Political Process (New York: Routledge, 2015), p. 139.

21  Focusing the analysis on the two main political parties is a perspective used in previous 
studies. See, Smith, “Political Party Membership.”
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This study conducted a comprehensive review of press and news agency 
materials, along with literature reviews and official party releases, to tabulate 
the competitiveness, methods, and voting results of party leader selections. 
Specifically, all the articles distributed by the Baltic News Service (BNS) via 
Lexis were searched (this includes ELTA in Lithuania and LETA in Latvia). 
Additionally, news articles from national broadcasters of each country (ERR 
for Estonia, LSM for Latvia, and LRT for Lithuania) and DELFI, the largest web 
portal in the Baltic countries, were searched. In case the candidates withdrew 
midway, their name was provided in the notes section. When there was only 
one final candidate and a ballot was ceremoniously cast for approval, the vote 
count for such non-competitive cases is not reported in our table.

3. Lithuanian Party Organization and Party Leader Election

3-1. Party Leader Election Practice: Introduction of Closed Primaries and High 
Competition
The links between the two major Lithuanian parties and their founders were 
important. In the LSDP, Algirdas Brazauskas, a former reformist leader of the 
Communist Party of Lithuania, and in the TS, Vytautas Landsbergis,22 the leader 
of the independence and democracy movement, had a strong presence and 
influence. Both parties continued their political survival after the retirement 
of the two aforementioned leaders and became examples of successful organi-
zational development.23

Both the LSDP and TS stipulate that party leaders should be elected by 
party members at the party congress (closed primary, one member–one vote).24 
However, the LSDP has long used the delegate (party caucus) at party congress 
method. Hence, the TS introduced party leadership elections using a prima-
ry election, with the 2009 TS leadership election being the first in Lithuania 
(among the major parties).25

In the 2009 party elections, Andrius Kubilius (then party leader of TS) faced 
three candidates and won with an overwhelming 90.4% majority (8,390 votes). 
In 2011, in a two-candidate election, the party’s number two, Irena Degutienė, 
who had long served as the parliamentary chairperson and interim prime min-
ister, challenged the incumbent Kubilius. In 2013, there was a three-candidate 
race that went to a runoff, as no candidate won a majority in the first round of 
voting. V. Landsbergis, a former founder of the party with strong charisma, 
challenged Kubilius and lost. However, he demonstrated that party elections 

22  To distinguish him from Gabrielius Landsbergis, it is hereafter referred to as V. Landsbergis.
23  In contrast, the New Party/Social Liberal party, which emerged in 2000 through the vote-

getting power of its charismatic leader, Artūras Paulauskas, rapidly weakened in power 
after the party leader retired.

24  Although excluded from the scope of this paper, in these two major parties in Lithuania, 
candidate selection is conducted by party membership ballot as well. See Smith, “Political 
Parties and their Members in Lithuania.”

25  Krupavičius et al., “Organization of political parties,” p. 268.
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should be held to choose a leader beyond the personal charisma of the par-
ty’s founder. Despite concerns of a split in the party in the event of defeat, V. 
Landsbergis accepted his defeat solemnly, because it was the result of party 
membership elections (Table 1).

Table 1: Party Leadership Election Records of Lithuania’s Two Major Parties

Party Year Competition Winner Votes Defeated candidates Votes Notes

TS-LKD 2021 No Gabrielius Landsbergis The term was changed to 4 
years. He resigned in October 
2024 and was replaced by 
interim chairperson Radvilė 
Morkūnaitė-Mikulėnienė 
untile January 2025.

2017 Yes Gabrielius Landsbergis 5539 Paulius Saudargas 1696 Agne Bilotaite withdrawn
Žygimantas Pavilionis 1065
Mykolas Majauskas 577

2015(2) Yes Gabrielius Landsbergis 5192 Irena Degutienė 4094
2015(1) Yes Gabrielius Landsbergis 4525 Irena Degutienė

Jurgis Razma
Mantas Adomėnas
Laima Andrikienė
Emanuelis Zingeris

3913
231
212
182
27

2013(2) Yes Andrius Kubilius 5166 Vytautas Landsbergis 4501
2013(1) Yes Andrius Kubilius 4383 Vytautas Landsbergis

Valentinas Stundys
3557
1588

2011 Yes Andrius Kubilius 5546 Irena Degutienė 4501
2009 Yes Andrius Kubilius 8390 Gintaras Songaila

Naglis Puteikis
Andrius Tuckus

313
290
259

Valentinas Stundys withdrawn

(TS) 2007 No Andrius Kubilius
2005 No Andrius Kubilius
2003 No Andrius Kubilius
2001 No Vytautas Landsbergis

LSDP 2023 No Vilija Blinkevičiūtė
2021 Yes Vilija Blinkevičiūtė 4515 Juozas Olekas 3421 Liutauras Gudžinskas and 

Vitalijus Mitrofanovas with-
drawn

2019 No Gintautas Paluckas He resigned in January 2021 
and was replaced by acting 
leader Mindaugas Sinkevicius 
until May of the same year.

2017(2) Yes Gintautas Paluckas 5190 Mindaugas Sinkevičius 4781
2017(1) Yes Gintautas Paluckas 4017 Mindaugas Sinkevičius 

Andrius Palionis
Arturas Skardzius
Mantas Varaska

3654
1166
608
252

2015 Yes Algirdas Butkevičius 487 Algirdas Sysas 151
2013 No Algirdas Butkevičius
2011 No Algirdas Butkevičius
2009 Yes Algirdas Butkevičius 329 Zigmantas Balčytis

Vytenis Andriukaitis
242
26

2007 Yes Gediminas Kirkilas 389  Juozas Olekas 87 Irena Siauliene, Milda Pe-
trauskiene and Birute Vesaite 
withdrawn

2005 No Algirdas Brazauskas
2003 No Algirdas Brazauskas Ceslovas Jursenas, Vytenis An-

driukaitis, and Justas Paleckis 
withdrawn

2001 No Algirdas Brazauskas



The Evolving Process of Party Leader Selection in the Baltic States

65

Note: Numbers in parentheses for the year of implementation indicate the round of voting in the 
two-round system.
Source: BNS 05.01.2001; 29.01.2001; 26.05.2003; 05.05.2009; 25.04.2015; 28.04.2015; 24.10.2016; 
24.01.2017; 10.04.2017; 20.04.2017; 22.01.2021; 10.05.2021; 29.05.2023; ELTA 05.05.2003; 17.05.2005; 
21.05.2007; 17.12.2007; 14.04.2015; 20.04.2015; 27.04.2015; 09.01.2017; 10.01.2017; 13.02.2017; 
26.02.2021; 26.04.2021; 28.04.2021; 10.05.2021; 27.09.2021; Krupavičius et al., “Organization of 
political parties” (see note 4 above); LRT.lt 14.05.2021; 28.10.2024; Siandien.info 09.04.2017; TV3.lt 
19.05.2007.

Another party primary was held in 2015, after Kubilius became a Member 
of the European Parliament (MEP). In this case, the competition went to a run-
off vote between the top two candidates, and was held again two weeks later. 
Gabrielius Landsbergis, grandson of V. Landsbergis and a former MEP, won 
and became the party’s new leader. G. Landsbergis was re-elected in 2017, 
after an overwhelming win in a five-candidate race. Four years later, in 2021, 
the term of the party leader’s office began, with a single candidate elected 
uncontested.

For a long time, the LSDP had elected its party leader through delegates 
attending the party congress. Sometimes, a single candidate was pursued 
without competition, while at other times, the party leader was elected com-
petitively. Since 2000, the party leader has been elected competitively through 
the delegation method in 2007, 2009, and 2015. A major change came about in 
the election of the party leader in 2017. Algirdas Butkevičius, who had been the 
party leader (and prime minister) for a long time, announced that he would 
not run for the next election, taking responsibility for his defeat in the previ-
ous year’s elections. Hence, the party decided to introduce a closed primary, 
which had only existed as a rule until then. Five candidates were proposed; 
however, no one received a majority in the first round of voting in early April. 
A run-off vote between the top two candidates was held two weeks later by 
party members, and the official result was approved at the party congress the 
following month.

Gintautas Paluckas, the newly elected party leader through this process, 
was re-elected in 2019. However, he was unable to restore the party’s strength 
and announced his resignation in January 2021.26 Subsequently, the deputy 
leader acted as the party leader for a few months, and the party leadership 
election in May 2021 had only new candidates. Initially, four candidates an-
nounced their candidature; however, strategic withdrawals by the lower-
ranking candidates resulted in only two candidates. Vilija Blinkevičiūtė, who
had served as Minister of Health and an MEP, took the party leadership posi-
tion, with 56.9% votes.

26  BNS, “Paluckas Resigns as Chairman of Lithuanian Social Democratic Party,” 22 January 
2021 [https://plus.lexis.com/api/permalink/413ffcaa-efaa-47c8-a63e-e16ed935d116/] (URLs 
below are current as of 13 December 2024, unless otherwise noted).
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3-2. History and Impact of the Primaries on Major Lithuanian Political Parties
Regarding how the TS-LKD introduced closed primaries in Lithuania, re-
searchers have noted that the TS and LKD, which had previously cooperated 
as separate organizations, “officially” became a single organization in 2008, 
leading to increased intra-party competition.27 Degutienė, who had fought 
against Kubilius in the early stages, was viewed as more conservative within 
the Homeland Union and was competitive within the party.28

Additionally, the low support from the TS Kubilius government in 2009 
influenced the introduction of this competition. Despite winning the 2008 gen-
eral elections and leading the government, the party’s approval rating was 
extremely low (11.6% [2010]), partially because of the economic crisis,29 which 
led to a closed primary to make the leadership visible within the party. Hence, 
Kubilius became the first prime minister to complete a four-year inter-electoral 
term (2008–2012), despite a low approval rating.

The same mechanism may have been present in the LSDP’s introduction of 
the primary, as the elections and popularity had an impact. The current LSDP 
was formed in 2001 through the merger of the former LSDP and LDDP, which 
had previously been rivals. Therefore, since intra-party factions facilitated pri-
maries, it was not surprising that it was introduced at the beginning of the 
newly formed LSDP. However, the primaries were not introduced when the 
existence of such intra-party factions was strong; instead, they were introduced 
as a “prop-up” when the LSDP weakened.

The introduction of primaries in both parties highlighted both positive 
and negative aspects of party management. On the positive side, the LSDP 
saw a rapid recovery in their support rate, from single digits to the 20% range, 
since the selection of Blinkevičiūtė as party leader in 2021.30 Simultaneously, to 
stabilize the party’s internal base, Kubilius, who continued to win in the TS due 
to the party’s internal primary, completed his term as prime minister despite 
his unpopularity among the population. The continued support in party elec-
tions ensured that he did not face a backlash within the party.

In general, the promotion of intra-party democracy gave party leaders 
power while they were popular with voters and party members, and losing 

27  Krupavičius et al., “Organization of Political Parties,” p. 269.
28  Degutienė was consistently a member of the TS. However, after the TS formally merged 

(not as a cooperation with) the LKD in 2008, an ex-LKD community was established 
within the party organization. The Christian Democratic group is one of the more radical 
and non-liberal factions within the TS-LKD (Aneta Piasecka, “Lithuania,” in Freedom 
House, ed., Nations in Transit 2011 (2011), pp. 339–356). Degutienė held a key position there, 
therefore, the competition between Kubilius and Degutienė had an aspect of factional 
competition within the party.

29  Algis Krupavičius, “Lithuania,” European Journal of Political Research 50 (2011), pp. 1045–1057.
30  Europe Elects, “National Poll Average” [https://europeelects.eu/lithuania/] (accessed 30 

July 2024).
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popularity jeopardized their position.31 Kubilius’s survival was an example that 
an internal party primary was a source of support for the party leader’s power, 
even when voter popularity was low. Hence, the party leader’s intra-party 
bargaining power was not undermined, even if the party was not popular, as 
long as popularity among party members could be confirmed.

Since Lithuania bans all election activities seventy-two hours before the 
polling day, these last seventy-two hours are the most important for political 
parties, as they depend on spontaneous communication by party members with 
their friends, colleagues, and acquaintances.32 Regardless of how unpopular a 
political party may have been between elections, its ability to mobilize highly 
motivated and spontaneous party members in the seventy-two hours before an 
election can make or break that political party.

Conversely, party stability through a competitive primary is not neces-
sarily a universal trend, even in Lithuania. When Paluckas won the internal 
LSDP party elections in 2017, he took a self-righteous decision based on his 
primary victory and broke away from the coalition government without suf-
ficient agreement from the other party elites.33 This led to defections by the 
party elite, including former prime minister Gediminas Kirkilas, and the 
majority of MPs left the LSDP. As a result, the party suffered unprecedented 
unpopularity, and its vote share in the 2020 general election fell below 10%. 
This indicates that leaders elected in the party primary may not always share 
the intentions of the party leadership, which can lead to crises and divisions.

Furthermore, it can reveal fissures within the party. In 2011, the right-wing, 
nationally popular Degutienė came a close second in the leadership election 
of the TS-LKD. Analyses indicated that the party leadership election led to a 
split within the party, and the right came into conflict with the “nationalists.”34 
Moreover, Paluckas (LSDP) became more leftist within the party, leading to 
the defection of the older center-left party members.35 Thus, the introduction of 
intra-party voting increased the likelihood of a policy-ideologically hardliner 
candidate winning within the party. Hence, the intra-party democracy became 
a breeding ground for the inter-party polarization.

31  Webb et al., “The Presidentialization.”
32  Smith, “Political Parties and Their Members in Lithuania”.
33  Mazvydas Jastramskis and Aine Ramonaite, “Lithuania: Political Development and Data 

for 2017,” European Journal of Political Research Political Data Yearbook 57, no.1 (2018), pp. 183–
184.

34  Economist Intelligence Unit, “TS-LKD Re-elects the Prime Minister as Chairman,” Econ-
       omist Intelligence, 3 June 2011 [http://country.eiu.com/article.aspx?articleid=1068154891&
      Country=Lithuania&topic=Politics&subtopi_5] (accessed 18 December 2021).
35  Jastramskis et al., “Lithuania,” p. 186.
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4. The Organization of Estonian Political Parties and  
the Election of Party Leaders

4-1. Party Leader Election Practice: The Delegate/Caucus Method
The Estonian Centre Party and the Reform Party are two major forces in Es-
tonian party politics, with a large number of members. The two parties have 
different organizational structures and operations. The Reform Party developed 
a top-down policy platform to win support, moving away from the influence 
of its founder, the former president of the Central Bank, Siim Kallas, in the 
early 2000s.36 In the Centre Party, Edgar Savisaar, the party’s founder, has long 
had a significant influence. However, the competitive selection of party lead-
ers and the emphasis on local grassroots structures were stronger in the Centre 
Party. The source of Savisaar’s influence was based on his popularity among 
grassroots party members and his ability to garner electoral votes.37 This sup-
port structure directly links party leaders and members, so-called presidential-
ization within the party, reducing the influence of party elites, and creating 
tensions between party leaders and elites.38

This difference corresponds to the executive structure of both parties. The 
Reform Party elects its leader at the biennial party congress; however, there is 
almost no competition there, except in 2017. The council (volikogu), which is 
the supreme daily voting body outside the party congress, consists of existing 
office holders, such as Members of Parliament (MPs) and MEPs, with no elected 
members. Conversely, the Centre Party holds a party congress annually, and 
50 out of 170 members of the Council, the supreme decision-making body 
outside the party congress, are elected. Thus, its structure is relatively likely to 
represent the will of ordinary party members.39

As mentioned above, a Reform Party leader was competitively elected in 
2017. This was an interim leader selection following the loss of the previous 
party leader, Taavi Rõivas. The Reform Party has an top-down leader selection 

36  Regarding the policy-making process, “although ER [Reform Party] members had minimal 
formal involvement in the policy-making process, party elites were careful to ensure that 
they felt involved” (Smith, Political Party Membership, pp. 69–70).

37  Margit Tavits, Post-Communist Democracies and Party Organization (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2013), p. 172.

38  Paul Webb and Thomas Poguntke, “The Presidentialization of Politics in Democratic Soci-
eties: A Framework for Analysis,” in The Presidentialization of Politics: A Comparative Study of 
Modern Democracies (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 9–10.

39  See Toomla, “Organizational Structure.” Simultaneously, during the selection of candidates 
at the constituency level, the Reform Party is more inclusive, allowing the selection of 
candidates to include the primary system in local branches, whereas the Centre Party 
is more rigid. Nicholas Aylott saw this difference as the difference between the Centre 
Party, which has a hard bedrock support base and does not have to blindly expand its 
membership, and the Reform Party, which always plans to attract new party members. 
Nicholas Aylott, “A Question of Priorities: Candidate Selection in Estonian Political Par-
ties,” Journal of Baltic Studies 45, no.3 (2013) pp. 321–344.
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process for nominating a successor. Ironically, while the liberal Reform Party 
is authoritarian in the selection of party leaders, the internal governance of the 
Centre Party, which is regarded as a conservative party, is more democratic. 
The Centre Party had Savisaar as a party leader until 2016; however, the process 
involved competitive elections in 2005, 2011, 2015, and 2016. The party leader 
was elected by the delegate method at party congresses, where one vote per 
fifteen party members was given to delegates from local organizations.40 Except 
in 2005, substantial competition was ensured (Table 2). In 2011, Jüri Ratas, a 
young MP under Savisaar’s tutelage, challenged Savisaar. However, Ratas was 
not forced out of the party after his defeat, and he ran again five years later at 
the party congress and took over the party leadership.

Table 2: Party Leadership Election Records of Estonia’s Two Major Parties

Party Year Competition Winner Votes Defeated candidates Votes Notes
Centre Party 2024 Yes Mihhail Kõlvart 543 Tanel Kiik 489

2022 Yes Jüri Ratas 470 Jaan Toots 201
2020 No Jüri Ratas
2018 No Jüri Ratas
2016 Yes Jüri Ratas 654 Yana Toom 348 Edgar Savisaar, Peeter 

Ernits, Heimar Lenk, Marika 
Tuus-Laul announced run 
but withdraws before party 
convention

2015 Yes Edgar Savisaar 541 Kadri Simson 486
2013 Edgar Savisaar
2011 Yes Edgar Savisaar 925 Jüri Ratas 643
2009 Edgar Savisaar
2007 Edgar Savisaar
2005 Yes Edgar Savisaar 1008 Harry Raudvere 89
2003 Yes Edgar Savisaar 694 Peeter Kreitzberg

Harry Raudvere
324
45

Reform Party 2024 No Kristen Michal
2023 No Kaja Kallas
2020 No Kaja Kallas
2018 No Kaja Kallas After negotiations with Pe-

vkur, party nominate Kallas 
as a single candidate.

2017 Yes Hanno Pevkur 1048 Kristen Michal 635
2015 No Taavi Roivas
2014 No Taavi Roivas Nomination after Absip’s 

MEP turnover.
2013 No Andrus Ansip
2011 No Andrus Ansip
2009 No Andrus Ansip
2007 No Andrus Ansip
2005 No Andrus Ansip
2004 No Andrus Ansip

40  Merilin Kruuse, “GRAAFIK: Kust tulevad Keskerakonna kongressi delegaadid ja kas Jüri 
Ratase ülekaal on tõepoolest mäekõrgune?” Delfi.ee, 4 November 2016 [https://www.delfi.
ee/artikkel/76141589/graafik-kust-tulevad-keskerakonna-kongressi-delegaadid-ja-kas-juri-
ratase-ulekaal-on-toepoolest-maekorgune] (accessed 17 March 2017).

https://www.delfi.ee/artikkel/76141589/graafik-kust-tulevad-keskerakonna-kongressi-delegaadid-ja-kas-juriratase-ulekaal-on-toepoolest-maekorgune
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Source: BNS 09.08.2003; 22.11.2004; 16.05.2005; 27.08.2007; 05.12.2009; 12.12.2009; 13.01.2011; 
27.08.2011; 25.05.2013; 07.09.2013; 28.03.2014; 07.04.2014; 25.05.2015; 03.10.2016; 08.10.2016; 
12.10.2016; 29.10.2016; 05.11.2016; 09.01.2017; 13.12.2017; 15.04.2018; 15.12.2018; 23.08.2020; 
14.11.2020; ERR.ee 18.11.2023; 08.09.2024; Postimees.ee, 29.11.2015; Keskerakond.ee 13.08.2022; 
10.09.2023.

The process is an example of how competitive intra-party primaries have 
resulted in a change of power within one party and had a significant impact on 
inter-party relationships in Estonia. The next section presents a case study of 
the relationship between intra-party primaries and inter-party politics.

4-2. Intra-center Party Elections and the Realignment of Estonian Party Politics 
in 2015
Within the Centre Party, tensions existed between the Savisaar faction, sup-
ported by party members and local organizations, and a group of young parlia-
mentarians, mainly MPs. While Savisaar had a strong support base, considering 
the opinions of local party members, he was a corrupt man with numerous 
scandals, and his strong belief in appeasement toward Russia alienated the 
party from coalition negotiations, giving rise to dissatisfied MPs.

This confrontation was challenged by Ratas, the Deputy Speaker of Parlia-
ment, in the 2011 party leadership election. Ratas, who had been under the 
tutelage of Savisaar and selected for key positions in Tallinn’s municipal ad-
ministration, challenged the Savisaar monopoly and sought to rejuvenate the 
party. Savisaar won the closed primary; however, Ratas received more than 
40% votes from the delegates. After an uncontested re-election in 2013, Ratas 
and his parliamentary faction again challenged Savisaar; this time with Kadri 
Simson, the head of the parliamentary group, as their candidate. Simson lost the 
competition; nonetheless, with 47% votes, tensions within the party increased.41

After Savisaar stepped down from a pivotal post, other than that of the 
party leader, due to corruption allegations and health problems, conflicts broke 
out, including intra-party conflict over the issue of haggling, the selection of a 
presidential candidate, and a motion from the Simson/Ratas faction to dismiss 
the pro-Savisaar Secretary General, Oudekki Loone.42 A decision was made 
to elect a party leader at an emergency party congress to settle the conflict be-
tween the two factions. Six candidates put their names forward for the party 
congress. However, due to their respective strategic withdrawals, it came down 
to a run-off between Savisaar’s confidant and the likely successor, Jana Toom, 
and Ratas. The party congress was under an extremely high scrutiny outside 
the party, including the executive of the conservative party, Pro Patria and Res 
Publica Union (Isamaa ja Res Publica Liit: IRL), which had long been at odds with 
the Centre Party. Kaia Iva, the deputy chairperson of IRL, stated that “It is clear 

41  Martin Molder, “Estonia,” European Journal of Political Research 55 (2016), p. 89.
42  BNS, “Estonia: Center Party Sec Gen Says Letter of Guarantee Nothing Catastrophic for 

Party,” 5 September 2016 [https://plus.lexis.com/api/permalink/43b34cac-5111-491b-b5ce-
e59046bbcb72/].
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that one era in the Centre Party and Estonian politics has come to an end,”43 
and published a message of welcome when a report of the situation in favor of 
Ratas was released during the five-day party congress.

On November 5, Ratas (654 votes) was elected as the new party leader, 
defeating Toom (348 votes). Estonian party politics, following the election of 
the first new leader from a non-Savisaar faction, developed dramatically. The 
following day (November 6), the possibility of a coalition with the Centre Party 
was discussed between the Social Democratic Party (Sotsiaaldemokraatlik Era-
kond: SDE) and the IRL, which had previously been junior partners in a coali-
tion with the Reform Party. The new executive of the Centre Party expressed 
that “Jüri Ratas running for chairman has finally given the SDE and the IRL the 
courage to call the Reform Party to order.”44 On November 7, the SDE offered 
the Centre Party the position of the head of government. On the same day, a 
no-confidence motion was submitted in the cabinet led by the Reform Party 
Rõivas45; its coalition partners, SDE and IRL, took up the proposal, and Rõivas 
lost his premiership. The competitive election for the Centre Party leader wit-
nessed major political changes within a few days of the election of a new 
leader. The speed of this development illustrates the impact on the party leader 
selection.46

5. Party Organization and Party Leader Selection in Latvia

5-1. Party Leader Election Practice: Preferences for Authoritative Nominations 
and Competition Avoidance
In Latvia, it is normal, especially in local elections, for new parties to be formed 
just before elections, with defections, side switching, and de facto dissolution 
immediately after the elections. For example, at the end of 2011, although there 
were fifty-eight registered parties, only thirteen run for the elections.47 Hence, 
several parties were set up, with no organization or substance, and became 
irrelevant, remaining only on paper. Party politics were fluid, with no party 
subsidies, difficulties in organizing existing parties, and only one hundred 
signatures required to launch a new party. Hence, in Latvia, “the lack of state 
funding of parties meant that new parties were much more likely to be project 
parties run or backed by rich individuals.”48

43  BNS, “IRL: Ratas Becoming Chairman of Estonian Center Party is Symbolic Change,” 5 
       November 2016 [https://plus.lexis.com/api/permalink/4df06232-04d5-4f71-bd9b-5a4e9412add0].
44  BNS, “Karilaid: Ratas’s Candidacy Has Given Courage to SDE, IRL,” 5 November 2016 

[https://plus.lexis.com/api/permalink/f22d03aa-0a28-450a-8738-0d3d092bf804/].
45  BNS, “Estonia: Opposition hands in motion of no confidence against PM,” BNS, 6 Novem-

ber 2016 [https://plus.lexis.com/api/permalink/d6d26c74-8c7e-4eb6-858b-32623d9653a1/].
46  Martin Molder, “Estonia,” European Journal of Political Research 56 (2017), p. 88.
47  Santiago Villaveces-Izquierdo and Catalina U. Burcher, Illicit Networks and Politics in the 

Baltic States (Stockholm: International IDEA, 2013), p. 21.
48  Tim Haughton and Kevin Deegan-Krause, The New Party Challenge: Changing Cycles of Party 

Birth and Death in Central Europe and Beyond (New York: Oxford University Press, 2020), p. 174.
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In response, stricter registration requirements were introduced in exchange 
for public party subsidies. The objectives were primarily to curb corruption and 
stabilize the party system.49 Public financing for political parties was introduced 
in 2010 to ensure that party subsidies could be implemented from 2012, and the 
minimum number of registered party members was raised from 200 to 500.50 
Legislation on the executive was introduced,51 and a party had to be in existence 
for at least one year to run for election. As a result, several long-lasting seat-
holding parties were established, including Unity and Harmony.

Unity was originally a party alliance, formed by the JL with several small 
political parties. Later, this alliance was integrated and registered as a political 
party. Currently, Unity has joined with other parties to form the political party 
alliance New Unity (Jaunā Vienotība: JV); however, Unity continues to reign at 
its core as a political party. Nonetheless, JV’s leader and Unity’s chairperson 
are different, and deciding which of them should be regarded as the real party 
leader is difficult. JV has no set rules for the election of the party’s executives. 
Its website carries a guide for the election of Unity’s leader52; hence, it is ap-
propriate to include Unity in the analysis.

The party witnessed a competitive election at the time of choosing its suc-
cessor, partly because the founder of the former JL, Einars Repše, stepped 
down from politics relatively early. However, since the party’s popularity fell 
under Krišjānis Kariņš, who was once elected with competition, the party 
went without a competitive election for a long period (Table 3). During this 
uncontested period, while Solvita Āboltiņa was the party head, Unity gained 
support and stability as the ruling party. Āboltiņa subsequently established 
power within the Unity to the extent that she was described as the “omnipotent 
chairperson.”53 However, despite being the leader of the ruling party, she did 
not (and could not) assume the position of prime minister, and held the posi-
tion of Speaker of Parliament and head of the parliamentary group. Gradually, 

49  Bob Dahl, Financing of Political Parties in Latvia: Transparency, Regulation and State Subsidies 
(Rīga: Providus.lv, 2001). As an academic finding, in general, the introduction of public 
subsidies, subventions, or financing for political parties is seen as contributing to the sta-
bilization of the party system, a trend that has been demonstrated by former communist 
countries. Richard S. Katz and Peter Mair, “Changing Models of Party Organization and 
Party Demo-cracy: The Emergence of the Cartel Party,” Party Politics 1, no.1 (1995), pp. 5–28; 
Fernando Casal-Bértoa and Maria Spirova, “Parties Between Thresholds: State Subsidies 
and Party Behaviour in Post-communist Democracies,” Party Politics 25, no.2 (2019), pp. 
233–244.

50  Jānis Ikstens, “Latvia,” European Journal of Political Research 50 (2011), pp. 1035–1044; Casal-
Bertoa et al., “Get a Subsidy or Perish!”; Jānis Ikstens, “Latvia,” European Journal of Political 
Research Political Data Yearbook 56 (2017), p. 5.

51  Iksten, “Leader-Centered and Power-Hungry,” p. 241.
52  Jaunā Vienotība, “Notiks partijas VIENOTĪBA desmitgades congress” 8 September 2021 

[https://jaunavienotiba.lv/notiks-partijas-vienotiba-desmitgades-kongress/].
53  Jānis Ikstens, “Latvia,” European Journal of Political Research Political Data Yearbook 55 (2016), 

p. 166.
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Āboltiņa began to act in a power-seeking manner, which created fissures with-
in the party. With Āboltiņa’s scandal and a decline in her unifying power, the 
party leadership elections in 2014 and 2016 were competitive elections. However, 
the party’s support did not recover under the new leader, Andris Piebalgs.54

Table 3: Party Leadership Election Records of Latvia’s Two Major Parties

Party Year Competition Winner Votes Defeated candidates Votes Notes
Unity 2023 No Arvils Ašeradens

2021 No Arvils Ašeradens
2019 No Arvils Ašeradens
2017 No Arvils Ašeradens Vilnis Ķirsis, Edvards 

Smiltēns announced their 
candidacies, but the party 
choose the single candi-
dates as nominee

2016 Yes Andris Piebalgs 237 Edvards Smiltēns 216
2014 Yes Solvita Āboltiņa 334 Andrejs Judins 164
2012 No Solvita Āboltiņa
2011 No Solvita Āboltiņa

(New Era) 2008 No Solvita Āboltiņa
2007 Yes Krišjānis Kariņš Solvita Āboltiņa
2005 Yes Einars Repše Krišjānis Kariņš
2004 No Einars Repše
2002 No Einars Repše

Hamony 2024 No Jānis Urbanovičs Abandoned the triumvirate
2023 No Nils Ušakovs - Regīna Ločmele - Andris Morozovs Introduced the triumvirate
2021 No Jānis Urbanovičs
2019 Yes Jānis Urbanovičs 218 Vjačeslavs Dombrovskis

Andris Morozovs
49
18

2017 No Nils Ušakovs
2015 No Nils Ušakovs
2013 No Nils Ušakovs Nomination by Urbanovics
2011 No Janis Urbanovics
2010 No Janis Urbanovics

(TSP) 2007 No Janis Urbanovics
2005 No Janis Urbanovics
2003 No Janis Jurkans
2001 No Janis Jurkans

Source: BNS 25.11.2000; 24.11.2001; 31.03.2007; 31.01.2008; 19.11.2011; 26.11.2011; 01.12.2012; 
09.11.2013; 14.11.2015; 02.10.2021; Delfi.lv 18.09.2021; LETA 02.02.2002; 15.02.2003; 23.11.2003; 
01.02.2004; 09.07.2005; 05.11.2005; 13.11.2005; 01.04.2007; 20.10.2007; 01.02.2008; 02.03.2008; 
03.03.2008; 10.03.2011;’ 28.01.2023; 30.09.2023; LSM.lv 14.12.2010; 26.11.2011; 09.11.2013; 
01.12.2014; 06.12.2014; 10.04.2016; 04.06.2016; 22.08.2017; 06.11.2017; 09.12.2017; 23.04.2018; 
31.08.2019; 26.10.2019; 30.11.2024.

54  Piebalbs did not nominate for the next party leadership election, taking responsibility for 
not being able to recover party support. LSM.lv, “Andris Piebalgs vairs nekandidēs uz 
«Vienotības» vadītāja amatu” 14 July 2017 [https://www.lsm.lv/raksts/zinas/latvija/piebalgs-
vairs-nekandides-uz-vienotibas-vaditaja-amatu.a243317/].

https://www.lsm.lv/raksts/zinas/latvija/piebalgsvairs-nekandides-uz-vienotibas-vaditaja-amatu.a243317/
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The next election for the party leader was an effort to unify the candidates, 
with the influential members of the party saying that “we will end intra-party 
conflict and discord” and “there are lines that should not be crossed in intra-
party democracy.”55 The new party leader, Arvils Ašeradens, took a firm stand 
to crush the possibility of a future split and planned to expel the former pro-
Āboltiņa members.56 Unity managed to ensure its survival in the subsequent 
general elections in 2018, which became a milestone in the party’s return to 
power and revival. It should be noted that during this period, Kariņš served as 
the prime minister, instead of the party leader Ašeradens.

Harmony, a major center-left party, does not hold competitive elections 
for its leader. Even with its predecessor, the National Harmony Party (Tautas 
Saskaņas Partija: TSP), the founder, Jānis Jurkāns, consistently held the position. 
After Jurkāns left the position owing to an ideological disagreement over alliance 
formation with other parties, influential party MP Jānis Urbanovičs took over 
as the leader. Subsequently, in 2005, the party formed the party alliance Har-
mony Center (Saskaņas Centrs: SC) with other left-wing and Russian-speaking 
parties, and, in 2010, the party absorbed the fringe parties to become Harmony, 
a political party instead of an alliance. Urbanovičs was repeatedly elected with-
out competition, and during this time, Harmony’s influence grew.

In 2013, Urbanovičius appointed Nils Ušakovs, a popular mayor of Riga, 
as the face of the party, and Ušakovs became Harmony’s leader in 2013. Since 
2005, Ušakovs has been the leader of the political alliance of the SC, of which 
Harmony is a core part.57 Urbanovičius did not retire and remained the leader 
of the parliamentary opposition and a powerful figure in party affairs. When 
Ušakovs announced his intention not to run for the next party leadership after 
becoming an MEP, the party, for the first time, had to choose its leader through 
a competitive election in the form of delegates. Hence, Urbanovičs returned to 
the party. As this was the party’s first competitive election, its effect remains 
unclear. However, it should be noted that the party lost the Riga municipal 
elections, which it had won for several years, and Vjačeslavs Dombrovskis,

55  Judīte Čunka and Vita Anstrate, “«Vienotību» turpmāk vadīs Ašeradens,” LSM.lv, 19 
Augusts 2017 [https://www.lsm.lv/raksts/zinas/latvija/vienotibu-turpmak-vadis-aseradens.
a247197/].

56  Jānis Ikstens, “Latvia: Political Development and Data for 2017,” European Journal of Political 
Research Political Data Yearbook 57 (2018), p. 178.

57  Latvian News Agency (LETA), “New Chairman Elected for Harmony Center,” 30 October 
2005 [https://plus.lexis.com/api/permalink/bc4ec9e5-519b-4705-b955-85bff4afb1e3]. Since 
2011, the SC party alliance consisted of only two political parties, Harmony and the Latvia 
Socialist Party. However, in 2014, the Socialist Party withdrew from the alliance, leaving 
Harmony as the only political party in the alliance. Hence, the SC dissolved.

https://www.lsm.lv/raksts/zinas/latvija/vienotibu-turpmak-vadis-aseradens.a247197/
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who came second in the competitive election, announced that he was leaving 
the party to start his own party.58

5-2. Latvia’s Less Competitive Background and What It Led To
The election of party leaders in major Latvian political parties has always been 
a vote of confidence for a single candidate (via nomination), and competitive 
elections are rare. Hence, the extent of the substantive significance of the party 
leadership is not discernible. Due to institutional factors, party alliances are 
officially defined separately from political parties in Latvia. Party alliances, 
instead of political parties, are responsible for the day-to-day management of
parliamentary affairs.59 While these party alliances are not legally regulated in 
their governance structures, they are not only temporary at the time of general 
elections, but are also maintained on a more permanent basis (this is influenced by 
the provision that a party coalition is not treated as a unified list in general elec-
tions if it has not been registered as a party alliance for more than one year). 
The reality of an alliance is that leaders are chosen flexibly as they are outside 
the governance of party legislation and are decided through secret discussions 
between the party leaderships that make up the alliance.

Customary factors are evident when the substantive leader is not the par-
ty leader (sometimes not even an executive member or an MP). A prominent 
example of this is Aivars Lembergs, a powerful figure in the ZZS, who was 
neither the head of the party alliance nor a member of its main constituent 
party; however, he was the mayor of the regional town of Ventspils (and the 
leader of For Latvia and Ventspils, his political vehicle). Since party organiza-
tional structures or power structures are not necessarily linked to substantive 
leadership, party leaders’ elections become relatively less important. The same 
applies to Unity, which did not have a party leader as the prime minister dur-
ing its period as the ruling party.

Thus, in Latvia, the party hierarchy, with the party leader at the top, is 
not linked to its position in the distribution of public offices. Rather, the role 
of the party leader is to be the face of the election. There are often cases where 

58  In May of the same year, four Harmony Riga city councilors were expelled from the party 
for expressing doubts about the appointment of the new deputy mayor of Riga. One of 
them was Aleksejs Roslikovs. He later founded the new party, For Stability! (Stabilitatei!), 
depriving Harmony of votes in the 2022 Saeima elections, and was a distant cause of 
Harmony’s loss of seats (BNS, “Desire to Get Explanation Why Bergmanis Was Being Put 
Forward for Vice Mayor Was Perceived as Major Violation: Roslikovs” 31 May 2019 [https://
plus.lexis.com/api/permalink/299f06e4-590d-400e-ad97-afb7727da3c6]).

59  In terms of the four parliamentary parties, the JV and the ZZS are party coalitions as of 
2021. Harmony and the National Alliance (Nacionālā apvienība: NA) was originally a 
party alliance. The NA adopted a dual-leader system as a party alliance (by two political 
groups); however, it was united as a single political party in 2014–2015. BNS, “National 
Alliance to Elect Only One Chairperson at Its Congress” 15 October 2017 [https://plus.lexis.
com/api/permalink/2428cc6e-83b7-48cb-b95e-ab7f1b7301e4/].
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a person with a high vote-collecting capacity but a short party membership 
(sometimes none at all) is elected as the party leader before the election.60 How-
ever, the positive effects of electing electoral faces competitively are weak. As 
witnessed, the few competitive elections in Latvia have weakened the party’s 
position. The competitive election of party leaders, whether by the primary, 
delegate, or party caucus methods, creates visible elite conflicts within the 
party. When competitive elections are held in the absence of an established 
party membership structure, they resemble competition within the elite.

Latvia’s electoral system is a preference voting system; therefore, there is 
an incentive to win the intra-party competition between MPs.61 By criticizing 
rivals within the party and undermining their support, each MP increases 
their party hierarchy and chances of being elected. Attempts to competitively 
elect party leaders can contribute to making this intra-party rivalry visible. 
Additionally, as previously mentioned, forming new parties in Latvia is rel-
atively easy. Competitive selection reveals conflicts, following which the de-
feated candidate leaves the party. The diminishing substantive authority of the 
party leader, coupled with the competitive selection of the party leader as the 
face of the election, leads to an acceleration of party fragmentation. Choosing 
the party leader by nomination rather than through intra-party competition 
would, therefore, be more congruent and rational for maintaining party orga-
nization in Latvia.

6. Conclusions and Implications

This article systematically summarizes and integrates the situation of the par-
ty leadership selection process within the major political parties in the Baltic 
States, with an exploratory study of the background and effects of the process. 
In Lithuania, closed primaries through party member elections are well-
established, whereas in Latvia, competitive elections, including the delegate 
method, are rarely used. An intermediate situation was observed in Estonia.

The party leader selection processes used by parties are chosen for differ-
ent purposes in the context of their strategies for maintaining party strength. 
The varying processes, even among the major parties in the Baltic States, with 
similar political backgrounds, imply that the electoral and party registration 
systems (or the actual state of party organization) in each of the three coun-
tries have led to different adaptations by the parties. While party leadership 
elections by popular voting attract more attention and increase short-term 
popularity (with a larger increase in support when a new leader is elected), the 
party’s long-term electoral performance is less clear, as intra-party fissures have 

60  Ikstens, “Leader-Centered and Power-Hungry,” p.247.
61  Jānis Ikstens, “Latvia,” European Journal of Political Research Political Data Yearbook 54 (2015) 

p. 183.
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become widely known.62 Two major Lithuanian parties held competitive intra-
party elections because of pressure from within their parties. This has been 
pointed out in previous studies63 regarding other countries and is not peculiar 
to the Lithuanian situation. The electoral system indirectly influenced certain 
aspects of the process of change. Intra-party pressure intensified because both 
the LSDP and the TS-LKD had several groups within the party that could be 
regarded as dissenting groups as a result of several political groups under the 
SMD vote maximization processes.

Both positive and negative effects were observed in the Baltic party pri-
maries for the chairperson. The two largest parties in Lithuania achieved po-
litical survival and maintained party strength in competitive primaries because 
it led to the maintenance of robust party structures and party executives in the 
mixed-member majoritarian electoral system. Electoral campaigns using the 
grassroots movements of party members were compatible with the electoral 
strategy of targeting each constituency.64 This reflected the intention of both 
parties to focus on the will and aspirations of party members. Conversely, in 
Latvia, even competitive small delegate-based elections threatened political 
parties. Consequently, several parties were reluctant to engage in competitive 
elections. In a system that favored the establishment of new small parties and 
where party structures were fragile, parties maintained their unity and ability 
to operate by electing and succeeding party leaders autocratically. Estonia was 
an intermediate case. The change in party leadership in 2016 indicated that the 
election of party leaders was about the party’s organization and affected the 
coalition with other parties, thus the national politics.

Several implications can be drawn from this study. In the Baltic States, 
which started from a similar political background, the party leader selection 
processes are diverse and deserve careful considered. Further systematic com-
parisons with other Central and Eastern European cases would be fruitful to 
provide detailed findings.65 Additionally, as this study analyzed the process of 
newly born party politics in systematically forming the rules for establishing 
leadership and moving away from the charisma of the founder, comparisons 
with theories of party organization in democracies outside Central and Eastern 
Europe may be possible.

62  Ofer Kenig, “Democratization of Party Leadership Selection: Do Wider Selectorates Pro-
duce More Competitive Contests?” Electoral Studies 28, no.2 (2009), pp. 240–247; Helene H. 
Pedersen and Gijs Shumacher, “Do Leadership Changes Improve Electoral Performance?” 
in William Cross and Jean-Benoit Pilet, eds., The Politics of Party Leadership: A Cross-National 
Perspective (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), pp. 149–164.

63  Gauja Anika, Party Reform: The Causes, Challenges, and Consequence of Organizational Change, 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2017).

64  Smith, “Political Parties and Their Members in Lithuania.”
65  Benjamin von dem Berge and Peter Obert, “Intraparty Democracy in Central and Eastern 

Europe: Explaining Change and Stability from 1989 until 2011,” Party Politics 24, no.6 (2018), 
pp. 652–662.
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Considering that in Lithuania, both the largest parties make extensive use 
of closed primaries, and in Latvia, both the largest parties make extensive use of 
nomination systems, it is evident that cross-national differences (commonality 
within a country) are stronger than the differences between the parties, which 
suggests the influence of country-specific institutions. In Estonia, this depends 
on the linkage between parties and voters, as the Reform Party and the Centre 
Party differ within the same country. These implications may apply to other 
emerging democracies.

This study had certain limitations, which require further research to gain 
a comprehensive understanding of party leader elections in the Baltic States. 
This study focused on comparing countries rather than individual parties 
within a country, limiting its analysis to the larger parties in each country. A 
greater focus on comparisons between parties within the same country would 
lead to an analysis of the relationship between factors other than uniform in-
stitutions within a country (e.g., the influence of informal institutions) and party 
leader selection. Additionally, since this analysis was conducted to examine 
the behavior of each political party in the central political arena at the national 
level, it would be fruitful to examine the interaction with the activities of local 
branches in the context of leadership elections, especially in the candidate nom-
ination process.66

This study underscored the importance of understanding the party leader 
selection processes in the Baltic States as isolated organizational choices and 
reflections of broader institutional and political dynamics within each coun-
try. Future research could expand this framework by incorporating in-depth 
analyses of intra-party dynamics, the role of informal institutions, and further 
comparisons with other Central and Eastern European countries and minor 
parties.

66  For the relationship with local branches in the election of candidates for ordinary par-
liamentary elections, see Smith, Political Party Membership.


