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Can international actors build effective state bureaucracies in postwar
countries? While the literature on state institutions suggests they are best
built under local ownership, this article shows how international actors in
collaboration with local actors managed to build two effective state bu-
reaucracies in postwar Kosovo: the police force and the customs service.
Contrary to the article’s Hypothesis 1 on local ownership, international ac-
tors insulated the effective bureaucracies from political and societal influ-
ences in order to prevent them from becoming sites of patronage. Thus,
these institutions built on meritocratic recruitment and promotion. Em-
ploying a comparative research design, the article utilizes national survey
data as well as data from 150 semistructured interviews conducted during
ten months of fieldwork in Kosovo. By contrasting the state’s constituent
bureaucracies, which vary in effectiveness, and thus avoiding the reduc-
tion of the state to a unitary abstract actor, this research offers a fresh per-
spective on postwar state building. Furthermore, it contributes three
innovative sets of indicators to measure effective bureaucracies: mission
fulfillment, penalization of corruption, and responsiveness to the public.
KEYWORDS: international organizations, state building, Kosovo.

ONE OF THE MOST DAUNTING TASKS IN POSTWAR TRANSITIONS TO PEACE IS THE

transformation of the police force from an institution that represses ordinary
people to one that protects their human rights and dignity. Similarly, the cus-
toms service is usually one of the most corrupt institutions, where revenues
destined for the state’s coffers end up in politicians’ pockets. In postwar
Kosovo, there is surprising evidence for the transformation of both the police
force and customs service within a decade, despite the trend that these organ-
izations tend to be corrupt and repressive elsewhere. Police officers in post-
war Kosovo did not ask for bribes from citizens and they made politicians
pay their traffic fines. Customs officers also treated traders and citizens
impartially, and were effectively penalized when they cheated.

In light of the international endorsement of the Responsibility to Protect
doctrine,1 scholars must take account of the extent to which ambitious inter-
national assistance can contribute to building effective state bureaucracies.
The proliferation of internal wars has led international actors to carry out one
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of the biggest and most challenging “experiments” in international politics fol-
lowing the end of the Cold War: participating actively in rebuilding states and
societies.2 However, the US military interventions in Afghanistan and Iraq
among others have made the enterprise of external state building and democ-
racy assistance controversial. Scholars and pundits who focus on the difficul-
ties associated with building state bureaucracies and democracy in these two
cases caution against carrying out such expensive, complex, and potentially
ineffective interventions in the future.3 Yet the mandates of international
organizations and the proliferation of guidelines on how to build state capac-
ity and democracy after war indicate the continuing interest that they have in
this area.4 This is because effective state bureaucracies and democratic insti-
tutions enable better life chances for individuals and societies; promote devel-
opment;5 and help prevent civil war, terrorism,6 and failed states.7

Much of the literature assessing state capacity and the success of inter-
national interventions in building states treats the state as a single entity.8

Such a unitary conception of “stateness” can be overly abstract and fails to
distinguish between state bureaucracies that vary in their effectiveness. It is
therefore necessary to unpack the state into its core bureaucracies; that is, the
police force, customs service, central administration,9 and court system.10 By
opening the black box of the state and analyzing its constituent core bureau-
cracies, we can examine analytical differences in bureaucratic effectiveness
that are crucial for understanding how political actors can build states that are
able to provide relevant public goods to their populations. From this perspec-
tive, “bureaucratic effectiveness” refers to the “impartiality in the exercise of
public authority.”11

The analysis that I employ in this article challenges the prevailing belief
that strategies of international actors are less important than local ownership
in building effective bureaucracies. Instead, I argue that international organi-
zations can build effective bureaucracies by insulating public administrators
from political influence, thereby recruiting and promoting officials according
to merit. When international organizations became a constituency for meri-
tocracy, an effective police force and customs service were built in Kosovo.

I turn now to a critical examination of the existing literature on state
building, which provides the theoretical anchor for this article. Following this
review, I describe the design of the empirical study and the measurement of
institutional performance. Finally, I explain the variation in performance
among the different state bureaucracies and conclude with a discussion of the
important role that meritocratic recruitment and promotion due to interna-
tional insulation play in the construction of state bureaucracies. 

State-building Hypotheses
International interventions that aim to build states are highly controversial
among scholars.12 State building refers to the sum of multiple actors’ pur-
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poseful actions to enhance the bureaucratic capacity of the state.13 Some
scholars question the motivations of international actors because they see par-
allels between the current state-building efforts and previous failed attempts
by European colonizers to build states and societies in the global periphery.14

Other scholars claim that the impact of colonizers was not uniformly nega-
tive, but depended on the colonizer and local conditions.15 Current state-
building efforts are similar to earlier colonial enterprises since both were
applications of Western models to non-Western societies. Unlike the Euro-
pean colonies of the nineteenth century, however, the liberal international
interveners aim to stay for a limited time and leave soon after they have
achieved their goal of stability.16

The rate of success of modern state-building efforts has also been mixed,
using the resurgence of civil war as an indicator. Since the goal of building
state institutions after war is considered a precondition for building sustain-
able peace, the resurgence of civil war undermines this claim. Madhav Joshi
and T. David Mason estimate that 48 percent of the 125 civil wars that
occurred in 71 countries between 1945 and 2005 became violent again and
were not able to sustain the peace process.17 Most of these countries have not
resorted to war after the intervention, but the missions have often incorpo-
rated more ambitious goals such as the construction of democracy and effec-
tive state bureaucracies. Due to democratization and state-building chal-
lenges, several scholars and practitioners argue that the international
state-building missions have not been successful in Timor Leste, Bosnia, and
Kosovo.18

What accounts for the variation in effectiveness among the different state
bureaucracies? It may be posited that the higher the local ownership of
domestic bureaucracies, the higher the capacity of the bureaucracy to provide
public goods.19 The expectation is that the prescriptive one-size-fits-all
approach of international actors does not work well across different con-
texts.20 Historical models of state formation also imply that local ownership
and processes are more important than international influence for strength-
ening state capacity.21 Local ownership works through various mechanisms.
First, local stakeholders know their priorities and can define their solutions
better than international bureaucrats due to their superior knowledge of local
conditions.22 The development literature also points to the importance of
local knowledge for needs assessment and participation.23 Local knowledge
matters because of the mechanisms of feedback and public accountability.
Feedback from local people takes their needs into account. In democracies,
local people also hold their elected leaders accountable through elections, but
they have little or no power over international actors.24

Despite these convincing arguments, it is important to recognize that the
degree of local ownership varies along a continuum. On the low end of the
spectrum, international organizations set the agenda, make the rules for state
institutions, and administrate these institutions without the collaboration of
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key local stakeholders such as politicians, bureaucrats, or the public. On the
other end, full local ownership occurs when local leaders set the agenda,
build, and lead state institutions according to their own priorities. Scholars
who advocate full and immediate “local ownership” assume that the country
has endogenous resources to devote to the process.25 However, this expecta-
tion is belied by the high number of failed and weak states in the international
system; up to 60 of 194 states fall into this category.26

Statist theories of bureaucracy, however, emphasize that any measure
that enhances the insulation of the bureaucracy from political and societal
pressures increases its performance.27 Bureaucracies thrive when they are
sufficiently autonomous from social demands, as they create disinterested
routines and implement policies in an impartial manner. Weberian ideal–type
bureaucracy is characterized by administrative centralism, clear division of
labor, formal rules, hierarchical relations among the full-time staff, and
impartial adjudication of cases based on legal order.28 Thus, meritocratic
recruitment and professional socialization within state bureaucracies is
posited to enhance state building. Applied to an international intervention,
bureaucracies will perform better when international actors take measures to
insulate central state bureaucracies from political and societal influence.
International insulation from political and societal influence refers to the
effective control by international actors of the local bureaucracies for a
defined period of time.

The two main competing hypotheses can thus be summarized as follows:

Hypothesis 1: If local actors create and take ownership of the insti-
tutions, then these state bureaucracies are more likely to be
effective.

Hypothesis 2: If international organizations support meritocratic
recruitment actors and promotion through the insulation of the
nascent institutions from political and societal influence, then
these state bureaucracies are more likely to be effective.

As I show in this article, Hypothesis 2 was affirmed in Kosovo. Bureau-
cratic capacity was enhanced when international organizations insulated the
bureaucracy from political influence, making recruitment and promotion
meritocratic. 

The Design of the Study
Based on a large body of literature that identifies international resources as
important for the difficult task of state building, Kosovo serves as an impor-
tant case for testing hypotheses about state building.29 As the United Nations
administered Kosovo from 1999 to 2008, all the major international institu-
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tions (European Union, Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe
[OSCE], World Bank, and International Monetary Fund [IMF]), Western
powers, and international nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) invested
3.5 billion euros and significant human and technical resources in the terri-
tory to keep the peace and build governance capacities. The international
investment in Kosovo has been high. At US$557 per capita for the first two
years of international administration, the investment was more than twice the
ratio for Bosnia ($227) and Timor Leste ($240), and almost ten times higher
than the resources placed in Afghanistan.30 With its high literacy rate and bet-
ter road infrastructure than most postwar contexts around the world,
Kosovo’s modernization made state building more likely. 

The research on which this article is based relies on the comparative
method where both institutional outcome and the type of international inter-
vention vary.31 Whereas most studies focus on the abstract notion of the uni-
tary state, my approach is based on the comparison of core bureaucracies that
vary in their performance. The unit of analysis is the site of international
intervention: a specific institution that international actors either managed or
supported. The main state bureaucracies investigated are core state bureau-
cracies: the Kosovo customs service, courts system, police force, and central
state administration.32 The construction of these highly complex bureaucra-
cies poses the most difficulties for international or domestic state builders.
All of these bureaucracies are susceptible to corruptive behavior—violation
of the rules of the organization—since low-level bureaucrats have wide dis-
cretion to implement policies in an impartial or corrupt manner. 

This design also controls for various factors. The international organiza-
tions invested substantially across the various bureaucracies, and there was
no discernible difference in terms of international resources among the local
bureaucracies. Since the building of local capacity was coordinated centrally
by the UN, the effectiveness of certain local bureaucracies cannot be
explained by the higher level of international coordination.33 Local employ-
ees of these state bureaucracies also received similar salaries that were
funded by the same state budget.34

Controlling for the influence of institutional legacy, the bureaucracies
that I selected for this case study did not carry positive legacies from the
past since they were created from scratch by international and local actors
after the war. Following the NATO bombing in 1999, Kosovo became an
internationally administered territory under the United Nations. The UN
also had a mandate to build self-governing institutions that were all trans-
ferred to local ownership on Kosovo’s declaration of independence in 2008.
International actors preferred to construct new democratic state institutions
that followed liberal cultural scripts. To enhance their legitimacy, new
states such as Kosovo followed symbolic scripts of statehood that emanated
from the West for all their bureaucracies.35 The construction of brand new
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institutions was also made possible by the departure of Serb administrators
after the war and the discontinuity of Kosovo’s autonomous institutions
from 1989 to 1999. 

These bureaucracies are also comparable in another aspect: the Kosovo
Serb inhabitants rejected all of them. The Kosovo Serb inhabitants in
Kosovo, constituting less than 10 percent of the population, do not recognize
Kosovo’s new state and prefer to be ruled by the Serbian government in Bel-
grade. Kosovo Serbs have significantly less interaction with Kosovo institu-
tions compared with other minorities in Kosovo, especially the Serbs who
live in northern Kosovo.36 Since the Serb rejection of Kosovo institutions is
not due to their perceived effectiveness, but due to their attachment to Bel-
grade and rejection of the new Kosovo state, the comparison of the bureau-
cratic effectiveness of various institutions can be done by observing what the
Kosovo residents who interact with them report about the institutions’ per-
formance, responsiveness, and corruption. 

These bureaucracies also varied in their insulation from political and
societal influence. Based on the legal interpretation of the UN Security
Council resolution that mandated an international mission in Kosovo, inter-
national organizations transferred early authority of central administration to
democratically elected leaders in 2002. While the UN Mission in Kosovo
(UNMIK) retained formal ownership of the court system, it effectively trans-
ferred the authority of recruitment and promotion to local ownership in 2002–
2003. Nevertheless, international organizations retained formal and effective
control over the bureaucracies of customs and police services until 2008
since the Security Council resolution mandated that the UN mission would
have authority over matters of sovereignty and security.37 As a result of the
legal mandate, only the customs service and the police force were insulated
from political and societal influence. 

To investigate my central research questions, I conducted qualitative
interviews, used survey data, and analyzed internal and official reports and
strategies of international organizations, government, and civil society organ-
izations. This study draws on 150 formal semistructured interviews with gov-
ernment officials and members of civil society and international organiza-
tions in Kosovo conducted during field research in the summer of 2007 and
August 2008–May 2009. I interviewed thirty-nine international participants
and four Kosovo Serb participants in English. The four Kosovo Serb partici-
pants included one NGO professional, one university professor, one broad-
cast media journalist, and one political leader.38 I interviewed the Kosovo
Albanian participants in their native language, Albanian. I used the interviews
to elucidate the participants’ ideas about the main issues that Kosovo’s state
institutions face, their interactions with internationals, and their perceptions
of effective and ineffective institutions. 

464 International Insulation from Politics



Measuring Bureaucratic Effectiveness 
Across the Various Organizations
Properly designed bureaucracies will be more effective when they: (1) fulfill
their mission, (2) penalize corruption, and (3) respond systematically to the
public.39 Mission evaluation refers to the institution’s fulfillment of its own
overall goal. To evaluate its mission, I used survey data on public satisfaction
with each institution and elite evaluations through my own semistructured
interviews as well as other quantitative and qualitative data available for each
institution. 

How does the public view the performance of the different bureaucra-
cies in Kosovo? Survey data indicate that the public consistently approves of
the performance of the Kosovo police while they are less satisfied with the
performance of the central government and the courts. As seen in Figure 1,
public satisfaction with the police service has been nearly constant since the
beginning of the polling in 2002, three years after the first local police offi-
cers started enforcing the law, and it has remained high until Kosovo
declared independence in 2008. Three years after the transfer of authority of
the police force to Kosovo institutions, there has been a discernible decline
of public satisfaction with Kosovo police. Public satisfaction with the
Kosovo central government is low, especially after the central government
was seen as responsible for the political and economic situation in Kosovo
in 2005. While the UN Development Programme (UNDP) survey data did
not include questions on citizen satisfaction with the customs service, vari-
ous experts praised its effectiveness unprompted during the interviews.40

While the mission of the central government is to prepare laws for
Kosovo’s parliament, as well as formulate and implement policies and strate-
gies, even interviewees from the central government agreed with the general
perception held by the public, civil society, and international organizations
that the government lacked capacity to prepare and enforce policies. Even
Kosovo’s former prime minister responsible for building the central admin-
istration in the crucial early period between 2002 and 2004 admitted in an
interview the poor performance of his administration: “We have low quality
public administrators in our bureaucracy. They get some training, but since
their quality is low to begin with, their capacity remains very weak.”41 Inter-
national organizations have also produced critical reports on the performance
of the central administration.42

While the core mission of the Kosovo judiciary is to be independent and
impartial in its application of the legal order, the court system fails to provide
access to justice for Kosovo’s citizens. A huge backlog of cases has made it
difficult for Kosovo judges to render timely verdicts.43 An elite interviewee
claimed that it would take years for a judge to give a verdict on a simple car
accident, so most people do not even try to go to court to resolve disputes.44
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Indeed, the lackluster performance of the judiciary has a negative impact on
the other institutions. Even if police catch criminals, they can go unpunished
because courts do not try them on time. Courts have also failed to act on cor-
ruption cases sent by the Kosovo Anti-Corruption Agency. 

The police force is more capable of fulfilling its mission than the previous
bureaucracies. As the main state bureaucracy tasked with its monopoly on vio-
lence, the mission of the Kosovo police force is to implement the rule of law in
Kosovo professionally, effectively, and efficiently.45 The general view among
local experts and international organizations is that Kosovo police officers deal
well with routine low-level crimes, respond quickly to media requests, and
behave politely and professionally toward citizens. Police effectiveness has
declined after its increased politicization in 2008. 

The core mission of the final state bureaucracy, the Kosovo customs
service, is to collect revenue for the state budget and facilitate the movement
of goods and people across borders. The customs service is responsible for
raising general revenues for the state from international trade at the interna-
tional borders. The service therefore sustains the government’s budget with
revenue that is then spent on infrastructure, education, health, welfare, and
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Figure 1   Public Satisfaction with the Work of the Various Bureaucracies

Source: UNDP Kosovo, “Public Pulse Poll” (Pristina: UNDP Kosovo, 2013). 
Note: The Kosovo Pulse Polls and Early Warning Reports are funded by the UN Development

Programme and US Agency for International Development. The surveys are based on face-to-face
interviews that rely on randomly selected samples. These surveys use the overall answers from all of
the various respondents in Kosovo. The Kosovo Serbs either declined to answer questions about the
Kosovo institutions, or responded by expressing their lack of interaction and satisfaction with them.



administration. Customs revenues constitute 65 percent to 70 percent of the
annual state budget. The service is fully funded through the state budget and
not through donors. Indeed, revenue from the customs service has ensured
that Kosovo’s self-government budget has been fully financed by domestic
sources since 2003.46

Are the various bureaucracies able to penalize corruption? Since corrup-
tion is the violation of the impartial rules of a bureaucracy, the penalization of
corruption can be measured by three indicators: general public perceptions of
the corruption in each institution; the percentage of interviewees that have
provided bribes to the institution’s public officials during the past year; and
the presence of institutional mechanisms that actually discipline public offi-
cials when they abuse their office. 

As seen in Figure 2, Kosovo interviewees rank the courts, the customs
service, and the central government as bureaucracies with large-scale corrup-
tion, while the police force is judged to be the least corrupt of all the domes-
tic and international institutions. Other surveys have corroborated the finding
that few police officers expect bribes in exchange for services.47 The inter-
nal investigation unit, an institutional mechanism within the police force, also
effectively conducts internal investigations of minor offenses within the
organization.48
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Figure 2   Public Perception of the Presence of Large-scale Corruption

Source: UNDP Kosovo, “Early Warning Report #25” (Pristina: UNDP Kosovo, 2009).
Note: The Kosovo Pulse Polls and Early Warning Reports are funded by the UN Development

Programme and US Agency for International Development. The surveys are based on face-to-face
interviews that rely on randomly selected samples. These surveys use the overall answers from all of
the various respondents in Kosovo. The Kosovo Serbs either declined to answer questions about the
Kosovo institutions, or responded by expressing their lack of interaction and satisfaction with them.



As in other states, the customs service in Kosovo has a high potential for
corruption since it processes taxes at the border and its officials have strong
incentives to misrepresent the goods in exchange for a large bribe.49 A func-
tional internal institutional mechanism worked relatively well to control cor-
ruption in the customs service. The unit of professional standards of the
Kosovo customs service examined complaints about possible misconduct by
customs officers and disciplined the officials who abused their public posi-
tion. All but two of the original thirty-seven Kosovo Albanian officers who
started the service in 1999 were removed from the service by 2008 because
of such vetting.50 Therefore, despite the high potential for corruption, the cus-
toms service is successful in penalizing corrupt behavior. 

However, the anticorruption internal mechanism in the central govern-
ment did not work since there were no trials for corruption until 2012. The
public generally believes that politicians could steal with impunity. In an
outrageous public statement, a former minister of culture in Kosovo
responded to the corruption charges by journalists by claiming: “I have
abused my father’s money. Why shouldn’t I abuse the state budget?” The
family metaphor also indicates the patronage basis of the central govern-
ment. The minister did not lose his job after this announcement.51 Indeed,
no minister has been indicted for corruption by the Kosovo courts or central
government since 1999. 

The judicial system had internal formal institutional mechanisms to dis-
cipline corrupt officials that did not work in practice. Before the 2008 decla-
ration of independence, the Judicial Investigation Unit under the authority of
UNMIK was responsible for examining complaints of professional miscon-
duct by Kosovo jurists. In 2008, this investigation unit found misconduct in
87 out of the 164 cases received during that year and forwarded them to the
Kosovo Judicial Council. The Judicial Council, the independent institution
responsible for disciplining jurists for misconduct, was not working properly
because of many vacancies in the organization’s top ranks. Even though its
Office of Disciplinary Council and Judicial Audit had charged some judges
with corruption, the courts have yet to try their cases.52

The third and final indicator of bureaucratic effectiveness, responsive-
ness to the public, refers to the extent to which the institution responds to
public requests for information. By law, the state bureaucracies in Kosovo are
obliged to answer public requests for information within two weeks after
receipt of the request. To test bureaucratic responsiveness, I utilized the data
from two tests conducted by activist NGOs in Kosovo. The first test meas-
ured the percentage of replies from each institution to requests for informa-
tion submitted by the public. The Youth Initiative for Human Rights sent
requests for access to official documents and ranked the institution according
to the percentage of proper replies to the requests.53 The second NGO created
a transparency index of the government bureaucracies in Kosovo: the Speak
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Up Movement sent each major bureaucracy a questionnaire with twenty-four
questions about how open they were to the public. Each bureaucracy had to
answer questions about laws, personnel qualifications, publication of impor-
tant information online, and classification of public documents. The NGO
then analyzed the responses to these questionnaires and developed an index
of responsiveness. 

The central government institutions in Kosovo are generally not respon-
sive to the public. When the Youth Initiative for Human Rights tested the cen-
tral government by sending public requests for information, the government
answered only one in four requests for information, a low score of 25 per-
cent. Nine of nineteen ministries did not answer even a single request for
information.54 In its 2010 transparency index, the Speak Up Movement gave
the central government the lowest rating of a closed level of openness to pub-
lic requests.55

The judicial system was also one of the least responsive bureaucracies.
The national and local courts had a 16 percent response rate.56 The state pros-
ecution office in Kosovo also had a rudimentary organizational and legal
approach to public relations. In the 2010 transparency index, it ranked at the
lowest score of a closed level of openness, similar to the central government.57

In contrast, the customs service is consistently ranked as the most respon-
sive bureaucracy in Kosovo by the various NGO tests. According to the respon-
siveness to public requests test by the Youth Initiative for Human Rights, the
customs service received the maximum possible rating of 100 percent and
stood out above all other local institutions. The service responded to all the
public requests for information included in the test.58 In the 2010 transparency
index of the government bureaucracies, the customs service was named the
most transparent institution, accumulating 90 percent of all the possible points,
although, according to that study, the service was “not fully open.”59

The Kosovo police were less responsive to civil society and other pub-
lic requests for information. In the bureaucratic responsiveness test conducted
by the Youth Initiative for Human Rights in 2006, both the Kosovo police
and police academy had a 20 percent response rate. The Kosovo police also
received 55.5 points out of 100.0 in the transparency index because, despite
their daily media communications and a useful website, the police force did
not have clear institutional mechanisms to translate the law on access to
information into timely responses to public requests. According to the index
criteria, the Kosovo police were judged to be partially open. This indicates a
low level of openness to public requests, but one that is still higher than the
closed level assigned to the central government and the courts.60 However,
the Kosovo police had good communication channels with local and interna-
tional media. Based on a survey of Kosovo journalists in 2009, the Speak Up
Movement named the Kosovo police the most transparent institution. Over-
all, the Kosovo police service demonstrates a medium level of bureaucratic
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responsiveness. Despite its openness toward the media, the service is less
responsive to the public and civil society. 

The triangulation of the measures therefore paints a consistent picture of
the performance of these various bureaucracies. While the police force and
the customs service tended to fulfill their mission, penalize corruption in
their ranks, and be more open to the public, the central government and the
judicial system failed in all three areas. The fact that these diverse measures
tended to cluster shows that there were important differences in bureaucratic
effectiveness, and that the indicators I used tapped into these differences.

Explaining Patterns of Bureaucratic Effectiveness
In this study, I investigate state building when international organizations fol-
low one of two approaches: (1) insulation from political influence, or (2)
local ownership. Insulation from political influence occurred when the inter-
national organization controlled the recruitment processes into the bureau-
cratic organization and structured the bureaucracy according to the mission of
service to the society. In practice, representatives of international organiza-
tions formed majorities on the boards that tested and vetted the candidates for
public office. Recruited and promoted on merit, public officials were insu-
lated from politicians and society and they learned to enforce rules impar-
tially in a professional bureaucracy. Alternatively, local ownership occurred
when local actors controlled the recruitment and advancement processes into
the bureaucracy, usually resulting in patronage. 

International organizations insulated the customs service and the police
force from societal influence and promoted a public service ethos through
the socialization of their employees. Therefore, the evolution of these organ-
izations emphasized performance and public accountability. International
administrators recruited, trained, and vetted Kosovo employees according to
principles of merit and representativeness. The principle of merit meant that
employees were recruited, promoted, or fired based on their performance
and ethics. They were also expected to play the role of impartial public ser-
vants. The principle of representativeness meant that these bureaucracies
emphasized affirmative action for minorities in order to build a multiethnic
state. Since public officials were selected through competition, they valued
performance. As these officials trained and rose through the ranks together,
they learned to communicate and monitor each other’s performance. Hence,
they were better positioned to limit corruption in their ranks despite low
salaries. 

UNMIK Police recruited indigenous police officers through rigorous
examinations in Kosovo. The recruitment and screening process involved an
oral interview, a written exam, a psychological test, a medical exam, a phys-
ical agility test, and a background investigation.61 All of the new recruits had
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to pass tests and vetting for criminal behavior, and in 1999 80 percent of
them were rejected.62 A senior Kosovo police officer who had worked in the
Yugoslav police before 1989 admitted when I interviewed him that “the
United Nations did a much better job at recruiting professionals than our
politicians would have done.”63 The OSCE also created and refined basic
police training from scratch in Kosovo because the organization did not have
previous experience or blueprints on building police academies.

The Kosovo police force was only partially insulated from political influ-
ence since the international administration made a compromise with the
Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA) to have 50 percent of the initial police
recruits from the demobilized Kosovo fighters. Despite the initial compro-
mise, international actors tried to keep the police force insulated from politi-
cal influence. After 2000, the OSCE did not use the 50 percent quota, but a
lower, informal one. By 2007, 25 percent of the police force (2,000 officers)
were former KLA fighters; only half of them applying through the quota, and
the rest applying and being accepted individually. So, only 12.5 percent of the
current police force entered through the quota system for former fighters.64

After the 2008 transfer of authority to Kosovo institutions, several police
officers who were KLA veterans and close to the ruling politicians in Kosovo
rose to the top of several units in the police force, including finance, and spe-
cial forces. The finance unit accused unjustly and arrested without good evi-
dence the technocratic head of the central bank of Kosovo who was later
released.65 The special police forces reacted strongly against nonviolent
demonstrators in Pristina in 2012.66 Therefore, the partial insulation of the
Kosovo police force made it more susceptible to increased politicization after
the transfer of authority to local government.

The insulation of the customs service from political influence was the
main approach that the international community used to build a professional
bureaucracy. From early on, one key task of the international administrator
was to prevent political interference from the Kosovo self-government insti-
tutions or UNMIK. According to the international customs founder, “the
point was to deliver the UN mandate and the principles of the constitutional
framework without fear or favor of the individuals involved.”67 The customs
founder also imported European Union rules and institutional mechanisms to
penalize corruption in the service.68 The European Commission had already
codified its experience in expanding the customs union to its new entrants
from the European Union through its customs blueprints—guidelines for
strengthening the customs sector. Such blueprints allowed for overall coher-
ence in terms of formal rules as well as flexibility for its field operations.69

When I asked the local director of the customs service if the Kosovo employ-
ees adapted or rejected any of the blueprints, he smiled and said, “No, we had
to adapt to the blueprints,” and continued to speak enthusiastically about their
technical implementation in the organization.70
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Both formal and on-the-job training are part of the preparation of the
customs officers. First, the accepted recruits go through eight weeks of for-
mal training: five weeks to learn theory and three weeks to receive on-the-job
training. Then, there is a six-month probation period during which the cus-
toms officers work under the supervision of a senior officer. At any stage of
this process, the recruit can be warned, and subsequently fired, if he or she
does not meet the expected performance or takes bribes.71 In order to keep
the job, officers have to learn to apply rules impartially. They monitor and
communicate with each other about the expectations of the job. Career
advancement within the customs service also emphasizes performance indi-
cators on the job and not personal connections to political elites. The service
has clear promotion policies and all customs officials have grades within a
definite hierarchy. 

Let us now examine the bureaucracies that were transferred early to
local ownership. In the absence of international insulation, both the central
government and the court system exhibited the presence of politicized
appointments in their ranks. Public officials in the central administration
were recruited according to political or nepotistic criteria, favoring the per-
sonal and party networks of the elected political leaders. Insider observers of
the central administration claimed that each minister hired individuals from
his own network for government posts when the UN devolved part of its
powers in 2002: “Many of the ministers in the government did not have
other professions in the curriculum vitae, and they started their professional
life with the position ‘minister.’”72 Even positions that were low in the hier-
archy, such as specialists, administrative assistants, drivers, and bodyguards,
were given to insiders. Government officials who were not members of
political parties were warned that, if they did not join the ruling party, they
would lose their job.73

Government employees learned that, in order to remain in their job, they
had to be loyal to their patron and provide services to particularistic net-
works. This paradigm produced servility as employees focused on being
obsequious to the boss instead of on their performance. The bureaucrats
learned to behave obsequiously to their patron and condescendingly toward
the general public. They often spent too much time worrying about their
employment to do their jobs effectively. In addition, employees exhibited low
morale in their jobs, often claiming that if they had a different offer, they
would move immediately.74 As a result, the bureaucracies were not able to
implement their policies impartially or penalize corruption. 

The turnover of parties in power meant that new political appointees
replaced officials who were contracted under the previous government. While
there are no official data on how large the turnover is, I found that various
Kosovo interviewees had left jobs in the government, and international inter-
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viewees complained that they spent time and money training politically
appointed public officials who subsequently left office once a new govern-
ment assumed power.75 Even when the Kosovo Foundation for Open Society
created a program to bring highly qualified diaspora Kosovars to work in the
Kosovo government, the project coordinator confirmed that none of these
officials continued to work in the government after that contract ended.76 The
high turnover of public officials undermined the creation of a stable commu-
nity of colleagues who would communicate and monitor each other’s per-
formance. High turnover also weakened the impact of technical assistance
from international organizations. Unfortunately, since technical assistance
constituted 80 percent of international aid since 2005, most international aid
for these bureaucracies was wasted.

Even though UN Resolution 1244 tasked UNMIK with building an
effective and impartial judiciary, the UN mission did not proactively pursue
that goal. When it noticed that Kosovo judges were giving lighter sentences
to Albanians than to Serbs, the United Nations introduced international
judges to tackle interethnic and war crimes.77 UN judges did not have much
interaction with local judges, and they focused mostly on the sensitive
political or ethnic cases. The European Union Rule of Law Mission in
Kosovo (EULEX) is also focusing on the sensitive political and war crime
cases, but EULEX international judges are working more closely with local
Kosovo judges. With ad hoc training and little interaction, the capacity of
the courts remains low. A senior official in the UNMIK Department of Jus-
tice admitted that “UNMIK understood for a long time that its job was not
to develop Kosovar judicial authorities, but to handle high-profile cases—
corruption, ethnic impunity, war crimes. . . . Our job was not to train or
build capacity.”78 Faced with a difficult task, UN bureaucrats chose to rede-
fine their mission in the judiciary by managing the situation, instead of
transforming it.

In sum, as illustrated in Table 1, bureaucracies that were transferred
early to local ownership became sites of patronage and ineffective perform-
ance. However, within a decade, insulated bureaucracies became organiza-
tions that effectively fulfilled their mission, penalized corruption, and
responded faster to the public. This is not a rosy picture of success, however.
The customs service and the police force are significantly more professional
than the other bureaucracies in Kosovo. However, that does not mean they
are as professional as British and Swedish administrations. They are compa-
rable to state bureaucracies of the new European Union member states such
Bulgaria, Romania, Croatia, and Slovakia. It is likely that, despite the chal-
lenges,79 these bureaucracies will continue to perform relatively well. After
all, the new Kosovo state needs the customs service revenue, and the public
has high expectations for the performance of police. 
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Discussion of Findings and Conclusion
Contrary to the prevailing expectations, these findings contradict Hypothesis
1 on local ownership for state building, which states that high local owner-
ship leads to more effective state bureaucracies. When international actors
devolved the central administration and the courts quickly to the control of
elected leaders, these bureaucracies became embedded sites of patronage pol-
itics in which employees were loyal to only top politicians, without substan-
tial concern for public service. The socialization of employees in such
bureaucracies emphasized loyalty to the patron or boss above following
impartial rules and procedures. The international funding that flowed to these
institutions through technical assistance projects failed to influence them
since the bureaucracy was geared toward providing jobs rather than imple-
menting policies. International strategy was therefore more important than
resources in influencing bureaucratic effectiveness.

Democratic accountability is therefore not a sufficient mechanism for the
construction of effective bureaucracies in clientelist contexts. My findings
suggest that the construction of effective state institutions requires the insu-
lation of bureaucracies from political and societal actors as well as an empha-
sis on meritocratic recruitment and promotion.

The construction of effective bureaucracies therefore confirms the
Weberian statist theory, which states that any measure that enhances the insu-
lation of the bureaucracy from societal pressures increases its performance.80

Martin Shefter, a student of patronage and bureaucratic organizations, points
out that a political constituency is necessary to push for and sustain the tran-
sition from patronage to a professional civil service system.81 Until now,
scholars have primarily investigated the domestic sources of such political
constituencies.82 However, when international actors have wide authority to
implement state-building strategies, the source of such political constituen-
cies can be international. Since the goal was building local capacity to take
over state institutions, local ownership was an outcome but not the means of
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Table 1   Measures of Bureaucratic Effectiveness and the Type of International Approach

International Mission Penalization Overall 
Bureaucracy Approach Fulfillment of Corruption Responsiveness Effectiveness

Customs service Insulation High Medium to high High High

Police force Partial 
insulation Medium Medium to high Medium Medium

Central Local 
administration ownership Low Low Low Low

Courts system Local 
ownership Low Low Low Low



such transformation. Before criticizing the application of Western rules of
meritocracy to other societies, we should remember that meritocratic recruit-
ment in the state bureaucracy was first invented in China, centuries before
Western Europe experimented with such procedures. 

Careful sequencing of the transfer of authority from international actors
to local actors is also an important implication. Until the bureaucracies are
professionally constructed, elected politicians will not have the power and the
authority to interfere with recruitment and promotion practices in the organi-
zation. Elected leaders will still be able to appoint a small proportion of the
senior administration officials, but civil service commissions with a majority
international participation will build the various layers of bureaucracy at the
low, middle, and senior levels. This process will ensure that the leaders in
these bureaucracies will not be political appointees, but rather the benefici-
aries of meritocratic promotion. 

Even after the transfer of political authority to local leaders, international
actors may still remain engaged in the state-building enterprise in order to
build domestic constituencies and support the postwar country’s membership
in international organizations. International exit in the context of interna-
tional administrations refers to the “transition of political authority from
international to local actors.”83 A constituency for civil service reform needs
to be created that links domestic and international actors. As the international
organizations transfer authority to elected officials, they should keep some
temporary safeguards to assure that the elected leaders will not politicize the
bureaucracy under their authority. The civil servants who have been recruited
according to merit will obviously become a constituency that supports the
depoliticized civil service. In addition, the local media, civic associations,
and even political parties could form a domestic constituency to ensure the
sustainability of bureaucratic capacity.

In the absence of a domestic constituency, effective bureaucracies require
international protection against politicization. As the decline of the perform-
ance of the police force due to increased politicization indicates, such a
process is not irreversible. How can the effective bureaucracies retain and
improve their performance after independence, as international supervision
declines substantially? How can more bureaucracies become insulated from
political interference? We do not yet know the answers to these questions. My
findings suggest that, until a domestic constituency for civil service reform
exists, international organizations serve as the main guarantor against further
politicization of the bureaucracies. It is possible that once a broad constituency
of bureaucrats, civil society organizations, and political parties supports civil
service reform, international organizations will then be in a position to
decrease pressures on elected leaders for impartial bureaucracies. 

We probably will not see many new instances of international adminis-
trations such as that of Kosovo. However, both local and international actors
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can do more to promote effective state bureaucracies and democratic institu-
tions. Meritocratic recruitment and promotion leads to the creation of effec-
tive state bureaucracies that are impartial in the application of the laws.
Domestic leaders can enhance their public administrations by requiring com-
puterized entrance examinations as well as provide temporary administrative
roles to capable international administrators who do not have ties to political
elites. For instance, Sierra Leone’s president appointed a British national,
paid by Great Britain, to be the first chief of the reformed postwar police
force. Several years later, as police performance increased, the police leader-
ship was transferred to a Sierra Leonian citizen.84

Researchers and international organizations should start collecting spe-
cific data on the presence of civil service rules and procedures that support
meritocratic recruitment and promotion in the various states in the world and
make this information public. If possible, such data should be gathered at the
bureaucratic level instead of the unitary level of the state. Civil society organ-
izations, the media, and other international organizations may use this infor-
mation to pressure government officials to rein in patronage practices. 

If more states experiment with various processes that improve meritocratic
recruitment and promotion, they will provide better security and welfare for
their people. Such effective states tend to be more peaceful, in addition to sup-
porting the economic development of their country. In the end, a state that per-
forms effectively enriches the lives of both elites and ordinary citizens. Only
elites and their close supporters benefit from a state where patronage reigns. �
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