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ABS TR AC T  

The aim of this study was to present the general situation of  populations of European post-communist countries 25 years 
after the collapse of communism in Europe. The study consists of two parts. The first one briefly discusses the processes that 
led to a significant diversification in the social, economic and political situations of the populations of the studied countries. In 
the second part the diversity of this situation is shown (using: the Legatum Prosperity Index, the Social Progress Index, and 
the Human Development Index). It was found that the best situations exist in the countries which quickly and effectively 
implemented reforms, and whether they were independent states, or parts of larger states, under communism is of secondary 
importance. It is symptomatic that these are countries situated in the north-western part of the area under consideration, 
which corresponds to the current situation in the EU-15, where the countries located in the south (the so-called PIGS) have 
poor economic and partly social situations than those in the north. Furthermore, it was found that the situation with the 
population of Russia is worse than in many countries which were previously under the occupation of the USSR or were 
dependent on the authorities in Moscow. 
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1. Introduction 
  
 The objective of the study was to present the 
social, economic and political situations of societies 
of European post-communist countries 25 years 
after the collapse of communism in Europe. The 
emergence of the first non-communist government 
in Poland in 1989 triggered the dismantling of the 
system in Europe. As a result of various directions 
and the intensity of transformation processes, 
societies of the former European communist 
countries are currently at very different levels of 
civilization development, prosperity, respect for 
civil liberties, etc. The group of European post-
communist states included: (1) the former European 
Union republics of the former Union of Soviet 
Socialist Republics (USSR) plus Russia; (2) the 
countries of the former Yugoslavia, and Albania; 
(3) the former European countries of the so-
called people's democracy (without the former 

German Democratic Republic, which is now part 
of united Germany). 
 The study consisted of two parts. The first one 
generally shows the most important processes 
that brought about changes in the analysed group 
of countries, while in the second part an assessment 
of the standard of living of the citizens of these 
countries for the year 2014 was made with the 
use of three indicators: the Legatum Prosperity 
Index, the Social Progress Index, and the Human 
Development Index. The breakdown of these 
countries into groups was based on the methodology 
of Hellwig’s critical gap (HELLWIG, 1968). 
 The Legatum Prosperity Index is an indicator 
of a destimulant nature. It is calculated on the 
basis of variables (a total of 89) grouped into 8 
categories: Economy, Entrepreneurship & 
Opportunity, Governance, Education, Health, 
Safety & Security, Personal Freedom, and Social 
Capital. These variables are weighted, and on this 
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basis the ranking of the country is determined. 
The index is developed by the Legatum Institute 
(http://www.prosperity.com/#!/). 
 The Social Progress Index is an indicator of a 
stimulant nature. It contains 52 variables that are 
divided into three groups (Basic Human Needs, 
Foundations of Wellbeing, and Opportunity) within 
which 12 subgroups are distinguished. It is developed 
by an organization called the Social Progress 
Imperative (www.socialprogressimperative.org/). 
 The Human Development Index is also an 
indicator of a stimulant nature. It assesses three 
aspects in particular countries: a long and healthy 
life, knowledge, and the standard of living. The index 
is developed by the United Nations Development 
Programme (http://hdr.undp.org/en). 
 
2. The complexity of the transformation  

processes 
 
 After 1989, the direction,  course and  intensity 
of the transformation processes were very different 
in the analysed group of countries (cf. SOBCZYŃSKI, 
2010, 2013). For the sake of argument, these 
processes can be divided into those of a more internal 
dimension and the more trans-national ones. 
 Internal (domestic) changes have been 
considered as more important ones. They can be 
divided into those taking place in the political, 
economic and social sphere. 
 The most important changes taking place in 
the socio-political realm included the changes of 
the political and  legal systems, and regaining 
control over the army. In all European post-
communist countries soon after abolishing the 
system, amendments to the law on the principles 
of the functioning of political parties and elections 
were made. The characteristic feature of systemic 
changes in the countries of the region was to 
move away from a centralized communist state 
based on a one-party model, or a quasi-one-party 
one towards a model based on the principles of 
the democratic rule of law (JASKIERNIA, 2002).  
 Simply put, the analysed countries can be 
divided into two groups: (1) those in which post-
communists took over power, and (2) those in 
which governments were formed from former 
dissidents. This division was especially important 
at the beginning of the analysis period, when the 
fate of economic reforms was at stake. Countries 
in which the opposition took power quickly initiated 
major reforms that resulted in a short-lived deep 
crisis, followed by a period of rapid development. 
However, in the case of countries where post-
communists came to power a continuous 
deterioration of their economic situation took 

place. In the extreme form of the latter case, post-
communists initiated wars (the former Yugoslavia), 
which plunged the countries into even further 
chaos. 
  Judiciary reform played an important role in 
the process of transformation of post-communist 
countries. In the communist period, judicial 
independence was frequently illusory and often 
at the service of the ruling Communist Party. 
Hence, much space in the reform of law was 
devoted to the independence of courts. Yet in 
some countries there was a significant alienation 
of certain rules of law in relation to actual reality. 
This can be clearly seen in the Ukraine throughout 
the whole period since gaining independence, 
where "there is legal nihilism, ranging from higher 
levels of authority to citizens" (LESEČKO & ČEMERIS, 
2001, p. 95). Values of the Corruption Perception 
Index can be a good example of the diversity of 
the situation in this respect, in 2014 it was  in the 
range1 of 69 for Estonia and 61 for Poland to just 
27 for Russia and 26 for the Ukraine. 
 It was characteristic of the analysed countries 
that the armed forces were sub-ordinated to 
Communist parties, and the Soviet/Russian army 
was present. Hence, it was so important in the 
early years to limit the influence of communists 
in the armed forces. This was done the fastest 
(already in 1989) in Poland, Czechoslovakia and 
Hungary. The situation in the countries that 
previously belonged to the former USSR was very 
complicated; the Soviet army was stationed inside 
each of them, and their citizens conscripted to that 
army were scattered around the Warsaw Pact 
(cf. SOBCZYŃSKI, 2002). Ukraine’s efforts to gain 
control over the Black Sea Fleet should be 
considered a spectacular failure, which would 
later backfire during the invasion of "little green 
men" linked to the authorities in Moscow. On a 
spatially smaller scale, the same problem occurred 
with Yugoslavian/Serbian troops. 
 At the time of regaining actual independence, 
the former communist countries facing the need 
to reform their economies were in a doubly 
disadvantaged situation. On the one hand, they 
had to transform themselves  to convert the 
previously existing centrally controlled economy. 
This created a need to address, among other things, 
massive corruption, high inflation or a necessity 
to carry out privatization processes (BĄK, 2006; 
KARKLINS, 2009; KOŁODKO ET AL., 1991; SŁOBODZIAN, 
2010). On the other hand, they had to deal with 
the process of globalization and the associated 

                                                           
1 The higher the value, the better the situation.  

http://hdr.undp.org/en
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post-modern changes in their economies (KOŁODKO, 
2001). 
 An additional problem in the former communist 
countries was the break in their existing economic 
relationships (STRYJAKIEWICZ, 2004). This process 
mostly affected those  countries arising out of the 
rubble of Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union. 
 Also the legislation and corrupt practices in 
some of the countries analysed were not conducive 
to economic freedom (HOLMES, 2009; KARKLINS, 
2009). The Index of Economic Freedom was 75.9 
for Estonia and 73.0 for Lithuania,  for Belarus it 
was just 50.1 and 49.3 for the Ukraine in 2014. 
 During the period of communist enslavement, 
a new kind of man came into existence, called 
homo sovieticus by TISCHNER (2005) and ZINOVIEV 
(1986). He was especially "visible" in those societies 
that were under the control of Moscow since the 
October Revolution. For example, according to 
WÌNNÌKOW & MOROZOWA (1998), despite their 
declared pro-democratic orientation, Ukrainians 
were, however, deeply related to the totalitarian 
type of political system, which significantly 
slowed down the process of democratization and 
proper reforms. 
 Transformations in the social sphere can be 
viewed from an individual and a group perspective. 
In the first case, alongside a number of positive 
phenomena, a negative one appeared – the trauma 
of post-communism, as SZTOMPKA (2000) called it. 
However, in terms of the group perspective this is 
primarily the emergence of civil society. WENDT 
(2007) distinguishes internal and external factors 
affecting its formation and transformation. The 
internal factors are political (such as changing the 
political system and creating units of territorial 
self-government), economic (restructuring the 
economy and introducing a market economy), 
and social (the appearance of unemployment, 
developing new citizenship attitudes, developing 
non-governmental organizations or the shaping 
of the middle classes). By contrast, external factors 
are again political (some countries’ accession or 
declared willingness to become part of the European 
Union and the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation), 
economic (changes in the world economy and 
diffusion of innovation) and social (impact of 
mass media, ease of communication, impact of 
global culture and, finally, adopting pro-social 
attitudes). Yet, the progress of these processes in 
the various countries of the region is very diverse. 
For example, the World Press Freedom Index in 
Estonia amounted to2 9.63 in 2014, while in Russia 
it was 42.75 and in Belarus 47.82. 

                                                           
2 The lower the value, the better the situation. 

 Local governments also had an important role 
in shaping civil society. In the communist period 
its capacity was fictional but after regaining 
independence laws relating to giving it real 
powers were adopted. In addition, reform of the 
administrative division had already been 
implemented in some of the countries. However, 
the complete empowerment of local government 
has  encountered various obstacles. Moreover, in 
some of the countries analysed (e.g. Ukraine) there 
is a lack of specific mechanisms for implementing 
democracy, which is a result of a lack of 
understanding of the nature of self-government 
both at local and central levels (KUČABS´KIJ, 2009). 
Another problem is the need for local authorities 
to find themselves a new role – not as administrators 
but as managers of the region at a  local level. 

On the other hand, one can see some positive 
aspects of the impact of homo sovieticus on the 
population’s situation, especially on women. The 
Gender Development Index has some of the highest 
values3 in post-Soviet countries: Estonia (1.042), 
Russia (1.038), Lithuania (1.036), Latvia (1.033), 
Belarus (1.021) and Ukraine (1.012). 

In comparison to the processes of a domestic 
character, those with international overtones 
were considered secondary. Five processes of a 
trans-national character have been distinguished 
after 1989 in the area analysed: 
1. The dissolution of union states: the USSR, 

Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia with a 
simultaneous reunification of Germany. There 
is no certainty whether this process has finished 
or whether we will face further disintegration 
of countries. On the one hand, this is a grass-
roots process, as the emergence of Kosovo, for 
example; but on the other hand, the neo-
imperialist politics of Russia (as explained in 
the following point) has a big influence. 

2. A relatively quick liquidation of international 
organisations, which were the control tools of 
the former Soviet Union over the former satellite 
states. In 1991, both the Warsaw Pact was 
dissolved (then Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, 
Hungary, Romania, Poland, the USSR ceased 
being its members; while Albania left earlier in 
1968, and the GDR in 1990) and the Council for 
Mutual Economic Assistance (then Albania4, 
Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania, 
Poland, the USSR ceased being members, and 
Yugoslavia its associated member; and the 
GDR in 1990). 

                                                           
3 The higher the value, the better the situation. 
4 Since 1962 it stopped taking part in works of this 
organisation, still formally not ceasing to be its member. 
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3. A multi-step process of the already sovereign 
countries joining the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organisation (in 1990: the GDR as part of 
Germany; in 1999: the Czech Republic, Poland, 
Hungary; in 2004: Bulgaria, Estonia, Lithuania, 
Latvia, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia; in 2009: 
Albania, Croatia) and the European Union (in 
1990: the GDR as part of Germany; in 2004: 
the Czech Republic, Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia, 
Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia, Hungary, in 2007: 
Bulgaria, Romania; in 2013: Croatia; as of 
2015, Albania, Montenegro, Macedonia, Serbia 
remain official candidates). 

4. The formation of grass-roots regional integration 
groups. There is a whole host of them, and the 
most important ones in the period of transition 
included: the Visegrad Group (whose greatest 
achievement was the appearance of the Central 
European Free Trade Agreement in 1992), the 
Central European Initiative, the Council of 
the Baltic Sea States, the Baltic Assembly, 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation – 
BSEC, GUUAM. 

5. Efforts to rescue the former imperial position 
of Russia in the region, this time based on 
nationalism (see GREGOR, 1998; INGRAM, 2001; 
ŁATKOWSKI, 2001). These have intensified since 
Putin’s take-over of political power in 2000. 
The current Russian political elite, represented 
by V. Putin and his entourage, derive from the 
old Soviet elite. They abandoned communist 
demands, while still preserving the vision of 
Russia as a world power (JILGE, 2014; MOSKWA, 
2013; RUTLAND, 2012). Adopting the assumptions 
derived from the days of the USSR about 
impact zones – the Russian Federation seeks 
to, inter alia, rebuild its dominance even in 
areas of the so-called near abroad. Since the 
beginning these actions are multi-faceted in 
nature and are related to: (1) political-
philosophical activities that justify the special 
position of Russia (e.g. the promotion of the 
concept of the so-called "Russian world" 
(Русский мир: http://russkiymir.ru/) or an 
expansion of the network of Orthodox parishes 
that remain in a hierarchical relationship with 
the Patriarch of Moscow; (2) activities in the 
economic-political field, as for example the 
establishment of the Commonwealth of 
Independent States in 1991 (from the countries 
analysed these include: Belarus, Moldova, 
Russia, Ukraine5) and creating the Union State 
of Russia and Belarus in 2000 on the basis of 
prior agreements (the oldest dating from 1996), 

                                                           
5 Currently Ukraine is in the process of leaving this organisation. 

of gas wars with Ukraine, for example in 2006, 
2008 and 2014; (3) activities in the political-
military field, whose most obvious examples 
are the emergence of a network of pseudo-
states connected to Moscow (Abkhazia, South 
Ossetia, Transnistria), supporting Armenia in 
the conflict of Nagorno-Karabakh, and in 
particular the annexation of Sevastopol and 
the Autonomous Republic of Crimea and the 
direct military support of separatists in the war 
with Ukraine in the Donetsk and Luhansk 
oblasts. 
Together, these two groups of processes have 

led to a significant diversification in the situation 
of the populations in the area under consideration. 

 
3. Diversification in the standard of living of 

the population 
 

The positions s of the countries analysed in 
this classification was based on the Legatum 
Prosperity Index in 2014 and ranged from 91st 
position for Bosnia and Herzegovina to 24th for 
Slovenia (Kosovo was excluded due to a lack of 
data). The countries analysed have been divided 
into four groups (Fig. 1). The best situation was in 
the states that early and consequently implemented 
reforms plus Bulgaria and Belarus. Symptomatically, 
there is no clear division here into post-Soviet, 
post-Yugoslavian and other post-communist 
countries. If a high position, and hence good 
living conditions, in countries that have 
successfully carried out transformation processes6 
is understandable, then it is difficult to understand 
the good position of Bulgaria and Belarus. 
Although now Bulgaria is also a member of NATO 
and the EU, its first years of the transition process  
proceeded badly (ILIEVA & MICHALSKI, 2001), due 
amongst other things to the fact that post-
communists were in power. However, in the case 
of Belarus, where the authoritarian government 
of A. Lukashenko is still in power (cf. CZERWIŃSKI, 
2005), one can most likely talk about "patching" 
statistics. The second group, which can be called 
a middle one, is quite diverse, because on the one 
hand, there is authoritarian Russia, and on the 
other hand Ukraine with its oligarchic system, 
and with Romania and Macedonia with poorly 
implemented reforms and Montenegro quickly 
trying to catch up. The worst situation occurs in 
two groups of countries: in Serbia enfeebled by 
war and lacking a clear vision for its development 
and in Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and the 
Republic of Moldova torn by conflicts. 

                                                           
6 Besides, all these countries are NATO and the EU members. 
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Fig. 1. Location of  European post-Communist countries  according to the Legatum Prosperity Index in 2014  

(source: http://www.prosperity.com/#!/) 

  
 
 On the basis of the Social Progress Index for 
2014, the best situation was observed for the 
population of Slovenia, and the worst was for 
Moldova (Kosovo was excluded due to a lack of 
data). The countries analysed were divided into 
four groups (Fig. 2). The best situation was reported 
for those  countries committed to undertaking 
reforms since the very beginning: the Czech 
Republic, Estonia, Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia. 
A little surprising is the absence of Hungary in 
this list. The second group mostly consists of 
countries that have also carried out reforms with 
significant commitment: Croatia, Latvia, Lithuania, 
and Hungary. The third group is very diverse. 
Symptomatically, apart from post-Soviet Belarus 
and the Ukraine, these other countries are located 
in the south of the study area. Comparisons with 
the current economic and social situation amongst 
the countries of the "old" European Union are 
quite natural at this point. The worst situations 
were reported in Russia and Moldova. 

 Data on the value of the Human Development 
Index were available for 2013. The best situations 
were reported in Slovenia, the worst in Moldova 
(Kosovo was excluded due to a lack of data). The 
examined countries have been divided into five 
groups (Fig. 3). The first two groups include 
countries with a very good (the Czech Republic 
and Slovenia) and a good position (Croatia, Estonia, 
Lithuania, Latvia, Poland, Slovakia and Hungary). 
Similar to the previous classifications, one can 
conclude here that these are all countries which 
quickly and effectively carried out the process of 
transformation. The third group, of a transitional 
character, includes very different countries, with, 
on the one hand, Bulgaria, Montenegro and 
Romania which have implemented reforms 
(albeit less successfully); and on the other hand,  
autocratic Belarus and Russia with hindered 
reforms. The fourth and the fifth groups include 
countries with the worst situations. These are 
countries in which there was or still is no clear 
vision for the direction of reforms. 

24 - 53

60 - 69

77

84 - 91

no data
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Fig. 2. The values of the Social Progress Index in European post-Communist countries in 2014 

(source: http://www.socialprogressimperative.org/) 

 
Fig. 3. Human Development Index values in European post-Communist countries in 2013 

(source: http://hdr.undp.org/en) 
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 Figure 4 shows the effects of an attempt to 
comprehensively depict the overall situation for 
the populations in the group of countries that 
were analysed. To this end, a two-stage procedure 
was applied: (1) first for each of the indicators 
the ranking was calculated separately in such a 
way that the best situation was given the rank of 
1, the next one 2, and so on; (2) rankings of all 
three initial indicators assigned to individual 
countries were summed. 
 It was found that Slovenia has the best 
situation (it took the first place in all three rankings), 
and Moldova  the worst (in two rankings it took 
last place and in one – the penultimate place) 
(Kosovo was excluded due to a lack of data). 
Three groups of countries have been identified 
(Fig. 4). As predicted, the best situation was 

reported in the countries which had quickly and 
effectively initiated the process of transformation. 
However, the impact of their recent  history is not 
obvious here. There are the states created out of 
the rubble of Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia and the 
Soviet Union and also countries that had been 
sovereign at the time of the dissolution of the 
system of socialist states. At the opposite end of 
the spectrum are countries consumed by internal 
conflicts and without a clear vision for reform: 
Moldova, and Bosnia Herzegovina. In-between 
there is a whole range of countries in various 
political, social and economic situations – from those 
clearly aiming at European standards (Bulgaria, 
Romania and Montenegro) to Belarus and Russia, 
in which even the reversal of the process of 
liberal reform has taken place (cf. CIPKO, 2004). 

 

 
Fig. 4. An overall assessment for the situation of the populations in European post-communist countries in 2013/2014 

(source: own elaboration based on distributed materials) 

 
4. Summary 
  
 One can clearly see that 25 years of 
transformation following the collapse of the 
communist system has resulted in a strong 
diversification in the situation of societies in this 
part of Europe. In terms of the spatial distributions 
of the situation which have been described for 
these populations, one can conclude: 

1. A better position exists in the North-West of 
the analysed group of countries than in the 
South-East (excluding Russia due to its huge 
size). This corresponds to the current situation 
in the EU-15, where the countries situated in 
the south are in a worse economic and social 
situation than those located in the north. 

2. Typically, the former colonial empires have a 
higher standard of living than their former 
colonies. Russia is one of the few exceptions to 

good

medium

bad

no data
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this rule, because more than half of its former 
colonies7 demonstrate a better situation for 
the population than in Russia itself. One can 
clearly see that the Russian political elites 
cannot pull themselves together in the new 
post-Soviet reality, and it is society that suffers 
from this8. 

3. Countries of the Baltic Assembly, especially 
Estonia, have succeeded the most. These 
countries, despite a very difficult situation at 
the beginning of the transition period (resulting 
from their post-Soviet legacy) are now 
characterised by a relatively good situation for 
the population. 

4. In those countries that are now members of 
the EU, it is clear that Bulgaria and Romania 
have a worse situation for their populations 
than the other post-communist members of 
this organization. To a large extent, this is due 
to negligence in the implementation of reforms 
at the start of transition (ANDREEV, 2009; 
FLORESU-CIOBOTARU, 2006; ILIEVA, 2012). 

 About 25 years ago a road to freedom opened 
for people living behind “the iron curtain”. The 
weakness of the Communist authorities in Moscow 
allowed both the countries of the so-called “far 
abroad” and “near abroad” to take action for the 
benefit of independence or de facto sovereignty. 
Social attitudes, whose emanation can be seen in 
the attitude of political elites, were a fundamental 
factor influencing the success of reforms and, 
consequently, improvement in the standard of 
living of these populations. This is very obvious in 
the case of Estonia (PANAGIOTOU, 2001), which has 
enjoyed the greatest success in this study. 
 The present authorities in Moscow not only 
increasingly seek to limit the libertarian efforts of 
other nations, but also exert an increasing level of 
control over its own society. One cannot be quite 
sure what to expect in the coming years. A lot of 
will depend on the economic situation in Russia 
itself (which is rather uncertain due to the 
country’s dependence on the export of raw 
materials, especially oil and natural gas, see 

                                                           
7 What is meant here are countries which until the 

dissolution of the USSR were under the direct control of 
Moscow (the so-called near abroad) as well as those keeping 
a semblance of independence (the so-called far abroad). The 
very concept of the near abroad and the far abroad is used 
by Russian ideologues, politicians and some journalists to 
identify countries that are considered by them as belonging 
to "the Russian sphere of influence." 
8 The analysis was completed for 2014 (in the case of GDP 
PPP for 2013). Taking into account the current political, 
social and economic situation in Russia, one should believe 
that this conclusion is even more to the point. 

ALEKPEROV, 2011) and the political situation in 
the Ukraine (cf. KUCZABSKI, MICHALSKI, 2014). 
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