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People won, now what? The role
of civil society organizations in
anti-corruption and judicial
reform in post-uprising Armenia
(2018-2025)

Yevgenya Jenny Paturyan*, Liana Simonyan and Gor Papikyan

College of Humanities and Social Sciences, American University of Armenia, Yerevan, Armenia

In 2018, a mass uprising, known as the Velvet Revolution, ousted an unpopular
semi-authoritarian government in Armenia. The new government vowed
rapid democratization through ambitious reforms. Key civil society actors
enthusiastically supported the shift in the political atmosphere, embracing the
post-uprising window of opportunity to engage with the new government
and push for democratic consolidation in their respective areas of expertise.
This paper examines anti-corruption and judicial reforms in post-revolutionary
Armenia, focusing on the role of civil society actors in maintaining the
pro-democratic momentum. The paper investigates the following research
question: "What was the role of civil society organizations in anti-corruption
and judicial reforms in Armenia after the 2018 Velvet Revolution?” We rely on
document analysis and qualitative interviews with civil society representatives,
policy experts and government officials to argue that the strength of civil society
and availability of allies partially explain the differences in anti-corruption and
judicial reform processes and outcomes. In the anti-corruption case, the main
actors (the government, prominent civil society organizations, and the EU) were
more or less “on the same page.” In the case of the judicial reform, there
were strong divisions of opinion among civil society organizations, local and
international experts. The findings contribute to broader understanding of the
role of civil society in the early years of democratic transition.

KEYWORDS

civil society, anti-corruption, vetting, Armenia, Velvet Revolution

1 Introduction

Post-2018 Armenia is an interesting case of an attempted shift to democracy after a
peaceful uprising, followed by serious challenges, such as COVID-19, defeat in a war, influx
of refugees, caused by an ethnic cleansing in the neighboring Azerbaijan, and constant
security threats. The outcome of the Armenian bid for democracy remains uncertain in the
face of economic and security challenges, regional instability, world democratic backsliding
and Russia’s unwillingness to let Armenia out of its orbit of influence.

Before 2018, Armenia was a competitive authoritarian state (Levitsky and Way, 2010)
with weak political opposition, semi-meaningful elections (Ordukhanyan, 2019) and high
levels of corruption (Paturyan and Stefes, 2017; Policy Forum Armenia, 2013; Stefes, 2006).
Armenian civil society was relatively well-developed (Aghekyan, 2018). It combined a fairly
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institutionalized organizational sector with a more recently
developed grassroots activism and experience with issue-specific
campaigns, known as “civic initiatives” (Ishkanian, 2016, 2015;
Paturyan and Gevorgyan, 2021). Some studies highlight the role of
civil society in the lead-up to (Zolyan, 2020) and during the 2018
uprising (Feldman and Alibasi¢, 2019). Few studies and reports
address the role of civil society after the 2018 transition (Gevorgyan,
2024; Margaryan et al., 2022). This paper aims to contribute to
this growing body of literature, by focusing on the role of civil
society organizations (CSOs) in specific policy reforms, crucial for
democratic consolidation.

The 2018 Velvet Revolution was a watershed event in
contemporary Armenian history, considered a major democratic
breakthrough by some and an unfortunate precursor to the tragic
loss of Artsakh' by others. Armenia continues to remain in an
uncertain situation of high fluidity, where the democratic project
could go either way. Combating entrenched corruption and
strengthening the rule of law through judicial reform are two
intertwined policy areas that could greatly improve the chances
of democratic consolidation. Moreover, if these reforms are not
just a top-down government project, but are implemented in
collaboration with, and under a watchful eye of, engaged civil
society, the democratization project is further safeguarded against
potential backsliding.

This paper discusses two intertwined areas of post-2018
democratic reforms: the anti-corruption efforts and the attempts
to reform the judiciary, aiming to contribute to academic
literature on democratic consolidation. The narrow focus of
the paper is on the role of CSOs in advancing democratic
reforms. We use Armenia as a test case for the broader theory
of the importance of civil society for democracy (Ackerman
and DuVall, 2000; Diamond, 1999; Putnam et al, 1994; de
2007 [1864]; 2007; 2001).
We combine document and media analysis with qualitative

Tocqueville, Tusalem, Warren,
interviews of key stakeholders to address the following Research
Question: What was the role of civil society organizations in
anti-corruption and judicial reforms in Armenia after the 2018
Velvet Revolution?

The next section presents the theoretical framework of the
paper, followed by the discussion of the methodology and a
background section that explains the 2018 Velvet Revolution and
key political events of its immediate aftermath. We then shortly
present the anti-corruption reform and the reform of the judiciary,
focusing on vetting as its most contentious element. After that we
present our analysis of the role of CSOs, divided by functions they
attempted to perform. We argue that the difference in the levels of
CSO expertise and the varied availability of allies partially explain
the ability of CSOs to influence the anti-corruption reform while
having less impact on judiciary reform.

1 Artsakh is the indigenous Armenian name for the territory internationally known as
Nagorno Karabakh. It was part of Soviet Azerbaijan, mostly populated by Armenians. In
1988 a movement for unification of Artsakh and Armenia started. It resulted in several
wars, 30 years of de-facto independence of Artsakh republic and a complete collapse of

it, followed by an ethnic cleansing in 2023.
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2 Literature review

What enables democratic consolidation after an initial
democratic breakthrough? The question can be addressed from
a multitude of perspectives: from institutional engineering to
congruent political culture, from sustained efforts by key players to
overall conducive international and economic environment. This
paper aims to contribute to the body of literature on democratic
consolidation with a specific focus on interactions between the
government and the reform-promoting CSOs, placing our work at
an intersection of civil society, governance and policy studies.

Following Diamond (1999, p. 221), we define civil society as
“... the realm of organized social life that is open, voluntary, self-
generating, at least partially self-supporting, autonomous from the
state, and bound by a legal order or set of shared rules” While
civil society consists of both formal and informal entities aimed
at advancing shaded interests (Anheier, 2004; Edwards, 2013), in
this paper we focus on formal CSOs as the most visible players in
policy processes.

Scholars of civil society have long argued that CSOs are
important partners in promoting democratic reforms. The
non-exhaustive list of civil society contributions to democratic
consolidation includes interest representation, advocacy, reform
expertise, recruiting political leaders, watchdog, and accountability
functions (Diamond, 1999; Fung, 2003; Warren, 2001). Civil
society actors can elevate the quality of public discourse, leading
to better policy-making (Cohen and Arato, 1994; Habermas, 1996;
Clemens, 1999; Berry, 1999). This study aims to test the extent to
which Armenian CSOs were capable of performing some of these
functions in the two policy cases under consideration.

All the great ideas of CSOs are worthless if the government is
not inclined to listen. To explore the power balance between the
government and the civil society we borrow the idea of political
opportunities from social movement literature (Tarrow, 1994; Tilly
and Tarrow, 2015; Giugni et al., 1999; Kriesi, 1995).

Political opportunities or political processes approach explains
success or failure of social actors attempting to influence the
government by focusing on broader political environment, such as
openness of political system, nature of political cleavages, overall
economic conditions, availability of allies, unity or division of
elites, among many other factors (Meyer, 2004). To avoid overly
broad application and concept-stretching of political opportunities
(Rootes, 1999), we focus on the “opportunities for influence”
approach (Meyer, 2004). More specifically, we focus on two distinct
elements of political opportunity theory as predictors of policy
impact: the window of opportunity, created by a specific event (the
2018 Velvet Revolution), and availability of key allies.

While it is hard to empirically estimate how long the window
of opportunity lasts, we hypothesize that the likelihood of CSOs
influencing policies diminishes with time, signaling the gradual
closing of the window of opportunity. Having powerful allies
increases the likelihood of policy influence. Policy champions in
the new government, allies within civil society, and the EU are the
three types of allies we focus on in this paper. The role of the EU
as democracy promoter in the South Caucasus region is debated.
While the EU explicitly promotes democracy through its normative
commitments and specific projects, critics point to low efficiency of
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EU pro-democratic projects and potentially harmful neo-colonial
tendencies (Luciani, 2021; Smith, 2011).

The focus of the paper on anti-corruption and judicial
reforms stems from theoretical, methodological and applied policy
considerations. From the theoretical point of view, corruption and
complacent judiciary are two pillars of state capture (Hellman
et al., 2000; Marandici, 2024). Dismantling systemic corruption
and strengthening judicial independence is necessary for restoring
democratic accountability and “leveling the playing field” for healthy
democratic competition (Diamond, 1999; Levitsky and Way, 2010).
Shedding light on this process in Armenia can contribute to more
informed policies and processes in the country and elsewhere. From
the methodological point of view, the two reform areas were selected
to offer a contrast between more and less successful cases of CSO
influence on policy.

Armenian case fits into the broader context of post-Soviet
(troubled and frequently derailed) democratization. Corruption
and dependent judiciary are common features of post-Soviet
space, except the Baltic states. Periodic attempts at re-starting
the democratic project, often in the form of so-called color
revolutions have, so-far, led to mixed and/or temporary results.
Ukraine’s Orange Revolution in 2005 is a poignant case of a
failed democratic transition (Khodunov, 2022; Beissinger, 2013).
Georgias Rose Revolution of 2003 was long hailed as a successful
case of democratic consolidation but recent developments in
Georgia show democratic backsliding (Shyrokykh and Winzen,
2025). Moldova had at least two episodes of democratic backsliding
and recovery; public resentment of corrupt Moldovan elite played
a major role in episodes of contention (Marandici, 2024). Similarly
to Ukraine, Georgia, and Moldova, Armenia experienced a popular
uprising against state capture that resulted in democratic gains
(see Figure 1). V-Dem data shows early signs of democratic
backsliding (see Figure 2). Understanding factors that enable or
block democratic consolidation is crucial for preventing further
setbacks and improving Armenia’s, and other similar countries,
chances for a democratic future. The role of civil society in this
complex process is one piece of a puzzle this paper tries to illuminate.

3 Methodology

The paper investigates the following Research Question: What
was the role of civil society organizations in anti-corruption and
judicial reforms in Armenia after the 2018 Velvet Revolution? More
specifically, based on literature discussed above, we attempt at
tracing and describing the empirical manifestations of the following
functions: (1) interest representation, advocacy and accountability;
(2) reform expertise; (3) recruiting political leaders. Based on
insights from political opportunity literature, we formulated the
following hypothesis:

H1. CSOs had more policy impact when their policy proposals
were supported by powerful allies, such as influential government
officials, other CSOs or civil society coalitions and/or the EU.

We rely on document analysis, media analysis, and eight
qualitative interviews with government officials, civil society
representatives and policy experts in an attempt to unpack
the role of CSOs in pushing for anti-corruption and judiciary
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reform in the aftermath of 2018 Velvet Revolution,? relying on
indicators listed in Table 1. We also rely on quantitative scores from
reputable institutions (V-Dem, Freedom House, and Transparency
International) to situate our cases in a broader picture of overall
progress, stagnation or backsliding of reforms under consideration.

Eight semi-structured interviews with key informants were
conducted from April 12th to June 12th, 2024, four of them
in person and four online. Participants were selected following
an evaluation of policy documents and media reports on anti-
corruption and judiciary reform, based on their involvement or
recognized expertise. Additional names were solicited through
snowballing. Several unsuccessful attempts were made to contact
representatives of the EU in Armenia.

The fieldwork was part of a larger project (EMBRACE)®; we used
the questionnaire provided by our consortium partners, adapting it
to suit the Armenian reality and the two reform areas we focused
on. The average interview duration was 32min. All interviews
followed a standard ethical protocol of informed consent and were
transcribed with assurance of data confidentiality. The transcription
was followed by thematic qualitative data analysis.

In addition to reviewing key policy documents and conducting
qualitative interviews, we attempted a review of key statements
about vetting of judges, delivered by either the Prime Minister or
the Minister of Justice. Most relevant media pieces were found
by searching archives of news agencies in Armenia. Major news
organizations such as Armen press, Hetq, News.am were searched
for the term “vetting” Identified articles were taken for analysis.
Generally, all news agencies reported in varying detail about the
same events. The approximate number of unique articles used to
build the chronology was around 30.

Our inability to secure an interview with an EU representative
is a major limitation of this research. The position and the
influence of the EU—one of the key allies in our theoretical
framework—is captured indirectly through interviews with other
stakeholders and analysis of reform-related documents. Conducting
only eight interviews is a limitation as well. We miss some potentially
important perspectives of those who did not respond to our
multiple interview requests. Moreover, our operationalization of
key variables is far from comprehensive. Much of it was derived
inductively from the data in the process of analyzing the cases, as
an open endeavor of trying to make sense of a complex and messy
policy process. A more rigorous and detailed conceptualization
and operationalization of variables, and inclusion of other key
variables we probably overlooked, would certainly result in a
deeper and more accurate understanding of CSO influence on
post-revolutionary policy processes. Our work remains largely

2 'The two reform areas, which this paper focuses on, are intertwined to a large
extent because the Ministry of Justice is the main government stakeholder in the
case of vetting of judges and is also highly involved in anti-corruption strategy and
implementation, making it the main state actor in both cases. Also, many of the key
CSOs are equally involved in both. The vetting case is often discussed in the broader
context of anti-corruption.

3 The project aims to advance democracy in the European neighborhood and
overcome the obstacles to democratization. It is funded by the European Union’s
Horizon Europe research and innovation program: grant agreement ID: 101060809.

https://embrace-democracy.eu/.
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exploratory and descriptive. We hope the themes we explore and  his two presidential terms would lapse. The President publicly

the questions we leave unanswered would lead to further, more  announced that he would not attempt to become the prime minister

informed analysis. after the transition. In the spring of 2018, he broke that promise and

accepted the nomination by the Republican Party to become the

. first prime minister of the newly created parliamentary republic. A

4 BaCkg round: the Armenian Velvet call for him to honor his promiyse and step down wasythe spark of
Revolution 2018 the Velvet Revolution.

A loose coalition of political opposition figures and civic

In 2015, the governing Republican Party initiated a  activists led mass protests in Yerevan (the capital) and elsewhere

constitutional referendum that would transition Armenia from  in the country. An opposition MP Nikol Pashinyan was the most

a semi-presidential to a parliamentary system. The opposition  visible leader of the protest. His platform was mostly centered

criticized the move as an attempt by the governing party, and  around populist sentiments such as long-standing distrust in elected

specifically President Serzh Sargsyan, to remain in power after  leaders, as well as playing on existing narratives of widespread
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TABLE 1 Key variables and indicators of CSO influence on policy.

Key variable Examples of indicators

(operationalization)

Interest
representation,
advocacy and
accountability

CSOs making specific legislative or policy proposals;
CSOs asking the government to undertake an action;
CSOs raising concerns about current or proposed
policies and/or government decisions; CSOs publicly
criticizing the government

Reform expertise CSOs having previous track record of research and/or

advocacy projects in the field

Recruiting political CSO members entering government jobs; CSOs

leaders supporting a non-CSO member’s nomination to a
government position

CSO policy impact Legislation and/or policy proposals suggested by CSOs

(dependent variable) adopted by the government

Government allies Prime-minister and/or Minister position on an issue

aligns with CSO position

CSO allies CSO coalitions, joined statements, similar statements

EU as ally EU funding, EU endorsement of CSO position, EU

position on an issue aligns with CSO position

and entrenched corruption. The movement started resonating with
broader segments of society and growing in numbers when civic
activists joined (Paturyan, 2020). In 2 weeks, mass peaceful protests
brought the capital to a standstill. On April 23rd, Serzh Sargsyan
resigned. Pashinyan became the Prime Minister. The power
transition was completed in December through snap parliamentary
elections. Pashinyan’s “My Step” alliance won 70% of the votes
(Muradian, 2018).

The new Armenian government announced an ambitious
democratic reform agenda, including fight against corruption and
reform of the judiciary. The future seemed bright. The excitement
and the optimism, however, were short-lived. COVID-19 presented
a serious challenge to the new governments ability to move forward
with reforms. While its impact on anti-corruption reform was
likely minimal, the pandemic forced the government to halt and
eventually cancel a referendum to end powers of seven out of nine
Constitutional Court judges. Pashinyan’s government saw these
judges as the representatives of the previous corrupt regime. The
standoft between the government and the Constitutional Court
was partially resolved through a parliamentary bill that removed
three judges (Mejlumyan, 2020b). In the long run COVID-19
undermined public trust in government (Paturyan and Melkonyan,
2024), reducing its ability to implement reforms. Sadly, COVID-
related problems were almost completely driven out of public mind
by the next calamity of the 2020.

In September 2020, Azerbaijan launched a full-scale military
offensive against the self-proclaimed Artsakh Republic. Armenia
was indirectly involved in the conflict. After 44 days of heavy
fighting, half of the Artsakh was overrun. The human losses were
significant. Armenia and Azerbaijan signed a Russian-brokered
ceasefire, perceived as a decisive loss for the Armenian side,
sparking outrage against Pashinyans government among large
segments of the population. Many were disillusioned or numb
with grief. The country went into a downward spiral of anger and
fear. Autocratic Azerbaijan’s war rhetoric, further attacks on the
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Armenian border and claims for Armenian territory did not help
the matter.

Many political and social actors called for Pashinyan’s
resignation. Protests against the government gathered moderate
support. Pashinyan called for snap elections in June 2021 and
secured another victory with 54% of the votes (Manougian, 2021),
and the mandate to continue democratic reforms and peace
negotiations with Azerbaijan. Meanwhile, Armenia’s traditional
security provider—Russia—invaded Ukraine in February 2022. The
Russian-Ukrainian war dragged on, distracting Russia from the
South Caucasus.

In September 2023, Azerbaijan launched another attack against
what remained of Artsakh. The presence of Russian peacekeepers
did nothing to deter the complete collapse of Artsakh; 100,000
people fled the region, leaving it depopulated. These tragic events led
to another round of disappointment and anger toward Pashinyan’s
government. The post-revolutionary government failed in the
security of the Artsakh and, fears are, might fail in providing
security for the Republic of Armenia proper. In the face of such
serious drawbacks, it bases its claim for legitimacy on commitment
to democracy.

At a time of global democratic retreat, Armenia is among the
few countries that registered some democratic progress after 2018.
Figure 1 depicts Freedom House Freedom in the World Scores for
Armenia and three other post-Soviet countries that experienced
similar popular uprisings: Georgia, Moldova and Ukraine. Estonia
is also plotted on this and subsequent graphs as an example of
a successful post-Soviet democratiser. Figure 1 shows an increase
in freedom in Armenia after 2018 (from 41 to 51 and later to
55 in 2022), which afterwards slightly decreases (from 55 to 54
in 2023-2025). In the Freedom House Nations in Transit 2024
Report Armenia’s National Democratic Governance rating fell from
2.50 to 2.25, reflecting “the executive’s consolidation of power, the
multiyear trend of central authorities overreaching ..., and the lack
of transparency in ruling party finances” (Freedom House, 2024). V-
Dem five types of democracy indexes, depicted in Figure 2, increase
in the aftermath of the 2018 Velvet Revolution but start declining
after that.

Given the democratic gains, the double challenge of COVID-
19 and war, the recent signs of possible backsliding, and the trends
in other post-communist countries with similar experiences, it
is important to understand the specifics of key reforms, aimed
at preventing re-capture of the state through corruption and
regime-loyal judiciary. CSOs can play an integral role pushing for
democratic consolidation against serious odds. The rest of the paper
discusses the two reforms and the level of CSO involvement in each.

5 Anti-corruption reforms: visible
progress

After assuming power, Pashinyan formed a government
of relatively young individuals with experience in CSOs or
international organizations but minimal prior public office
exposure (Nikoghosyan and Ter-Matevosyan, 2023). Post-Velvet
Armenian government embarked on an ambitious anti-corruption
reform, declaring complete eradication of corruption as one of its
goals (Ministry of Justice of the Republic of Armenia, 2023).
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With advice from civil society, the government embarked
on creating several new institutions and legal acts aimed at
strengthening both the prevention and the punishment sides of
the anti-corruption policy framework (Ministry of Justice of the
Republic of Armenia, 2023, p. 4). The Corruption Prevention
Commission (established in 2019) is mostly responsible for integrity
checks, including asset declarations, conflicts of interest and
party finance. The Anti-Corruption Committee (established in
2021) is an investigative body with special powers to examine
suspected corruption cases. The Anti-Corruption court (established
in 2022) “handles cases that fit under the country’s legal definition
of corruption” (Hallock and Ghahramanyan, 2024). The Anti-
Corruption Chamber (established in 2019) and the Anti-Corruption
Court of Appeals (established in 2023) handle appeals on final
corruption-related court decisions. Anti-Corruption Policy Council
(established in 2019) is headed by the Prime Minister and includes
civil society representatives. It deliberates on broad anti-corruption
policies and future course of action. The Ministry of Justice has an
Anti-Corruption Policy Development and Monitoring Department
(established in 2020), charged with developing, implementing
and monitoring anti-corruption strategies, policies and processes,
including fulfillment of international commitments. According to
Hallock and Ghahramanyan (2024), post-2018 Armenia has a “well-
developed anti-corruption infrastructure.”

In addition to upgrading the anti-corruption institutional
framework, Pashinyan’s government initiated a series of trials
targeting former senior officials, including ex-presidents Robert
Kocharyan and Serzh Sargsyan, as well as other high-ranking
figures. The most recent case is the arrest of Russian-Armenian
billionaire Samvel Karapetyan in June 2025. Current charges
against him are both political (public calls to seize power) and
economic (money laundering) (Pracht, 2025). However, these
arrests and investigations have so far not resulted in court verdicts.
It is still uncertain whether these efforts will extend beyond
selective prosecutions to consistently enforce a “zero tolerance for
corruption” policy (Terzyan, 2020). Critics of Pashinyan regime
voice concerns about the legality of these arrests and proceedings,
seeing them as warning signs of democratic backsliding.

Overall, Armenia saw substantial improvements in its
international anti-corruption rankings. World Bank Control of
Corruption in Armenia improved from —0.64 in 2017 to —0.41 in
2018 and 0.06 in 2023 (see Figure 3). Transparency International
Corruption Perception Index improved from 35 in 2018 to 42 in
2019 and 49 (highest score so far) in 2020 (see Figure 4).

6 The attempts to reform the judiciary:
announcing and abandoning vetting
of judges

Before the Velvet Revolution, the Armenian judiciary branch
was weak and dependent on the executive, with common and
systemic occurrences of bribery and leveraging political influence
(Aghekyan, 2018). The reform of the judiciary was high on the
new governments agenda. Civil society offered its expertise. One
issue that became a clear focus of contention was the vetting of
judges. Since the judicial reform is a very broad topic, we focus
on vetting as both a narrower and a more interesting case of
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controversy, disagreement between key players and partial success,
as described below.

Vetting involves assessing current officeholders to ensure they
meet the highest standards of conduct and integrity. It includes both
integrity checks and criminal investigations. Integrity checks assess
potential future misconduct with evidence based on the balance of
probability. Criminal investigations aim to determine if a crime has
occurred, requiring proof beyond a reasonable doubt, with the state
bearing the burden [European Commission for Democracy through
Law (Venice Commission), 2022].

In 2019, Prime Minister Pashinyan presented his vision for
judicial reform during a meeting with legislative, executive,
and judicial representatives. Pashinyan highlighted the long-
standing distrust of the judiciary by the Armenian people,
viewing it as a continuation of the old, corrupt system. Pashinyan
advocated for a critical reform: vetting all Armenian judges. This
vetting process would provide comprehensive insights into judges’
political affiliations, genealogy, property status, and personal and
professional conduct, ensuring transparency and accountability
within the judiciary (Pashinyan, 2019). As discussed below, during
the year following this announcement, the Armenian government
gradually backtracked from this idea.

Following Prime Minister’s announcement, parliamentary
hearings were convened under the theme “Prospects of Applying
Transitional Justice Tools in Armenia” However, these hearings
failed to yield significant results. The Justice Minister was replaced
shortly afterwards. The new Justice Minister worked on an
extensive 2019-2023 Strategy for Judicial and Legal Reforms in
collaboration with CSOs and international bodies, including the
Venice Commission (Mejlumyan, 2020a).

In May 2020, Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan and Justice
Minister Rustam Badasyan explained the challenges of
implementing vetting processes in Armenia. During a live
broadcast, Minister Badasyan highlighted that conducting a
comprehensive, immediate review of all judges could lead to adverse
effects. He advocated for a “gradual rehabilitation of the judicial
system.” The Ministry proposed establishing a commission to assess
judges’ performance. This five-member commission evaluated
judicial activities, supported the advancement of promising
candidates through the service promotion list, and identified
strategies for enhancing judicial effectiveness (Karapetyan, 2022).

In 2021 the Armenian Parliament passed a new Judicial Code,
aiming to incrementally reform the judicial system while avoiding
the pitfalls of a rapid wholesale vetting process (Karapetyan, 2022).
This document shows that the government moved away from
the more radical idea of vetting, advocated by some CSOs and
legal experts, toward a more gradual process. In July 2022, the
government adopted the Judicial and Legal Reforms 2022-2026
strategy, where vetting was absent (Karapetyan, 2022).

Nonetheless, some changes in the judicial system are underway.
The head of the Supreme Judicial Council® notes: “Within the
framework of the much-discussed and demanded judicial vetting,
huge dismissals and appointments of judges took place. Thus, 200

4 The Supreme Judicial Council is an independent state body that, according to the
Armenian Constitution, guarantees the independence of courts and judges. It suggests
appointments and promotions of judges, makes disciplinary decisions and can terminate

the powers of a judge.
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of the 309 currently serving judges were appointed after the 2018
revolution” (Shant News, 2023). Expert-based V-Dem data seems
to suggest many of these removals were arbitrary, especially between
years 2020 and 2022. The responses to the Judiciary purges variable,
plotted in Figure 5 vary from 0 (there was a massive, arbitrary
purge of the judiciary) to 4 (judges were not removed from their
posts). The index of Judicial accountability, aimed at measuring
“When judges are found responsible for serious misconduct, how
often are they removed from their posts or otherwise disciplined?”
assessed by experts on a scale from 0 (never) to 4 (always) follows a
similar pattern. We see an increase in judicial accountability right
after the Velvet Revolution and then a plunge, coinciding with
arbitrary judicial purges. The judiciary constraints on the executive

Frontiersin Political Science

(“To what extent does the executive respect the constitution and
comply with court rulings, and to what extent is the judiciary
able to act in an independent fashion? From low to high” in V-
Dem’s terminology) were low before 2018. The graph below shows
a steep increase (corresponding to improved judiciary’s ability to
constrain the executive) after the Velvet Revolution with a jittery
decline afterwards.

Despite setbacks in the judiciary reform, the overall anti-
corruption efforts seemed to have a positive impact on the judiciary
branch. V-Dem Judicial corruption decision variable that asks
experts to assess “How often do individuals or businesses make
undocumented extra payments or bribes in order to speed up or
delay the process or to obtain a favorable judicial decision?” on a
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scale from 0 (always) to 4 (never) shows improvements in Armenia
since 2018, as evident from Figure 6.

7 Analysis: the role of civil society in
post-velvet reforms

7.1 Interest representation, advocacy and
accountability

Between the Velvet Revolution and the 2020 war, the pro-

democratic Armenian civil society actors found themselves
in an interesting situation. They had a relatively sympathetic
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government, committed to democratic reforms. New government
members adopted a more open and engaging approach toward
CSOs (Margaryan et al., 2022). Yet it was unclear how much
and how fast the government is willing (or able) to move
on specific issues advocated by civil society. Moreover, there
was a question of internal feedback vs. open criticism. Would
criticizing a young, inexperienced pro-democratic government
play into the hands of an undemocratic opposition waiting
for its chance to return to power and reverse the democratic
gains? CSOs initially appeared to withhold sharp criticisms,
allowing the new government space to adapt. That, however,
changed with time. One of the most critical CSO leaders we
interviewed remarks:

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2025.1656829
https://v-dem.net/data_analysis/CountryGraph/
https://v-dem.net/data_analysis/VariableGraph/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org

Paturyan et al.

This government at first was thinking that it was
democratic... Due to our serious efforts, these reports
[Amnesty International, Transparency International, Freedom
House] show decline [of democracy]. And this had a bit of a
disciplining effect on the current government. Because that
manipulative thing that we are democratic and we don't have
anything to do in that direction anymore, that tendency has
evaporated... This trick won’t work anymore (Interviewee 3,
CSO leader).

Similarly, our interlocutor from the government noted the
increasingly demanding attitude of CSOs that shifted from a milder
early post-2018 position to a more assertive position.

After 2018, it [civil society] had more, like, trust in the
government. This was visible. Because it’s no secret that from the
civil society ranks many transitioned to executive and legislative
bodies. But now we see that the civil society has sharpened its
demands, and became more demanding. It probably comes from
that they really see both the political will and the possibilities to
carry forward, to push forward their suggestions (Interviewee 8,
government employee).

Some prominent Armenian CSOs actively collaborated with the
government on formulating the post-velvet Anticorruption Strategy
and its Implementation Action Plan in November 2018-October
2019. According to the Armenian Lawyers Association website,
during this period, a total of 133 recommendations were made
by CSOs; 101 of these were accepted fully, accepted partially or
at least considered. The collaboration took place within the EU-
funded “Commitment to Constructive Dialog” project (Armenian
Lawyers  Association, 2019). This is a visible case of successful
advocacy with EU as an ally In another traceable case of
advocacy, at least two CSOs were involved in the process of
formation of the Anti-Corruption Court by monitoring the process
and publishing a report (Protection of Rights Without Borders,
2023).

In the case of vetting some of the more prominent CSOs
developed their own suggestion package calling for an urgent,
comprehensive, effective, and genuine vetting. This document
was developed by independent specialists, considering the
country’s needs, and the experience of several countries that
CSOs
asserted that impartial vetting must be conducted by an
multi-stakeholder
criteria. However, they warned that the vetting process could

had implemented transitional justice mechanisms.

independent, entity, utilizing transparent
become an occasion for partisan or political abuse (Helsinki
Citizens” Assembly - Vanadzor, 2020). In May 2020, CSOs
presented their suggestions to the government (Karapetyan,
2022).

The CSO advocacy function was visible in both anti-corruption
and vetting reforms. CSOs developed policy proposals and, in
the case of vetting, urged the government to proceed with
more speed while also warning it against abusing its power.
However, as the next section demonstrates, there were differences
in (perceived or actual) expertise behind the policy proposals in two

respective cases.
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7.2 Reform expertise

As discussed above, CSOs have more institutional access to
anti-corruption reform policies, through participation in various
high-level policy forums. According to our respondent from the
government, civil society representatives are engaged in both the
Anti-Corruption Policy Council chaired by the Prime Minister and
a broader Anti-Corruption Programs Working Group, which work
within the Ministry of Justice. A quick check of meeting records
of the former shows some very prominent CSOs with track record
of anti-corruption research and/or advocacy. This is not surprising,
because anti-corruption is a well-established and well-funded field
of CSO activities. Some of the oldest Armenian CSOs specialize in
this area. The same cannot be said about vetting. While some CSOs
have developed expertise in a broader field of human rights, judicial
reform and, more specifically, vetting was not high on anyone’s
agenda prior to 2018. Understandably, CSOs lacked expertise. Our
government interlocutor observes:

...Isee a very big difference in the potential of civil society
in the field of anti-corruption and the judicial sphere. In the
judicial sphere, mostly lawyers and advocates are involved and
maybe thats right, but civil society is not that specialized,
there is one-two organizations. We have that difference
between anti-corruption and judicial [sphere] (Interviewee 8,
government employee).

A legal expert working for a politician (Interviewee 5) echoes
this sentiment, stating that, in their opinion, there is not a single
CSO in Armenia that could develop as much as a solid concept note
on vetting. Another independent legal expert (Interviewee 7) was
skeptical as well, noting the lack of specialization of CSOs. Looking
at CSOs that proposed the vetting suggestion package, mentioned
above, some of these concerns about lack of narrow policy expertise
seem warranted.

In terms of reform expertise, our analysis shows that CSOs had
stronger prior track record in anti-corruption field. They had early
access to the decision-making through their input to Anticorruption
Strategy and its Implementation Action Plan as early as November
2018 and through the Anti-Corruption Policy Council established
in 2019. In the case of vetting, they reacted to government proposal
but their expertise was questioned.

7.3 Recruiting political leaders

Pro-democratic civil society actors embraced the Velvet
Revolution and supported Pashinyan’s democratic reform agenda.
The movement’s victory allowed civil society to assume a significant
consultative role in the transitional government, resulting in many
civil society members entering government positions (Freedom
House, 2019). Several of our interviewees also confirmed that
after the revolution, many representatives from non-governmental
organizations became a part of the government.

Unlike neighboring Georgia after its 2003 Rose Revolution,
however, there was less brain drain from civil society to the newly
formed government, allowing Armenian civil society to maintain
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some distance from the government and to continue its watchdog
function (Stefes and Paturyan, 2021). Moreover, according to our
interviewees, some individuals who initially joined the executive or
legislative branch later resigned and returned to civil society.

After the revolution, a number of our former colleagues got
government positions. But we tried to find a border between
us and our former colleague government officials so that we
don’t get confused, yes, and that we would not be associated
[with them] and so that the division is clear because that was
important for us so that we ourselves can be more objective and
not restricted in our approaches (Interviewee 4, CSO leader).

Interestingly, the human capital impact of civil society
on the newly formed government was not only in terms of
supplying officeholders, but occasionally, CSOs were able to
block appointments with which they disagreed. According to our
interviewees, a coalition of CSOs “made noise” and prevented a
judge with a questionable reputation from being appointed to a
newly created Anti-Corruption Court.®

7.4 Allies and alliances

The more cordial relationship between the government and
the civil society, partially facilitated by personal connections,
created additional avenues for CSO advocacy. Our interlocutors
acknowledge that there are now more opportunities “for
constructive dialogue” through direct policy input. “What we
say is being listened to more often” (Interviewee 4, CSO leader).
However, there are also disappointments and a learning curve on

both sides of the proverbial “table,” as evident from the quote below:

At some point, there were certain disappointments because
there were expectations; they [government officials who were
CSO members before] used to be our colleagues, and then they
went to the government, and we had quite high expectations
that changes would be made. So maybe there are also some
objective factors here because the reforms in the bureaucratic
system are one thing; another thing is how the operation is done
in non-governmental organizations (Interviewee 2, key CSO
staff member).

While the government is more open to CSOs in general, it
seems to be more open and “on the same page” in case of anti-
corruption reform. As already discussed above, the government
demonstrates political will to fight corruption through a number
of newly created institutions, and invites the CSOs to participate at
various levels. In the case of vetting, the government backtracked
from its original position. It is hard to classify it as an “ally” of CSOs,
because CSOs themselves were divided on the issue. While some
CSOs advocated for transitional justice and thorough vetting, others
expressed caution. Some were concerned that vetting could paralyze
the judicial system. Others were worried about the revolutionary
government’s lack of expertise or questioned their impartiality.

5 'The
later (https://www.azatutyun.am/a/32248096.html).

judge, Mnatsakan Martirosyan, did receive another promotion
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By contrast, our analysis does not reveal strong divisions among
CSOs in anti-corruption policy, which highlights another difference
between the two policy reforms studied.

The role of the EU in anti-corruption and vetting reforms differs
substantially. The EU was a clear ally in the case of anti-corruption
policy reforms. As mentioned above, it funded “Commitment
to Constructive Dialog” project, which empowered CSOs to
propose recommendations to the Anticorruption Strategy and its
Implementation Action Plan. Many of these recommendations were
accepted. Overall, the EU consistently and openly advocates for
clean government. With vetting, however, the EU involvement
is harder to describe. We have indirect evidence of various EU
institutions cautioning against vetting. One such indirect mention
is evident in the quote below:

We did a lot of research at the time, Bosnian example,
Ukrainian example, and so on, Albanian example if I recall

‘ correctly. And it was concluded that, and the colleagues from the
Council of Europe also emphasized that constantly, that vetting
should not be done in Armenia... (Interviewee 7, legal expert).

News reports reviewed as part of the study also point to criticism
of the original vetting reform by the Venice Commission. In general,
the EU’s approach seemed to be much more cautious.

Comparing the two cases, we can see the differences in some of
the elements analyzed, as depicted in Table 2. It seems that CSOs
were better positioned to influence the anti-corruption reform,
as compared to the vetting reform, given their stronger reform
expertise track record, alignment with government priorities,
internal coordination and support from the EU. While we cannot
claim that these exact factors fully explain the relative success of the
anti-corruption reform, these findings align with the actual reform
outcomes. We have clear evidence of CSO proposals being accepted
and an overall quantitative indications of anti-corruption progress
in the country, as discussed above.

To Armenian CSOs
contributed substantially to post-Velvet anti-corruption reforms

answer our Research Question,
by participating in government-led institutionalized discussion
forums, collaborating with the government on key documents, and
providing implementable suggestions. Some of this involvement
was facilitated by EU funding. The government demonstrated
political will to reduce corruption by creating new institutions and

strengthening the legislative framework with the tangible input

TABLE 2 Comparison of the two reforms.

Key variables Anti-corruption Vetting
reform
Representation and Strong performance of Strong performance of
accountability CSOs CSOs
Reform expertise Strong track record Weak track record,
questioned

Recruiting leaders Yes, more broadly, not case specific

Government allies Yes No

CSO allies Internal agreement Internal disagreements

Cautious

EU as ally Strong

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fpos.2025.1656829
https://www.azatutyun.am/a/32248096.html
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/political-science
https://www.frontiersin.org

Paturyan et al.

from the CSOs. Contrasting anti-corruption and vetting, we find
support for our Hypothesis. In the case of anti-corruption reform
CSOs had powerful allies in the government, spoke with one
voice and had the support of the EU. As a result, they had clearly
documented policy impact. In the case of vetting, CSOs lacked
such powerful allies and disagreed amongst themselves, resulting
in negligible policy impact.

Our research also shows that the window of opportunity, created
by the Velvet Revolution, did not last. According to one of our
interviewees, “There was an intermediate period after 2018: 6
months to 1 year where there were more opportunities but then
closed and now there are fewer than before” (Interviewee 1, CSO
head). “It’s becoming even more and more difficult to cooperate, to
tell the truth. If we compare the situation with several years ago, now
it is becoming more and more difficult to cooperate” (Interviewee 2,
key CSO staff).

8 Conclusion

Our study of anti-corruption and judicial reforms in post-
2018 Armenia aligns well with Karatnycky and Ackerman’s (2005)
findings that most democratic gains occur during the first few
years of transition. It shows active attempts by CSOs to engage
with the new self-proclaimed democratic government to push
for democratic consolidation by strengthening institutions and
legislative frameworks during the short window of opportunity
created by the critical juncture of regime transformation. Our
findings demonstrate that CSOs became much more active in direct
policy proposals, while continuing to perform their advocacy and
watchdog functions (the latter being initially somewhat muted).

The post-Velvet period in Armenia can be divided into two
stages: the initial, more “trusting,” stage and the second stage where
civil society became more demanding. The explanations differ.
For the most critical CSOs, it was a change from high hopes to
dashed hopes. Some of our respondents said they initially held
back criticism, wanting to give the government the time to do
things and also not wanting to undermine them but after a while
they understood they needed to get back to their watchdogging as
rigorously as before. Our interlocutor from the government has the
opposite explanation: civil society became more demanding because
they saw they can be more demanding.

This raises an important question of importance of trust vs.
importance of healthy skepticism for democratic consolidation.
Many studies focus on trust as an asset and a positive factor
that allows democracies to function (Almond and Verba, 1963;
Putnam et al., 1994; Putnam, 2000). Other scholars caution against
unwarranted trust (Norris, 1999; Hardin, 2002; Krishnamurthy,
2015). This scholarly debate resonates with the current political
discussions in Armenia about the unprecedented extent of public
trust placed in Pashinyan’s government right after the 2018 and
whether that trust was warranted.

Comparing the two policy cases, we find differences in the
process and the outcomes of the anti-corruption and the judiciary
reforms. That can be explained by a number of factors. Anti-
corruption effort was much more uniting, seen as noble and easy
to rally key players around. It also registered clear progress with
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a plethora of new institutions and legal acts resulting in visible
improvement in scores (see Figures 3, 4). Vetting, on the other
hand, was controversial; some wanted it and saw it as absolutely
necessary, others had misgivings about how it should and could be
done in Armenia. Some of our interview participants described it as
a “dirty” and “thankless” task. While the role of international experts
and donor organizations in Armenian anti-corruption and judiciary
reforms needs further analysis, our interlocutors suggest that the
EU, in particular, played a moderating role on a judicial reform
proposal that was potentially too radical. Whether this is helping or
hindering the reform is to some extent in the eye of the beholder.

Armenian civil society involved in anti-corruption activities is
stronger, with years of accumulated expertise and ability to speak
with one voice; the judicial reform sees more participation from
within-the-field professionals, lawyers, and advocates; there is much
less civil society expertise there. That might be another explanatory
factor of why anti-corruption reform was more successful.

In the anti-corruption reform, there is a good alignment
between, political will, strong and competent civil society, steady
attention and technical support of international organizations,
including the EU. In the vetting reform, civil society was divided at
the desired scope of the reform and was less capable professionally.
The government made a bold announcement of vetting and then
back-tracked while the EU had a moderating, cautious position.
That would explain the difference in the outcomes.

Overall, Armenia is a case of critical juncture (the 2018 Velvet
Revolution) followed by a window of opportunities for reform.
CSOs attempted to push for democratic reforms to seal the regime
transition. A united front of credible and experienced CSOs,
encouraged by political will and international support allowed the
CSOs to make a substantial contribution to the anti-corruption
reforms. In contrast to that, divisions over the extent and the speed
of the desired judicial reform, the moderating role of international
experts, and government backtracking combined with perceptions
of weak CSO expertise in the judicial field, limited CSOs abilities to
push for judicial reforms. These findings contribute to our broader
understanding of the role of civil society in the early years of
democratic transition. Civil society does not just mobilize people
in the streets. It provides expertise and much needed criticism. Its
success, however, is contingent on a number of factors. This paper
tried to unpack some of them and found that the difference in CSO
expertise mattered, as did the availability of allies.

Our study leaves a number of unanswered questions. The
exact meaning and scope of vetting that was initially proposed
and gradually modified could be tracked more accurately through
comparing consecutive relevant policy documents. While it is
somewhat outside the scope of this paper, it would provide
valuable insights into the dynamics of a complex and controversial
reform. Further research could also include a more detailed
analysis and comparison of Armenian pre- and post-Velvet
anti-corruption institutions, their power, staff and appointment
procedures, including the non-trivial role of the Prosecutor’s Office
in anti-corruption.

As Armenia, Georgia, Moldova, Ukraine and many other
countries grapple with day-to-day challenges of strengthening
democracy, we look to civil society as a source of democratic
renewal. As scholars, we hope to advance our understanding
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of factors and processes, leading to stronger civil society voices
resulting in more comprehensive democratic reforms, potentially
improving our chances for a better future.
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